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Abstract
This contribution discusses Leibniz’s conception of faith and its relation to reason. It shows
that, for Leibniz, faith embraces both cognitive and non-cognitive dimensions: although it
must be grounded in reason, it is not merely reasonable belief. Moreover, for Leibniz, a truth
of faith (like any truth) can never be contrary to reason but can be above the limits of
comprehension of human reason. The latter is the epistemic status of the Christian mysteries.
This view raises the problem of how it can be determined whether a doctrine above the full
grasp of human reason does or does not imply contradiction. The notion of ‘presumption’ and
the ‘strategy of defence’ are presented and discussed as Leibniz’s way to tackle this issue.
Finally, the article explores the ‘motives of credibility’ which, according to Leibniz, can and
should be produced to uphold the credibility of a putative divine revelation, including his
account of miracles.
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In the Rectoratsrede held on 28 February 1888 at the University of Rostock, the Lutheran
theologian and university rector, August Wilhelm Dieckhoff (1823-1894), launched a critical
assault on “Leibniz’s position on revelation”.1 Although nominally a Lutheran, Dieckhoff
scoffed, Leibniz did not really follow Luther at all. Instead, in direct contrast to the teaching
of the Reformation, he sided with the medieval Scholastics and the “fundamental Pelagian
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mistake of the Roman-medieval Church” according to which “the natural man can love God
above all things”.2 Instead of acknowledging that “faith finds its firm ground only in God’s
revelation, not in the discernment of reason”, Dieckhoff opined, Leibniz reduced revealed
theology to natural theology and subordinated revelation to reason. In so doing, the Rostock
rector concluded, he paved the way to pantheism and materialism.3
Dieckhoff’s assessment was far from unusual: it was a standard interpretation of
Leibniz which is still reflected in recent literature. Leibniz, to quote recent examples, should
be saluted as an Enlightenment hero who fought the good fight of “introducing rationality”
into religious questions. The Theodicy should be regarded as one of the works in which he
appears most explicitly “rationalist” in his defence of the “supremacy of reason”,4 and in his
“choice of a strong theological rationalism” or “an extreme rationalism of faith”.5 Leibniz’s
theological rationalism, however, should be interpreted as an “overturning of Thomism and
of scholasticism in general” due to its “apology of reason,”6 contrary to Dieckhoff’s diagnosis
of its being the result of “Pelagian” scholastic tendencies.
At the opposite end of the spectrum, other recent contributions detect instead in
Leibniz a “moderate fideism” anticipating contemporary “Reformed Epistemology”.7
Leibniz’s position, they claim, is similar to “Reformed Epistemology” insofar as it views
religious beliefs as ‘properly basic’. According to this alternative interpretation, Leibniz
“assigns to faith the role of a primary truth. For Leibniz, some religious propositions can be
believed immediately and without an additional examination and evaluation by reason.”8
Unlike Locke, who requires that we should carefully examine and evaluate not only the
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religious experience of others but also our own religious experiences, Leibniz is read as
granting “immunity” “from further justificatory requirements” to first-person religious
experiences.9 These direct religious experiences would ground, for Leibniz, first-person
religious beliefs which can be held in an epistemically justified manner without any further
evidence or rational evaluation.
In contrast to these two opposite interpretations, this chapter will argue that Leibniz is
neither a proto-Deist who subordinates revelation to reason, nor a Reformed Epistemologist
ante-litteram who borders on fideism. Instead, Leibniz develops a ‘middle way’ between a
theological rationalism which denies any genuine epistemic space to truths above reason and
a fideism which denies the need for religious belief to be rationally justified.10 This ‘middle
way’ is deeply indebted to the scholastic tradition of philosophical theology -- both the
classic medieval tradition and the Protestant Scholastics of Leibniz’s own time. While
remarkably close to the Thomist conception of the epistemic space proper to faith, it is at the
same time firmly anchored in Leibniz’s Protestant background. Notably, it significantly
diverges from the intellectualistic conception of theology characteristic of the Thomist
tradition by regarding theology as ultimately practical.11

What is faith?

Before embarking in a discussion of the relationship between faith and reason, it is helpful to
consider what Leibniz means by ‘faith’ and by ‘reason’. Leibniz’s conception of faith is
richer than one might expect. It embraces both cognitive and non-cognitive dimensions,
involving intellectual apprehension and rational appetite, intellect, and will.12
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As it is generally the case with the intellect (the first of the two main faculties of our
mental life), the cognitive or intellective element of faith has truth as its object. This is,
however, a specific kind of truth: not the truth which the human intellect can reach in a
natural way, without the help of the supernatural light of faith, but “the truth which God has
revealed in an extraordinary way.”13 The proper objects of faith are therefore truths “above
reason”, that is, revealed truths which surpass the ability of the human intellect to discover
and fully comprehend.14
In turn, considering not the object or content of faith but the ground or reason for
assenting to this content, faith “can be compared to experience”. Faith, “as regards the
motives which verify it,” depends “on the experience of those who have seen the miracles, on
which revelation is founded, and on the Tradition worthy of credibility, which has transmitted
them to us, both through the Scriptures, and through the report of those who have preserved
them.” This is similar, Leibniz continues, to any belief based on testimony. For instance, we
ground our beliefs about China “on the experience of those who have seen China, and on the
credibility of their report, when we give credence [ajoutons foy] to the wonders which are
narrated to us of that distant country”.15 This second aspect of faith captures faith as trust –
more specifically, faith as trust in testimony that mediates divine testimony (or divine
revelation) itself.
There is, however, a third component of faith which concerns the appetitive aspect of
the human soul. As is generally the case with the volitional element of human life, its object
is the good. The third aspect of faith is constituted by a longing for the good, which is desired
and loved as our fulfilment and happiness. This striving for the good is informed or motivated
by charity (the highest kind of love) rather than by rational motives, and is the fruit of the
“internal movement of the Holy Spirit who takes possession of souls, and persuades them and
brings them to the good, that is to say, to faith and charity, without always having need of
motives.”16
Although faith, for Leibniz, must be grounded in reason, in its full sense it is not reduced to reasonable belief
but also requires a supernatural infusion of grace.
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In sum, Leibniz’s conception seems to capture the three traditional aspects of the act
of faith, expressed by the Thomist formula credere Deum (to believe ‘that God’, or to believe
some content about God); credere Deo (to believe God, that is, trust revelation); credere in
Deum (to believe in God as fulling one’s life, leading to happiness, and so on).17 Moreover,
Leibniz stresses another traditional component of orthodox accounts of faith, namely, the role
of divine grace. This is a role acknowledged by all main Christian confessions but especially
emphasized by Protestants, who perceived the Roman Catholic Church as inclining instead
toward Pelagianism. More specifically, Leibniz distinguishes between “human faith” and
“divine faith”: “human faith” is grounded in “explicable” reasons or rational “motives of
credibility”; “divine faith”, or faith in the full sense of the term, is grounded in “inexplicable
reasons”, that is, in a direct religious experience which comes from grace.

The reasons of our persuasion are of two kinds, those of one kind are explicable; those
of the other kind are inexplicable. Those which I call explicable can be proposed to
other people by distinct reasoning; but inexplicable reasons consist only in our
conscience or perception, and in an experience of an interior feeling into which others
cannot enter, if one does not find a way to make them feel the same things in the same
manner. … Now, those who say that they find in themselves a divine internal light, or a
ray [of light] which makes them feel some truth, base themselves on some inexplicable
reasons. And I see that not only the Protestants but also the Roman Catholic use this ray
[of light]: since -- in addition to the motives of belief or of credibility (as they call
them), that is to say, in addition to the explicable reasons of our Faith, which are
nothing else than a collection of arguments of different degrees of force, and which
even taken all together can only ground a human faith -- they demand a light of grace
from heaven capable of producing a full conviction, and which forms what is called
divine Faith[.]18

tradition rather than Luther in emphasizing love (caritas) as the non-cognitive element of faith par excellence.
According to Luther, the key non-cognitive component of faith is trust in God’s promise of mercy. Although
trust is also present as an element of Leibniz’s account of faith, it seems to be mainly intended as trust in human
testimony mediating divine revelation.
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In his virtual discussion with Locke in the Nouveaux Essais, Leibniz’s spokesman
(Theophilus) agrees with Locke’s representative (Philalethes) that faith must be grounded in
reason,19 but is keen to underscore that there is more to it than reasonable belief:

If you take faith to be only what rests on motives of credibility (as they are called) and
detach it from the inward grace which immediately moulds our spirit to faith, all that
you say, sir, is incontestable. It must be acknowledged that there are many judgements
which are more evident than those which depend on these motives. Some people have
advanced toward them more than others, and indeed there are plenty of people who
have never known such motives, and even less weighed them, and therefore do not
even have what could be regarded as a motive of probability. But the inward grace of
the Holy Spirit makes up for this immediately in a supernatural manner, and this is
what theologians call divine faith. It is true that God never bestows it unless what he is
making one believe is grounded in reason -- otherwise he would destroy the means of
knowing the truth, and would open the door to Enthusiasm – but it is not necessary that
all those who have this divine faith know these reasons, and even less that they have
them always before their eyes. Otherwise simple people and the feeble-minded, at least
now, would never have the true faith, and the most enlightened people would not have
it when they might need it most, since they cannot always remember the reasons for
believing.20
Leibniz’s claim is not that there is no need for religious belief to be supported by rational
arguments,21 but that not everyone needs to know what these arguments are, and no one is
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required to remember them at all times in order to hold a rationally justified religious belief.
Whether or not one knows or remembers them, the important point is that there are (and there
must be) such arguments, and that they can be recalled by someone in the community if and
when faith is challenged:

there can be faith even when one does not think, or perhaps never thought, of the
grounds of persuasion sought from human reason. Indeed, the analysis of faith is
neither always necessary, nor required from all, nor does everyone’s condition bear the
difficulty of this examination. In virtue of the very nature of true faith, however, it is
necessary [necesse est] that those who, in the fear of God, examine the truth more
attentively, should be able to put in place an analysis of its motives, when occasion
requires. If it were not so, the Christian religion would have nothing to distinguish it
from a false religion (Examen Religionis Christianae, A VI iv 2362)

In other words, the ability to produce rational arguments in support of the Christian religion is
not needed for salvation. This fact, however, does not eliminate the need for reasons of
credibility which can be presented to those who ask for them. Answering the objection that
the “internal declaration of God is sufficient without rational arguments, for many people
believe in accordance with the simplicity of their own heart, even if they know no rational
reasons for believing,” Leibniz writes:

I agree that many people, with the singular benevolence of God adapting itself to the
capacity of all, possess a true faith without having any convincing reasons for it, and
that these people can be saved. But our religion would be wretched if it lacked
persuasive arguments, and it would not be preferable to that of the Mohammedans or
the pagans since no reason could be given to those who asked for one, nor could the
faith be defended against impiety or even against the doubts which often make pious
men anxious.22

established that what is contained in it, and is shown to us, is God’s will and not the illusion of an evil demon, or
our sinister interpretation. And indeed, if any revelation is destitute of such marks, there is no obligation to
submit to it”.
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Thus to the objection that “we can be saved without logic”, Leibniz replies decisively: “I
agree, for we can also be saved without reasoning … Yet we are unable to grasp and uphold
the foundations of faith without reasoning”.23 In fact, according to Leibniz’s psychology of
belief, any belief must be based on some reasons, although these reasons may well fall short
of water-tight formal arguments: “it is obvious that nothing can be believed if one does not
think that one has some proof or ground for it. Therefore it must be acknowledged that we all
have need of some examination, otherwise religion would be arbitrary.” “In order to believe,
faith must be presented in a credible way: otherwise there is no obligation to believe.”24
Moreover, rational motives of credibility which support faith are important due to the very
fact that they are “explicable,” that is, they can be communicated and shared with others.
They constitute “public”, as opposed to “private”, marks of truth which are needed in religion
as in philosophy.25
On the other hand, these rational arguments do not provide the full foundation on
which the Christian faith rests.26 Rather, they constitute the preliminary checks on the
trustworthiness of a witness or a messenger, whose testimony defies appearances and
common experience:

the motives of credibility justify, once and for all, the authority of the Holy Scripture
before the Tribunal of Reason, so that afterwards Reason surrenders to it, as to a new light,
and sacrifices to it all its likelihoods. It is a bit like a new president sent by the Prince, who
must show his Letters Patent in the Assembly where he will later have to preside.27
Moreover, rational arguments are not sufficient to convince on their own. For the “full
conviction” of true faith (that is, “divine” as opposed to merely “human” faith) the divine
illumination of grace is needed. “Contrary to the Pelagians,” Leibniz writes in the Nouveaux
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Essais, “all three of the accepted confessions28 … agree in teaching that there is a
supernatural grace in all who have faith” (A VI vi 502). Thus, “aside from human reasons for
faith, or motives of credibility, a certain inward operation of the Holy Spirit is required to
yield what is called divine faith, and to secure the mind in truth” (Examen Religionis
Christianae, A VI iv 2362).
Most importantly, faith is not merely a cognitive state involving belief and the intellect.
True faith involves also the will and our affective states (“the heart”):

Divine Faith itself, when it is kindled in the soul, is something more than an opinion,
and does not depend upon the occasions or the motives that have given it birth; it goes
beyond the intellect, and takes possession of the will and of the heart, to make us act
with warmth and pleasure, as the law of God commands, without further need to think
of reasons, or stop at argumentative difficulties that the mind may envisage.29

What is reason?
Reason, in turn, is defined by Leibniz (at least in this context) as the “concatenation of truths,
but especially (when it is compared with faith) of those truths that the human mind can attain
naturally without being helped by the lights of faith.”30 Defined in this way, Leibniz
continues, reason cannot be faulted, contrary to those who argue (like Pierre Bayle) that
human reason is a fallible instrument which often deceives us and which, therefore, cannot be
trusted. To be sure, understood as the faculty of reasoning correctly, reason is not infallible.
There are indeed plenty of cases in which we are deceived by the false appearance of sound
reasoning as much as we are deceived by the appearances of the senses.31 The point is,
however, that when the reasoning is sound, that is, when there is a sound “concatenation of
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truths and objections in due form,”32 “it is impossible for reason to deceive us” (GP VI 87).
In this sense of a concatenations of truths, human reason is as certain as God’s reason.
According to Leibniz, it is therefore mistaken to maintain, like Bayle, that revealed
doctrines are conform to the “supreme and universal reason which is in the divine intellect, or
to reason in general” but are not conform “to the portion of reason of which humankind
makes use to judge of things.”33

This portion of reason which we possess is a gift of God, and consists in the natural
light which has remained in us in the midst of corruption. This portion is conform to the
whole, and differs from the reason which is in God only as a drop of water differs from
the Ocean, or rather as the finite differs from the infinite. Therefore mysteries may
surpass it, but they cannot be contrary to it. Something could not be contrary to a part
without being contrary to the whole. That which contradicts a proposition of Euclid, is
contrary to the Elements of Euclid. (GP VI 84)

In brief, divine reason and human reason are in conformity. What is contradictory for one is
contradictory (and therefore necessarily false) for the other. On the other hand, due to the
limitation of human reason, there are infinitely many truths which God’s reason embraces but
which surpass human comprehension.
Leibniz fully endorses, therefore, the traditional distinction between ‘contrary to
reason’ and ‘above reason’.34 A truth can never be contrary to reason (whether divine reason
or human reason) but can be above human reason. ‘Contrary to reason’ is that which implies
contradiction and is therefore logically and metaphysically impossible, that is, absolutely
impossible. ‘Above reason’ is what goes against mere ‘physical necessity’, that is, against the
necessity of the contingent laws of nature which God has chosen but which admit exceptions
for reasons of superior order. This constitutes, for Leibniz, mere ‘moral necessity’ or
‘hypothetical necessity’, that is, the necessity of a choice determined by perfect wisdom and
goodness, or the necessity which results from a set of pre-conditions which are not in
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themselves logically or metaphysically necessary. Thus truths above reason may clash with
our experience, with likelihood, and with appearances, but can never imply contradiction:

The distinction that one commonly makes between what is above reason, and what is
against reason, agrees quite well with the distinction that we just made between the two
types of necessity [metaphysical necessity and physical necessity].35 For what is against
reason is against the absolutely certain and indispensable truths; and what is above
reason, is only against what one commonly experiences or comprehends. That is why I
am amazed to see that there are people of spirit who fight against this distinction, and
that Mr. Bayle is among these. This distinction is certainly well founded. A truth is
above reason when our spirit (or even every created spirit) cannot comprehend it: and
such is, in my opinion, the Holy Trinity; such are the miracles reserved to God alone,
as, for example, the Creation; such is the choice of the order of the Universe, which
depends on the Universal Harmony, and on the distinct knowledge of an infinite
number of things at once. But a truth will never be against reason, and in the case of a
dogma fought and refuted by reason, very far from being incomprehensible, one can
say that nothing is easier to comprehend nor more manifest than its absurdity. (GP VI
64)
As indicated in this passage, ‘above reason’ is (more generally) what cannot be
comprehended by human reason because its explanation implies an infinite chain of reasons.
In this general sense, not only the mysteries of faith are above (human) reason but also the
comprehension of any individual substance or the perfect explanation of any truth of fact:
“the comprehension itself of individual substances is impossible to the created mind because
they involve the infinite. For this reason it is impossible to provide a perfect explanation of
the things of the universe [Unde fit ut rerum universi perfecta ratio reddi non possit]. And
nothing prevents certain divinely revealed dogmas from being so.”36
Moreover, ‘comprehension’ is for Leibniz a technical term to be read against the
backdrop of his account of the degrees of knowledge.37 Our knowledge has increasing
degrees of perfection depending on the extent to which we are able to know the properties or
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requisites which enter into the notion of something. “Knowledge is clear, therefore, when I
have that from which I can recognise the thing represented, and this [clear knowledge] is in
turn either confused or distinct. It is confused when I cannot enumerate one by one the marks
which are sufficient to distinguish the thing from others”. On the other hand, it is distinct
when I am able to distinguish something from everything else by the enumeration of
sufficient marks or requisites, that is, when I have a definition. When “all that enters into a
distinct notion is in turn known distinctly, that is, when the analysis is carried through to the
end, knowledge is adequate”.38
Comprehension implies adequate knowledge and adequate notions (or “ideas”). “I call
comprehension,” Leibniz writes, “not merely when distinct ideas are involved, but when
there are adequate ideas, that is, when we have not only a definition or analysis of the terms
proposed, but any term involved in the definition is in turn analysed until we reach primitive
terms, as in the case of numbers.”39 Thus, as he explains in the Theodicy, “to comprehend
something, it is not enough to have some ideas of it, but it is necessary to have all the ideas of
everything that goes into its make-up, and all these ideas must be clear, distinct and adequate.”
(GP VI 92). In the case of individual substances and contingent truths (or ‘truths of fact’),
however, such an analysis involves an infinite process in which there is no end. Hence, in
these cases, there is no possibility of adequate knowledge for the discursive reasoning of
limited human beings (as opposed to the intuitive, non-analytical science of vision proper
only to God). Most of our cognition is in fact confused cognition, or (at best) distinct but not
adequate cognition, that is, cognition in which we have achieved an explanation and some
degree of understanding, but these are far from perfect. “It is not necessary,” Leibniz
concludes, “to require always what I call adequate notions, which contain nothing that has not
been explained, since even sensible qualities such as heat, light, sweetness, do not supply us
with such notions. So we agree that the mysteries receive an explanation, but this explanation is
imperfect.” (GP VI 80).

The conformity of faith with reason

38
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Truths of faith, or true revealed doctrines, as any other truths, can therefore be “above
reason” but can never be “against reason”.40 They can and should receive an explanation, but
this explanation falls well short of comprehension. In brief, true faith, based on a genuine
divine revelation, can only be in conformity with reason. Both reason and revelation are gifts
of God: “their fight would be a fight of God against himself”.41
Granted that truths of faith must be free of contradiction as a condition sine qua non
of their truth, the problem which confronts Leibniz at this point is how human beings can
determine that this condition is met by the mysteries of the Christian revelation. How can
human reason determine whether a certain doctrine is or is not free of contradiction if this
doctrine is by definition above human reason? For truths above reason, a positive proof of
possibility does not seem achievable. According to Leibniz, there are in fact two ways of
knowing the possibility of something: a priori and a posteriori. An a priori proof would
require an analysis “carried through to the end”. If the notions in question are completely
analysed into all their elements, and no contradiction has appeared, their possibility is proved.
As we have seen, such an analysis would correspond to adequate knowledge or
comprehension. Adequate knowledge, however, is not possible in the case of truths above
reason since by definition they are beyond human comprehension. An a posteriori proof, on
the other hand, is based on experience since what we experience as existing is also certainly
possible.42 Yes, as Leibniz admits, truths above reason such as the Christian mysteries clash
with our experience.
In order to tackle these problems, Leibniz develops a ‘strategy of defence’ in which
the notion of ‘presumption’ of possibility plays a central role. Inspired by juridical practice
and by procedures well-established within the ars disputandi, he points out that for something
which has not been (or cannot be) positively demonstrated to be possible (that is, noncontradictory), one can invoke a presumption of possibility which remains valid until the
opposite (that is, contradictoriness) is proved. In other words, a thesis is innocent (i.e., a
40
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presumption of possibility can be claimed in its favour) until proven guilty. Or, as Leibniz
puts it in the Nouveaux Essais, “every time logical necessity is not demonstrated, one can
presume in a proposition only physical necessity” (A VI vi 499). People, therefore, should not
be too quick “to reject everything that does not conform to the order of nature, even when they
cannot prove its absolute impossibility” (A VI vi 498). The burden of proof is on those
attaching the thesis, not on those defending it. It is up to the attacker to prove that the thesis
in question is contradictory; the defender of the thesis has merely the task of showing that the
arguments presented by her adversary are not conclusive. As long as there is no
demonstration of contradictoriness, something can legitimately be presumed possible.
This notion of presumption is introduced by Leibniz in defence of the Christian
mysteries as early as his Defensio Trinitatis of 1669. In this youthful text, after his response
to the charges of contradiction of the anti-Trinitarian Andreas Wissowatius, Leibniz writes:
“Until the contrary has been more adequately proved, we will continue to maintain this
statement: that the Son and the Holy Spirit are he who is the one God” (AVI i 520); “Anything
is presumed [to be] possible until the contrary is proved” (A VI i 522). Toward the end of his
life, in a text of 1702, Leibniz advances a similar claim as a general metaphysical thesis
according to which presumption favors possibility, and the burden of proof therefore falls on
those who deny this possibility:

any being must be judged possible, donec probetur contrarium [until the contrary has
been proved], until it is shown that it is not [possible]. This is what is called presumption,
which is incomparably more than a simple supposition, since the majority of suppositions
should not be admitted unless they are proved: but all that has presumption on its side
must be taken as true until it is refuted. … possibility is always presumed and must be held
as true until impossibility is proved. Thus this argument has the power to shift the onus
probandi in adversarium, or of charging the opponent with the burden of proof.43
The thought that presumption is stronger than supposition or conjecture is echoed both in the
Nouveaux Essais and in the Theodicy, where Leibniz clarifies that “to presume” is not to accept
without proof but to accept provisionally until a proof to the contrary is forthcoming:
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Raisons que M. Jaquelot m’a envoyées pour justifier l’Argument contesté de des-Cartes qui doit prouver

l’existence de Dieu, avec mes reponses, 20 November 1702; GP III 444.

14

As for ‘presumption’, which is a jurists’ term, good usage by them distinguishes it from
‘conjecture’. It is something more than that, and which should be accepted provisionally
as true until there is a proof to the contrary [...] In this sense, therefore, to presume is not
to accept before the proof, which is not at all permitted, but to accept in advance but not
without foundation, while waiting for a proof to the contrary.
Amongst lawyers that is called ‘presumption’ which must provisionally pass for truth in
case the contrary is not proved; and it says more than ‘conjecture’.44
In the case of the mysteries, a believer is epistemically justified “to accept in advance but not
without foundation” (that is, for Leibniz, on the basis of motives of credibility) their possibility
until the contrary is proved. Thus, “to presume is … to hold something as certain until the
opposite is proved.” (A VI ii 567)
Moreover, Leibniz stresses that improbability must be sharply distinguished from
impossibility. Mysteries are improbable according to reason.45 “At first glance,” they may even
seem impossible.46 It is granted from the very beginning that, precisely in so far as they are
‘mysteries’, they are against appearances and contrary to the verisimilitudes of reason. It is
enough, however, that they are not absurd, and any alleged absurdity requires a positive
demonstration of contradictoriness.47 From their contrariety to experience follows in fact only
improbability, not impossibility:

Merely the improbability of a thing is proved by induction from other examples, as
when the Socinians say that in all of nature there is to be found no Being that is one in
number which has three Subsistences; from this impossibility is not inferred, only
improbability. Induction infers improbability, Demonstration impossibility. (A VI vi
553)
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Respectively Nouveaux Essais, book IV, chap. xiv, § 4; A VI vi 457 and Theodicy, “Preliminary Discourse”, §

33; GP VI 69.
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Cf. Commentatiuncula de Judice Controversiarum, §§ 33-34 (A VI i 552-3).
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In sum, the problem of how human reason can check the contradictoriness or noncontradictoriness of a doctrine above its comprehension is solved by shifting from a positive
argument to a negative argument, that is, from a proof of the possibility of the mysteries to a
proof that their impossibility has not been proved. If a doctrine is a genuine divine revelation,
it will always be possible to defend it against the charge of contradiction, since no true
revelation could be against reason.48
The next step of the ‘strategy of defense’ proposed by Leibniz is therefore to respond to
objections against the mysteries. Leibniz is very clear that the burden of proof is on those who
attack the mysteries, not on those who defend them.49 It is up to the attacker to prove that a
doctrine presumed true on the basis of a long ecclesiastical tradition is in fact false because it
implies contradiction. The defender can limit herself to showing that the arguments presented by
the objector are not conclusive (e.g. it is sufficient “to deny the universality of some proposition
of the objection, or to criticize its form”),50 without this involving any positive argument in favor
of the thesis which is attacked. Those who uphold the mysteries, grant in fact from the outset
that, being above human reason, their truth cannot be demonstrated.51 On the other hand, human
reason can attain what is superior to it not by “penetrating it” but by supporting its possibility,
“as we can attain the sky by sight, and not by touch”.52

Motives of credibility

Presumption, however, does not discriminate on its own between competing and opposed
religious doctrines which could also claim for themselves a presumption of possibility. In
order to establish the greater credibility of its doctrines over competing religions, a religion
must support such a claim in some other way. This is the role of the “motives of credibility”,
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by Leibniz) adds to § 58 of the “Preliminary Discourse” a reference to ST I q. I, a. 8, where Thomas Aquinas
writes: “since faith is based on infallible truth, and it is impossible to demonstrate the contrary of truth, it is
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Theodicy, “Preliminary Discourse”, § 72 (GP VI 92).
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that is, the motives or reasons which can be produced to uphold the credibility of a putative
divine revelation.
As we have already seen, the condition sine qua non of the credibility of any doctrine
is, first of all, the lack of any proven contradiction. Polytheism, for instance, would not have
for Leibniz any credibility since its falsity follows from the uniqueness of God, for which
Leibniz argues, in turn, on the basis of the principle of identity of indiscernibles.53 Secondly,
in order for any religious doctrine to be credible, we must be able to grasp to some extent the
meaning of the words which express this doctrine. “Faith,” Leibniz writes, “is believing.
Believing is holding something to be true. Truth is not of words but of things; for whoever
holds something to be true, thinks he grasps the thing according to what the words signify
[Fides est credere. Credere est verum putare. Veritas est non verborum sed rerum; nam qui
verum putat, putat sic rem se habere, ut verba significant], but no one can do this, unless he
knows what the words mean or at least thinks about their meaning.”54
Crucially, however, a confused degree of understanding is sufficient. Most of our
cognition is indeed of this kind. It would be unreasonable to expect higher epistemic standards
for the supernatural realm than those routinely accepted in our cognition of the natural world or
in our grasp of many theoretical matters:

it is not always necessary for faith to know what sense of the words is true as long as we
understand it, nor do we positively reject it, but rather leave it in doubt even though we
might be inclined towards some other [sense]. Indeed, it suffices that we believe in the
first place that whatever is contained in the meanings, is true, and this first and foremost
in the mysteries in which the practice does not change, whatever the meaning may finally
be. (§ 22.) Nonetheless, it is necessary that the intellect should not fall nakedly over the
words, like a parrot,55 but that some sense should appear before it, albeit a general and
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confused one, and almost disjunctive, as the country fellow, or other common man, has
of nearly all theoretical things. … so this faith will be disjunctive, inclining nevertheless
to one side. And this is in fact, if you pay attention, what many Christians do in
practice.56
Leibniz is keen to stress that this kind of “blind thinking [cogitationem caecam]” is sufficient
to guide reasonable action. We rely on it in all sort of contexts, including in theoretical
discussions in which (for instance) philosophers speak confidently of “matter”, “form”, and
“cause”.57 His conclusion is that, a fortiori, in matters concerning the supernatural realm,
such confused cognition ought to be sufficient for the most important of all practical
purposes, namely, salvation:

To anyone who maintains that a distinct cognition of the meaning of the mysteries of
faith is necessary to Salvation, it will be demonstrated by me that hardly the thousandth
of Christians ... ever have had it. And as a consequence, it suffices for Salvation to hold
onto the formula expressed in the Holy Scripture, with a confused cognition of the
meaning by the intellect, and with a kind of disjunctive assent or belief. (A VI i 552)
Equally importantly, “as regards the motives which verify it,” the Christian faith depends “on
the experience of those who have seen the miracles, on which revelation is founded, and on
the Tradition worthy of credibility, which has transmitted them to us” (GP VI 49-50). Before
any assessment of the content of Scripture, Leibniz is well aware of the need to verify the
authenticity and antiquity of the texts, using the philological and historical tools which would
be employed for any other historical work. It is through these texts that the testimony about a
putative divine revelation has reached us. As in any other case, their trustworthiness needs to
be established “through reason and history,” independently of what the texts say of

Syllogism and Leibniz’s Metaphysics: Leibniz’s three Strategies for Defending Christian Mysteries,” in
American Catholic Philosophical Quarterly 76/4 (2002), pp. 551-574.
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themselves, since a self-testimony of authenticity would not do.58 In clear terms, Leibniz
states on 18 October 1678 in a letter to Pierre-Daniel Huet:

It must be demonstrated first of all that the sacred books we have are genuine and have
come down to us uncorrupted in substance. No one can do this satisfactorily unless he
understands the mysteries of the art of textual criticism and can explore the reliability
of the manuscripts and unless he is familiar with the linguistic particularities, with the
spirit of that epoch and with its chronology.59
Far from fearing such an historical investigation, Leibniz is confident that “history renders
service to piety and it is from history that the truth of our religion can be demonstrated, for it
is in history that it is adumbrated in no uncertain way.”60 Indeed, the recovery of a long and
shared ecclesiastical tradition, attested not only in Scripture but also in the writings of the
Church Fathers and authors acknowledged by all main Christian confessions, plays for
Leibniz a fundamental role in the establishment of the truth of the Christian religion.
Ensuring that Scriptures “have come down to us uncorrupted in substance” is,
however, only a first step. The question is still open of what we should make of the testimony
about miracles and exceptional events contained in them. After all, even among those who
witnessed the same events, some believed in them as signs of a divine revelation and some
did not. Moreover, as Scripture itself warns, exceptional events of a miraculous kind are not
by themselves signs of a divine origin. On the whole, Leibniz seems to want to minimize
reliance on miracles.61 For him, the excellence of the doctrine and the test of charity take
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precedence as signs of genuine divine illumination over miracles, which appear to play at
best a confirmatory role. In 1678-9, for instance, he argues:

A great deal of reasoning is required to prove miracles we have not seen; indeed, even
if we see them with our own eyes, we still need to do a lot of weighing up to ensure we
are not deceived. Besides, you know that the miracles of Scripture need another
criterion in turn, namely doctrine, since the Antichrist too will conjure up signs which
will deceive even the elect (if that were possible) [cf. Matthews 24.24]. Moses said that
a prophet who teaches contrary to the law must not be believed, even if he give signs
[cf. Deuteronomy 13.2-4].62
In turn, on 20 December 1696, he notes: “the touchstone of true illumination is a great
eagerness for contributing to the general good.”63
On the other hand, the possibility of miracles is not denied. In particular, there is a
kind of miraculous event which Leibniz regards as in principle trustworthy as a sign of divine
inspiration: prophesy.64 Prophesy has the peculiarity of being capable of authentication by
history. “As prophecy is in effect the history of the future,” Leibniz writes to Sophie, “I
believe that every prophet who could truly give us the history of the forthcoming century
would without doubt be inspired by God.”65 “It is true,” he notes in 1680,

that the devil can mimic some miracles. But there is a kind of miracle that the devil
could not imitate, all powerful and all enlightened as he is, which is prophecy. For if a
person can tell me many particular truths about general affairs which are due to happen,
for example in a year here, I will hold it as certain that it is God who enlightens him.
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For it is impossible to anyone aside from God to see the general chain of causes which
have to come together in the production of contingent things.66

Notwithstanding this (parsimonious) endorsement of miracles, it is still necessary to ask in
which sense there could be a miracle in the Leibnizian universe, given Leibniz’s completeconcept theory and his conception of pre-established harmony.67
Leibniz defines a miracle, strictly speaking, as something which “could not be
explained by the natures of created things”.68 The exceptionality or rarity of an event is not in
itself proof of its being miraculous, as the generality of some kind of event is not in itself a
proof of its being natural.69 Further, a miracle is not some event which does not follow order,
or does not follow any law.70 Rather, a miracle is an event which does not follow a natural
law, that is, one of the contingent laws of nature which God has chosen but which admit
exceptions due to some reason which conforms to a superior order. Thus, miracles “are
always in conformity with the universal law of the general order, although they are above
subordinate maxims,” or laws of nature.71
It is in this sense that a miracle “could not be explained by the natures of created
things,” that is, through natural laws which normally regulate created things and which
provide the framework of what is ‘natural’ to them. The ‘nature’ of a created thing, intended
instead as its individual essence, cannot but contain in itself also the explanation of any
miracle which may affect that substance, that is, the explanation of any fact which does not
follow a subordinate law of nature. This fact will still follow “the universal law of the general
order” and will still be eternally included with its sufficient reason in the complete concept of
that individual substance. Moreover, it will be mirrored in the essences of all the individuals
which constitute the same possible world. Thus Leibniz writes that “the primitive laws
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essential to the series, true without exception,” “contain the whole purpose of God in
choosing the universe,” including “miracles.”72 In the Theodicy, he concludes:

It will also be said that, if everything is governed by rules, God could not make
miracles. But one should know that the miracles which happen in the world were also
included and represented as possible in this same world, considered at the stage of pure
possibility; and God, who has since performed them, had decided to perform them
when he has chosen this world. (GP VI 132)
By making space for miracles, Leibniz is able to include them among the “motives of
credibility” that the Christian revelation must have to be distinguished from “those believing
without foundation that their [spiritual] movements come from God.”73
To conclude, paragraph 5 of the “Preliminary Discourse” of the Theodicy offers a clear
summary of Leibniz’s position on “the use of Reason and Philosophy with regard to religion”.
People should not “confuse explain, comprehend, prove and support”:

The Mysteries can be explained as much as is needed in order to believe them; but one
cannot comprehend them, nor show how they arise; even in physics we explain several
sensible qualities up to a certain point, but in an imperfect manner, for we do not
comprehend them. Nor is it possible for us, either, to prove the Mysteries by reason: for
everything that can be proved a priori, or by pure reason, can be comprehended. All that
remains for us to do, therefore, after having given faith to the Mysteries on the basis of the
proofs of the truth of Religion (what one calls the motives of credibility), is to be able to
support them against objections; without which we would have no grounds for believing
them”. (GP VI 52)

For Leibniz, faith must be grounded in reason not in the sense that it should be subjected to
reason but in the sense that it cannot be irrational. Faith, however, is not merely a matter of
believing true doctrines. For the purpose of salvation, the greatest sign of true faith remains
for him “the love of God above all things.”74
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