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CHAPTER TWO 

THE PROBLEM OF DIVINE HIDDENNESS IN CONTEMPORARY PERSPECTIVE 

 

2.1 Introduction 

 

Chapter one was concerned with prolegomena matters regarding the problem of divine 

hiddenness (hereafter PDH); I clarified what the problem is not, as well as what it is, offering 

also a historical overview. PDH was defined, in short, to be an epistemic problem: If God exists, 

then his existence would be more obvious. This in turn sparked my research question which this 

project will attempt to answer: Why if God exists is his existence not more obvious? I followed 

Peter van Inwagen when he explains that theists, with respect to PDH, can tell “stories” that can 

take the form of either a defense or a theodicy. I chose the former mode, saying further that my 

defense, which aims not at mere logical but rather at epistemic possibility, will attempt to satisfy 

two desiderata; namely, that I will  

 

(i*)  develop a specifically Christian account describing why if God exists his 

existence is not more obvious and 

(ii)  show that this description is true for all we know. 

 

It was then argued that Christians have available a Reformed epistemic story, taken from Alvin 

Plantinga’s Warranted Christian Belief,1 which can both answer the research question and meet 

the mentioned desiderata. I then drafted my thesis statement that Plantinga’s Aquinas/Calvin 

models for how Christian belief might have warrant can be utilized as a defense to explain why if 

God exists his existence is not more obvious.2 

This chapter seeks to build upon the first chapter’s foundation, thereby demonstrating 

how PDH has taken shape in light of (approximately) two decades of analytic-philosophical 

attention. In doing so, I provide a contemporary literature review of PDH consisting of two parts, 

the overarching purpose of which is to validate my defense’s perceived place in current 

scholarship. First, in part I, I explain how PDH has been used as a formal argument against 

God’s existence. To do this, I exposit J.L. Schellenberg’s original yet still much-discussed 1993 

five-premised atheistic argument from reasonable nonbelief given in his Divine Hiddenness and 

Human Reason.3 Next, I allow the argument’s two most important premises to act as a guide 

through the relevant literature, intentionally highlighting notable theistic responses. Finally, 

having emphasized these notable theistic responses, I explain in part I’s conclusion that a 

Plantingean Reformed epistemic approach to PDH is largely absent from the present-day 

literature, saying how it can be included. 

 

                                                      
1 New York: Oxford University Press, 2000. 
2 For more on the definition, research question, defense desiderata, and thesis statement, see chapter one. 
3 Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1993; I use the newly prefaced version (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 

2006); hereafter DHHR. 
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Second, in part II, I continue the literature review by examining PDH’s relationship to the 

problem of evil (hereafter POE). Many contemporary philosophers and theologians—perhaps 

most—suggest that there is a tight relationship between POE and PDH. I spell out similarity as 

well as dissimilarity between the two, arguing in part II’s conclusion that my Reformed 

epistemic defense has the resources to address some of the perceived dissimilarity. 

Third, having reviewed the literature and having noted how my defense is applicable to 

the current analytic-philosophical PDH debate, I then combine part I and part II’s conclusions 

which will position me to describe how I will exposit and defend my thesis statement in chapters 

three through five. Finally, concluding remarks will be made. 

 

2.2 Literature Review Part I: Schellenberg’s 1993 Argument: 

Exposition, Theistic Objections, and the Relevance of My Thesis 

 

While others in the contemporary literature have used PDH to justify nonbelief,4 it is 

Schellenberg’s work that is the most detailed and comprehensive, all of which began with his 

1993 publication Divine Hiddenness and Human Reason (hereafter DHHR). There he developed 

his highly influential and much discussed five-premised argument for atheism. Daniel Howard-

Snyder explains—in a recent symposium dedicated to various themes from Schellenberg—that 

DHHR 

 

set the agenda for the next two decades on the so-called ‘problem of divine hiddenness’, 

or ‘the problem of inculpable non-belief’ as it is called by some, and it continues to do so 

today, with hundreds of pages published in the journals and elsewhere in response to it.5 

 

Although Schellenberg’s own work has matured since 1993,6 the initial argument for atheism 

                                                      
4 Examples include Theodore M. Drange, Nonbelief & Evil: Two Arguments for the Nonexistence of God 

(Amherst: Prometheus, 1998); “Nonbelief vs. Lack of Evidence: Two Atheistic Arguments,” Philo 1 (1998): 105-

14; Stephen Maitzen, “Divine Hiddenness and the Demographics of Theism,” Religious Studies 42 (2006): 177-91; 

see Schellenberg, “Divine Hiddenness,” in A Companion to Philosophy of Religion, 2nd ed., ed. Charles Taliaferro, 

Paul Draper and Phillip L. Quinn (Malden: Blackwell, 2010), 509-518, where he includes a helpful bibliography. 
5 Howard-Snyder, “Introduction,” Religious Studies 49 (2013), 141. “Special Issue: Critical Essays on J.L. 

Schellenberg’s Philosophy of Religion,” where Schellenberg contributed two articles: “My Stance in the Philosophy 

of Religion,” 143-50; “Replies to My Colleagues,” 257-85. 
6 Books, or contributions to books, include (but are not limited to): “What the Hiddenness of God Reveals: 

A Collaborative Discussion,” in Divine Hiddenness: New Essays, ed. Daniel Howard-Snyder and Paul K. Moser 

(New York: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 33-61; “Divine Hiddenness Justifies Atheism,” in Contemporary 

Debates in Philosophy of Religion, ed. Michael L. Peterson and Raymond J. VanArragon (Malden: Blackwell, 

2004), 30-41; “Reply to Moser,” ibid., 54-56; Prolegomena to a Philosophy of Religion (Ithaca: Cornell University 

Press, 2005); The Wisdom to Doubt: A Justification of Religious Skepticism (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2007); 

The Will to Imagine: A Justification of Skeptical Religion (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2009); Evolutionary 

Religion (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013). Journal articles include (but are not limited to): “The Argument 

from Divine Hiddenness: Response,” Canadian Journal of Philosophy 26 (1996): 455-62; “The Hiddenness 

Argument Revisited (I),” Religious Studies 41 (2005): 201-15; “The Hiddenness Argument Revisited (II),” Religious 

Studies 41 (2005): 287-303; “The Hiddenness Problem and the Problem of Evil,” Faith and Philosophy 27 (2010): 
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presented in DHHR is still extensively discussed in the contemporary literature, showing little 

signs of cessation.7 The argument is as follows: 

 

(1) If there is a God, he is perfectly loving. [prem.; Def.] 

(2) If a perfectly loving God exists, reasonable nonbelief does not occur. [prem.] 

(3) Reasonable nonbelief occurs. [prem.] 

(4) No perfectly loving God exists. [from (2), (3); modus tollens]; 

(5) There is no God. [from (1), (4)].8 

 

Let me (briefly) explore each premise. Schellenberg explains, in the introduction to DHHR, that 

premise (1) is uncontroversial; traditional theists will not wish to deny it. The more sensitive 

premises, he notes, are (2) and (3). Premise (2) states that if the loving God of traditional theism 

exists, then he would not allow reasonable nonbelief, which occurs “if and only if it is not the 

result of culpable actions or omissions on the part of the subject.”9  

For presumably, if God is perfectly loving, one then has good reasons to think, so the 

argument goes, that God would do whatever it takes, whenever possible, to be in a relationship 

with those persons who desire to reciprocate. Schellenberg argues that there are grounds to 

suppose that a loving God would “put his existence beyond reasonable nonbelief,” since “it is 

possible for God to prevent it [reasonable nonbelief].”10 To clear up misunderstandings of 

premise (2), Schellenberg, in the 2006 preface to the original 1993 argument, writes 

 

that readers should beware of . . . conflating what my argument claims—that if God 

exists, reasonable nonbelief does not occur [premise (2)]—with “If God exists, 

reasonable nonbelievers receive evidence sufficient for belief.” What the former claim 

says is that if God exists, there is never a time when someone inculpably fails to believe 

(belief is made available as soon as there is a capacity for relationship with God). In other 

                                                      
45-60. “Divine Hiddenness: Part 1 (Recent Work on the Hiddenness Argument),” Philosophy Compass 12 (2017), 

forthcoming. 
7 To take just a sample, consider the recent dates of the following articles, all of which analyze the 1993 

argument: Robert P. Lovering, “Divine Hiddenness and Inculpable Ignorance,” International Journal for Philosophy 

of Religion 56 (2004): 89-107; Ted Poston and Trent Dougherty, “Divine Hiddenness and the Nature of 

Belief,” Religious Studies 43 (2007): 183-98; Justin P. McBrayer and Philip Swenson, “Scepticism about the 

Argument from Divine Hiddenness,” Religious Studies 48 (2012): 130; Ebrahim Azadegan, “Divine Hiddenness and 

Human Sin: The Noetic Effect of Sin,” Journal of Reformed Theology 7 (2013), 69-90; Hunter Brown, “Incarnation 

and the Divine Hiddenness Debate,” Heythrop Journal 54 (2013): 252-60. Michael Rea, “Hiddenness and 

Transcendence,” in Hidden Divinity and Religious Belief: New Perspectives, ed. Adam Green and Eleonore Stump 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016), 210-25. 
8 Schellenberg, DHHR, 82. He notes that this is “the first full-dress presentation of a hiddenness argument 

for atheism” (vii). A different form of his argument appears in The Wisdom to Doubt, 204-6, of which Terence 

Cuneo has recently critically examined: “Another Look at Divine Hiddenness,” Religious Studies 49 (2013): 151-64. 
9 Schellenberg, DHHR, 3n.2. 
10 Schellenberg, DHHR, 3. 
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words, if there is a God, there are no reasonable nonbelievers about who may be treated 

in the imagined fashion.11 

 

However, premise (3) maintains that (given divine hiddenness) reasonable nonbelief 

does, in fact, occur. Schellenberg argues further: 

 

The claim that reasonable nonbelief occurs is therefore the claim that the nonbelief of at 

any rate some nonbelievers is not the consequence of their culpable actions or 

omissions—that it arises through no fault of their own and so they are not in any sense to 

blame for it.12 

 

Thus, premise (2)’s consequent, that reasonable nonbelief does not occur, is false. Therefore, by 

modus tollens, from (2) and (3), there is no perfectly loving God (4). And, from (1) and (4), there 

is thus no God at all (5). As he explains, the entire argument hinges on (2), for “if it is true,” then 

the argument is “sound.”13 Moreover, it is important to note that Schellenberg’s argument here is 

not, technically speaking, an argument from divine hiddenness; it is rather, as he notes in a more 

recent work, an argument from reasonable nonbelief.14 Nonetheless, “All I seek to show,” he 

writes, “is that we might expect God’s existence to be more obvious.”15 Now, the conclusion 

does follow from the premises; but are the premises (specifically (2) and (3)) true? I describe 

various theistic attempts to show otherwise below. 

 Let me briefly comment on the current status of Schellenberg’s scholarship. After twenty 

years (or so) of refinement, he explains that his “stance in philosophy of religion has evolved 

considerably.” He is now an “atheist but not a metaphysical naturalist.” Neither is he an agnostic 

but is rather an advocate of ultimism, the view “which invites no more than doubt.”16 In a newer 

essay, he describes ultimism as that “which says only that there is a metaphysically, 

axiologically, and soteriologically ultimate reality of some kind”—either personal or impersonal; 

he argues for the latter.17 Supportive of “non-doxastic imaginative faith,” he still stands by his 

argument for atheism in DHHR but he has now created a “new way of being religious,” entitled 

“sceptical religion.”  

                                                      
11 Schellenberg, DHHR, ix; emphasis in original. 
12 Schellenberg, DHHR, 59. Schellenberg writes further that “S has a rational belief that p if and only if his 

evidence, inductive standards, and belief to p’s probability on the evidence have been, in his own view, at the time, 

adequately investigated” (DHHR, 61). 
13 Schellenberg, DHHR, 84. 
14 Schellenberg, The Hiddenness Argument: Philosophy's New Challenge to Belief in God (New York: 

Oxford University Press, 2015); Schellenberg writes there he had trouble finding a name for DHHR but that 

“‘hiddenness’ kept cropping up and I kept reminding my editor that a problem of divine hiddenness could really 

literally exist only for people who believed in God.” He goes on to explain that it was only when he phoned his 

undergraduate mentor Terence Penelhum that the title for DHHR came to be. Indeed, “human reason would here test 

the notion that a God would be hidden in such a way as to make nonbelief inculpable” (15). 
15 Schellenberg, DHHR, 4; see also 5-6.  
16 Schellenberg, “My Stance in Philosophy of Religion,” 144. 
17 Schellenberg, “Divine Hiddenness and Human Philosophy,” in Hidden Divinity and Religious Belief: 

New Perspectives, ed. Adam Green and Eleonore Stump (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016), 16ff. 
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Uncertainty is central in all of this [i.e., sceptical religion] (perhaps because it is central in 

me). One might say I have sought to exploit its creative potential. Just as the uncertainty 

about theism we call the hiddenness of God is only the starting point for a new proof of 

atheism, so the more general uncertainty of religious scepticism is only the starting point 

for a path leading back to religion—though a somewhat different brand of religion than 

any extant! Utilizing the idea of non-doxastic faith and an understanding of the 

propositional heart of religion broader than most, reason propels us through a novel 

forward-looking version of religious scepticism to a form of religion that can exist only 

on the other side: sceptical religion.18 

 

Still, philosophers and theologians continue to grapple with the enduring importance of the 1993 

argument.19 Therefore, it is to my advantage, while not ignoring Schellenberg’s work since 1993, 

to limit the literature review here, in part I, to the argument presented in DHHR.20 Thus I use 

DHHR’s two most controversial premises ((2) and (3)) as an outline for analyzing PDH in the 

contemporary literature, demonstrating (in part I’s conclusion) my thesis’ relevance to the 

scholarly discussion in general as well as to already-established theistic responses in particular. 

There have been two main theistic objections to the 1993 argument: efforts to challenge premise 

(2) and efforts to challenge premise (3), referred to hereafter as ‘type 2 objections’ and ‘type 3 

objections’ respectively.21  

 

 

2.2.1 Type 2 Objections 

 

Premise (2): If a perfectly loving God exists, reasonable nonbelief does not occur. Assume that 

accepting premise (1) is necessary for theists. Attempts have been made, however, to object to 

premise (2)—hence ‘type 2 objections.’ Most of these, roughly stated, describe a state of affairs 

in which God’s existence is in some sense hidden and in which God may have sufficient reasons 

for permitting at least some reasonable (or inculpable) nonbelief.22 Type 2 objections can be 

                                                      
18 Schellenberg, “My Stance in Philosophy of Religion,” 143-44. See also his Evolutionary Religion where 

he further discusses ‘sceptical religion.’ 
19 I thank J.L. Schellenberg for reading an earlier version of this short overview concerning his work. 
20 I mention this because, in personal correspondence, Schellenberg states that should one desire to engage 

the most representative Schellenbergian work, then one would need to go beyond what is found in DHHR, including 

for instance his recent trilogy (Prolegomena to a Philosophy of Religion; The Wisdom to Doubt; The Will to 

Imagine), as well as his “Divine Hiddenness and Human Philosophy,” 13-32. However, my justification for not 

directly engaging these sources in part I of my literature review is twofold: (1) this is not a dissertation about 

Schellenberg; (2) the 1993 argument from DHHR is, again, still widely discussed amongst philosophers. 
21 A caveat: not every author described below is directly challenging Schellenberg’s 1993 argument; this is 

the reason why the more generic label ‘type 2’ or ‘type 3 objector’ was chosen instead of ‘premise 2’ or ‘premise 3 

objectors.’ Nonetheless, the authors chosen who do not directly challenge the 1993 argument are included because 

they either foreshadow or mimic the respective objection. 
22 Note, for instance, the theist Chad Meister’s comments which captures my definition when he writes that 

“divine elusiveness should be expected given Christian theism. God is not a human person, so we should not expect 



 43 

divided, so I think, into four sub-categories: a ‘free will/coercion objection,’ the (closely related) 

‘improper response objection,’ a ‘filial objection,’ and (finally) ‘doxastic responses.’ 

First, there is a free will/coercion objection. Consider Michael Murray’s suggestion that 

God’s hiddenness may be essential to preserve human freedom. For if God were more obvious, 

then he might coerce humans into believing in him. God, however, is unlike a moral patrolman. 

“For if we knew that God was there,” explains Murray, 

 

watching over us continuously, [then] all incentives to choose evil would be lost along 

with our ability to choose between good and evil actions. Our moral free choice would 

have been eliminated. Some have argued that this need to prevent pervasive coercion is 

one reason why God must remain hidden, at least to the extent that his existence is not as 

obvious as a patrol car following us on the highway.23 

 

Understanding PDH as a part of the larger problem of evil (POE) (discussed more below), 

Murray’s response explains why God is not evident to all persons, for divine hiddenness, he notes, 

is “the only way to go if God hopes to preserve the ability of free creatures to engage in soul-

making.”24 Elsewhere Murray proposes that God simply might be unable to make himself more 

evident. How evident must God’s existence be, one might ask, such that it is accessible but not 

coercive? “For all we know,” Murray writes, “the answer is: just as accessible as it is.”25  

A similar but slightly different free will/coercion objection is James Keller’s; examining 

PDH and its relationship to evil he writes that 

 

God’s relation to the world is such that God cannot manipulate its details in such a way as 

to make the information about Godself any more clear. All communication with human 

beings that would make these matters more clear would require manipulating details of the 

world: writing in the sky, ‘whispering’ in people’s ears, performing dramatic miracles, or 

causing each person’s conscience to be a direct indication of what God wants done in the 

situation being considered. If God’s relation to the world is not such that God can perform 

these manipulations, then the hiddenness of God is what we would expect.26 

                                                      
to experience him in that way.” Then, regarding inculpable nonbelief, he writes, “I think there are also (many?) 

cases of reasonable and morally nonculpable nonbelief.” Meister, “Evil and the Hiddenness of God,” in God and 

Evil: The Case for God in a World Filled with Pain, ed. Chad Meister and James K. Dew Jr. (Downers Grove: 

InterVarsity, 2013), 149, 142, respectively; emphasis added. 
23 Murray and David E. Taylor, “Hiddenness,” in Routledge Companion to Philosophy of Religion, 2nd ed., 

ed. Paul Copan and Chad Meister (New York: Routledge, 2013), 374. 
24 Murray, “Deus Absconditus,” in Divine Hiddenness: New Essays, ed. Daniel Howard-Snyder and Paul K. 

Moser (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 80; on pg. 66, Murray explains that his approach challenges 

premise (2); see also his “Coercion and the Hiddenness of God,” American Philosophical Quarterly 30 (1993): 27-

38; “Why Doesn't God Make His Existence More Obvious to Us?” in Passionate Conviction: Contemporary 

Discourses on Christian Apologetics, ed. Paul Copan and William Lane Craig (Nashville: B&H, 2007), 38-50. 
25 Murray, “Heaven and Hell,” in Reason for the Hope Within, ed. Michael J. Murray (Grand Rapids: 

Eerdmans, 1999), 313-14; emphasis added. 
26 Keller, “The Hiddenness of God and the Problem of Evil,” International Journal for Philosophy of 

Religion 37 (1995): 22; emphasis added. 
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Richard Swinburne’s approach is comparable. For “[i]f God’s existence and intentions,” he 

explains, “became items of evident common knowledge, then our freedom to choose between good 

and evil would be vastly curtailed.” He elaborates with an analogy: 

 

We will be in the situation of the child in the nursery who knows that mother is looking in 

at the door, and for whom, in view of the child’s desire for mother’s approval, the 

temptation to wrongdoing is simply overborne. We need ‘epistemic distance’ from God in 

order to have a free choice between good and evil.27 

 

The late John Hick also seems to have favored a similar approach; though not replying to 

Schellenberg’s 1993 argument, Hick proposes that God must have epistemic distance from 

humanity, which in turn preserves one’s cognitive and moral freedom: “In order, then, to give 

them the freedom to come to Him, God creates them at a distance—not a special but an epistemic 

distance.”28 Perhaps John O’Leary-Hawthorn captures this response most succinctly when he 

explains that, for many Christian traditions, it is essential to God’s plan that Christian beliefs are 

chosen freely: 

 

While the spectacles of faith may render God’s existence manifest, it is important to God’s 

plans for free creatures and the love and devotion he desires that one’s vision be less than 

perfect prior to putting those spectacles on.29  

 

The free will/coercion objection, as mentioned, argues that God is hidden, at least to some extent, 

and that God has sufficient reasons for permitting inculpable nonbelief.30  

 

                                                      
27 Swinburne, The Existence of God, 2nd ed. (New York: Oxford University Press, 2004), 293, 269 

respectively. See also his Revelation: From Metaphor to Analogy, (Oxford: Clarendon, 1992), 95-106. Kevin 

Kinghorn, commenting on Swinburne’s suggestion that abundant theistic evidence would preclude one’s proper 

moral choice, appears to agree with my interpretation of Swinburne in that God has good reasons for withholding 

overwhelming confirmation of his existence from various persons; Kinghorn, “Why Doesn't God Make Himself 

More Obvious?” Asbury Theological Journal 58 (2003): 187-205 (esp. 194-96). 
28 Hick, Evil and the God of Love, rev. ed. (London: Macmillan, 1977), 372, 73; emphasis added. For an 

interpretation of Hick on PDH, see Nick Trakakis, “An Epistemically Distant God? A Critique of John Hick's 

Response to the Problem of Divine Hiddenness,” Heythrop Journal 48 (2007): 214-26. 
29 O’Leary-Hawthorn, “Arguments for Atheism,” in Reason for the Hope Within, ed. Michael J. Murray 

(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1999), 130, 31. Additionally, Daniel Howard-Snyder notes that perhaps God has prima 

facie reason to permit or to allow inculpable nonbelief for a time; see his “The Argument from Divine 

Hiddenness,” Canadian Journal of Philosophy 26 (1996): esp. 434-435. 
30 For others in the literature who seem to utilize something like a free will/coercion response for PDH, see 

Travis Dumsday, “Divine Hiddenness, Free Will, and the Victims of Wrongdoing,” Faith and Philosophy 27 (2010): 

183-98; “Divine Hiddenness as Divine Mercy,” Religious Studies 48 (2012): 183-98. Robert McKim, “The 

Hiddenness of God,” Religious Studies 26 (1990): 141-61; Religious Ambiguity and Religious Diversity (New York: 

Oxford University Press, 2001), 108-135. 
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 The second type 2 objection, closely related to the first, is entitled an ‘improper response 

objection,’ which suggests, as Justin McBrayer and Philip Swenson write, that “not only is there a 

good that might require God’s hiddenness, there might be an evil that can only be prevented by his 

hiddenness.”31 Though not endorsing this objection, the authors argue that it might go as follows: 

 

God wants all persons to be in a certain type of relationship with him, and believing in God 

[i.e., believing that God exists] is a necessary condition for being in that relationship. 

However, belief in God is not sufficient for being in that type of relationship. Those who 

believe must take the further step of freely entering into the relationship. Now there are 

some people who (even if they did believe in God) would not enter into the desired 

relationship, in fact, their believing that God exists might make the situation worse because 

they would respond badly if they acquired this belief. Thus, God does not have a reason to 

ensure that these people learn that he exists, and he may in fact have a reason to refrain 

from informing them of his existence.32 

 

God remains ambiguous since there might be persons who, through no fault of their own, would 

come to love or to know him improperly, resulting in a defective relationship not chosen freely.  

Perhaps Peter van Inwagen captures the improper response objection most forcefully when he 

explains that if God made himself more apparent, then this might impede his redemptive purposes, 

for it might cause some persons to believe for the wrong, or improper, reasons: “If that is so,” 

notes van Inwagen, “then the vast array of miracles would not only be useless from God’s point 

of view, but positively harmful, a barrier to putting his plan of reconciliation into effect.”33 

Additionally, the Molinist’s strategy could also be included under the umbrella of the 

improper response objection,34 since God in his middle knowledge, which is his knowledge of 

counterfactual truths,35 is said to know how free persons would respond had they heard God’s 

plan of redemption, the implication of which is that those who do not respond are just those 

persons who would not have believed even if they had heard.36 Hence, God through his middle 

knowledge just knows who would (or who would not) respond properly to his revelation.37 

                                                      
31 McBrayer and Swenson, “Scepticism about the Argument from Divine Hiddenness,” Religious 

Studies 48 (2012): 135; emphasis added. 
32 McBrayer and Swenson, “Scepticism about the Argument from Divine Hiddenness,” 135. 
33 Van Inwagen, The Problem of Evil, 149; emphasis added. 
34 I owe this point to McBrayer and Swenson, “Scepticism about the Argument from Divine Hiddenness,” 

138. 
35 See, for instance, Chris Tucker, “Divine Hiddenness and the Value of Divine-Creature 

Relationships,” Religious Studies 44 (2008): 269-87. Tucker proposes that PDH cannot be solved by way of 

counterfactuals. For his response to Tucker, see Schellenberg, “Response to Tucker on Hiddenness,” Religious 

Studies 44 (2008): 289-93. 
36 See, for example, Michael Thune, “A Molinist-Style Response to Schellenberg,” Southwest Philosophy 

Review 22 (2006): 33-41. 
37 Stephen Maitzen, whose work I discuss in chapter three, argues that the uneven distribution of theistic 

belief around the world is better explained by naturalism than by theism in his “Divine Hiddenness and the 

Demographics of Theism,” 177-91. For a Molinistic response to Maitzen, see Jason Marsh, “Do the Demographics 

of Theistic Belief Disconfirm Theism? A Reply to Maitzen,” Religious Studies 44 (2008): 465-71. 
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The third type 2 objection is what I call a ‘filial objection,’ having most commonly come 

from the work of Paul Moser.38 Leary of natural theology (particularly in the context of divine 

hiddenness),39 Moser explains that there is both propositional and filial knowledge of God; the 

former is simply de facto knowledge in God, whereas the latter, however, 

 

includes our being reconciled to God (at least to some degree) through volitional 

submission to God as Lord and Father, on the basis of conclusive purposively available 

authoritative evidence. It requires our entrusting ourselves as obedient children to God in 

grateful love, on the basis of undefeated evidence, thereby becoming transformed in who 

we are and in how we exist and act, not just in what we believe. We may think of this as 

filial attunement to God.40 

 

Mere propositional knowledge is not enough, according to Moser, since perceiving the hidden 

God must come from one’s own volition, a filial response whereby one expresses a willingness 

to undergo moral transformation, lest she be a spectator guilty of “cognitive idolatry.”41 

Epistemically, Moser is an evidentialist and, for him, God has in fact provided evidence of 

himself, such as the inner witness of the Holy Spirit, to those who heed his internal instigation (a 

theme I return to in my fifth chapter).42 Yet God will not provide evidence—for instance, 

extravagant miracles or grandiose signs—for the hard of heart.43 Answering the question, ‘Why 

isn’t God more obvious?’, Moser, as a type 2 objector, suggests that the   

                                                      
38 Moser, “Divine Hiding,” Philosophia Christi 2 (2001): 439-55; “A God Who Hides and 

Seeks,” Philosophia Christi 2 (2001): 467-73; The Elusive God: Reorienting Religious Epistemology (New York: 

Cambridge University Press, 2008); The Evidence for God: Religious Knowledge Reexamined (New York: 

Cambridge University Press, 2010); The Severity of God: Religion and Philosophy Reconceived (New York: 

Cambridge University Press, 2013). Other relevant works by Moser include: “Gethsemane Epistemology: Volitional 

and Evidential,” Philosophia Christi 14 (2012): 263-74; “Natural Theology and the Evidence for God: Reply to 

Harold Netland, Charles Taliaferro, and Kate Waidler,” Philosophia Christi 14 (2012): 305-11. For a critique of 

Moser on natural theology (applicable to PDH), see E.J. Coffman and Jeff Cervantez, “Hiddenness, Evidence, and 

Idolatry,” in Evidence and Religious Belief, ed. Kelly James Clark and Raymond J. VanArragon (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 2011), 95-113. 
39 See Moser, “Religious Epistemology Personified: God without Natural Theology,” in The Blackwell 

Companion to Science and Christianity, ed. James Stump and Alan Padgett (Malden: Blackwell, 2012), 151-61. 
40 The Elusive God, 126; emphasis added. 
41 See his “Cognitive Idolatry and Divine Hiding,” in Divine Hiddenness: New Essays, ed. Daniel Howard-

Snyder and Paul K. Moser (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 120-48; see also Michael J. Murray’s 

and Michael Rea’s remarks on Moser on PDH in their An Introduction to the Philosophy of Religion (New York: 

Cambridge University Press, 2008), 187-88. 
42 See Paul K. Moser and Douglas Geivett, eds., The Testimony of the Spirit: New Essays (New York: 

Oxford University Press, forthcoming). Moser has his own unique contribution to ‘evidence’ and ‘evidentialism.’ In 

his Evidence for God, he writes that evidence for God’s reality “becomes salient to inquirers as they themselves 

responsively and willingly become evidence of God’s reality in receiving and reflecting God’s moral character for 

others,” something he calls ‘personifying evidence for God.’ This “requires the evidence to be personified in an 

intentional agent, such as a purposive human, and thereby to be evidence inherently of an intentional agent” (ix). He 

then applies this theme to divine hiddenness.  
43 Moser, “Christianity and Miracles,” in Debating Christian Theism, ed. Chad Meister, J.P. Moreland, and 

K. Sweis (New York: Oxford University Press, 2013), 287-97. 
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question suffers from a misplaced emphasis. It should be redirected. Why do we fail to 

apprehend God’s loving reality and presence? Recall . . . [Bertrand] Russell’s reply to 

God: “God you gave us insufficient evidence.” In God’s presence, we do well to question 

ourselves rather than blame God. Russell overlooked this lesson, as we do at times. In our 

willful pride, we often overlook God’s supreme ways of humble love. If our hearts are 

willingly attuned to God’s self-giving transformative love, God will be obvious enough.44 

  

Moser’s response affirms the necessity of God’s hiddenness, which draws on certain 

biblical passages in forging its case (e.g., Mt 11:25; Lk 10:21; Jn 12:37-50; cf. the title of his 

notable book: The Elusive God), and his position suggests that not only can one fail to be aware 

of God but that some simply are not prepared to receive evidence of this hidden God’s reality.45 

The implication is that God will not provide evidence of himself until the needed filial 

preparation is in place (e.g., attuning one’s heart toward God). 

The fourth type 2 objection contests premise (2) by arguing that disclosure of God may 

not require a person to be aware of God doxastically. Three examples in the literature will 

suffice. (A) Trent Dougherty and Ted Poston insist that Schellenberg’s construal of nonbelief is 

overly rigid since it assumes too strong a view of belief de dicto. Thus, Dougherty and Poston—

in asking the question, “What kind of belief is required for a personal relationship with God?”—

distinguish between belief de dicto (belief that; or “of the proposition”) and belief de re (belief 

of; or “of the thing”). The authors given an example: 

 

For instance, we believe de dicto that Mark Twain is a great author. But even if we did 

not realize that Mark Twain is Samuel Clemens, we would also believe of Sam Clemens 

that he is a great author. So we have the de re belief Sam Clemens is a great author.46 

                                                      
44 Moser, Why Isn’t God More Obvious? (Atlanta: RZIM, 2000), 58; emphasis added. See Imran Aijaz and 

Markus Weidler’s comments on Moser in their “Some Critical Reflections on the Hiddenness 

Argument,” International Journal of Philosophy of Religion 61 (2007): 18-20. See also Schellenberg and Moser’s 

point-counterpoint discussion on atheism and divine hiddenness: Schellenberg, “Divine Hiddenness Justifies 

Atheism,” in Contemporary Debates in Philosophy of Religion, ed. Michael L. Peterson and Raymond J. 

VanArragon (Malden: Blackwell, 2004), 30-41; “Reply to Moser,” ibid., 54-56; Moser, “Divine Hiddenness Does 

not Justify Atheism,” 42-54; “Reply to Schellenberg,” 56-58. 
45 In email conversation (dated April 24, 2014, with permission to quote) Moser states that he rejects 

premise (2), explaining that “some people are not ready to receive evidence of God’s reality.” (Similarly he writes 

elsewhere that “God is elusive and hides his existence from some people at some times. God does not offer his 

existence as ever transparent, in part because some people are not ready to face his reality.” Moser, “Confirmation 

Model,” in Four Views on Christianity and Philosophy, ed. Paul M. Gould and Richard Brian Davis [Grand Rapids: 

Zondervan, 2016], 199. Unfortunately, McBrayer and Swenson in their “Scepticism about the Argument from 

Divine Hiddenness” wrongly place Moser as what I call a type 3 objector [see their article, pg. 138].) Further, 

Moser’s position might be close to Robert T. Lehe, “A Response to the Argument from the Reasonableness of 

Nonbelief,” Faith and Philosophy 21 (2004): 159-74, where Lehe argues that God has good reasons for remaining 

hidden from some people, and that this does not impugn the goodness of God. 
46 Poston and Dougherty, “Divine Hiddenness and the Nature of Belief,” Religious Studies 43 (2007): 185. 

See also Ernest LePore, “de dicto,” in The Cambridge Dictionary of Philosophy, 2nd ed., ed. Robert Audi (New 

York: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 211. 
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The authors propose that a person can lack strong de dicto belief in God but not belief de 

re, for the latter is less strict and “could be the basis for some further kind of belief still short of 

de dicto belief.” If a person has only de re belief but lacks what is traditionally taken to be full-

blown doxastic disclosure of God, then it may be the case that God is justified in remaining 

hidden from that person for a time, since “one should not expect God to bring about full doxastic 

disclosure for everyone now.”47 There might be, for instance, either relational goods (e.g., a 

person having the right affections for God) or personal goods (e.g., character formation) that one 

must acquire before God’s existence is more evident. Fortunately, as there could be 

circumstances when a person lacks highly confident belief in God, Christianity, argues 

Dougherty and Poston, “attests that God will accept far less: He will ‘meet us where we are.’”48 

By distinguishing belief de dicto and de re, the authors claim to have undercut premise (2), since 

Schellenberg’s 1993 argument is framed with only full-blown doxastic disclosure (and not 

necessarily belief de re) in mind.49 

(B) C. Stephen Evans’ Kierkegaardian approach to PDH (cf. my chapter one which 

discusses Kierkegaard on PDH) could also be seen as doxastic in nature. Evans explains that God 

is not hidden except to those who blind themselves to him; this does not, however, make all 

atheists culpable for their nonbelief, Evans notes, since there might be atheists who lack 

propositional knowledge but who nevertheless may be “aware of God’s reality without realizing 

that they are aware of that reality.”50 One could, in other words, without propositional belief still 

theoretically be aware of God without being aware of him “as God.” Evans uses an analogy. 

Suppose a person in a dark room comes in contact with a furry animal; lacking propositional 

knowledge as to what type of animal it is or where it came from, the person has some sort of 

‘knowledge’ of the animal through the sense of touch. As it turns out, however,  

 

[t]he animal is in fact my dog, and thus I am aware of my dog through the sense of touch. 

However, it is clearly possible that I might not recognize my dog as my dog, or even as a 

dog. I might mistakenly think he is some other dog or even think he is some other kind of 

animal. It is true that I am aware of my dog, and also that this awareness is sufficient for 

me to gain some true information that could be useful in guiding my conduct. However, 

                                                      
47 Poston and Dougherty, “Divine Hiddenness and the Nature of Belief,” 192, 196 respectively (emphasis 

added). 
48 Poston and Dougherty, “Divine Hiddenness and the Nature of Belief,” 196.  

 
49 For Schellenberg’s response to Dougherty and Poston, see his “On Not Unnecessarily Darkening the 

Glass: A Reply to Poston and Dougherty,” Religious Studies 43 (2007): 199-204. For even more work on this theme, 

see Benjamin Cordry, “Divine Hiddenness and Belief De Re,” Religious Studies 45 (2008): 1-19; Daniel Howard-

Snyder, “Schellenberg on Propositional Faith,” Religious Studies 49 (2013): 181-94. 
50 C. Stephen Evans, “Can God Be Hidden and Evident at the Same Time? Some Kierkegaardian 

Reflections,” Faith and Philosophy 23 (2006): 250; emphasis added. See also Evans, Natural Signs and Knowledge 

of God (New York: Oxford University Press, 2010), 149-90; C. Stephen Evans and R. Zachary Manis, Philosophy of 

Religion, 2nd ed. (Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 2009), 180-82. For another perspective on Kierkegaard and divine 

hiddenness, see Peter Kline, “Absolute Action: Divine Hiddenness in Kierkegaard's Fear and Trembling,” Modern 

Theology 28 (2012): 503-25. 
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if I am aware of my dog as my dog, then I may learn much more from this perceptual 

awareness and what I learn may bear on the relationship I have to my dog.51 

 

Theists can hope that the needed propositional knowledge, explains Evans, will become more 

evident to those who attune themselves to God. 

 (C) Similarly, Imran Aijaz and Marcus Weidler, in their allusion to Mt 25:37-40 (where 

Jesus says, “Truly, I say to you, as you did it to one of the least of these my brothers, you did it 

to me”), propose that even a nonbeliever can participate in God’s kingdom since “it appears 

coherent to suppose that one can engage in both an explicit and reciprocal relationship with God 

without believing that God exists.”52 For insofar as one exhibits some sort of positive attitude 

about God’s existence (which again need not be doxastic), then the authors claim to have 

undercut Schellenberg’s argument. In sum, type 2 objectors respond to premise (2) by trying to 

show why God might have reasons for allowing reasonable nonbelief. 

 

2.2.2 Type 3 Objections 

 

Recall premise (3): Reasonable nonbelief occurs, which is to say, put roughly, that nonbelief 

arises through no fault of the nonbeliever.53 Challenges to this premise, which are far less 

frequent,54 attempt to show, in some way, that reasonable nonbelief does not obtain and that 

nonbelief may, in fact, be culpable. I explain two main variations of type 3 objections.55  

 First, Douglas Henry argues that there has been considerably less attention on premise (3) 

and, in quoting Rom 1:20-21, suggests that theists can be skeptical of inculpable (or reasonable) 

nonbelief: “If what may be known about God is plain,” as Paul in Romans appears to explain, 

Henry says, then “how could nonbelief be reasonable?”56 Should Henry be right, then the sort of 

                                                      
51 Evans, “Can God Be Hidden and Evident at the Same Time?,” 249-50; emphasis added. Evans more 

explicitly answers the question as to why God is hidden later in the article: “My answer to this question is a simple 

one: I do not know why God does not make his reality so obvious that everyone who wishes to know him has full, 

explicit propositional knowledge about God. So far as I can see my ignorance on this point is only troubling if the 

following proposition is true: “If God has a good reason for being partially hidden, then Evans would know that 

reason.” I see no reason at all to think the above proposition is true, and therefore it seems rash to infer from my 

ignorance about God’s reasons for arranging the world as he is done that God has no good reasons for the 

arrangement” (251). 
52 Aijaz and Weilder, “Some Critical Reflections on the Hiddenness Argument,” International Journal of 

Philosophy of Religion 61 (2007): 19; emphasis added. For Schellenberg’s reply, see his “Reply to Aijaz and 

Weidler on Hiddenness,” International Journal for Philosophy of Religion 64 (2008): 135-40; See also Andrew 

Chignell (with reference to Schellenberg), “Prolegomena to Any Future Non-Doxastic Religion,” Religious 

Studies 49 (2013): 195-207. 
53 Schellenberg, DHHR, 59. 
54 Michael Rea writes that premise (3) “has been the subject of much dispute” but I do not think that that is 

quite right, at least not in comparison to the attention that premise (2) has received. See Rea, “Hiddenness and 

Transcendence,” 211. 
55 As mentioned, not all of the authors here are responding directly to the 1993 argument; such 

contributions are included because they can be categorized, generically speaking, under the heading of ‘type 3 

objections.’ 
56 Henry, “Does Reasonable Nonbelief Exist?,” Faith and Philosophy 18 (2001): 77. 
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nonbelief that Schellenberg needs for his (1993) argument to succeed, at least on biblical 

grounds, is unlikely to obtain. Now, one counter response to Henry’s argument is to note that 

there are persons who claim to have adequately investigated spiritual matters (i.e., the reality of 

God) but who have not succeeded;57 hence, there may be at least some cases of reasonable 

nonbelief.  

Yet Henry has doubts. For “[h]ow do we judge the adequacy of a given person’s 

investigation?” he asks: “After all, we can certainly deceive others about whether we have 

fulfilled our epistemic responsibilities properly, and worse yet, we can deceive ourselves through 

rationalizations, qualifications, and excuses.”58 Robert Lehe’s position is similar to Henry’s, 

when Lehe argues that Christians, for instance, may have good reason to challenge premise 3, 

since the psychology of religious belief, contra Schellenberg, is quite complicated: 

 

Whether or not to convert to Christianity is a momentous decision, and there may be 

ambivalence in a person’s attitude toward it. Even people who honestly profess a strong 

desire to believe may also have fears and apprehensions about submitting to the rigors of 

a religious life [e.g., church involvement, prayer, etc.]. . . . With the possibility of bias 

and self-deception ever present, especially when religious beliefs are under consideration, 

it is very difficult for anyone to be justified in asserting her own epistemic inculpability.59  

 

Schellenberg responds to Henry and Lehe;60 Henry offers a counter reply.61 I will not rehearse 

these finely-tuned exchanges here but rather surface Henry’s and Lehe’s articles because, in my 

assessment of the literature, they are two of the few who challenge premise (3), a discussion I 

return to below.  

The second variation of the type 3 objection, closely related to the former, is what I have 

termed ‘human defectiveness challenges.’62 These objections, stated roughly, attempt to explain 

PDH by appealing to various shortcomings in humanity which, in the Christian tradition, 

certainly includes the doctrine of sin. Two philosophers deserve attention here: Mark Talbot and 

William Wainwright. While Talbot’s particular work (i.e., his “Is it Natural to Believe in 

God?”)63 predates Schellenberg’s 1993 argument, his comments are relevant and may anticipate 

                                                      
57 See for instance Schellenberg, DHHR, 64n.13, where he writes, quoting Swinburne (The Existence of 

God [Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1979], 272), “that (in the absence of special considerations) the experiences of others 

are (probably) as they report them.” 
58 Henry, “Does Reasonable Nonbelief Exist?,” 80.  
59 Lehe, “A Response to the Argument from the Reasonableness of Nonbelief,” 170-71. 
60 See Schellenberg, “On Reasonable Nonbelief and Perfect Love: Replies to Henry and Lehe,” Faith and 

Philosophy 22 (2005): 330-42.  
61 Henry, “Reasonable Doubts about Reasonable Nonbelief,” Faith and Philosophy 25 (2008): 276-89. I am 

not aware of a counter reply by Lehe to Schellenberg, and I refer the reader to DHHR (58-69) for the bare context 

regarding the exchanges between Schellenberg, Henry, and Lehe. 
62 McKim, Religious Ambiguity and Religious Diversity, 17-18. I have borrowed this terminology from 

McKim because it captures the essence of this response; his terminology is not describing responses to 

Schellenberg’s argument; nor would I take McKim himself to be a type 3 objector. 
63 Faith and Philosophy 6 (1989): 155-71. 
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a challenge to premise (3). Taking a Calvinistic position, Talbot argues that human persons have 

a sensus divinitatis, a sense of the divine, such that, when undamaged by sin, humanity would 

naturally believe in God in much the same way that one innately believes in the existence of the 

past or in minds other than one’s own.64 If one’s epistemic sets are reliable, says Talbot, then 

such sets “enable us to believe that the world is more or less as it actually is.” And, when 

functioning rightly:  

 

To sense God’s glory in his handiwork and to feel his majesty within us is, by this 

account, a matter of possessing reliable epistemic sets. Since . . . we naturally possess 

these sets, anyone’s not possessing them signals, according to Calvin, his having worked 

to dismantle or lose them.65 

 

Talbot argues that it is, in fact, both natural and instinctive to believe in God.66 However, when 

such belief does not obtain, then “Christians can be justified in asserting that everybody would 

believe, if it weren’t for sin,” which implies, then, that a sinner’s judgment about spiritual 

matters is, as Talbot argues, “unreliable.”67 There has been epistemic damage to humanity’s 

sensus divinitatis, the author writes, and it is the nonbeliever who, in not forming belief in God, 

is at fault. Talbot’s approach is similar to Alvin Plantinga’s, in his own Reformed approach, 

when Plantinga explains, for example, that “[t]his is the natural human condition; it is because of 

our presently unnatural sinful condition that many of us find belief in God difficult or absurd.”68 

So, too, Nicholas Wolterstorff, who writes that “one of the characteristic effects of sin is that we 

do resist [belief in God].”69 Not surprisingly, Schellenberg rejects this type of response, 

proposing that 

 

honest inquirers have very good reason indeed to accept that not all failures to believe are 

due to the sin of the nonbeliever, and in particular, that inculpable doubt occurs. There is, 

for example, good reason to suppose that some who claim they have no private 

experiences apparently of God or that such experiences as they do have are ambiguous, 

and who have carefully examined the relevant arguments, finding them indecisive, have 

                                                      
64 See also Alvin Plantinga: God and Other Minds: A Study of the Rational Justification of Belief in God 

(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1967), 187-271, where Plantinga argues that belief in God may be comparable to 

belief in other minds. 
65 Talbot, “Is Belief in God Natural?,” 164-65. 
66 For further examination on this topic, see Jeffrey Schloss and Michael J. Murray, eds., The Believing 

Primate: Scientific, Philosophical, and Theological Reflections on the Origin of Religion (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 2009). 
67 Talbot, “Is Belief in God Natural?,” 167. 
68 Plantinga, “Reason and Belief in God,” in Faith and Rationality: Reason and Belief in God, ed. Alvin 

Plantinga and Nicholas Wolterstorff (South Bend: University of Notre Dame Press, 1983), 66. 
69 Wolterstorff, “Is Reason Enough?,” in Contemporary Perspectives on Religious Epistemology, ed. R. 

Douglas Geivett and Brendan Sweetman (New York: Oxford University Press, 1992), 145. 
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no wish to be in doubt . . . Why, we may ask, should this be the case if all doubt is due to 

a sinful rejection of belief?70 

 

Consider also William Wainwright, a Reformed Christian in the vein of Jonathan 

Edwards, who claims that Edwards would likely reject Schellenberg’s premise (3).71 In 

Wainwright’s interpretation of Edwards, critics like Schellenberg “paint a distorted picture of our 

actual situation when they imply that God is largely hidden,” for God has, in fact, provided 

humanity with adequate, objective evidence of his existence; he contends that the corrupt and 

faulty dispositions of humanity can cause a person to be blinded to God’s reality, and that, 

because in Adam all have sinned (cf. e.g., Rom 5:12), humans are responsible for their own 

corruption: 

 

Insofar as our own guilty choices contribute to the perpetuation of sinful social structures, 

we are responsible for the blindness [toward God] they partially cause. In this view, then, 

we are not only (partially) responsible for our own noetic failure. We are also (partially) 

responsible for that of others. Noetic blindness can be traced back to sinful human 

choices, but the choices aren’t only ours but those of countless others. Human freedom 

includes the ability to cause significant epistemic harm to others as well as to ourselves.72 

 

Seeds of this theme appear in Wainwright’s earlier work, where he explains that every person is 

in possession of a passional nature which, briefly stated, is the totality of one’s desires, 

yearnings, or dispositions that motivate the appraisal of evidence.73 One’s passional nature, or 

one’s heart, plays an important role in one’s belief formation, including belief for or against 

God, and a person can situate herself in epistemic circumstances that in turn lead to nonbelief in 

God. For insofar as one is responsible for placing oneself in various epistemic circumstances 

then one can be held accountable for nonbelief in God. And even social sin, Wainwright 

explains, can cause epistemic failure.74 Indeed, Wainwright, writing on behalf of Edwards, 

ascribes nonbelief to a failure of the heart, since “one’s own sinful proclivities infect and distort 

one’s thinking about God.”75 Kevin Kinghorn, though not commenting on Schellenberg’s 

premise (3), argues for something similar. “Motivated by a desire,” he writes, 

                                                      
70 Schellenberg, DHHR, 82; emphasis added. Schellenberg’s fuller critique of Talbot can be found on pgs. 

75-82. See also Schellenberg, “‘Breaking Down the Walls That Divide,’” 195-213, where he discusses 

Calvinistic/Reformed understandings of sin and nonbelief. 
71 I have been helped by Murray and Taylor’s overview of Wainwright in their “Hiddenness,” in Routledge 

Companion to Philosophy of Religion, 369-70. 
72 Wainwright, “Jonathan Edwards and the Hiddenness of God,” in Divine Hiddenness: New Essays, ed. 

Daniel Howard-Snyder and Paul K. Moser (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 107, 112 respectively. 
73 Wainwright, Reason and the Heart: A Prolegomenon to a Critique of Passional Reason (Ithaca: Cornell 

University Press, 1995), chapter one (entitled “Jonathan Edwards and the Heart”).  
74 Wainwright, “Jonathan Edwards and the Hiddenness of God,” 111-12. 
75 Wainwright, Reason and the Heart, 148. See also Wainwright, “Theistic Proofs, Person Relativity, and 

the Rationality of Religious Belief,” in Evidence and Religious Belief, ed. Kelly James Clark and Raymond J. 

VanArragon (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011), 77-94. 
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that the content of the message be false, she may engage in intentional actions that she 

believes to be wrong and that contribute to a self-deceptive process the result of which is 

that she fails to believe what she otherwise would have believed: Namely, that the 

message under consideration does in fact come from God and does accurately identify 

where her moral obligations lie. In such a scenario, a person can rightly be described as 

culpably “blinding herself” to some spiritual truth.76 

 

Like Wainwright, Kinghorn notes that one’s actions can contribute to one’s belief (or nonbelief) 

in God. 

In sum, what I have called type 3 objections attack premise (3) of Schellenberg’s 1993 

argument from reasonable nonbelief; I examined two variations, both of which maintain that 

inculpable (or reasonable) nonbelief does not obtain. From the examples provided above, I take it 

that the former (e.g., from Henry and Lehe) merely provides a defeater for premise (3), whereas 

the latter, perhaps from a more theologically-robust perspective (e.g., from Talbot, Wainwright, 

and Kinghorn), attempt to explain nonbelief, though the two types are very similar.77 Chapter six 

shows how a proponent of Reformed epistemology could reject premise (3). 

 

2.2.3 Literature Review Part I Conclusion 

 

Having presented notable theistic objections to premises (2) and (3), part I’s literature review 

will now be closed; given my findings, there are three ways in which my defense is applicable or 

relevant to the current analytic-philosophical debate on PDH. I discuss these here, coalescing 

them with part II’s conclusion in §2.4 below. 

First, one chief purpose of this project, as mentioned, is to answer my research question 

(Why if God exists is his existence not more obvious?) by using Plantinga’s Reformed epistemic 

Aquinas/Calvin models as a defense against PDH. Now, Reformed epistemology has been 

applied to various other comparable philosophical or theological problems, such as the problem 

of religious diversity,78 but it has not, as far as I know, been applied explicitly to PDH.79 

(Although there are, as discussed above, at least some implicit Reformed epistemic ‘seeds’ from 

                                                      
76 Kinghorn, “Spiritual Blindness, Self-Deception and Morally Culpable Nonbelief,” Heythrop Journal 48 

(2007): 544; emphasis added. See also Kinghorn’s The Decision of Faith: Can Christian Beliefs be Freely 

Chosen? (New York: T&T Clark, 2005), chapters five through seven, for further analysis on sin, nonbelief, and 

PDH, as well as Kinghorn, “Why Doesn't God Make Himself More Obvious?,” 187-205. 
77 There are other ways of reviewing the literature that does not fall into the aforementioned categories and 

so deserve their own grouping; see the bibliographies in Schellenberg, “Divine Hiddenness,” 517-18, and in Murray 

and Taylor, “Hiddenness,” 368-76. See also Rolfe King’s chapter on PDH in his Obstacles to Divine Revelation: 

God and the Reorientation of Human Reason (London: Continuum, 2008), 154-74. 
78 See Kelly James Clark, “Pluralism and Proper Function,” in Alvin Plantinga, ed. Deane-Peter Baker 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 166-87.  
79 As mentioned in my first chapter, the only explicit work on PDH and Reformed epistemology for which I 

am aware is mine and Tyler Dalton McNabb’s, “Is the Problem of Divine Hiddenness a Problem for the Reformed 

Epistemologist?” Heythrop Journal 57 (2015), page numbers not yet assigned.  
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the work of Talbot, Henry, and perhaps Wainwright.)80 Further, neither of the two primary edited 

volumes on PDH (Paul K. Moser and Daniel Howard-Snyder, eds., Divine Hiddenness: New 

Essays and Adam Green and Eleonore Stump, eds., Hidden Divinity and Religious Belief: New 

Perspectives) contain specific Reformed epistemic analysis.81 So, I do think that the scholarly 

literature can benefit from my Plantingean Reformed epistemic defense. 

Second, let me say with a bit more specificity how my Plantingean Reformed epistemic 

approach is relevant to PDH in light of the previously examined type 2 and type 3 objectors. 

Recall, then, that type 2 objectors insist that God is, to at least some measure, hidden,82 in which 

case the objector then explains why a hidden God might permit instances of inculpable, or 

reasonable, nonbelief (e.g., free will/coercion response, filial response, etc.). Perhaps many type 

2 objectors would agree with theologian and physicist John Polkinghorne when he writes, “If 

there is a God he is a hidden God. He does not make himself known unambiguously in acts of 

transparent significance”.83  

So, where type 2 objectors challenge the second premise by arguing that God is hidden, 

after which he or she provides possible reasons why, Reformed epistemology in general, as I see 

it, need not take this argumentative tactic. For “[t]he central claim of Reformed epistemology,” 

argues Dewey J. Hoitenga, Jr., “is the immediacy of our knowledge of God.”84 Wolterstorff 

similarly writes that Reformed epistemology “consists of the double thesis that many people hold 

many of their beliefs about God basically (that is, immediately, not on the basis of other beliefs), 

and that often they are entitled thus to hold them.”85 It is further  

 

                                                      
80 Schellenberg’s DHHR does contain a section called “The Calvinian Response” (74-82) which briefly 

mentions Plantinga on John Calvin but focuses mostly on Mark Talbot’s work. 
81 Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002 and Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016 

respectively. The former volume does include an essay by Nicholas Wolterstorff (“The Silence of the God Who 

Speaks,” 215-28), a leading Reformed epistemologist, but the article itself is not explicitly Reformed epistemic. For 

my review of the latter work, see Taber, “Review of Adam Green and Eleonore Stump, eds., Hidden Divinity and 

Religious Beliefs (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016),” European Journal for Philosophy of Religion 9 

(2017): 240-43. 
82 In his The Elusive God, ix, Paul Moser (who identifies as a type 2 objector) writes, “The relevant 

available evidence [for God] is, it seems, less than obvious to all reflective people, or at least it doesn’t make God’s 

existence obvious to all such people. We might thus say that God’s existence is at best elusive, subtle, or incognito.” 

Robert McKim writes that his work “depends on the assumption that the world is religiously ambiguous.” “To say 

that the world is religiously ambiguous,” he adds, “is to say that it is open to being read in various ways, both 

religious and secular, by intelligent, honest people.” Religious Ambiguity and Religious Diversity, 21, 25 

(respectively). See also Meister, “Evil and the Hiddenness of God,” 138; Garcia, “St. John of the Cross and the 

Necessity of Divine Hiddenness,” 83-97. 
83 Polkinghorne, One World: The Interaction of Science and Theology (Princeton: Princeton University 

Press, 1986), 26, quoted in Henry, “Does Reasonable Nonbelief Exist?,” 89n.6. 
84 Dewey Hoitenga, Jr., Faith and Reason from Plato to Plantinga: An Introduction to Reformed 

Epistemology (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1991), ix. 
85 Wolterstorff, “The Reformed Tradition,” in A Companion to Philosophy of Religion, 2nd ed., ed. Charles 

Taliaferro, Paul Draper, and Philip L. Quinn (Malden: Blackwell, 2010), 205. See also Nicholas Wolterstorff, 

“Herman Bavinck - Proto Reformed Epistemologist,” Calvin Theological Journal 45 (2010): 133-46. 
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[a] theory of religious knowledge that holds that religious beliefs can be (and in 

appropriate circumstances are, in fact) properly basic beliefs that do not need to be 

supported by other beliefs one accepts.86 

 

Plantinga himself, as good a Reformed epistemologist as any, explains that its “central claim is 

that belief in God (so thought of) can be ‘properly basic.’”87 Reformed epistemology can also 

argue, as Plantinga notes (by way of John Calvin and the Reformed tradition), that perhaps it is 

the case that God has “implanted in us all an innate tendency, or nisus, or disposition to believe 

in him”88—something like a sensus divinitatis which, when functioning properly (the way that 

God designed it to function), delivers basic, properly basic, and warranted theistic belief, warrant 

being that ingredient enough of which turns mere true belief into knowledge.  

My claim is not that one can merely call on or summon Reformed epistemology to rebut 

premise (2). Nor is it to claim that Reformed epistemology is in fact true, but that if it is true then 

the Reformed epistemologist is not forced to sort out why a hidden God allows reasonable 

nonbelief; perhaps this is because the Reformed epistemologist may have reasons for thinking 

that if there is a God then he is not hidden in the sense for which most type 2 objectors suggest 

that he is. My chapter three aims to demonstrate how this could be the case, by utilizing 

Plantinga’s Reformed epistemology, particularly his hypothetical Aquinas/Calvin model, which 

shows how bare theism can be properly basic and how it might have warrant; it is a model that 

explains our natural knowledge of God. This, I think, has the advantage of showing where more 

work in the present PDH literature can be done, since there are few (if any) examples in the 

literature where such a Reformed epistemic approach is provided; such also will allow me to take 

the first step toward arguing for my thesis which, roughly stated, is a defense—an epistemically 

possible “story” (to use van Inwagen’s term)—for why if there is a God his existence is not more 

obvious. I begin to take up this task in chapter three with Plantinga’s A/C model and will say 

more about it below in §2.4. 

Third, as mentioned, far less attention has been given in response to premise (3) and, in 

my appraisal of the literature, one reason for not doing so is that to challenge reasonable 

nonbelief is often inflammatory and provocative. Noted above were the bold theses of Talbot, 

Wainwright, Lehe, Henry, and Kinghorn, some of whose rebuttals included biblical/theological 

themes like self-deception, human defectiveness, the effects and consequences of sin, and so 

forth, all of which are difficult waters to navigate. I will not provide a rebuttal to premise (3) 

here, but I do think that the Reformed epistemologist who seeks to offer a defense for why God’s 

                                                      
86 Michael Peterson et. al., eds., Philosophy of Religion: Selected Readings, 3rd ed. (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 2007), 647. So a basic belief is a believed proposition without its basis on other beliefs (e.g., the 

belief that 1+2=3 or I am seated at my desk or there is a pain in my right knee; see Hoitenga Jr., Faith and Reason 

from Plato to Plantinga, 177), and a properly basic belief is one that is suitable or appropriate for a person to accept 

in a basic way. 
87 Plantinga, “Reformed Epistemology,” A Companion to Philosophy of Religion, 2nd ed., ed. Charles 

Taliaferro, Paul Draper, and Philip L. Quinn (Malden: Blackwell, 2010), 674. 
88 Plantinga, “Reason and Belief in God,” in Faith and Rationality: Reason and Belief in God, ed. Alvin 

Plantinga and Nicholas Wolterstorff (South Bend: University of Notre Dame Press, 1983), 65. 
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existence is not obvious can use, and can build upon, the already-established argumentation from 

type 3 objectors, some of which is intrinsic in Reformed epistemology itself, particularly its 

construal of sin’s effects. For Reformed epistemology articulates not only the immediacy of our 

knowledge of God (as Hoitenga puts it), but it also generally places a sturdy emphasis on 

humanity’s fallenness and sin, and how the latter can confuse and warp the former; I surfaced 

earlier both Wolterstorff’s and Plantinga’s comments on sin’s consequences, where Plantinga 

explains, for example, that many of us find belief in God difficult or absurd because of sin’s 

effects, and where Wolterstorff argues that “one of the characteristic effects of sin is that we do 

resist [belief in God].”  

Thus, given premise (3)’s lack of attention, I shall build upon the foundation that many 

type 3 objectors have already laid but also supplement their argumentation with more explicit 

theological substance, by further analyzing through a Plantingean Reformed epistemological 

defense for PDH just how sin and its effects relates to PDH; I think Plantingean Reformed 

epistemology has the tools to carry out this chore. To do this, I apply to PDH the extended A/C 

model, engineered by Plantinga to demonstrate how explicitly Christian belief might have 

warrant, especially the model’s construal of sin’s consequences; the model shows how we can 

have knowledge of God in our postlapsarian context. I take up this task in chapter four with 

Plantinga’s extended A/C model and will say more about it below in §2.4.  

In sum, I have not presented Plantingean Reformed epistemology as a rebuttal to 

Schellenberg's premises (2) and (3) in his 1993 argument; that is because as explained in chapter 

one, with Plantinga’s help, I said that I seek not to rebut an argument from divine hiddenness—

although, as shown above, there have been some helpful theistic rebuttals to what is perhaps the 

most important hiddenness argument in the literature—but rather aim to understand PDH from a 

Christian perspective: how should Christians think about PDH? I have used Schellenberg’s 

premises (2) and (3) in order to show how my Plantingean Reformed epistemic thesis—which 

aims to provide a distinctly Christian defense for the hiddenness problem, thereby answering my 

research question—is relevant to, and how it can be included in, the current PDH debate. Part II 

of the literature review is continued below. 

 

2.3 Literature Review Part II: The Problems of Evil and Divine Hiddenness: 

Similarity, Dissimilarity, and the Relevance of My Thesis 

 

The problem of evil (hereafter POE), put roughly, is said to exemplify a conflict between the 

claim that God exists, on the one hand, and the fact that evil exists, on the other. The problem of 

divine hiddenness (PDH), put roughly, is said to exemplify a conflict between the claim that God 

exists, on the one hand, and that God’s existence is not clear, on the other. Many philosophers 

and theologians—perhaps most—suggest that the two problems enjoy a tight relationship. As a 

way to continue my literature review, this section analyzes the relationship between POE and 

PDH. First, I spell out similarity between POE and PDH; second, I spell out dissimilarity 

between the two. I will not provide reasons to reject the presented similarity but do, however, 
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provide reasons to accept what I perceive to be dissimilarity between POE and PDH. My claim 

is that my Reformed epistemic defense has the resources to address some of the perceived 

dissimilarity. I conclude this section, like part I, by showing how my defense is applicable and 

relevant to current scholarship, after which (in §2.4) both literature reviews will be combined. 

 

2.3.1 Similarity between the Problems of Evil and Divine Hiddenness 

 

In what follows, I list several reasons for thinking there to be similarity between POE and 

PDH.89 First, it seems that POE and PDH can be understood in a similar way such that both pose 

a threat, or a problem, for theism. For one could argue that evil and the ‘hiddenness of God’ are 

just what one would expect to find on, say, naturalism but that, given theism, these phenomena 

are just what they are: challenges or problems. As John Greco writes of both problems, “How is 

God’s existence compatible with the thing at issue?”90 Second, in conjunction with the first 

provided reason, both POE and PDH can be understood as bad states of affairs, the former being 

rather self-evident, whereas for the latter, a theist, argues Schellenberg, “may keenly feel the 

value of what (she takes to be) an existing relationship with God and may therefore be inclined 

to view anything contributing to its absence, such as nonbelief [putatively caused by divine 

hiddenness], as a bad thing.”91 

 Third, PDH can be thought of as part of POE, or POE a part of PDH. Consider first the 

former, how PDH might be thought of as part of POE. In his 1993 argument, Schellenberg 

claims that “the problem of reasonable nonbelief, as I develop it, must be viewed as a special 

instance of the empirical problem of evil.”92 Chad Meister, for example, explains that divine 

hiddenness is “one aspect of the problem of evil,”93 whereas William Wainwright describes 

divine hiddenness as a “form of the problem of evil,” “aggravated by evil’s pervasiveness.”94 

Richard Swinburne writes that the hiddenness of God “is a variant on the normal argument from 

evil against the existence of God,”95 noting elsewhere that “some human ignorance of God may 

be a moral evil.”96 Jeremy Evans asks his readers to “recall that divine hiddenness is a subspecies 

of the problem of evil.”97 C. Stephen Evans and Zachary Manis write, “One further facet of the 

                                                      
89 Though I disagree with some of his conclusions, variations of my reasons can be found in Schellenberg, 

“Divine Hiddenness,” in A Companion to Philosophy of Religion, 512-13, as well as in his “The Hiddenness 

Problem and the Problem of Evil,” 45-60. 
90 Greco, “No-fault Atheism,” in Hidden Divinity and Religious Belief: New Perspectives, ed. Adam Green 

and Eleonore Stump (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016), 111; emphasis added. See 110-16 for Greco’s 

further analysis of POE and PDH. 
91 Schellenberg, “Divine Hiddenness,” 513; emphasis added. 
92 Schellenberg, DHHR, 9. See his comments on pg. 6: “It is interesting to note at this juncture that the 

problem posed for theology by the argument I develop may also be construed as a special instance of the problem of 

evil.” “Hence I seem to be in a position to claim that the problem of reasonable nonbelief is a problem of evil” (7). 
93 Meister, “Evil and the Hiddenness of God,” in God and Evil, 138. 
94 Wainwright, “Jonathan Edwards and the Hiddenness of God,” 107. 
95 Swinburne, The Existence of God, 267. 
96 Swinburne, Providence and the Problem of Evil (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), 203. 
97 J. Evans, The Problem of Evil: The Challenge to Essential Christian Beliefs (Nashville: B&H, 2013), 67; 

emphasis added. 
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problem of evil . . . focuses on the apparent fact that God’s existence is not clearly manifest [i.e., 

PDH].”98 Thomas Morris writes: 

 

The problem of the hiddenness of God can be viewed as a limited version of the problem 

of evil: What could possibly justify a good God’s allowing us to be afflicted with so great 

an evil as the deprivation of any clear awareness of his presence, a deprivation bemoaned 

by both the psalmist and the saint?99  

 

Similarly, Paul Moser explains that “God often seems hidden from some people at such 

times . . . and this fact of hiddenness emerges as a cognitive variation of the problem of evil.”100 

T.J. Mawson writes that “this argument [divine hiddenness] may be correctly thought of as a 

version of the Problem of Evil”.101 Further, Daniel Howard-Snyder and Moser, in a descriptive 

essay, propose that PDH may be a subset of the traditional problem of suffering and evil,102 just 

as Jonathan Kvanvig explains that, whatever divine hiddenness is, it is merely a special 

component of POE, in which case adding divine hiddenness to the traditional problem of evil 

does not tip the scales in favor of atheism.103 Commenting on Eleonore Stump’s work on 

suffering and evil, Evan Fales writes, “Divine hiddenness is problematic because it seems to 

represent one type of gratuitous evil.”104 So, in short, many contemporary philosophers take PDH 

to be a part of the greater POE. 

 Consider now the latter: POE as part of PDH. For instance, “The entire problem of evil,” 

explains Robert McKim, “may be thought of as a part of the problem of the hiddenness of God, 

since the presence of evil in the world is a fact that makes for the hiddenness of God.”105 Morris, 

noted above, explains on the one hand that PDH can be taken to be a part of POE, arguing 

further that “[o]n the other hand . . . the problem of evil can be seen as a subcategory of the 

problem of the hiddenness of God.”106 William Rowe seems to propose that POE inevitably 

                                                      
98 Evans and Manis, Philosophy of Religion, 180; emphasis added. 
99 Morris, Making Sense of it All: Pascal and the Meaning of Life (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1992), 89; 

emphasis added. See also Morris, “The Hidden God,” Philosophical Topics 16 (1988): 5-21. 
100 Moser, The Evidence for God, 261; he writes that “it is doubtful that divine hiddenness in particular or 

evil in general will yield a successful defeater to this book’s volitional theism” (263; emphasis added). However, in 

personal conversation with Moser, he notes that we need not say that all cases of hiddenness are subsumable to the 

problem of evil. He maintains that God could have good purposes for hiding from some persons at some times, 

which may not arise from a situation of evil and/or suffering. 
101 Mawson, “Praying to Stop Being an Atheist,” International Journal for Philosophy of Religion 67 

(2010): 175. See also his Belief in God: An Introduction to the Philosophy of Religion (Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 2005), 198-217. 
102 Howard-Snyder and Moser, “Introduction: The Hiddenness of God,” in Divine Hiddenness: New Essays, 

ed. Daniel Howard-Snyder and Paul K. Moser (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 6-8. 
103 Kvanvig, “Divine Hiddenness: What is the Problem?,” in Divine Hiddenness: New Essays, ed. Daniel 

Howard-Snyder and Paul K. Moser (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 159-60. 
104 Stump, Wandering in Darkness: Narrative and the Problem of Suffering (Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 2010); Fales, “Journeying in perplexity,” in Hidden Divinity and Religious Belief: New Perspectives, ed. 

Adam Green and Eleonore Stump (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016), 89; emphasis added. 
105 McKim, “The Hiddenness of God,” Religious Studies 26 (1990): 141; emphasis added. 
106 Morris, Making Sense of it All, 89; emphasis added. 
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leads to PDH; for God as a loving parent, if he exists, would want to be present alongside his 

suffering children, particularly if those same children could not understand the reasons he might 

have for allowing such suffering.107 Finally, James Keller writes that 

 

the two problems are so closely related that either can be construed as a part of the other. 

Because some human suffering arises from a failure to have faith in God—or so theists 

usually allege—and from lack of knowledge of God’s will, the hiddenness of God is part 

of the problem of evil; that is, if God is as many theists have claimed, we might find it 

inexplicable that God remains hidden, since that hiddenness causes suffering. . . . In this 

way, the evil in the world contributes to the hiddenness of God.108  

 

Fourth, from a Christian theistic perspective, it can be said that there is similarity between 

PDH and the so-called soteriological POE. The soteriological POE, at least from a Christian 

standpoint, is the problem that God has provided salvation for humanity but that there are some 

persons who never hear or accept the Gospel of Jesus Christ, and so are lost. For if God’s 

‘salvific path’ by way of the Gospel of Jesus Christ were more obvious or more evident, as one 

might postulate, then more persons could respond to the Gospel and be saved, but that there are 

some who go unsaved might be considered evil.109 

Fifth, from a Christian theistic perspective, Scripture is full of places that prima facie 

appears to tie the two phenomena closely together. “Why do you hide your face?,” the psalmist 

writes: “Why do you forget our affliction and oppression?” (44:24). “Why, O Lord, do you stand 

far away? Why do you hide yourself in times of trouble?” (10:1). And just a few passages later: 

“How long, O Lord? . . . How long will you hide your face from me?” (13:1). The author of Job 

confesses, “Why do you hide your face and count me as your enemy?” (14:24; cf. Is 45:15). 

Sixth, POE and PDH, in their generic form, can both lead to arguments, either logical 

(deductive) or evidential (inductive), against God’s existence.110 The argument from evil has a 

distinguished history, and I explored Schellenberg’s 1993 hiddenness argument in part I. In this 

case, like the very first line of similarity offered above, POE and PDH, when they take argument 

form, both can be said to count as evidence against, and not just generic problems for, theism. 

Seventh, defenses and theodicies can be applied to either or to both POE and PDH. A 

defense is a possible “story” explaining the consistency of God’s existence and evil (or divine 

hiddenness), whereas a theodicy is an actual “story” explaining the consistency of God’s 

                                                      
107 Rowe, “The Evidential Argument from Evil: A Second Look,” in The Evidential Argument from Evil, 

ed. Daniel Howard-Snyder (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1996), 276, 285n.35. 
108 Keller, “The Hiddenness of God and the Problem of Evil,” 14; emphasis added. 
109 While the soteriological POE is widely discussed, I do not know of any instances in the literature where 

PDH is specifically linked to the soteriological POE (or vice versa). For discussion of the soteriological POE, see, 

for example: David P. Hunt, “Middle Knowledge and the Soteriological Problem of Evil,” Religious Studies 27 

(1991): 3-26; David Basinger, “Divine Omniscience and the Soteriological Problem of Evil: Is the Type of 

Knowledge God Possesses Relevant?,” Religious Studies 28 (1992): 1-18. 
110 For this specific point, see Daniel Howard-Snyder, “Hiddenness of God,” Daniel Howard-Snyder, 

accessed May 7, 2014, http://faculty.wwu.edu/howardd/HiddennessofGod.pdf. 

http://faculty.wwu.edu/howardd/HiddennessofGod.pdf
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existence and evil (or divine hiddenness).111 Eighth, skeptical theism can be applied to either or 

to both POE and PDH. Skeptical theism is a response to the evidential POE, particularly with 

respect to gratuitous suffering, whereby the skeptical theist expresses skepticism about one’s 

ability to determine if encountered evils truly are gratuitous.112 Recently, skeptical theism has 

been used for PDH.113  

Ninth, POE and PDH can both have existential repercussions. POE, as expressed above, 

can take both logical and evidential forms; but it is also customary to speak of the existential 

POE. Perhaps the same can be said with respect to PDH. One may find oneself, for instance, 

internally afflicted and troubled having experienced evil or suffering, just as one may feel 

abandoned or forsaken, having prayed to God for help, only to receive silence, or no answer. 

POE and PDH, however they are to be understood, both seem to share these themes. Yujin 

Nagasawa, in a recent essay, develops what he calls the “‘the problem of divine absence,’ which 

is a combination of the most intense form of the problem of divine hiddenness and the most 

intense form of the problem of evil.”114 

In close, I have surveyed several reasons for thinking there to be much similarity between 

the two problems; noted also were putative theological (i.e., soteriological) and scriptural 

similarities. I do not provide reasons to reject the similarity, but will now attempt to give reasons 

to accept dissimilarity between POE and PDH. 

 

2.3.2 Dissimilarity between Evil and Divine Hiddenness 

 

My claim in this section is that, while clearly there is similarity between these two phenomena, 

there are motivations for seeing some dissimilarity; I explore philosophical as well as theological 

and biblical reasons to support my claim, saying in conclusion that my project on PDH has the 

resources to address some of the presented dissimilarity. 

First, it appears that, for POE, there is something present, such as the existence of evil, or 

pain or suffering. For PDH, however, there is something absent, such as the reality of God, or a 

shortage of religious experience, and so forth. Perhaps the reverse is true: for POE, it can be said 

that there is something absent, particularly for those who hold that evil is the privation of good, 

whereas for PDH, there is something present, such as nonbelief (which presumably would not 

arise if God were more obvious). 

 

                                                      
111 This was discussed in chapter one; see further van Inwagen, “What is the Problem of the Hiddenness of 

God?,” 30-31. The term “story” is van Inwagen’s. 
112 See Michael Bergmann, “Skeptical Theism and the Problem of Evil,” in The Oxford Handbook of 

Philosophical Theology, ed. Thomas P. Flint and Michael C. Rea (New York: Oxford University Press, 2009), 374-

402. 
113 McBrayer and Swenson, “Scepticism about the Argument from Divine Hiddenness,” 129-50; see also 

Trent Dougherty and Justin P. McBrayer, eds., Skeptical Theism: New Essays (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

2014); Greco, “No-fault Atheism,” 115-16, for further examination of skeptical theism applicable to PDH. 
114 Nagasawa, “Silence, Evil, and Shusaku Endo,” in Hidden Divinity and Religious Belief: New 

Perspectives, ed. Adam Green and Eleonore Stump (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016), 246. 
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Second, PDH can be construed as a purely epistemological problem, perhaps in a way 

that POE cannot. According to van Inwagen, POE is roughly the problem of “bad things,”115 of 

how to find meaning in a world where everything is touched by evil. But van Inwagen asks us to 

imagine a secular utopia, a world with “alabaster cities, undimmed by human tears,” where there 

is no pain or “premature death,” no “violence, accident, or disease.” Presumably, there would be 

no jealousy, adultery, or murder; can such a place, a possible world, be imagined? “Could 

someone in this world,” he notes, “perhaps one of its atheists, raise the problem of divine 

hiddenness?”116 It appears so, and I think that this point helps to show a dissimilarity between 

POE and PDH; van Inwagen writes that “in a world that lacks any real suffering, the problem of 

the hiddenness of God is a purely epistemological problem, or a cluster of epistemological 

problems [i.e., in which case POE is not].”117 Consider also Howard-Snyder’s remarks; he notes 

that 

 

inculpable nonbelief [as putatively caused by divine hiddenness] is supposed to be 

evidence against the existence of God independent of evil and suffering. To see how this 

can be, imagine a society in a world much like our own but in which there is no evil or 

suffering. While no argument from evil could arise in such a society, some of its citizens 

might maintain that there is a God while others maintain that there is not since there are 

inculpable nonbelievers.118 

 

In these comments, Howard-Snyder, like van Inwagen, has similar motivations for thinking there 

to be dissimilarity between POE and PDH. (Notably, Schellenberg since his 1993 argument has 

come to change his mind on the relationship between POE and PDH. “Another less than serious 

attempt to deal with the hiddenness problem,” he writes, “involves sweeping it under the rug of 

the problem of evil” so that “the so-called problem of hiddenness may be safely ignored.”)119  

Third, for PDH, it might be out of character for God to be less ‘hidden,’ as Michael Rea 

notes.120 If so, then this may be motivation for seeing dissimilarity between POE and PDH, in 

                                                      
115 Van Inwagen, The Problem of Evil, 4; this brief exposition of van Inwagen is helped by his “What is the 

Problem of the Hiddenness of God?,” 24-32 (where the former expounds upon the latter), as well as his “The 

Problem of Evil, the Problem of Air, and the Problem of Silence,” in The Evidential Problem of Evil, ed. Daniel 

Howard-Snyder (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1996), 151-74. 
116 Van Inwagen, “What is the Problem of the Hiddenness of God?,” 24-26. 
117 Van Inwagen, The Problem of Evil, 142. He writes, “The problem of evil and the problem of hiddenness 

are, therefore, not identical” (137). 
118 Howard-Snyder, “Hiddenness of God” (online article); emphasis added. See also Howard-Snyder, “The 

Argument from Divine Hiddenness,” 433-53; Daniel Howard-Snyder and Adam Green, "Hiddenness of God," The 

Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Summer 2016 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), forthcoming URL = 

<http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2016/entries/divine-hiddenness/>. 
119 Schellenberg, The Wisdom to Doubt, 207 (published 2007); see also his The Hiddenness Argument, 28-

31, for discussion of PDH and POE. 

 
120 Michael Rea, “Divine Hiddenness, Divine Silence,” in Philosophy of Religion: An Anthology, 6th ed., 

ed. Louis Pojman and Michael C. Rea (Boston: Wadsworth/Cengage, 2011), 266-75 (esp. 271ff). Although Rea has 

explained, via email correspondence (dated August 12, 2014), that he takes POE and PDH to be separate problems 
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which case God’s perceived absence need not be taken as an evil, as some might claim. It being 

out of character for God to be less hidden is comparable to a Kierkegaardian examination of 

PDH, analyzed in chapter one, which might argue that God does not make himself more obvious 

because that would not be God as God really is.121 It is simply not how he behaves. But to take 

this reasoning a step further, a Christian theist could argue that it would be unfit for God, 

according to much of the Christian tradition, to make himself ‘less’ hidden given the general 

revelation (in the created order) that he has already provided. The historical theologian Thomas 

Oden argues, for example, that 
 

there is a substantive consensus of classic Christian commentary [from thinkers such as 

Athanasius, Basil, Gregory of Nazianzus and John Chrysostom in the east, and Ambrose, 

Jerome, Augustine, and Gregory the Great in the west] on Rom 1:18ff that confirms with 

Paul that all humanity is offered some true, even if limited, knowledge of God by 

contemplating the majesty and goodness of God in the whole of creation.122 

 

Thus, from a Christian perspective, to demand that God give more revelation of himself than 

what he has already given may be comparable to asking the millionaire—who freely gave me a 

million dollars—for an additional million, as if the first million was insufficient; in this scenario, 

what exactly is the problem? Might it be a failure to appreciate or to acknowledge the first 

million? And, if so, then a failure to appreciate or to acknowledge something—either God or 

money—seems to me dissimilar from the problem of evil.123  

 Fourth, PDH can be taken as a problem that is ‘more characteristic of humans than of 

God’ (I explain this phrase below). The same can be said, I suppose, with POE, but I will try to 

show in what follows that there is something distinctive about this from the perspective of divine 

hiddenness. To illustrate, hear the honest words of the agnostic philosopher Paul Draper on 

divine hiddenness: 

 

I must confess that at times the ambiguity of the evidence [for God] seems to me to be 

just a little too neat, a little too perfect. It seems almost contrived, as if the beans aren’t 

being drawn randomly. But if this is so, then who is drawing the beans? Is it me? Am I 

                                                      
(not just dissimilar problems). “Next to the problem of evil,” Rea writes, “the most important objection to belief in 

God is the problem of divine hiddenness.” Rea, “Narrative, Liturgy, and the Hiddenness of God,” in Metaphysics 

and God: Essays in Honor of Eleonore Stump, ed. Kevin Timpe (New York: Routledge, 2009), 76n.1; emphasis 

added; Rea, “Hiddenness and Transcendence,” 210-25; Evil and the Hiddenness of God (Stamford: Cengage, 

2015), 1-3. 
121 To follow C. Stephen Evans, “Can God Be Hidden and Evident at the Same Time? Some 

Kierkegaardian Reflections,” 241-53. 
122 Oden, “Without Excuse: Classical Christian Exegesis of General Revelation,” Journal of the 

Evangelical Theological Society 41 (1998): 68; Oden, Classic Christianity: A Systematic Theology (New York: 

HarperOne, 1992), 18. See also Bruce Demarest, General Revelation: Historical Views and Contemporary Issues 

(Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1982). 
123 For a comparable line of argumentation, see Jake H. O'Connell, “Divine Hiddenness: Would More 

Miracles Solve the Problem?,” Heythrop Journal 54 (2013): 261-67.  
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manufacturing an apparent ambiguity for myself, either by refusing to recognize clear 

differences in the strength of different pieces of evidence or by refusing to take seriously 

supernaturalistic alternatives to theism? . . . Is it the result of subconsciously rejecting 

God, thereby making me unable to see that the evidence favoring theism is much stronger 

than the evidence favoring naturalism? Or do I sit on the fence because I am horrified by 

the possibility that the suffering of innocents has no purpose and no compensation, and so 

I refuse to recognize what seems so perfectly obvious to so many of my fellow 

philosophers, that belief in God is just silly superstition or, at best, understandable self-

deception. I hope and even believe that my assessment of the evidence is the result of an 

open mind rather than a closed or tender heart. But if this is so, then is the ambiguity of 

the evidence just an unfortunate coincidence? Or is it designed, not by me, but by a God 

whose policy is, “Don’t find me, I’ll call you . . . when the time is right”? I don’t know 

the answer to these questions. So for now I will sit on the fence, lost perhaps but still 

looking, leaning perhaps but not leaping, listening I hope, but not yet hearing.124 

 

In this passage, Draper closes his essay, having reflected on various historic debates in 

philosophy of religion (e.g., natural theological arguments, the problem of evil, etc.), ultimately 

remaining agnostic about God given the current state of the evidence. These matters aside, 

however, Draper makes some important observations about divine hiddenness. For he mentions 

what I take to be self-deception (“subconsciously rejecting God”), the status of one’s heart or 

‘will’ (“a closed or tender heart”), and so forth. His remarks about divine hiddenness do not 

‘feel’ like the problem of evil. Indeed, his comments are reminiscent of some of the historical 

contributions exposited in chapter one (specifically Pascal and perhaps Kierkegaard and 

Campbell).  

Similarly, the agnostic philosopher Anthony Kenny asks us to suppose that the stars 

magically aligned to spell out the sentence:  

 

The end of the world is at hand. This would, no doubt, provide reason both for believing 

that God existed (who else would be powerful enough to control the stars?) and that the 

end of the world was at hand. 

 

He notes, however, that such evidence “would not necessarily be overwhelming. An atheist 

would, if he thought that was what he saw, no doubt wish to explore other avenues of inquiry 

before falling on his knees.” Note the importance of his comments. For while Kenny does 

suggest that this incident would provide at least some justification to believe in God, the reasons 

therein might not necessarily be overwhelming.125 Commenting here on Kenny, Timothy Paul 

                                                      
124 Draper, “Seeking but not Believing: Confessions of a Practicing Agnostic,” in Divine Hiddenness: New 

Essays, ed. Daniel Howard-Snyder and Paul K. Moser (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 211; 
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125 Kenny, Faith and Reason (New York: Columbia University Press, 1983), 73-74. I owe this reference 

from Kenny to Timothy Paul Erdel, “Divine Disclosures and Supernatural Signs: Could My Persistent Experience of 
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Erdel explains, “Determined skeptics might not be persuaded regardless of the type or amount of 

evidence [for God’s existence].” “Anthony Kenny,” Erdel goes on, “seems very close to boasting 

of his own impermeable resistance to any evidence, saying that, even if God spoke by skywriting 

messages, there would be grounds for honest skepticism.”126 Consider also philosopher Thomas 

Nagel’s well-known remarks: 

 

I want atheism to be true and am made uneasy by the fact that some of the most 

intelligent and will-informed people I know are religious believers. It isn’t just that I 

don’t believe in God and, naturally, hope that I’m right in my belief. It’s that I hope there 

is no God! I don’t want there to be a God; I don’t want the universe to be like that.”127 

 

Neither Kenny nor Nagel’s comments sound like POE. Commenting on this specific passage 

from Nagel, Paul Moser in a recent essay on divine hiddenness writes that  

 

Perhaps hiddenness is ultimately more characteristic of humans than of God. . . . Perhaps 

Nagel is motivated by a desire for moral independence of God. If so, it would be natural 

for him to suppose that God raises an intolerable problem of moral authority for 

humans.128 

 

If Moser is correct that PDH is more characteristic of humans than of God, then this fosters 

reasons to think, despite considerable similarity, that POE and PDH are dissimilar. 

Fifth, from a scriptural perspective, PDH (unlike POE) may involve the human inability 

to perceive God’s presence, there being overlap between this reason and the previously discussed 

one. Now, mentioned above were Old Testament (OT) passages that can be taken to touch on 

PDH (e.g., Ps 10:1), since certainly the ‘hiddenness of God’ is a rich theme in the OT.129 Joel 

Burnett, in his eminent work Where is God? Divine Absence in the Hebrew Bible, notes that 

throughout the Hebrew Bible, humans “reflect a concern for divine absence,” asking the “basic 

question of divine absence, ‘Where is God’?”130 Burnett does suggest, however, that the very 

first question posed in Scripture is from God himself: “Where are you?” (Gen. 3:9), which 

                                                      
God's Presence Help to Resolve My Neighbor's Problem of Divine Hiddenness?” (Lecture, Evangelical 
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“reflects a breach in the divine-human relationship that is universal in scope.”131 It is as if God 

immediately after the Fall (cf. Gen. 3:1-7) searches out an elusive humanity who no longer seeks 

nor needs him. Here is Moser on Gen 3:9 with respect to PDH: 

 

The person who truly desires to overcome divine hiddenness should seek to experience 

and to cooperate with the self-sacrificial love on offer [i.e., through God the Son]. In 

failing to do so, one may exhibit a misplaced desire for divine hiddenness, perhaps in the 

interest of deadly human autonomy, self-sufficiency, or some other kind of waywardness 

from God. For the sake of honesty in inquiry, one should sincerely entertain the prospect 

of the priority of a question from God to oneself: “Where are you?” (Gen. 3:9).  

 

Moser goes on to write that “God’s question, ‘Where are you?’ can reveal in a human an 

oppositional attitude toward God.”132 (Further, the hiddenness theme in the Prophets, Major and 

Minor, is intimately tied to God’s judgment, just as God’s hiddenness, as portrayed in various 

psalms, is closely related to human sin.)133  

Burnett places much emphasis on God’s absence from his people in the OT. However, 

with much praise for Burnett’s seminal work, OT scholar Hubert Keener writes that Burnett 

 

does not tend to distinguish between perceived divine absence and ontological divine 

absence. Such a distinction will be vital for moving beyond description to contemporary 

theology. Perhaps the problem humans face is not so much the absence of God as the 

inability to perceive the presence of God.134  

 

The point is not to critique Burnett (I leave these OT debates to OT experts); the point to be 

made here is how Keener phrases his critique of Burnett: ontological divine absence as 

distinguished from the inability to perceive God’s presence. This distinction is helpful to 

understand PDH (for my project), particularly against the backdrop of analytic philosophy of 

religion, since perhaps one problem that humanity faces, in the OT as well as today, is not 

necessarily God’s absence but is rather, as Keener insists, the inability to perceive his presence. 

But is this—human inability to perceive God’s presence—similar to POE? Such is not 

obviously so. For it may be that this inability, by some persons some of the time, is a failure not 

on God’s part, as mentioned above, but on mankind’s. From a Christian perspective, with the 

help of Moser (again), if there is a God then humans themselves can be guilty of “cognitive 

idolatry.” 

                                                      
131 Burnett, Where is God?, 81. 
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[Cognitive idolatry] stems from the human desire to be, or at least to appoint, the ultimate 

authority for our lives, as if we were entitled to this. We thereby isolate ourselves from 

important available evidence of God, blinding ourselves from the supreme reality and 

authority over us dependent cognitive creatures. We thereby suppress the truth about 

God’s reality.135 

 

Such is what St. Paul appears to argue in Romans 1:18ff. In sum, I presented several reasons for 

thinking there to be dissimilarity between POE and PDH, but have not claimed that my 

comparison resolves the complex interplay between the two phenomena. 

 

2.3.3 Literature Review Part II Conclusion 

 

Let me now close part II’s literature review. In much of the philosophical and theological 

literature, both POE and PDH are said to be similar, and rightly so. My claim is that my 

Plantingean Reformed epistemic defense for PDH has the resources to address some of the 

perceived dissimilarity. I explain myself in what follows, coalescing my explanation below (in 

§2.4) with part I’s above conclusion.  

First, as a way to distinguish PDH from POE, it was described above that a Christian 

theist could argue that it would be unfit for God, according to much of the Christian tradition, to 

make himself ‘less’ hidden given the general revelation—natural theistic knowledge—that he 

has already provided. Now, pointing to the doctrine of general revelation in the context of divine 

hiddenness does not solve the problem; it raises more questions that need explicated. But I do 

think that Plantinga’s generic Aquinas/Calvin model—designed to show how bare theism might 

have warrant—can help make sense of general revelation with respect to PDH; Plantinga in the 

model follows both Aquinas and Calvin in saying that there is natural theistic knowledge, God 

having revealed himself universally, arguing along with Calvin (as mentioned in part I’s 

literature review) that all persons have a sensus divinitatis, an innate faculty, which delivers 

theistic knowledge. I apply the A/C model to PDH in my third chapter.  

Second, as a way to distinguish PDH from POE, it was described above that PDH may be 

more characteristic of humans than of God, and that PDH may involve the human inability to 

perceive God’s presence. In the Christian tradition, these sorts of themes involve an analysis of 

sin and its effects. Pointing to sin and its effects does not solve the problem either; it raises more 

questions which need analyzing. But my contention is that Plantingean Reformed 

epistemology—which, as discussed in chapter one and above, is largely absent in the 

contemporary PDH literature—has the available tools to carry out such an analysis. For example, 

as discussed in part I’s conclusion, Plantinga’s extended A/C model, which aims to demonstrate 

how Christian belief in its postlapsarian context might have warrant, examines sin’s noetic 
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consequences—sin’s effects on the mind which can negatively influence our theistic knowledge 

(arguing also on the extended model that sin has adverse affective consequences). And since my 

thesis aims to give a specifically Christian defense for PDH then analyzing sin’s effects on our 

knowledge of God, particularly in the context of PDH, seems imperative.136 

Along these lines, Christians who analyze PDH should also consider how Christ saves us 

from sin—how the effects of grace not only put us right with God, but additionally how they 

restore and rejuvenate our natural theistic knowledge. (Paul Moser has made comparable 

arguments, having thus tried to reform how PDH can be appraised from a Christian 

perspective.)137 Plantinga’s extended model also examines these biblical and theological themes, 

themes such as atoning work of Christ, how the Holy Spirit instigates faith, the inspiration of 

Scripture, and the like. These doctrinal loci in the extended model can be brought to bear on the 

hiddenness problem. I say more about this below. 

 

2.4 Conclusion: Part I and Part II’s Literature Review Combined 

 

The purpose of this section—having demonstrated my Plantingean Reformed epistemic 

defense’s relevance to current PDH scholarship—is to combine the conclusions of part I and part 

II’s literature review, spelling out how I will exposit my argumentation in chapters three through 

five. As discussed, I have chosen my project to be an exercise in Christian philosophy and 

theology, opting to provide a defense (as opposed to a theodicy) for PDH. My defense attempts 

to engage not only philosophical and epistemological concepts but also biblical and theological 

themes pertinent to PDH, concepts and themes surfaced in parts I and II above. 

Now, some philosophers, even theistic ones, may have reservations with engaging 

theology and revelation in the context of PDH, even from an epistemological perspective. As 

William Abraham explains, in some philosophy circles (even theistic ones), “theology itself is 

secondary and treated as subservient; theology’s central claims are seen as guilty until proven 

innocent.”138 “Philosophers,” declares Abraham (rhetorically), “are very nervous about this kind 

of behavior. There is, we might say, a natural aversion to the concept of divine revelation.” For 

such is said to be “subjective and arbitrary” as well as a “pious laborsaving device that stops us 

thinking for ourselves and makes us slaves of authority.”139 This appears to be a concern of 

Schellenberg’s, who writes with respect to PDH that 
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[t]heology starts off by accepting that God exists and so has to make God fit the world; in 

a way, that is its job. But our job as philosophers, faced with questions of God’s 

existence, is to fight free from the distractions of local and historical contingency, to let 

the voice of authority grow dim in our ears, and to think for ourselves about what a God 

and a God-created world would be like.140 

 

But by stamping out revelation, and by allowing the voice of authority to grow dim in our ears, 

we do not give God a fair hearing.141 “Philosophers,” insists Abraham elsewhere, “who set up 

their own standards as to how God should be revealed run the risk not just of mistaking their 

standards but of cognitive idolatry.”142  

Heeding Abraham’s counsel, then, the philosophically sensitive but theologically 

germane defense that I would like to give concerning PDH will come in three parts.143 These 

parts were disclosed in the previous chapter by way of introduction (and briefly in both literature 

reviews), but let me describe them again in anticipation of subsequent chapters. Part one, my 

chapter three, will explain Plantinga’s hypothetical A/C model for how bare theistic belief can 

have warrant (spelled out in his Warranted Christian Belief); that is, how we can have knowledge 

of God. Embedded in the model are important theological concepts such as general revelation, 

what Calvin calls the sensus divinitatis, and so on, themes mentioned in part I and part II’s 

literature review which will be applied to PDH. 

The second part of my defense—my chapter four—uses the extended A/C model 

developed by Plantinga to demonstrate how full-blown Christian theism (and not just bare 

theism) might be warranted; I use particularly the model’s construal of sin’s noetic and affective 

effects, and how these effects in turn negatively influence our knowledge of and love for God. 

This part of my defense applies sin’s effects on our knowledge of God to PDH. The third part of 

my defense—my chapter five—also uses the extended A/C model for warranted Christian belief; 

it especially applies to PDH the portion of the model which describes the divine remedy 

proposed by God for human sin, demonstrating how we can have knowledge of God in our 

postlapsarian environment, through the atoning work of Jesus Christ, the inspiration of Scripture, 
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what Aquinas and the Reformed tradition call the internal testimony of the Holy Spirit, and so 

on.  

So, the A/C and extended A/C models, taken together, can be used as a defense for PDH, 

satisfying my defense desiderata, which state that I will (i*) develop a specifically Christian 

account describing why if God exists his existence is not more obvious and (ii) show that this 

description is true for all we know. One way to show that the models are true for all we know is 

to answer objections; thus, each chapter considers various objections to my argumentation. 

Lastly, the models can ultimately answer my research question, from which my thesis was stated: 

Plantinga’s Aquinas/Calvin models for how Christian belief might have warrant can be utilized 

as a defense to explain why if God exists his existence is not more obvious. I now turn to chapter 

three to begin fleshing out the first part of my defense.


