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Abstract

The rationality of belief in God is a central issue in contemporary philosophical theology and
religious epistemology. Against evidentialist approaches that regard religious belief as
rational only when supported by sufficient evidence, Alvin Plantinga, within Reformed
Epistemology, defends the rationality of non-inferential belief in God through the concepts of
properly basic belief and the sensus divinitatis. Nevertheless, the ontological basis of such
knowledge remains an open question. Using an analytical-comparative method and drawing
on the works of Plantinga and Mulla Sadra, this study examines the potential of knowledge
by presence (‘ilm al-hudiirt) in Transcendent Philosophy for a reinterpretation of Reformed
Epistemology. The findings show that although both thinkers affirm the possibility of non-
inferential knowledge of God, knowledge by presence, grounded in the originality of
existence, the gradation of being, and the unity of the knower and the known, offers a deeper
ontological account of such knowledge. Accordingly, it may serve as an ontological
foundation for reinterpreting the sensus divinitatis, shifting the discussion from epistemic
justification to the existential disclosure of divine knowledge. From this perspective,
Transcendent Philosophy contributes to a richer understanding of direct and non-inferential
knowledge of God in dialogue with Reformed Epistemology.
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Introduction

One of the central debates in philosophy of religion concerns whether rational belief in God
necessarily depends on inferential reasoning and evidential justification. Modern evidentialist
thinkers have generally maintained that religious belief requires sufficient empirical or
rational evidence to be epistemically legitimate. In response, Alvin Plantinga’s Reformed
Epistemology introduced an alternative framework in which belief in God may be rational
even without formal argumentation. However, despite its epistemological strength, an
unresolved problem remains: while Reformed Epistemology explains how non-inferential
belief in God can be justified, it offers only limited explanation of the ontological conditions
that make direct awareness of God possible. This raises the central question of whether Mulla
Sadra’s theory of knowledge by presence can provide an ontological foundation for deepening
Plantinga’s account of non-inferential religious knowledge. The significance of this research
lies in establishing dialogue between contemporary analytic philosophy of religion and
classical Islamic philosophy. Contemporary debates on religious epistemology have focused
mainly on epistemic justification while often neglecting metaphysical and ontological
dimensions of knowledge. Meanwhile, Sadrian philosophy offers a sophisticated ontological
account of direct knowledge that remains underexplored globally. Reexamining Reformed
Epistemology through knowledge by presence not only enriches debates on rational religious
belief but also demonstrates the capacity of Islamic philosophy to contribute meaningfully to
contemporary philosophy of religion. The study therefore addresses both a philosophical gap
and the need for cross-cultural dialogue in epistemology.

Methodology

This research adopts a comparative-analytical method. The first stage examines the main
foundations of Alvin Plantinga’s Reformed Epistemology, focusing on his critique of
evidentialism, the theory of properly basic belief, and the epistemic role of Sensus Divinitatis
in belief formation. The second stage investigates Sadra’s epistemological framework within
Transcendent Philosophy, emphasizing the ontological principles underlying knowledge by
presence, including the originality of existence of gradational unity, as well as the unity of
knower and known. In the final stage, both systems are comparatively analyzed to identify
their similarities and differences regarding divine knowledge, the role of reason, and
immediate awareness of God. The study relies on conceptual analysis and interpretive
comparison rather than empirical investigation.
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Findings

The comparative analysis reveals several important points of convergence between the two
philosophical systems. Both Plantinga and Sadra reject epistemological reductionism that
limits rational knowledge exclusively to inferential demonstration. Both thinkers affirm the
possibility of immediate, non-inferential knowledge of God grounded in fundamental aspects
of human existence. However, significant differences remain in their explanatory frameworks.
Plantinga primarily operates within an epistemological model concerned with justification,
warrant, and proper cognitive functioning. In contrast, Sadra situates knowledge within an
ontological framework where cognition emerges through existential presence and direct
disclosure of reality. The study demonstrates that while sensus divinitatis explains how belief
in God emerges as epistemically warranted, knowledge by presence explains why such direct
awareness is metaphysically possible. In Sadrian philosophy, human awareness of God
originates in humanity’s existential dependence upon the divine source of being. Thus,
knowledge by presence can be understood as supplying the ontological foundation absent in
Plantinga’s account.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings confirm the central hypothesis of this study: Sadra’s theory of knowledge by
presence provides an ontological framework for reinterpreting Alvin Plantinga’s Reformed
Epistemology. The relationship between these two theories should be understood not as
philosophical replacement but as conceptual deepening. Plantinga defends the rational
legitimacy of belief in God at the epistemological level, whereas Sadra extends the discussion
by grounding divine knowledge within the existential structure of human reality.
Consequently, the rationality of religious belief cannot be explained solely through epistemic
justification but must also be linked to the ontological relation between human beings and
transcendent reality. More broadly, this comparative dialogue demonstrates the continuing
relevance of Islamic philosophy for enriching contemporary debates in philosophy of religion
and creating new possibilities for integrating epistemological and metaphysical approaches to
religious knowledge.
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