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June 6, 2026, Dalhousie University, McCain Building, Room 2116. 
 

9:00-10:00                                                                                                                        
 
"Is Moral Encroachment Evidence for Theism?" 
Josh Brecka (University of Toronto) 
 
Abstract: Some epistemologists hold that moral factors can affect the epistemic justification of a belief, either 
negatively or positively, without bearing on its truth. Call this view moral encroachment. Call any view that 
denies moral encroachment a purist view. This paper argues that moral encroachment is evidence for theism 
(the view that an omnipotent, omniscient, omnibenevolent, creator God exists). That is, I defend the following 
conditional claim: if one thinks that moral encroachment is true, then one should also think theism is more 
likely to be true. After sketching my argument, the paper explores some interesting upshots for philosophy of 
religion and for epistemology.  
 
First, I argue that the following principle is an underappreciated commitment of moral encroachment: 
 

Epistemic-Moral Harmony (EMH): There is at least some significant harmony between epistemic 
justification and morality (i.e., between the epistemic ‘ought’ and the moral ‘ought’).  

 
EMH captures the fact that, for the moral encroacher, there is a striking parallel between what we ought 
(epistemically) to believe and what we ought (morally) to believe. Surprisingly, epistemic and moral normativity 
significantly coincide.   
 
But the moral encroacher must explain why EMH obtains. I survey four possible explanations: (a) necessity, (b) 
coincidence, (c) theism, and (d) value parsimony naturalism. I argue that (a) counterintuitively entails that 
statements of the form “if purism were true, then Jones’ morally wrong yet evidentially supported belief would 
be epistemically justified” are vacuous. I reject (b) because it is a non-explanation that does not respect the 
data.  
 
Finally, I argue that theism is a better explanation of EMH than naturalism. For while it might be that some purely 
naturalistic force or law selects for parsimony within the normative domain, this is a very specific form of 
naturalism. However, many more general kinds of theism would explain EMH. For instance, just as some have 
argued that God would want there to be harmony between prudential and moral normativity, I argue that God 
would want there to be harmony between epistemic and moral normativity for three reasons. First, justified 
beliefs are action-guiding. So, God would want to ensure EMH so that we are more likely to act morally. Second, 
God would want to ensure EMH because it is plausible to think that God would want avoid conflicts between 
moral and epistemic virtue. Third, God would want to ensure EMH to account for the harms associated with 
doxastic wronging.  
 
Thus, moral encroachment is committed to EMH. The best explanation of EMH is theism. So, moral 
encroachment, if true, is evidence for theism. For the moral encroacher, this provides a novel argument for 
theism. However, I suspect some will find atheism more plausible than moral encroachment. Thus, my paper 
also provides a novel argument against moral encroachment. That is, if one has antecedent reasons to think 
that atheism is true, then one should also think that moral encroachment is probably false.

https://www.dal.ca/campus-maps/building-directory/studley-campus/marion-mccain.html
https://philosophy.utoronto.ca/directory/joshua-brecka/
https://philosophy.utoronto.ca/directory/joshua-brecka/
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10:15-11:15                                                                                                                        
 
"Rational Inquiry for the Spiritual But Not Religious." 
Zoe Stein (Purdue) 
 
Abstract: Psychologists have recognized a seemingly irrational behavior associated with individuals who hold 
worldviews that are not strictly religious but not strictly secular either. Some members of this group, commonly 
labeled as Spiritual But Not Religious (SBNR), simultaneously desire a higher power like the Judeo-Christian 
God while rejecting any traditionally religious worldviews that provide access to such a higher power (Wilt, et. 
al., 2025; Mercadante 2020). While the rising prevalence of the SBNR demographic (e.g., around 22% of 
American adults as of a 2023 Pew study) has caught the attention of philosophers of religion in recent years 
(Stenmark, 2022; McPherson, 2024; Cottingham, 2024; Reisinger, 2025; Carey, 2018; Palmqvist and Jonbäck, 
2024), there remains a gap in the philosophical literature in addressing the seemingly irrational behavior within 
SBNR persons that psychologists have pointed out.  In this paper, I argue that that there are unique practical 
conditions pertaining to SBNR worldviews that seem to bear on how we are to assess their rationality.  
 
The SBNR demographic brings to light a specific practical quandary related to switching worldviews: SBNRs 
seem to be stuck between a rock and a hard place. I highlight that because SBNRs are not strictly religious and 
not strictly secular either, it is unclear which external authority, if any, can be used to assess their worldview. 
The religious person, for instance, can make use of their specific religious doctrines, and a strictly secular 
person could confine themselves to empirical facts of matter. But the many SBNR persons are distinct from 
both groups – without taking on any religious doctrine, they nonetheless embrace spiritual emotions or mystery 
as central in a way that are not fully evaluable through standard secular pictures of rationality.  
 
In this paper, I argue that worldview inquiry is a unique type of practical activity that should be governed by a 
unique multidimensional, non-ideal normative framework. By multidimensional, I mean that the practical 
dimension of rationality is considered as it relates to the epistemic dimension rather than as a separate 
domain. By non-ideal, I mean that it builds practical constraints into the theory from the beginning, much like 
one of the tenants of the bounded rationality tradition in epistemology tells us to incorporate various cognitive 
and environmental limitations into our formation of theories of rationality (Thorstad, 2024; McKenna, 2023). By 
acknowledging that the unique constraints of SBNR and other ‘in-between’ worldviews calls for a unique 
evaluative framework, we can make better sense of the seemingly irrational beliefs and behaviors of those 
SBNR individuals who struggle with worldview-related challenges, like simultaneously desiring a higher power 
while rejecting the traditional religious worldviews that provide access to one (Wilt, et al., 2025; Mercadante 
2020). 
 
 
11:30-12:30                                                                                                                        
 
"The Role of Moral Theory in Formulating Problems of Evil." 
Ian Wilks (Acadia) 
 
Abstact: The paper focuses on a notable turning point in the history of the problem of evil: William Rowe’s 
formulation of what he calls the “evidential” version of the problem.  This has generally been understood in 
contrast with the historical, so-called “logical” version; they differ in that the evidential version uses non-
deductive reasoning in at least one step, while the logical version is deductive throughout.I argue that 
underlying this non-deductive vs. deductive distinction is a deeper layer: a distinction in the moral theory that 
grounds the respective arguments. 
 
Problems of evil take their start from some identified instance or type of evil whose existence is evidently 
inconsistent with the claims of theism.  Identifying this instance or type will inevitably involve a moral 

https://www.cla.purdue.edu/directory/profiles/zoe-stein.html
https://www.cla.purdue.edu/directory/profiles/zoe-stein.html
https://philosophy.acadiau.ca/iwilks.html
https://philosophy.acadiau.ca/iwilks.html
https://philosophy.acadiau.ca/iwilks.html
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judgement, which itself will presuppose some moral theory.  There is, of course, a significant difference 
between how the different moral approaches do this: consequentialism judges an evil by considerations not 
intrinsic to it, most classically the consequences arising from it.  Non-consequentialist theories do the 
opposite, yielding a judgement based upon the intrinsic nature of the evil itself.   
 
This step of identifying a problematic evil is facilitated by moral theory that allows direct identification of an evil 
as intrinsically such, uncomplicated by externalities like consequences.  Non-consequentialist theories do 
this.  Divine deontological norms or divine virtues provide a decisive standard for identifying a problematic evil 
in a conceptual move that is direct and unencumbered by the challenges that consequentialist externalities 
might pose.  With  such an evil in hand, a resulting problem of evil is readily expressed in deductive format (such 
as: “No God-created universe contains this evil, this universe does contain it and so this universe is not God-
created”).  While the visible form of this approach is a logical problem of evil, the underlying reality that allows 
for the production of this argument by nothing but conceptual analysis and deduction is its non-
consequentialist character. 
 
How to block this argument? Turn to a consequentialist theory, of course, which can potentially complicate the 
identification of the evil as such by its attention to the very externalities that its non-consequentialist 
counterpart avoids.  The canonical form of the debate over evil arises in this way: a non-consequentialist 
problem of evil pitted against a consequentialist reply (the canonical form of which is the theodicy).  
 
With this background in place, we can better see the significance of Rowe’s argument.  It breaks from atheistic 
tradition by abandoning the traditional non-consequentialist basis for identifying an evil to problematize; it 
does this by appealing in consequentialist fashion to the absence of justifying goods.  Of course one can never 
be sure of being aware of the full range of externalities connected to an evil, so this appeal must necessarily 
involve some kind of probabilistic assessment.  That is the non-deductive step that makes his argument as a 
whole non-deductive, and separates it from the tradition of the logical argument.  This, as I have argued, is the 
tradition of the non-consequentialist argument from evil, and Rowe may be characterized as having stepped 
out of that tradition to offer a consequentialist argument to the same result.  
 
Consequentialism has traditionally been the medium of theistic defense; it is Rowe’s use of it in the service of 
atheism that is the distinguishing feature of his approach.  I close with some comments on the implications 
of this interpretation of Rowe’s argument for the sorts of arguments offered against it. 
 
 
12:30-2:00 Lunch 
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2:00-3:00                                                                                                                        
 
"Should We Love Everyone?" 
Ciara O'Rourke (Notre Dame) 
 
Abstract: From Augustine (e.g. On Christian Doctrine, I.30), to Aquinas (Summa Theologiae, II.II:25:1), to 21st 
century papal encyclicals (e.g. Deus Caritas Est, 25b), the Christian tradition has long held that the love of 
charity should be extended to all human beings. The call to love all God’s children is of the utmost importance 
to any Christian life.  It is natural to understand this as a call to love each human being one encounters, and to 
be disposed to do so. To love in this way, one need not love seven billion people, most of whom are complete 
strangers; rather, one must actually love the people one does encounter and be disposed to love the people 
one has yet to meet. However, this paper is interested in exploring a different way of loving ‘all God’s children’ 
or ‘all human beings’: does it make sense to strive to love all human beings in the literal sense of actually loving 
all of them – including billions of individuals whose names, faces and stories are completely unknown to us? 
Is the idea of universal love coherent, is such a thing possible for ordinary human beings, and is it something 
we should strive for? I will answer all these questions with a tentative ‘yes’.  
 
To do so, I draw on a recent article by P. Quinn White (2025) in which he argues that universal love – in this sense 
– is both conceptually coherent and humanly possible. However, he also argues that this universal love, which 
he refers to as agape, is not something that most of us should strive towards: doing so would undermine our 
ability to love the particular individuals in our lives. An important part of White’s project is the introduction of a 
concept he that he calls general love, love that has as its object not any particular entity but “the Fs in general”: 
agapic love, according to White, is general love for human beings in general, not for a particular entity, the group 
of all humans.  
 
I would like to disagree with White on two fronts. Firstly, I have doubts about his account of general love and 
think that it is unnecessary for reaching the conclusion that universal love is both coherent and possible. I 
propose modifications to his argument that avoid its use. I then argue that, with these modifications in place, 
the conflict between the demands of agape and those of our particular loves dissipates. This is the basis for 
my second point of disagreement: many ordinary people should strive to love agapically.   
 
 
3:15-4:15                                                                                                                        
 
"Thin Petitionary Prayer." 
Scott Davison (Morehead State University/Notre Dame Center for Philosophy of Religion) 
 
Abstract: In this paper, I explore and defend something I call quasi-petitionary prayer, which is just like 
petitionary prayer except that it involves no request for God to do anything. In the first section, I summarize 
briefly current debates concerning petitionary prayer in order to provide some context. In the second, I explain 
quasi-petitionary prayer and highlight some of the ways in which it addresses some of the debates about 
petitionary prayer, including ways in which some current defenses of petitionary prayer can be modified to 
defend quasi-petitionary prayer instead. In the third, I compare quasi-petitionary prayer to the contemporary 
Quaker notion of holding someone in the light, and explain how the latter represents another step away from 
more traditional notions of petitionary prayer along several dimensions. Finally, in the fourth section, I connect 
quasi-petitionary prayer with being symbolically for the good, and recommend it for those who struggle with 
petitionary prayer as traditionally conceived. 
 
 
  

https://philosophy.nd.edu/people/graduate-students/ciara-orourke/
https://philosophy.nd.edu/people/graduate-students/ciara-orourke/
https://scottdavison.yourwebsitespace.com/
https://scottdavison.yourwebsitespace.com/
https://scottdavison.yourwebsitespace.com/
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4:30-6:00: Keynote Address                                                                             ____________  
 
Repairing Christian Doctrine: A Realist Path to Resilience  
J.L. Schellenberg (Mount Saint Vincent University) 
 
Abstract: In a book I’m writing on Incipient Christianities, a constructive work on the philosophy of 
Christianity and a companion to my 2024 book What God Would Have Known, I discuss a number of 
different ways of pursuing what I call resilience in Christian thought and practice, defined as a 
property possessed by any Christian lifeway that is undisturbed by the first book’s negative 
conclusions about classical Christian doctrine. Part I of this new book is focused on realist ways of 
pursuing resilience. Four are distinguished. These four are named Repairing, Reducing, Replacing, 
and Reconfiguring. This address is based on what I have to say about Repairing, a move which seeks 
to preserve the classical doctrine’s central categories – sin, salvation, and so on – and thus in that 
sense to keep the doctrine, while in practice reinterpreting the doctrine in the light of critical 
discussion so as to avoid the development-related problems that bedevil the doctrine as classically 
interpreted. Repairers think we can still get some truth out of the old doctrines – literal, propositional 
truth – if the right changes are made, which show sensitivity to human development. So, for example, 
the doctrine of sin might come to include reference to racism and sexism, the doctrine of salvation 
our liberation from sin thus understood, and so on. In the elaboration of this approach and discussion 
of its potential quite a number of classical and contemporary figures will make an appearance, 
including Kathryn Tanner, Serene Jones, Kevin W. Hector, John Bishop and Ken Perszyk, Rowan 
Williams, Judith Wolfe, Nancey Murphy, John Macquarrie, Paul Ricoeur, Paul Tillich, Thomas Aquinas, 
and of course Jesus of Nazareth. 
 

http://www.jlschellenberg.com/

