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Abstract

David Hume’s philosophy of religion is conventionally portrayed as a
relentless critique of natural theology, miracles, and rational proofs for God,
leading many interpreters to cast him as a precursor to atheism. This article
advances an empathic, textually grounded reading that challenges such
reductive views. It argues that Hume’s demolition of “demonstrable faith”—
the epistemic model dominant in British religious rationalism—does not
abolish religion but clears the ground for a modest, indemonstrable, life-
oriented faith rooted in human nature. After reconstructing the classical
demonstrable model (Cudworth, Clarke, Bentley), the study examines Hume’s
empiricist psychology of belief, his critique of causation and analogical
reasoning in the Dialogues, and his explanatory naturalism in The Natural
History of Religion. Religion emerges as a natural human phenomenon arising
from fear, hope, ignorance, and anthropomorphism rather than metaphysical
insight. Drawing on contemporary cognitive and evolutionary psychology of
religion (Barrett, Boyer, McCauley), the article shows that Hume anticipates
modern accounts of faith as a cognitively natural, affectively driven, and
existentially meaningful orientation. Hume thus offers neither dogmatic
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atheism nor traditional orthodoxy, but a naturalistic, human-centered
conception of faith compatible with epistemic humility.

Keywords: faith, indemonstrable faith, psychology of religion, human nature,
naturalism, David Hume, cognitive science of religion

Introduction

David Hume’s philosophy of religion has long been read primarily through its
skeptical and critical dimensions. Influential commentators have emphasized
his attacks on natural theology, miracles, and metaphysical proofs, presenting
him as a leading Enlightenment figure undermining rational religion. While
these readings capture an essential aspect of Hume’s project, they risk
overlooking its constructive potential. This extended abstract reconstructs an
empathic interpretation according to which Hume’s critique of demonstrable,
knowledge-oriented faith does not terminate religious belief but opens space
for a non-epistemic, existentially grounded alternative—“indemonstrable
faith.” By placing Hume’s texts in dialogue with contemporary psychological
interpretations of religion, the analysis reveals a modest, naturalistic vision of
faith that remains deeply relevant.

The Classical Model of Demonstrable Faith and Hume’s Systematic Critique

In seventeenth- and early eighteenth-century British religious rationalism, faith
was understood as rationally demonstrable knowledge. Thinkers such as Ralph
Cudworth, Samuel Clarke, and Richard Bentley defended Christianity by
grounding belief in God upon metaphysical arguments—cosmological,
teleological, and moral proofs—modeled on mathematical certainty. Faith, in
this framework, derived its legitimacy from successful rational demonstration;
reason was the final arbiter, and belief was expected to attain epistemic
certainty comparable to philosophical or mathematical knowledge. This model
presupposed robust notions of causality, substance, necessity, and divine
perfection, assuming human reason could transcend experience to establish
metaphysical truths.

Hume’s empiricism dismantles these foundations at every level. In the
Treatise and FEnquiry, he shows that concepts such as causation and
necessity arise not from rational insight but from habitual association of
impressions and ideas. Belief itself is a lively idea linked to a present
impression, not the product of demonstrative inference. Consequently,
arguments inferring a divine cause from worldly effects lose their
epistemological warrant. In the Dialogues concerning Natural Religion,
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Hume systematically undermines the design argument by exposing the
weaknesses of analogical reasoning from the world to a divine architect. The
essay “Of Miracles” further erodes confidence in testimonial evidence for
supernatural events. Hume’s critique, however, targets not merely specific
proofs but the very expectation that faith must be demonstrable. By
revealing the naturalistic and psychological basis of all belief, he undermines
the epistemic ambitions of rational theology without thereby eliminating
religion from human life.

Religion as a Natural Human Phenomenon and the Emergence
of Indemonstrable Faith

In The Natural History of Religion, Hume shifts from criticism to explanatory
naturalism. Religion is no longer evaluated as a system of metaphysical truths
but analyzed as a human phenomenon arising from psychological and affective
conditions: fear of the unknown, hope for future goods, ignorance of hidden
causes, and the universal tendency to anthropomorphize powers. Religion, on
this view, springs from the imaginative and emotional structures of the mind
rather than philosophical reasoning. It is a natural propensity shaped by
vulnerability and uncertainty, fully consistent with Hume’s broader project of
explaining human beliefs through psychological mechanisms.

This perspective implicitly supports what the article terms
“indemonstrable faith”: a form of belief that renounces epistemic certainty
while retaining existential and practical significance. Such faith is not
grounded in metaphysical proof but in the lived realities of human nature—
its fragility, its need for meaning, and its capacity for affective orientation
toward the world. Far from constituting theoretical atheism, Hume’s analysis
clears conceptual space for a modest, human-centered faith that is
psychologically natural and existentially meaningful.

Contemporary psychological interpretations of religion strongly resonate
with this Humean framework. Justin Barrett’s cognitive science of religion
highlights innate agency-detection mechanisms and hyperactive
anthropomorphism that make belief in invisible agents cognitively natural.
Pascal Boyer’s evolutionary account shows how minimally counter-intuitive
concepts spread because they align with ordinary cognitive templates.
Robert McCauley emphasizes that religion is “natural” precisely because it
exploits evolved affective and social capacities, while science requires
effortful, unnatural cognition. These findings confirm Hume’s insight that
religious belief emerges from the ordinary operations of the human mind
rather than from rational demonstration. By placing Hume in dialogue with
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these approaches, the article demonstrates that his philosophy anticipates key
insights of modern psychology of religion and offers a viable model of faith
compatible with naturalism and epistemic humility.

Conclusion

Hume’s critique of demonstrable theology is not the final word on religion but
the necessary prelude to a reconstructed, indemonstrable conception of faith.
By exposing the limits of reason and revealing the naturalistic, psychological
foundations of belief, Hume reorients faith from an epistemic achievement to
an existential orientation rooted in human nature. This modest, life-oriented
faith—neither dogmatic atheism nor traditional orthodoxy—remains a natural,
meaning-conferring response to the human condition of uncertainty and
vulnerability. In light of contemporary cognitive and evolutionary psychology,
Hume emerges not as a destroyer of religion but as a profound theorist of a
humble, human-centered faith that continues to illuminate philosophical and
psychological debates about the nature and value of religious belief.
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1. of The Immortality of The Soul
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1. An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding
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1. polytheism
2. idolatry
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