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Some philosophical naturalists have argued that all forms 

of supernaturalism are defective because they are at 

best debilitating, and at worst dangerous. In what 

follows I propose a moderate, pragmatic variety of 

naturalism based on the idea that any sort of belief that 

has effects within a society or a public, including those 

beliefs that are supernaturalist, is amenable to being 

assessed in naturalistic terms on the basis of practical 

results rather than on the basis of commitments of other 

sorts, including ontological commitments. For a 

pragmatic naturalism of the variety I am proposing, 

supernaturalist ontological commitments are regarded 

as interesting, and even important, details of the 

biographies of persons and communities; but their value 

can only be determined by evaluation that takes into 

account their relationship to persons, objects, events, 

and forces in a natural world amenable to empirical and 

experimental inquiry. 

 

On the side of pragmatic naturalism there needs to be 

recognition that some forms of supernaturalism are 

primarily functional in a personal and private sense, and 

that they are capable of passing a pragmatic test in 

terms of their consequences for promoting integration of 

an otherwise fractured or debilitated personality. There 

also needs to be a recognition that even the most avid 

and public advocates of supernaturalism can 

compartmentalize their beliefs in ways that do not leak 

into the spheres of science, technology, commerce, 

industry, and political life. On the supernaturalist side, 

there needs to be a recognition that experience in the 

form of revelations, intuitions, the testimony of sacred 

texts, visions, and so on, does not constitute knowledge 

as what is assertable with warrant. In order for 

supernaturalist beliefs to have legitimate consequences 

in spheres of social and public life, immediate experience 

must be empirically and experimentally tested in order 

to determine its pragmatic value.  

I. 

 

One of the reasons why philosophical discussions about 

supernaturalist religious beliefs1 are often unproductive 

is that they tend to be situated within a complex 

network of unspecified and, at times, even 

unacknowledged subsidiary issues and debates that are 

themselves highly problematic. Some of the issues, such 

as personal beliefs about whether one will be reunited 

with family and friends in an afterlife, are so intensely 

personal that they tend to be conversationally taboo 

outside of circles of like-minded believers. There is also 

the matter of ritual or ceremonial events mounted 

within supernaturalist institutional traditions that serve 

to comfort victims of community tragedy and loss. 

Philosophical naturalists and others of naturalist 

persuasion are well advised to step carefully when such 

emotionally charged issues are in play. 

 

Some of the debates, moreover, such as ones that 

involve ontological claims pertaining to the existence of a 

deity or deities, although amenable to (usually) amiable 

discussion among philosophers as well as the general 

public, tend to result in stalemate. On one side, they 

tend to produce little or nothing that naturalists are 

ready to count as evidence for or against such 

ontological claims, at least in the sense of "evidence" as 

the term is commonly understood in the sciences, 

technology, commerce, and jurisprudence, to name a 

few.2 On the other side, supernaturalists insist that their 

experiences are real. The question, then, is how to 

dismantle, or at least lower, some of the barriers to 

more productive discussions between naturalists and 

supernaturalists. As a part of my answer to this question 

I propose that under certain conditions a moderate form 

of naturalism is capable of productive dialogue with 

varieties of supernaturalism I term "functional" and 

"compartmentalized." 

 

                                                 
1 It is important to recall that some religions, such as 

some forms of Buddhism, espouse naturalism. 
2 Alvin Plantinga, for example, uses the term “know” in 

patently non-naturalistic senses. 
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The terms "naturalism" and "supernaturalism" cover a 

great deal of ground, so it seems appropriate to establish 

some benchmarks before proceeding further. On the 

naturalist side, Kai Nielsen provides a well-crafted 

taxonomy that distinguishes the following varieties of 

naturalism: 1) cosmological (worldview) naturalism, 2) 

methodological naturalism, 3) ethical naturalism, and 4) 

scientistic naturalism.  

 

Cosmological naturalism essentially holds that 

“everything is either composed of natural entities or is 

dependent for its existence on natural entities.” 

Methodological naturalism involves a commitment to 

the methods of the empirical and mathematical sciences. 

Ethical naturalism holds that ethical beliefs are subsets 

of empirical beliefs. And scientistic naturalism is “the 

view that all knowledge or reasonably held beliefs are 

scientific, based on scientific beliefs or commonsensical 

beliefs whose method of confirmation and 

disconfirmation is of basically the same type as that of 

scientific beliefs and that they could not be legitimately 

held where they are not compatible with scientific 

beliefs.”3  

 

The moderate form of naturalism I propose accepts the 

first three of these types without reservation, and the 

fourth type, “scientistic" naturalism,” with reservations. 

The term “scientistic” in this context is unfortunate, 

according to this position, given its history as a term 

associated with the view that the methods of science are 

universally applicable everywhere within experience. 

John Dewey, for example, rejected that idea. He thought 

that there are vast areas of human experience are not 

problematic, that therefore do not require inquiry and 

evaluation, and that are thus not the business of science. 

If Dewey's caveat is respected, then a moderate 

naturalist would also accept Nielsen's fourth type. 

 

Supernaturalism, on the other hand, is a bit more 

                                                 
3 Kai Nielsen, Naturalism and Religion. (Amherst, N.Y., 

Prometheus Books, 2001). See especially pp. 136-37. 

complex. It is generally understood as belief in persons, 

objects, events, or forces that exist outside of nature and 

that have some effect within the sphere of natural 

persons, objects, events and forces. Some forms of 

supernaturalism involve core or "ultimate" beliefs, 

whereas others are peripheral to those core beliefs. The 

history of interaction between religious institutions and 

the sciences, for example, exhibits a steady erosion of 

peripheral supernaturalist beliefs which, even though 

ardently held at one time, are currently treated as 

indefensible relics of the past.  

 

In 1992, for example, Pope John Paul II (rather belatedly, 

as some might argue) declared that the Church's 

condemnation of Galileo in 1633 had been an error that 

had resulted from "tragic mutual incomprehension."4 

Although this statement failed to satisfy some of the 

Vatican's more vocal critics, it did serve to draw a sharp 

distinction between core supernaturalist beliefs such as 

belief in the divinity of Jesus of Nazareth or the triune 

nature of the Christian God, on one side, and peripheral 

supernaturalist beliefs such as belief that the Judeo-

Christian God placed the Earth at the center of the 

universe, on the other.  

 

A subtle but significantly different distinction can be 

made between varieties of supernaturalism that involve 

beliefs that are deeply felt as fonts of action and others 

that involve beliefs that are best described as nominal. 

Historically, for example, it has been conventional 

wisdom that no seeker of a major public office in the 

United States could advance his or her career without 

professing some form of religious affiliation acceptable 

to his or her constituents. Occasional attendance at 

church or synagogue, at a bare minimum, has 

traditionally been an essential feature of a political 

profile. Given the strong presence of evangelical 

                                                 
4 Huffington Post, "Vatican Rewrites History On Galileo." 

First Posted: 01/23/09 05:12 AM ET Updated: 05/25/11 

01:55 PM ET  

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2008/12/23/vatican-

rewrites-history_n_153232.html 
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Christians currently within the U.S. in federal and state 

governments, it is a fact that there are many politicians 

whose supernaturalist religious beliefs are both deeply 

felt and motivate their actions. But it is also undeniable 

that a significant percentage of politicians espouse 

supernaturalist views only in an "official" or nominal 

sense (as, for example, favoring the continued use of the 

phrase "In God We Trust" on coinage). Although several 

American presidents have been religiously “unaffiliated,” 

not one has so far declared himself to be irreligious, 

agnostic, or atheist.5 

 

Complicating this already complex picture, at least in the 

United States, is the fact that although a rapidly growing 

percentage of U.S. citizens do not identify with any 

religion, the majority of that cohort continues to harbor 

supernaturalist beliefs. According to a 2012 report by the 

Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life, "one-fifth of the 

U.S. public–and a third of adults under 30–are religiously 

unaffiliated today, the highest percentages ever in Pew 

Research Center polling. In the last five years alone, the 

unaffiliated have increased from just over 15% to just 

under 20% of all U.S. adults. Their ranks now include 

more than 13 million self-described atheists and 

agnostics (nearly 6% of the U.S. public), as well as nearly 

33 million people who say they have no particular 

religious affiliation (14%)." Nevertheless, the report 

continues with the remarkable finding that "two-thirds 

of [the religiously unaffiliated] say they believe in God 

(68%)."6 

 

Given the fact that naturalists and supernaturalists often 

talk past one another in debates that tend to produce 

little in the way of fruitful outcomes, how can barriers to 

more productive discussions be dismantled? My 

suggestion is that a pragmatic naturalist might well find 

common ground with some supernaturalists of the types 

                                                 
5 Thomas Jefferson held a position that was arguably 

close to agnosticism. 
6 http://pewresearch.org/pubs/2377/unaffiliated-one-in-

five-twenty-percent-americans-no-religion-spiritual-

religious-prayer-religious-organizations 

I have labeled "functionalist" and "compartmentalized" 

by distinguishing between what I will call "benign" 

supernaturalism and other varieties that are 

pragmatically less so. (I will say more about these two 

types in a moment.)  

 

My suggestion is likely to be a hard sell among more 

extreme naturalists. Some, such as Richard Dawkins, 

have argued that supernaturalist commitments at their 

best amount to little more than superstition, and that at 

their worst they function as a brake on human progress. 

Responding to the attacks on the World Trade Center in 

New York after September 11, 2001, for example, he 

wrote that "Revealed faith is not harmless nonsense, it 

can be lethally dangerous nonsense. Dangerous because 

it gives people unshakeable confidence in their own 

righteousness. Dangerous because it gives them false 

courage to kill themselves, which automatically removes 

normal barriers to killing others. Dangerous because it 

teaches enmity to others labelled only by a difference of 

inherited tradition."7 

 

Dawkins is of course correct in one important sense. 

After September 11, 2001 it can hardly be denied (nor, 

indeed, could it have been denied before that date) that 

there are individuals of supernaturalist persuasion who 

become "lethally dangerous" to others when energized 

by a combination of political zeal and faith in rewards of 

an afterlife. But I would suggest that Dawkins may have 

cast his net too widely. Whereas it is clear that in the 

case cited there was a malign form of supernaturalism at 

work, there are and have been "lethally dangerous" 

individuals also among non-supernaturalists such as 

materialists and self-described atheists (the case of 

Joseph Stalin provides a convenient example).  

 

Moreover, it is hard to imagine that Dawkins' harsh 

condemnation could cover the case of a grieving 

daughter who has lost a parent with whom she shared 

                                                 
7 http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2001/oct/11/ 

afghanistan.terrorism2 
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belief in an afterlife during which they would be 

reunited. On pragmatic grounds alone, all other things 

being equal, the case of the grieving daughter must 

surely count as an example of benign supernaturalist 

belief that is "functional" in the sense that it serves to 

assuage grief and deal in a positive manner with the fact 

of death. So Dawkins' broad brush condemnation of 

supernaturalist belief does not appear to be capable of 

accounting for fine distinctions among types of 

supernaturalist belief and action. He has simply 

neglected to take into account the ways that a more 

benign supernaturalism can function in a broader range 

of contexts.  

 

From the standpoint of a pragmatic naturalism, the 

crucial difference between these two types of 

supernaturalism, one malign and the other benign, lies in 

their practical consequences. Although the two cases of 

supernaturalism have belief in an afterlife in common, 

they differ critically in terms of the ways that core beliefs 

function in social contexts. The pragmatic naturalist will 

be eager to point out that unlike ontological claims 

about supernatural entities, forces, and locations, 

behavior within social contexts is amenable to being 

evaluated. Such behavior supplies information that can 

be empirically and experimentally derived from natural 

contexts and examined by inquirential tools that have 

evolved naturally through generations of human interest 

and effort. 

 

William James is helpful in this regard. In his 1898 essay 

"Philosophical Conceptions and Practical Results" he 

compared two types of naturalists to two types of 

supernaturalists. On the naturalist side there are outdoor 

naturalists, the hikers of mountains and "the field 

observers of living animals' habitats," but there are also 

the "closet naturalists" who are "collectors and 

classifiers, and handlers of skeletons and skins." On the 

supernaturalist side, corresponding to these two types of 

naturalists, there are persons of practical, quotidian 

religious belief that enriches their lives, but there also 

dogmatists whose commitment to authority and 

literalism keep them in the "closet," sequestered from 

the practical needs, hopes, and ideals of wider human 

experience.8 

 

On the naturalist side, the pragmatic naturalism that I 

am proposing is an "outdoor" type that attempts to be a 

"field observer" of significant contexts. This would be a 

type of naturalism that looks not at the object of the 

supernaturalists belief, but more properly at the way his 

or her belief functions the social and public spheres of 

the believer's life, which are, after all, natural domains. 

This "outdoor" type of naturalism is thus able to 

distinguish between a dogmatic, malign supernaturalism, 

on one hand, which is inflexible because committed to 

authority and literalism and whose effects are 

deleterious, and on the other hand a functional, benign 

supernaturalism that allows the believer to integrate the 

disparate elements of her life into a useful and 

productive whole. A pragmatic naturalism would thus 

evaluate both forms of supernaturalism in terms of a 

pragmatic maxim. The measure would be the 

conceivable practical consequences of belief.  

 

But something more needs to be said about how these 

two expressions of supernaturalism can be evaluated. 

Here is William James once again in the "Postscript" to 

The Varieties of Religious Experience. "The practical 

needs and experiences of religion seem to me 

sufficiently met by the belief that beyond each man and 

in a fashion continuous with him there exists a larger 

power which is friendly to him and to his ideals. All that 

the facts require is that the power should be both other 

and larger than our conscious selves. Anything larger will 

do, if only it be large enough to trust for the next step. It 

need not be infinite, it need not be solitary. It might 

conceivably even be only a larger and more godlike self, 

                                                 
8 William James, "Philosophical Conceptions and Practical 

Results," The University Chronicle (Berkeley, California) 

September, 1898, reprinted in John J. McDermott, ed., 

The Writings of William James, pp. 345-362, esp. pp. 

355-56. 
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of which the present self would then be but the 

mutilated expression. . . ."9  

 

In this remarkable passage James attempts to lower the 

barriers to dialogue between naturalists and 

supernaturalists by the simple step of recognizing that 

the need to connect with something larger is common to 

both types. For the naturalist this may be a community 

of inquiry in the sciences, or a community of effort 

within one or more publics. For Emerson, this larger 

power was "a more godlike self." For John Dewey, this 

larger power lay in a "Great Community."10 For someone 

in a twelve-step program such as Alcoholics Anonymous, 

the larger power may be a vague and undefined "higher 

power." For the committed supernaturalist it may be a 

community of fellow believers, faith in a personal deity, 

or confidence in the existence of an afterlife. The point in 

each of these cases is to get to the next step, to satisfy 

practical needs. James's proposal does not in this context 

take sides between naturalism and supernaturalism. 

 

James in effect opened the door to a variety of religious 

experiences that lie beyond those based on 

supernaturalist commitments. He not only provided a 

way of opening dialogue between naturalists and 

supernaturalists, but between religious humanists and 

secular humanists as well (although that is a topic for 

another time). He thought the key was commonality of 

needs and interests. This type of pluralism is based in a 

commonality that is fully compatible with a moderate, 

pragmatic form of naturalism; it is in my view much more 

productive than the scorched-earth approach that 

Dawkins has chosen. Nevertheless, James' proposal does 

have some drawbacks that I will discuss in a moment.  

 

                                                 
9 William James, The Varieties of Religious Experience 

(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1985), 413.  
10 John Dewey: "Till the Great Society is converted into a 

Great Community, the Public will remain in eclipse. 

Communication can alone create a great community. 

Our Babel is not one of tongues but of the signs and 

symbols without which shared experience is impossible. 

(LW.2.325) 

An alternative proposal for mutual understanding 

offered by the late paleontologist (and committed 

naturalist) Stephen Jay Gould is also relevant to our 

topic. From the standpoint of a pragmatic naturalism of 

the type I am proposing, however, his attempt to 

reconstruct the naturalist/supernaturalist split suffers 

from difficulties similar to those encountered in the work 

of Dawkins. Gould proposed that we accept what he 

called two "non-overlapping magisteria," one for science, 

the other for religious belief. He claimed that "the lack of 

conflict between science and religion arises from a lack 

of overlap between their respective domains of 

professional expertise—science in the empirical 

constitution of the universe, and religion in the search 

for proper ethical values and the spiritual meaning of our 

lives." Again, "The net of science covers the empirical 

universe: what is it made of (fact) and why does it work 

this way (theory). The net of religion extends over 

questions of moral meaning and value. These two 

magisteria do not overlap, nor do they encompass all 

inquiry (consider, for starters, the magisterium of art and 

the meaning of beauty)."11 

 

In short, Gould thought of the two "magisteria" as 

completely separate in terms of the problems they 

address, though he did allow that they sometimes 

"bump up" against one another in interesting ways. 

Science was presented as more or less value free (just 

concerned with the facts and theories that have to do 

with the empirical constitution of the universe) and 

religion was presented as the search of ethical values. 

 

Gould's view would be unacceptable to a pragmatic 

naturalist of the sort I am describing for several reasons. 

First, it honors a fact/value split that many contemporary 

philosophers, especially those inspired by the 

pragmatism of James and Dewey, perceive as a relic of 

                                                 
11 Stephen Jay Gould, "Nonoverlapping Magisteria," 

Natural History 106 (March 1997): p. 16-22. 

(http://www.stephenjaygould.org/library/gould_noma.h

tml) 
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the past.12 For the pragmatic naturalist, facts tend to be 

either memoranda of past inquiry or facts-of-a-case that 

have been selected on the basis of certain values. 

Moreover, values tend to be amenable to evaluations, 

the success of which are based on empirically and 

experimentally derived facts. 

 

Second, Gould's proposal runs counter to the observable 

fact that "questions of moral meaning and value" are 

matters of concern and debate also among those who 

are not supernaturalists, or for that matter, even 

religious. Most philosophers have long since realized that 

ethics can be decoupled from religious beliefs. From the 

standpoint of pragmatic naturalism, Gould thus places 

far too much within the circle of the supernaturalist 

magisterium. The pragmatic naturalist is both a 

methodological naturalist and an ethical naturalist. 

Matters that involve values and valuation are a part of 

the natural world, subject to empirical and experimental 

inquiry. They cannot be partitioned off from putatively 

value-free sciences and abandoned to the domain of the 

religious.  

 

How, then, do we evaluate various forms of 

supernaturalism? To take just two examples, we can find 

malign forms of supernaturalism in theocracies based on 

supernaturalist dogma as well as in other types of 

societies where religious pluralism is suppressed. We can 

also find malign supernaturalism at work wherever 

factions within pluralistic societies work to subvert good 

science by rejecting the findings of evolutionary 

biologists and climate scientists in the name of religious 

dogma. These types of supernaturalism are malign 

because they tend to be uninformed, reductionist, 

exclusive, and dogmatic. They close down options for 

individual and community growth rather than fostering 

them. 

 

                                                 
12 See, for example, Hilary Putnam, The Collapse of the 

Fact/Value Dichotomy and Other Essays (Cambridge: 

Harvard University Press, 2002). 

Among the characteristics of what I am calling benign 

supernaturalism are tolerance of non-supernaturalist 

outlooks, including those of non-supernaturalist 

religions; emphasis on relatively flexible "belief systems" 

rather than rigid dogmas or ideologies; respect for what 

one is intellectually entitled to believe as a result of 

systematic, experimental inquiry; acceptance of methods 

of interpretation of sacred texts that honor conversation 

rather than an appeal to the authority of hierarchy or the 

constraints of literalism; hermeneutic and doctrinal 

flexibility in the face of changing historical 

circumstances; an appropriate balance between the 

distinct social and political roles of individuals as citizens 

and as believers; and recognition of the basic values 

inherent in most of the world’s religions, including those 

that do not share supernaturalist beliefs. In short, benign 

supernaturalism is benign because it fosters enlarged 

options for individual and community growth. 

 

In addition to the examples of "functionalized" 

supernaturalism that I have discussed, in which 

supernatural beliefs are for the most part either nominal 

or highly personal in the sense of private, however, there 

are also examples of what might be called 

"compartmentalized" supernaturalism that are of 

interest to the pragmatic naturalist. Compartmentalized 

supernaturalists, even though they may be profoundly 

and even publically committed to supernaturalist beliefs, 

tend to treat those beliefs as more or less walled off 

from and "quarantined" from what one is intellectually 

entitled to believe in terms of science, technology, 

business, industry, political life, and so on. Unlike the 

nominal supernaturalist, there is deep commitment. And 

unlike those whose supernaturalist commitments are 

personal in the sense of private, the compartmentalized 

supernaturalist tends to be a vocal advocate of his or her 

position within the public sphere. It is among 

compartmentalized supernaturalists of this sort that we 

find more sharply defined theological positions.  
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A somewhat controversial example of 

compartmentalized supernaturalism involves Dr. Francis 

Collins, the current director of the U. S. National 

Institutes of Health. The NIH is of course a government 

agency with an annual budget of some $30 billion and 

one the highest-profile scientific organizations in the 

world. Dr. Collins is an avid supernaturalist who holds 

among other things, the following strong religious 

claims: that "God gifted humanity with the knowledge of 

good and evil (the Moral Law), with free will, and with an 

immortal soul" and, moreover, that "if the Moral Law is 

just a side effect of evolution, then there is no such thing 

as good or evil. It’s all an illusion."13 Needless to say this 

type of compartmentalized supernaturalism has raised 

some concerns within the scientific community. 

 

One difficulty in interpreting Collins’ remarks is that 

supernaturalism compartmentalized here, having to do 

with alleged two thousand year old miracles or the 

existence of an immortal soul, may turn out not to be 

compartmentalized elsewhere, for example when it 

comes to whether creationism should be taught along 

side of or even instead of evolutionary theory in the 

public schools– or whether stem cell research should be 

prohibited or promoted. The myriad ways these issues 

can be parsed, of course, depends on background, 

temperament, type of profession, and other 

considerations as well. 

 

As a compartmentalizer, however, it seems clear that 

Collins has much in common with those professors of 

civil engineering, so readily encountered in technical 

universities, who accept a type of "evidence" for 

supernatural events that they would never dream of 

accepting when it comes to judging the functionality and 

safety of their bridges, tunnels, or hydraulic systems.  

                                                 
13 From a PowerPoint presentation delivered at the 

University of California, Berkeley in 2008 and cited by 

Sam Harris in "The Strange Case of Francis Collins." 

http://www.samharris.org/site/full_text/the-strange-

case-of-francis-collins 

In one of Collins' compartments there appears to be a 

God who is outside of nature and who does not, it 

seems, interfere with what scientists and others take to 

be the facts of the natural world. In the other 

compartment there is his, Collins', work as a scientist. His 

explicit claim, that his variety of supernaturalism is 

consistent with good practice in scientific research and 

science education, is thus constructed on a 

compartmentalization of facts (the concern of science) 

and values (the concern of religion) that is reminiscent of 

what we have seen in the proposal advanced by Stephen 

Jay Gould. Despite the fact that many moderate 

naturalists would find difficulty with Collins' rigid 

compartmentalization, and more specifically with his 

commitment to a fact/value split, there remains much 

common ground: in his view, scientists, whether they 

harbor supernaturalist beliefs or not, tend to go about 

their business in more or less the same way. They utilize 

similar methods of inquiry, they expect their work to be 

subject to peer review, and if they detect what appears 

to be a breach of the uniformity of nature then that is a 

matter for further research rather than evidence of a 

"miracle" of supernatural origin. It should be clear, 

however, that compartmentalization is not unique to 

supernaturalists. As I have already noted, naturalist 

Stephen Jay Gould advanced a compartmentalization of 

religion and science based on a split between facts and 

values.  

 

Earlier in this essay I indicated that although William 

James provided a bridge between supernaturalists and 

naturalists faced with issues of personal belief, 

suggesting that what was required whatever "higher 

power" enabled the "next step," his position also left 

several difficulties on the table. Those difficulties involve 

evaluation in spheres of social and public life of personal 

attitudes and beliefs once that "next step" is taken. 

James thus opened the door to communication between 

pragmatic naturalists and functional supernaturalists. 
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John Dewey stepped through that door. In a 1905 essay 

"The Postulate of Immediate Empiricism" he suggested 

that whatever we experience in an immediate fashion, 

and this would presumably include religious experiences 

of a supernaturalist sort as well as intuitions, insights, 

revelations, and so on, be accepted as what it is 

experienced as. In other words, he was noting that 

immediate experiences such as dreams, intuitions, and 

revelations are real, and that they need to be treated as 

such. But he also argued that such immediate 

experiences are not instances of knowledge. That 

immediate experiences such as insights, revelations, 

intuitions, and experiences of the supernatural are what 

they are experienced as does not tell us what they are in 

the sense of how they are related to a broader epistemic 

context. To determine what they are involves placing 

those experiences in a network of other beliefs of the 

sort that we are intellectually entitled to hold. It requires 

empirical and experimental inquiry, therefore, in order 

to determine the extent to which they are instances of 

knowing.  

 

This, I believe, is the key to greater dialogue between 

pragmatic naturalists and moderate supernaturalists. 

The question would no longer be the object of faith, but 

the consequences of such beliefs in social and public 

spheres. Here is an example. As I write, the New York 

Times (December 17, 2012) contains a story about 

several older conservative, Evangelical men who have 

become supporters of same-sex marriage. One of those 

interviewed reported that although he "trusts most 

everything in the Bible and knows that Leviticus concerns 

homosexuality as an abomination," he also reports that 

"there's no other reason I can think it's wrong except the 

Bible." "I've coached youth sports for years and had a 

few kids with gay parents. . . . As far as I'm concerned, if 

it works for them, it's O.K. with me."14  

 

                                                 
14 "Same-Sex Marriage Finds Allies in Conservatives of a 

Certain Age." New York Times, December 17, 2012, p. A 

18. 

On the side of pragmatic naturalism, then, there needs 

to be a recognition that some forms of supernaturalism 

are primarily functional in a personal and private sense, 

and that they are capable of passing a pragmatic test in 

terms of their consequences for promoting integration of 

an otherwise inharmonious or debilitated personality (or 

community). There also needs to be a recognition that 

the most avid and public advocates of supernaturalism 

can compartmentalize their beliefs in ways that do not 

leak into the spheres of science, technology, commerce, 

industry, and political life. On the supernaturalist side, 

there needs to be a recognition that experience in the 

form of revelations, intuitions, the testimony of sacred 

texts, visions, and so on, does not constitute knowledge 

as warranted assertibility. In order for supernaturalist 

beliefs to have legitimate consequences in spheres of 

social and public life, immediate experience must be 

empirically and experimentally tested in order to 

determine its pragmatic value.  

  

What I am suggesting, then, is that the barriers to 

discussion between naturalists and supernaturalists need 

to be dismantled, or at least lowered. Confident 

assertions by hard-line naturalists on one side, or by 

hard-line supernaturalists on the other, tend to obstruct 

rather than promote dialogue. A moderate, pragmatic 

naturalism would seek dialogue with both functionalist 

and compartmentalized types of supernaturalism, which 

would be evaluated not in terms of supernaturalist 

ontological commitments, but rather to the pragmatic 

consequences of such beliefs for the resolution of the 

impediments to the growth of individuals and 

communities. On the side of functional and 

compartmentalized supernaturalism, there would need 

to be a willingness to compete in the marketplace of 

ideas without expectation of special privilege, as one 

type of public among many. 

  


