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Syn op sis
Ini tially the possiblities of un der stand ing (“rea son”) as ton ished hu man -
kind to such an ex tent that it was soon de i fied. By briefly fol low ing
some con tours in the de vel op ment which lead to the en thron ing of ra -
tio nal ity its in her ent self-insufficiency is high lighted. The ra tio nal ism of
mod ern ism, which reached a cer tain cli max in the thought of Im man uel 
Kant (who brought law and re li gion to the court of rea son), was even tu -
ally up rooted by historicism and the lin guis tic turn. The de vel op ments
within the do main of phi los o phy of sci ence opened the way for the
aware ness that the ra tio nal ist holds on the a faith in rea son which in it -
self is not ra tio nal (Pop per speaks about an ir ra tio nal faith in rea son).
The dis cov ery of the in her ent lim i ta tions of for mal (ax i om atic) math e -
mat i cal sys tems, from a slightly dif fer ent an gle, added weight to the in -
sight that “ra tio nal ity” ought to be as signed a much more mod est place 
within the fab ric of hu man po ten ti al i ties. Gödel's proof con cern ing the
fun da men tal in com plete ness of ax i om atic sys tems prompted Weyl to
ac knowl edge ev i dence as an in dis pens able pre sup po si tion of ra tio nal -
ity. An over view of dif fer ent trends of thought in the var i ous ac a demic
dis ci plines un der scores the ac tual com mit ment en tailed in ra tio nal ity,
which also sur faced in dif fer ent ways through the emer gence of his -
toricism and postmodernism. Yet, al though his to ric ity and ling uisticality 
co-condition be ing hu man, they are not the sole con di tions em brac ing
hu man ex is tence. Against this back ground an as sess ment is given of
the po si tion of Chris tian schol ar ship within the con text of this in tel lec -
tual cli mate, aimed at a re ver sal of the ini tial prob lem: the chal lenge of
Chris tian schol ar ship – through nu mer ous new and con struc tive in -
sights – to the ac a demic world.

“Science” and “Rationality”

Within the Eng lish speak ing world the word “sci ence” ac quired a very
nar row mean ing, re stricted to phys ics as a schol arly dis ci pline – par tic u -
larly ow ing to the in flu ence of the mod ern philo soph i cal trend known as
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pos i tiv ism. The Ger man ac a demic his tory, by con trast, em ployed the term
“Wissenschaft” – the translational equiv a lent of “sci ence” – in a much
broader sense, not only en com pass ing the other nat u ral sci ences but also
in clud ing the so-called hu man i ties (Geisteswissenschaften) within the do -
main of sci ence. None the less the positivistic leg acy shares in an over es ti -
ma tion of the in tel lec tual abil i ties of hu man be ings which stretches back
to Greek an tiq uity.

Al though al ready within Greek cul ture it self it was re al ized that the Py -
thag o rean claim that ev ery thing is num ber is mis taken, Cassirer is jus ti -
fied in his as sess ment that ra tio nal knowl edge is founded upon the mean -
ing of num ber. Ra tio nal ity is in ti mately linked with log i cal ar gu men ta tion
– a skill that also flour ished within Greek schol ar ship – it is in deed one of 
the last ing con tri bu tions of Greek cul ture to West ern civ i li za tion. Yet, al -
ready in an cient Greece the ap pre ci a tion of ra tio nal ity turned into an ad o -
ra tion of it, that is, into a de i fi ca tion of ra tio nal ity. It was even viewed as
a guide to life – the kind of ra tio nal ism which tempted Thomas Aqui nas
to claim that sin did not rad i cally af fect hu man rea son, but only
“wounded” it.

Early mod ern hu man ism ex plored new pos si bil i ties through the newly de -
vel op ing nat u ral sci ences, es pe cially math e mat ics and phys ics. The Re -
nais sance gave rise to the mod ern mo tive of ra tio nal au ton omy and un lim -
ited free dom – hu man be ings were con sid ered to func tion as a law unto
them selves, ca pa ble of con trol ling the uni verse through nat u ral sci en tific
re flec tion. Both Husserl and Dooyeweerd aptly speak about the hu man is -
tic sci ence-ideal (Husserl, 1954:119; Dooyeweerd, 1997-I, Part Two).

Per haps the mod ern his tor i cal pro cess in which hu man un der stand ing was 
rei fied and de i fied reached its ze nith in the thought of Kant. In his Cri -
tique of Pure Rea son (1781, 17872) he car ries through the ul ti mate ra tio -
nal is tic en throne ment of hu man rea son.

Re cent dis cus sions of the “En light en ment pro ject” are well aware of the
fact that Kant, in his de cons truc tion of the “el e vated” po si tion of faith, al -
ready was “postmodern.” Kant aimed at dis miss ing “il lu sion ary knowl -
edge” within the tri bu nal of a cri tique of pure rea son in “ac cor dance with
its own eter nal and un al ter able laws” (1781, A:xi). Par tic u larly in struc tive 
is the foot note in this sec tion of the in tro duc tion to the first edi tion of his
Cri tique of Pure Rea son (CPR, A:12) where one reads:

“Our age is the gen u ine age of crit i cism to which ev ery thing
should be sub jected. Re li gion through its sanc tity, and law-giving
through its maj esty, may want to ex empt them selves from it. But
they then awaken just sus pi cion, and can not claim sin cere re spect
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which rea son only con fers to that which has been able to sus tain
the scru tiny of free and open ex am i na tion” (Kant, 1781. A:xii).

The emerging acknowledgement of the self-insufficiency of human
rationality

In spite of the ap par ent neu tral ity and uni ver sal ity of the ba sic claims of
Kant's epistemological stance, his en tire Cri tique of Pure Rea son ac tu ally
is fully in the grip of the ten sion be tween the sci ence-ideal and the per -
son al ity-ideal. The hu man is tic per son al ity-ideal re quired the re stric tion of 
the sci ence-ideal to sen sory phe nom ena in or der to leave open a do main
for the (prac ti cal) free dom of the hu man per son con sid ered as a
thing-in-itself (cf. CPR, B566 ff.). When Nietz sche paved the way for
many im por tant de vel op ments in the 20th cen tury – amongst oth ers what
is cur rently re ferred to as “postmodernism” – he com mences with a “de -
cons truc tion” of this En light en ment be lief that truth, (sci en tific) knowl -
edge and ra tio nal ity are su preme. Hollinger re marks that this idea of the
En light en ment, car ried to its ex treme, “de stroys what is most im por tant in 
life,” and then says: “In deed, what is most im por tant and valu able may
not be 'prov able' by sci ence. Sci ence it self may rest on faith” (1994:8).

At the turn of the 19th to the 20th cen tury the great Ger man phi los o pher,
Edmund Husserl kept the Hu man is tic sci ence-ideal alive in an al tered
sense. He no lon ger ad hered to the clas si cal math e mat i cal sci ence-ideal,
ex pressed in the idea of a mathesis universalis. He ad vanced in stead his
own tran scen den tal phe nom en ol ogy. The early de vel op ment of mod ern
Hu man ism is char ac ter ized by him as a mis taken ra tio nal ism (he talks
about “einem sich verirrenden Rationalismus” – Husserl, 1954:337). He
holds on the con vic tion that West ern civ i li za tion car ries with it the
birth-mark of ra tio nal ity. Eu rope is born through the spirit of phi los o phy
and can only be re born by it:

“The cri sis of Eu ro pean ex is tence faces only two op tions: the de -
cline of Eu rope in a pro cess alien at ing it self from its own ra tio nal
mean ing of life, in bar ba rism and in the de cay into hos til ity to -
wards the hu man spirit, or the re birth of Eu rope through spirit of
phi los o phy, ac com plished in a her o ism of rea son that will fi nally
con quer nat u ral ism” (Husserl, 1954:347-348).

None the less, at the end of his life Husserl with sad ness had to wit ness the
in creas ing in flu ence of irrationalistic trends, amongst them that of his
own stu dent, Mar tin Heidegger, who pub lished his in flu en tial work Sein
und Zeit in the Year book for Phe nom en ol ogy (1927). At his sev en ti eth
birth day Husserl de clared that he wanted to do for phi los o phy what Karl
Weierstrass did for math e mat ics – in line with the gist of his 1911 ar ti cle
in the first num ber of the new Jour nal Logos: Die Philosophie als strenge
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Wissenschaft (Phi los o phy as an ex act sci ence). But in the end, shortly be -
fore he died in 1938, the re al ity of irrationalism over whelmed him. He
de clared: “The ideal of phi los o phy as an ex act sci ence, yes, apoditically
ex act sci ence – this dream never ma te ri al ized” (“Die Philosophie als
strenge, ja apodiktisch strenge Wissenschaft, der Traum ist ausgeträumt”
– Husserl, 1954:508).

More or less at the same time Karl Pop per al ready launched his se vere
and rad i cal crit i cism of pos i tiv ism – strik ing at the heart of the no tion of
ra tio nal ity. He ac cused pos i tiv ism of not be ing crit i cal enough, of de fend -
ing the po si tion of an un crit i cal ra tio nal ism. Sim i lar to Husserl's idea of
“einem sich verirrenden Rationalismus” he ac tu ally also dis tin guishes be -
tween a mis taken un crit i cal ra tio nal ism (pos i tiv ism) and a sound ra tio nal -
ism, his own so-called crit i cal ra tio nal ism. Pop per saw that pos i tiv ism
was un crit i cal by not re al iz ing that its faith in the ra tio nal ity of hu man
rea son was not ra tio nal it self! There fore he fit tingly speaks about “an ir ra -
tio nal faith in rea son” (Pop per, 1966-I:231 ff.).

One should not for get that the nine teenth cen tury largely strug gled with
the his to ric ity of re al ity per ti nently em pha sized by var i ous post-Kantian
think ers, amongst whom Niebuhr, Von Ranke, Schelling, Fichte (in his
fourth phase) and Hegel to a cer tain ex tent oc cu pied a prom i nent place.
Dilthey even tu ally suc ceeded to tran scend to in es cap able cor re la tion be -
tween uni ver sal ity and in di vid u al ity through the turn to lan guage and lin -
gual un der stand ing (her me neu tics). Con se quently, the early de cades of
the 20th cen tury wit nessed the hegonomy of historicism and her me neu -
tics, a com bined power that made it im pos si ble for any se ri ous phi los o -
pher to de fend an a-historical and interpreation-free ac cess to “uni ver sal
truths or uni ver sal ity.”

Of course this did not mean that the old ra tio nal ism was a fully con quered 
en emy! Par tic u larly within the nat u ral sci ences and the “em pir i cal” sub di -
vi sions of the so cial sci ences it con tin ued to ex ert the sen ti ments of the
old ra tio nal is tic nat u ral sci ence-ideal. These prac tices still na ively con tin -
ued the clas si cal plea of Kant, who de clared that he had to de limit sci ence 
in or der to make room for faith (“Ich mußte also das Wissen aufheben,
um zum glauben Platz zu bekommen” – CPR, B:xxx). Dur ing the later
19th cen tury Haeckel re verted this Kantian po si tion with his view that sci -
ence com mences where faith ter mi nates.1 This di vi sion of “sci ence” and
“faith” was a di rect out come of the dualistic world-view of mod ern Hu -
man ism which was torn apart by the con flict ing con vic tions of the
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 science- ideal and the ideal of a free and au ton o mous per son al ity. This
leg acy is still re flected in the 20th cen tury when Wittgenstein re marks
that there are only two de i ties: the world and my in de pend ent I (“Es gibt
zwei Gottheiten: die Welt und meine unabhänige Ich” – Note books
1914-1916: 74,15).

Dur ing the sec ond half of the twen ti eth cen tury a world lit er a ture emerged 
within the do main of phi los o phy of sci ence, mainly in duced by the work
of Thomas Kuhn on the struc ture of sci en tific rev o lu tions. Even more
fun da men tal that the ac knowl edge ment of the in ev i ta bil ity of a the o ret i cal 
frame of ref er ence (“par a digm”/dis ci plin ary ma trix") is the re al iza tion en -
tailed in Pop per's crit i cal ra tio nal ism: an ul ti mate com mit ment lies at the
foun da tion of the o ret i cal con structs. One of the lead ing fig ures in the cir -
cles of the re cent phi los o phy of sci ence is Stegmüller who did not hes i tate 
to em pha size this depth di men sion of the o ret i cal re flec tion. In re ac tion to
the men tioned at tempt of Kant to de limit sci ence in or der to make room
for faith, Stegmüller says: “One does not have to re strict knowl edge in or -
der to make room for faith. Much rather one al ready has to be lieve in
some thing to be able to speak about know ing and sci ence at all” (“Man
muss nicht das Wissen beseitigen, um den Glauben Platz zu machen.
Vielmehr muss mann bereits etwas glauben, um überhaupt von Wissen
und Wissenschaft reden zu können” – Stegmüller, 1969:33).

Stegmüller links this in sight with his as sess ment of the im pli ca tions of ev -
i dence. One can be lieve in ev i dence or one can not be lieve in it, but this
be lief or un be lief can not ac quire a more ba sic foun da tion. It is a pri mor -
dial de ci sion pre ced ing ra tio nal ity which has to be taken in ev ery sin gle
case where some thing has to be known. (“An Einsicht kann man glauben
oder nicht glauben, mann kann diesen Glauben oder Unglauben aber nicht 
weiter begründen, ... Es ist eine 'vorrationale Urentscheidung', die hier
getroffen werden muss, und zwar in jeden einzelnen Falle, wo etwas
anerkannt werden soll” – Stegmüller, 1969:169).

The clas si cal ra tio nal is tic sci ence-ideal per me ated the thought of the fore -
most math e ma ti cian of the 20th cen tury, Da vid Hilbert, to such an ex tent
that he be lieved (!) that it will be pos si ble to dem on strate that math e mat -
ics is con sis tent, that is, that from a set of ax i oms which do not con tra dict
each other valid in fer ences can not lead to any con tra dic tions. When he re -
ceived hon or ary cit i zen ship of Königsberg (also the birth place of Im man -
uel Kant) in 1930, he con cluded his pre sen ta tion with the hope ful words
(sub se quently en graved on his tomb stone af ter he died in 1943): “Wir
müssen wissen, wir werden wissen” (“We must know and we will
know”). How ever, a year later a young math e ma ti cian, Kurt Gödel, at the
age of 25, pub lished an as ton ish ing ar ti cle about for mally undeciable
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prop o si tions in the Principia Mathematica (Rus sell & White head) and re -
lated sys tems. Gödel proved that it is im pos si ble to mir ror a proof of the
con sis tency of arith me tic in terms of the ax i oms of arith me tic. In ex plain -
ing Gödel's ar gu ment, Nagel and Newman write: “... it fol lows that the
con sis tency of arith me tic can not be es tab lished by an ar gu ment that can
be rep re sented in the for mal ar ith met i cal cal cu lus” (Nagel and Newman,
1971:86). In or der to prove the con sis tency of de duc tions in ferred from
cer tain ax i oms one can not use the method that is ques tioned. Gödel ac -
com plished this re sult by show ing how to con struct an ar ith met i cal for -
mula G which stands for the meta-mathematical state ment: “The for mula
G is not de mon stra ble,” and then suc ceeded in show ing that G is both true
and for mally undecidable (Nagel and Newman, 85-86). More over, he
dem on strated that arith me tic is es sen tially in com plete: “even if ad di tional
ax i oms were as sumed so that the true for mula G could be for mally de -
rived from the aug mented set, an other true but for mally undecidable for -
mula could be con structed” (Nagel and Newman, 1971:86). The im pli ca -
tion of Gödel's proof is that ev ery ax i om atic math e mat i cal sys tem em -
ploy ing the po ten tial in fi nite is in com plete and there fore in need of an un -
der stand ing that tran scends the for mal ism of the sys tem it self.

Af ter the death of Hilbert his bril liant stu dent, Hermann Weyl, wrote an
ar ti cle about the math e mat i cal work of Da vid Hilbert (1944) in which he
re marked: “It must have been hard on Hilbert, the axiomatist, to ac knowl -
edge that the in sight of con sis tency is rather to be at tained by in tu itive
rea son ing which is based on ev i dence (I am ital i ciz ing – DFMS) and not
on ax i oms” (cf. Weyl, 1970:269).

This back ground ex plains the crit i cal po si tion taken by Mor ris Kline in
his work: Math e mat ics, the Loss of Cer tainty (1980).

What is par tic u larly re mark able in Stegmüller's as sess ment of these ba sic
is sues, is his re ver sal of the tra di tional op po si tion of faith and rea son.
Whereas the ra tio nal is tic tra di tion will con tend that ra tio nal ity is linked
with a kind of cer tainty which does not re quire faith while faith is as so ci -
ated with what is doubt ful, Stegmüller states: “in sci ence one be lieves, in
re li gion one knows (or: claims to know)” (“in der Wissenschaft wird
geglaubt, in der Re li gion weiss man (oder: behauptet man, zu wissen)”
(Stegmüller, 1969:212).

This also ex plains his fi nal ver dict: “Some kind of ab so lute knowl edge
must ex ist; with out it we are not at all able to start” (Stegmüller,
1969:194) (“Irgendein ab so lutes Wissen muß es geben; ohne dieses
könnten wir überhaupt nicht beginnen” ; “Ab so lute Evidenz müssen wir
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schon `haben', d.h. wir müssen an sie bereits glauben, ... – Stegmüller,
1969:194).

“Committed reason”

The su per fi ci al ity of the as ser tion that hu man un der stand ing and ra tio nal -
ity ought to be seen as a mere neu tral and “ob jec tive” in stru ment is rad i -
cally chal lenged with the course of events sketched above. The mere fact
that ra tio nal ity it self is sub ject to al ter na tive and con flict ing eval u a tions is 
just the tip of the ice-berg. It took the orig i nal ity and cre ativ ity of the
Dutch scholar Herman Dooyeweerd to ex pand the is sue in two di rec tions.

(i) With re gard to the tra di ti on of Chris ti an think ing, main ly iden ti fied
with the o lo gi cal re flec ti on, he emp ha si zed that the idea of Chris ti an
scho lars hip springs from the Chris ti an world- and li fe-view and not
from scien ce it self. Mo re o ver, the bi bli cal star ting-point of the re for -
ma ti on touches the core of being hu man, and the re fo re it should give 
di rec ti on to all walks of life, in clu ding the do main of all the aca de -
mic dis ci pli nes.

(ii) In con nec ti on with the na tu re and his to ry of the va ri ous dis ci pli nes
he poin ted out that the ra di cal ly di ver ging trends found wit hin each
of them tes ti fies to the fact that in ad di ti on to al ter na ti ve views of re -
a li ty mo re-than-rational, to be sure, in deed su pra-rational mo ti ves
were ope ra ti ve wit hin them.

It should come as a sur prise to some schol ars that a per son who kept a
con sid er able crit i cal dis tance to Dooyeweerd's phi los o phy through out his
ac a demic ca reer, such as Van Peursen, a num ber of years ago said that
Dooyeweerd's phi los o phy to day is more rel e vant than ever and that many
books writ ten within the do main of phi los o phy of sci ence should not have 
been writ ten had the au thors first read what Dooyeweerd wrote (cf. Van
Peursen, 1995:79-94)!

Since the twen ties of the pre vi ous cen tury Dooyeweerd, well ahead of his
time, ar tic u lated a rad i cally new cri tique of the dogma of (i.e., the faith in) 
the au ton omy of hu man rea son – even tu ally caus ing him to use it as the
ti tle of his mag num opus: A New Cri tique of The o ret i cal Thought
(1953-1958, fourth edi tion 1997). Through pen e trat ing anal y ses of the di -
a lec ti cal ten sions in her ent in Greek, Me di eval and mod ern Hu man is tic
thought he at the same time high lighted the fact that their con cep tions of
ra tio nal ity part ways as an ef fect of su pra-theoretical ul ti mate com mit -
ments giv ing di rec tion to their re spec tive views.

In gen eral the new ap proach to phi los o phy and the dis ci plines ad vanced
by Dooyeweerd en tails that a philo sophic view of re al ity un der lies all
schol arly ac a demic re flec tion. Two ad di tional con sid er ations con firm this
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con clu sion: (a) the men tioned fact that the his tory of the dis ci plines dis -
plays this foun da tional re la tion, and (b) the most fun da men tal ques tions
of the var i ous dis ci plines re veal over lap ping and shared ba sic is sues, such 
as (i) unity and di ver sity; (ii) uni ver sal ity and in di vid u al ity; (iii) unique -
ness and (inter-)connectedness (i.e., the co her ence of irreducibles/the
quest for a ba sic de nom i na tor); (iv) con stancy and dy nam ics and the dis -
tinc tion be tween con cept and idea. With out en ter ing into a more de tailed
ac count of it, it is im por tant to know that philo soph i cal ori en ta tions
caused di verg ing trend within all the dis ci plines, math e mat ics and phys ics 
not ex cepted.

The idea of Chris tian schol ar ship in deed orig i nated within the con text of
a se ri ous con fron ta tion with these dif fer ent trends within phi los o phy and
the spe cial sci ences. It should there fore not be sur pris ing that within this
tra di tion al ter na tive views emerged. Con se quently, it is rather strange that 
Kroeze had to state the ob vi ous fact that “one can not speak of the chris -
tian phi los o phy of sci ence, but that there are var i ous the o ries and phi los o -
phies” (Kroeze, 2001:645).

An assessment of the challenge to Christian scholarship entailed in
historicism and postmodernity

Dooyeweerd is well aware of the spir i tual cli mate within which he ini ti -
ated his new philo soph i cal ap proach in the twen ties of the pre vi ous cen -
tury – a time dur ing which historicism was at its peak (DIlthey, Spengler,
Troeltsch) and dur ing which the first ru di men tary be gin nings of what be -
came known as postmodernism en tered the scene (Nietz sche, Wittgen -
stein and Heidegger al ready ac cen tu ated fac ets now a days at trib uted to
postmodernism).

In the Neth er lands Cal vin ism was one of the dom i nant spir i tual forces in
so ci ety. It pro ceeded un der the in flu ence of re formed the ol ogy and the
idea of “re formed prin ci ples.” But Dooyeweerd did not feel at home with
the phrase “our re formed prin ci ples” as it was em ployed within re formed
cir cles by the end of the nine teenth and the be gin ning of the 20th cen tu -
ries, be cause he re al ized that it was bur dened with scho las tic and
biblicistic un der tones. His aim was to erect a truly Chris tian phi los o phy in 
a the sense of an en com pass ing the ory of re al ity in its unity and di ver sity,
a phi los o phy pro ceed ing from the ac knowl edge ment of God as Cre ator,
Sustainer and Re deemer and there fore tak ing the unity and good ness of
cre ation se ri ous – with out con fus ing the di rec tional an tith e sis be tween
good and bad (re demp tion and sin) with par tic u lar do mains within cre -
ation. If the ba sic ques tions of all the dis ci plines are philo soph i cal in na -
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ture, then the ref or ma tion of the dis ci plines should start with the ref or ma -
tion of phi los o phy it self.

Dooyeweerd, Vollenhoven and the grow ing group of their co-workers did 
not deny the im mensely rich tra di tion of philo soph i cal thought in the
West. They were well aware of the num ber less ties that linked their new
ap proach to prob lems an in sights of past and con tem po rary gen er a tions.

The rise of historicism at the be gin ning of the 19th cen tury ap par ently
poses an on-going threat to any no tion of uni ver sal ity and con stancy. Yet, 
the very no tion of his to ric ity in her ently af firms its own uni ver sal ity, for it
ap plies to ev ery thing what so ever. When the turn to lan guage en tered the
scene a cen tury later, in the tran si tion from the 19th to the 20th cen tury
with its em pha sis on the in ev i ta bil ity of in ter pre ta tion, cul mi nat ing in the
(postmodern) state ment that ev ery thing is in ter pre ta tion, the im plied rel a -
tiv ism still did not suc ceed in es cap ing from an im plicit uni ver sal claim.
Linguisticality, just as his to ric ity, is sup posed to hold uni ver sally – for ev -
ery in stance of hu man func tion ing wher ever.

The merit of historicism and postmodernism is there fore ac tu ally found in 
what these two po si tions in tend to deny: the ac knowl edge ment of the uni -
ver sal (con di tion ing) role of his to ric ity and linguisticality! The short com -
ing con tained in their po si tion is that they do not suf fi ciently re al ize that
there are equally im por tant and un de ni able other func tional (or: modal)
con di tions em brac ing hu man ex is tence.1

The uni ver sal ity of ev ery modal/func tional con di tion of re al ity, that is,
ev ery as pect of cre ation, should not be chal lenged as such. I am not aware 
of any such chal lenge that is not a vic tim of the vi cious cir cle prin ci ple:
ev ery re jec tion of uni ver sal ity in es cap ably as sumes uni ver sal ity. What
should be re jected is the absolutization of uni ver sal ity in all vari ants of ra -
tio nal ism (cf. Strauss, 1998), be cause con cep tual knowl edge (al ways pro -
ceed ings on the ba sis of uni ver sal fea tures) is not the only kind of knowl -
edge. The hu man aware ness of unique oc cur rences and con tin gent events
tran scend the lim i ta tions of uni ver sal ity but it does not ex ceed the bound -
aries of knowl edge. Con cept-transcending knowl edge con sti tutes the
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1 This is the po si ti ve side in the ar gu men ta ti on of Kroe ze about a “cre di ble phi lo sop hy
of scien ce wit hin a chris ti an pa ra digm” which has to “ex plain the role of not only re li -
gi on in scien ce, but also of cul tu re, po li tics, gen der and edu ca ti on, to name but a few”
(Kroe ze, 2001, 649). The ne ga ti ve side is that she did not show an in sight into the dif -
fe ren ce be tween the mo dal func ti o nal and the cen tral sen se of re li gi on in Dooy e weerd's 
thought. The lat ter draws a sharp dis tinc ti on “be tween the sub jec ti ve func ti on, the prin -
ci pi um, the con tent, the di rec ti on and the root of be lief” (Dooy e weerd, 1997-II:298).
When Dooy e weerd spe aks about ground-mo ti ves he has the root of all the is su es of hu -
man life in mind, not me re ly the faith or cer ti tu di nal func ti on of being hu man.



other side of the coin (absolutized by irrationalism in an equally one-sided 
way) and there fore un break able co heres with con cep tual knowl edge.

Re mark: The ill-founded cri tique of Kroeze

It is un for tu nate that Kroeze, in her men tioned ar ti cle of 2001,
con structed an in ac cu rate and prin ci pally wrong im age of Dooye -
weerd's phi los o phy, in spired by the idea that “sci ence, truth and
the ory are all hu man prod ucts or con structs” (Kroeze, 2001:651 –
with a ref er ence to the postmodern le gal phi los o phy of S.L. Win -
ter). The idea of an Archimedian point does not im ply that
Dooyeweerd holds that re al ity has to be stud ied from out side cre -
ation. This mis un der stand ing gen er ated an other one: Kroeze thinks 
that sci ence “can not study re al ity (or an as pect of re al ity) from
within re al ity – this in ev i ta bly leads to a dis tor tion of re al ity”
(Kroeze, 2001:643). Al though I have ar tic u lated a fun da men tal im -
ma nent crit i cism of Dooyeweerd's no tion of the Gegenstand-
 relation (cf. Strauss, 1984), it must be said that for Dooyeweerd
sci en tific knowl edge is in vari ably bound to the ho ri zon of modal
as pects and in di vid u al ity-structures. What leads to a dis tor tion of
re al ity is the absolutization of an as pect of cre ation.

Fur ther more she ac cuses Dooyeweerd of up hold ing “essentialist
pre ten sions of ab so lute cat e go ries (mo dal i ties) and char ac ter is tics
('sinkern')” (Kroeze, 2001:652). Ac cord ing to Dooyeweerd no sin -
gle mo dal ity within cre ation can be ab so lute – for then it will loose 
its mean ing – a mean ing that on the one hand can only come to ex -
pres sion in its co her ence with all other as pects but on the other
pre cludes the absolutization of any one of them. The mean -
ing-nuclei are not “char ac ter is tics” next to the mo dal i ties, but con -
sti tute there core mean ing! As a le gal scholar Kroeze may re con -
sider her pre ma ture and un founded con clu sions once she has had
the op por tu nity to read through the En cy clo pe dia of the Sci ence of 
Law which is cur rently in the pro cess of be ing pub lished by the
Dooyeweerd Cen tre in Can ada.

Kroeze's prom is ing state ment that the “objectivist/sub jec tiv ist di chot omy
is out dated” im me di ately stum bles upon the sub jec tiv ist con vic tion quoted 
above, namely that “sci ence, truth and the ory are all hu man prod ucts or
con structs” (Kroeze, 2001:651). Al though it will leads us away from the
fo cus of our pres ent ar gu men ta tion, it must be noted that this idea of con -
struc tion his tor i cally dates back to the rise of mod ern nomi nal ism dur ing
the Re nais sance. Nomi nal ism re jected all uni ver sal con di tions out side the
hu man mind as well as any or der li ness evinced by creaturely re al ity func -
tion ing in con for mity with (God-given) laws. The ex treme ra tio nal is tic
de vel op ment of this nominalistic stance, which strik ingly al ready fea tured 
in the though of Hobbes, reached its ze nith in the thought of Im man uel
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Kant who el e vated hu man un der stand ing to be come the a pri ori law-giver 
of na ture: “Hu man un der stand ing does not cre ate its laws a pri ori from
na ture, but pre scribes them to na ture” (Kant, 1783, par.36).

It is sig nif i cant that in the de vel op ment of Dooyeweerd's phi los o phy and
par tic u larly in the ar tic u la tion of his the ory of the modal as pects, the last
one added to the rest was the his tor i cal mode. It must have hap pened
around 1929/1930. This new in sight opened up a much stron ger de fence
against historicism, which Dooyeweerd sub se quently ac cused of hav ing
absolutized this cul tural-historical mode of re al ity. All con crete events in
prin ci ple func tion in all as pects of re al ity, with the his tor i cal mode just
one amongst many oth ers. Since change and dy nam ics can only be un der -
stood on the ba sis of con stancy no sin gle prod uct of hu man ac tiv i ties
could be seen apart from the un der ly ing (uni ver sal and con stant
creational) prin ci ples mak ing hu man ac tiv i ties pos si ble in the first place.
The “objectivist/sub jec tiv ist di chot omy” can in deed be tran scended when
two things are done at the same time: (i) ac knowl edge ontically given
start ing-points for hu man ac tion which are not the prod uct of hu man for -
ma tive ac tions but their con di tion, and (ii) give full due to the fact that the 
God-given start ing-points (prin ci ples) can only take ef fect, be come valid
through hu man in ter ven tion. The pro cess of giv ing form to pre-positive
prin ci ples (which are not al ready uni ver sally valid for all times and places 
as it was as serted by hu man is tic nat u ral con cep tions) is some times des ig -
nated as positivization.1

In his pen e trat ing anal y sis of the re la tion ship be tween law and his tory,
Dooyeweerd points out that af ter the emer gence of the his tor i cal school of 
Von Savigny two the ses seemed to be be yond se ri ous doubt: “(i) that all
pos i tive law as such is a his tor i cal phe nom e non which can not deny its
link with the past, and (ii) that next to or above this his tor i cally de vel oped 
law there did not ex ist a sec ond le gal sys tem with an eter nal and im mu ta -
ble con tent, ca pa ble of be ing de duced from ‘hu man na ture’ or ‘hu man
rea son’ in an a pri ori man ner” (Dooyeweerd, 1938:3-4).

Dooyeweerd did not want to deny the pos i tive fruits brought by the his tor -
i cal mode of thought, al though he did warn against the sub tle historicistic
bias pres ent in it:

“Nat u rally I do not deny the sig nif i cant ben e fits which the his tor i -
cal way of think ing brought with it for phi los o phy and the sci ence
of law. Sim i larly, I can not deny that both of the above for mu lated
state ments cur rently al most serve as in con test able truths whose
dis cov ery is con sid ered to be the en dur ing merit of v. Savigny and
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his fol low ers. My only claim is that the his tor i cal mode of think -
ing, with its value that can hardly be over es ti mated, did re veal a
dan ger ous coun ter side for le gal phi los o phy and that over- stretch -
ing its sig nif i cance did cause con fu sion in the dif fi cult bound ary
ques tions of the sci ence of law and of his tory. The phi los o phy of
law in deed did not find a sat is fac tory way out of this con fu sion”
(Dooyeweerd, 1938:4).1

The ac knowl edge ment of his to ric ity and linguisticallity is there fore not a
gen u ine threat to Chris tian schol ar ship, but an in spi ra tion and in vi ta tion
to learn through sol i dar ity and to crit i cize the dis tor tions which nec es sar -
ily flow from the one-sidedness of immanentistic trends of thought.

To my mind Van der Walt speaks all too eas ily about a cri sis in this con -
nec tion (Van der Walt, 2001:5). What he por trays as the cri sis of “big
nar ra tives,” the threat to foun da tional re search, and the train ing of stu -
dents largely buy into the postmodernist par a digm with out ex er cis ing any
im ma nent crit i cism upon its own “grand story,” namely that all (!) sto ries
are merely lo cal (the in cre du lity to all meta-narratives – as Lyotard said).
His plea for a con struc tive in ter ac tion with postmodern ideas in deed
forms part of the ever-present chal lenge to Chris tian schol ar ship – but it is 
not unique, be cause the only way in which Chris tian schol ar ship in the
past, the pres ent and the fu ture could be rel e vant is by en gag ing in the
dom i nant trends of the day, by con stantly test ing the spir its. The ar gu -
men ta tion of Van der Walt re verted into the de fense to such an ex tent,
that he  lost sight of the fact that there are nu mer ous con struc tive and
fruit ful sci en tific in sights and dis tinc tions de vel oped within the tra di tion
of Chris tian schol ar ship that the dom i nant con tem po rary trends – at least
if they would se ri ously in ter act with these in sights and dis tinc tions, would 
rather them selves ex pe ri ence a threat!

What is really at stake?

To be en gaged in Chris tian schol ar ship does not en tail a self-elevation of
fal li ble, pro vi sional and his tor i cally sit u ated in ter pre ta tions. Only when
Chris tian schol ars are aware of their ties with all fac ets of the cul ture and
so ci ety in which they live can they con trib ute to a rad i cal scrip tur ally in -
formed cri tique of the dis tor tions and de rail ments pres ent within that very 
cul ture and so ci ety. To be sure, this cri tique ought to start with im ma nent
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1 The dis tinc ti on be tween the his to ri cal and the ju ral mo da li ties ma kes it pos si ble to dif -
fe ren ti a te be tween norm-con for ma ti ve and an ti nor ma ti ve ele ments pre sent in the same
cour se of events: “The coun ter re vo lu ti o na ry, who not only re jects prin ci ples of re vo lu -
ti on but who wants to ac com plish in a com ple te ly law ful way the res to ra ti on of dead
ele ments of the ançien régi me, as such does not act un law ful ly or in an im mo ral way,
but pro ceeds in vi o la ti on of the nor ma ti ve prin ci ple of his to ri cal de ve lop men tal con ti -
nui ty” (Dooy e weerd, 1938:37).



crit i cism. But on top of that it is im per a tive to be en gaged in a con struc -
tive de vel op ment and elab o ra tion of a sys tem atic al ter na tive. If this is not
done, noth ing will be gained and the call ing to con trib ute in a schol arly
way to the re stored par a dise or der of sha lom and obe di ence through se ri -
ous (though in prin ci ple re deemed but in prac tice fal li ble) schol arly work, 
will fade and shrink into in sig nif i cance.

When it co mes to the in ner ref or ma tion of phi los o phy and the dis ci plines
there is sim ply no sub sti tute for a knowl edge able in volve ment in the spe -
cial sci ences as well, guided by the ne ces sity of an in dis pens able hy po -
thet i cal the o ret i cal view of re al ity, in formed by the cen tral mo tive of cre -
ation, fall and re demp tion. A good ex am ple of the kind of in ter ac tion we
have in mind is found in the ar gu men ta tion of Van Niekerk for the part -
ner ship be tween le gal sci ence and le gal phi los o phy (Van Niekerk, 1992).

Reverting the argument: the challenge of Christian scholarship to the
academic world of our day

The dras tic changes which en tered the scene of schol ar ship dur ing the
twen ti eth cen tury by them selves al ready chal lenged the dogma of the au -
ton omy of rea son (the o ret i cal thought) and with it the ra tio nal is tic claim
to neu tral ity. How ever, the tra di tion of reformational phi los o phy and
Chris tian schol ar ship has of fered more than merely ob serv ing these de vel -
op ments and dis clos ing the in ner antinomies within the var i ous trends of
thought op er a tive within phi los o phy and the var i ous dis ci plines. It has
truly con trib uted fas ci nat ing new in sights lit er ally per tain ing to ev ery
facet of the ac a demic world and ev ery re spect able spe cial sci ence cur -
rently ac cepted within the en cy clo pe dic di ver sity of co her ing dis ci plines.

Van der Walt is quite cor rect and to the point when con trasts the re spec -
tive rejectionable ra tio nal is tic and irrationalistic stances of mo der nity and
postmodernity (Van der Walt, 2001:3), but when he con cludes his ar ti cle
with a dis cus sion of the con tours of a strat egy for the reformational prac -
tice of sci ence in the con text of the new in tel lec tual cli mate, the gen er al -
ity of his re marks (guide lines to deal with the “cri sis” and guide lines di -
rect ing the “teach ing of stu dents”) pre vent him from com ing to a pos i tive
as sess ment of the the o ret i cal ar tic u la tion of Chris tian schol ar ship.

Con sider for a mo ment the his tor i cally unique the ory of modal as pects de -
vel oped by Dooyeweerd. Ex cept for many very brief and su per fi cial re ac -
tions to this the ory dur ing the 20th cen tury (sim i lar to the one of Kroeze
men tioned above), truly pen e trat ing and con struc tive crit i cisms (such as
that of Van Peursen pub lished in 1960 – com pare Dooyeweerd's 1961 re -
sponse to it) are very scarce. There are at least ten dif fer ent cri te ria ap pli -
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ca ble to the iden ti fi ca tion of a modal as pect (cf. Strauss, 2000:3-4). A
con struc tive in ter ac tion with this the ory will not only have to as sess these
cri te ria, but in ad di tion should also en gage in an at tempt to ac count for
the phe nom ena which the the ory of modal as pects aims to ex plain. The
pri mary de mand for fruit ful ac a demic in ter ac tion is al ways im ma nent crit -
i cism. Once this has been ex er cised the chal lenge is to for mu late an al ter -
na tive the ory which is not bur dened by the same antinomies or con tra dic -
tions. Only at this point will it be pos si ble to make the kind of head way
which is pre cluded if a the o ret i cal dis cus sion breaks down in the mere ex -
pla na tion of con flict ing the o ret i cal po si tions. The same ap plies to the
 theory of the in di vid u al ity-structures of re al ity.

Of course there is al ways a dan ger that ac a dem ics are tempted to work in
an un crit i cal way within a spe cific philo soph i cal tra di tion. The ap pro pri a -
tion of any philo soph i cal tra di tion there fore re quires both a sense of sol i -
dar ity and one of crit i cal dis tance. How ever, as Van Niekerk aptly re -
marks, this dan ger could be avoided if one takes a stand on the shoul ders
of in tel lec tual gi ants in stead of in their shad ows (Van Niekerk, 1992:
488).

Concluding remark

Al ter na tive ap proaches within the reformational tra di tion it self have to as -
sess the sig nif i cance and fruit ful ness of their re spec tive po si tions for the
spe cial sci ences. In this re spect it is a mere mattr of fact that the phi los o -
phy of Vollenhoven and Stoker are both over shad owed by that of Dooye -
weerd.

Literature
DOOYEWEERD, H. 1960: Van Peursen's Critische Vragen bij “A New Cri tique of

The o ret i cal Thought,” in: Philosophia Reformata, Year 25, 3rd & 4th quar -
ter, 1959 (pp.97-150).

DOOYEWEERD, H. 1997: A New Cri tique of The o ret i cal Thought, Col lected
Works of Herman Dooyeweerd, Lewiston, The Edwin Mellen Press, A-Se -
ries Vols. I-IV, Gen eral Ed i tor D.F.M. Strauss.

GÖDEL, K. 1931: Über for mal unentscheidbare Sätze der Principia Mathematica
und verwandter Systeme I, Monatschrift für mathematische Physik,
pp.173-198, in trans lated form con tained in van Heijenoordt, 1967,
pp.596-616.

HABERMAS, J. 1996: Be tween facts and norms : con tri bu tions to a dis course the -
ory of law and de moc racy, trans lated by Wil liam Rehg ; 2nd print, Cam -
bridge, Massachusettes : MIT Press.

HEIDEGGER, M. 1927: Sein und Zeit, Tübingen 197714.

The Contemporary Challenge to Christian Scholarship

406


