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1 Introduction

In this paper I will reflect upon the importance of methodology when writing a thesis. When

writing a thesis, you must start out by posing a problem that needs to be faced. In addition to

this, you can pose different research questions.1 Theproblem needs to be identifiable, it needs to

be falsifiable and possible to solve. In connection to this, it needs to be contextually realistic, i.e.

possible to be solved within the defined timeframe and with the available resources. And last,

but not least, the different parts of the problem and the research questions needs to be related to

one another, and needs to be coherent and consistent.

When the problem is stated, you need to reflect upon how to solve it, i.e. what method you

should to utilize.2 Some may find the insistence on method a bit ackward, maybe unimportant,

but this insistence on ‘method’ just means that you are making explicit what we ought to do

whenever we write a paper, and that you furthermore reflect more on how and why that method

is to be used. The main reason to use methods, then, is to solve a problem and to solve it in a

way that solves the problems and answers the questions. In the following section I will reflect

on my particular approach, which emphasizes coherence.

2 Coherence as a key in research methodologies

In this paper I will reflect on the coherentist methodological approach I intend to use inmymas-

ter’s thesis. Simply put, by this method I will (1) gather data from my figurants under analysis

and from other sources; and (2) analyzemy individual figurants (based onmy data, with empha-

sis on ‘detecting’ their level of coherence). I will largely follow German-American philosopher

Nicholas Rescher, who gives (amongst other things) two important advices: when interpreting

a text (1) strive for coherence; and (2) do it exegetically. In the following, I will focus these two

points.

2.1 Coherence

In Philosophical reasoning, Rescher points out that systematization is essential to our under-

standing of truth.3 And according to him, there are basically two models of systematization:
1 Everett/Furseth 2012:112-126
2 Everett/Furseth 2012:127-144
3 Rescher 2001:151-196; Rescher 1998:123-125
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foundationalism4 and coherentism.5

Rescher points out that the mainstream Western model of systematization is foundational-

ism, an Euclidean model of deductive reasoning in which systematization is basically «to pro-

ceed in the manner characteristic of axiomatic systems.»6 This view holds that there exists a

certain assymetry or hierarchy between different beliefs. Some beliefs, this theory holds, are

basic, while others are nonbasic, resting upon the foundation of basic beliefs and reached by de-

duction. According to a foundationalist, there really is no alternative between foundationalism

and radical skepticism. «Without noninferentially justified beliefs,» Richard Fumerton claims,

«it would seem that we would need to complete an infinite number of infinitely long chains of

reasoning in order to be justified in believing anything!»7 Rescher points out that essential to

foundationalism is the belief that «truth is a structure that must have foundations.»8 He writes:

Foundationalism might be caricatured as an essentially feudalistic view of truth: Truths as
such are not equal; there are certain dominant “master” truths on which the other subor-
dinate “client” truths are totally dependent.9

In contrast to foundationalism Rescher posits coherentism.10 While foundationalism is ‘feudal-

istic’ to a certain degree, coherentism is more ‘democratic.’ Coherentism, Rescher points out, is

a network model in which there exists no assymetry or hierarchy between different beliefs, but

that a certain belief is justified on the basis of how well it coheres with other beliefs. Each belief

might be weak in itself, but all beliefs are tied together in a ‘network’ such as a Spider’s web.11

Coherentists also reject the foundationalist assumption that epistemic justification is linear, and

substitutes a holistic approach.12 According to Rescher the coherentist inverts the foundation-

alist approach:

Foundationalists begin their epistemological labors with a very small initial collection of
absolutely certain truths from which they proceed to work outwards by suitably additive
procedures of suplementation to arrive at a wider domain of truth. By contrast, coheren-
tists begin with a very large initial collection of insecure pretenders to truth from which

4 Rescher 2001:171-173, cf. Fumerton 2010; Moreland/Craig 2003:112-121
5 Rescher 2001:173-196, cf. Gravem 2004:343-365; Kvanvig 2011; Moreland/Craig 2003:121-127
6 Rescher 2001:171, cf. pp.171-173; Fumerton 2010; Moreland/Craig 2003:112-121
7 Fumerton 2010:I
8 Rescher 2001:178
9 Rescher 2001:178
10 Rescher 2001:173-194
11 Rescher 2001:173
12 Rescher 2001:151-169
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they proceed to work inwards by suitably reductive procedures of elimination to arrive at a
narrower domain of truth.13

But one important question comes to mind: What is the relationship between coherence and

truth in itself? In classic western philosophy, the most common notion of truth is the ‘Cor-

respondence Theory of Truth,’ i.e. that an idea is true if it corresponds with reality.14 In The

Coherence Theory of Truth Rescher made a distinction between coherence (between different

data) as a criterion of truth and truth as a concept, i.e. correspondence with reality.15 Later,

after being criticized by Lorenz B. Puntel, he has reformed his view, and defines truth as ‘ideal

coherence.’16 Rescher starts by asking if the link between truth and coherence is «too loose.»17

Something might appear coherent, but still be false. But coherence is an essential part of truth.

Rescher holds that truth is «optimal coherence with a perfected data base.»18 This has two im-

portant characteristics: completeness and adequacy.19

To achive the fullness of truth is practically impossible for us «in actual practice,» and what

we need to do is to arrive at «our best available estimate of the real truth.»20 Rescher therefore

distinguishes between idealized coherence (that which is both altogether coherent and which

corresponds completely with reality) and manifest coherence (that which we accept as true).21

The difference between this view of truth, and the former correspondence theory is that the

correspondence theory focuses on the relationship between ideas (and people) on the one hand,

and outside reality on the other. What Puntel has pointed out, and Rescher has acknowledged,

is that we cannot transcend reality. Our ideas are also part of the ‘outer’ reality to which they

should correspond.22 This doesn’t mean that every idea we have is true, but that we must be

criticial not just of ourselves, but also of what we observe. The focus is, as always, on how well

the different pieces (both our ideas and the things we observe) fit together.

But it is important to note that there can be truths with a higher level of certainty in a coher-

entist theory. Some (for example Christian philosophers J.P. Moreland and William Lane Craig)
13 Rescher 2001:178-179. For Rescher’s arguments for coherentism contra foundationalism, see pp.179-184.
14 David 2009
15 Rescher 1973:5-9.23-24.154-155.161-167; Gravem 2004:352-353
16 Rescher 1985 (esp. ftn.3); Puntel 1978:200-204; Gravem 2004:352-365; Pannenberg 1991:24.52-53
17 Rescher 1985:795
18 Rescher 1985:796, cf. 795-802
19 Rescher 1985:799, cf. Gravem 2004:352-354
20 Rescher 1985:795, cf. 800-806
21 Rescher 1985:804, cf. Gravem 2004:353-365, which criticizes Rescher through Puntel.
22 Pannenberg 1991:53
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hold that a coherentist view (necessarily) ends up with vicious circularity.23 But this assumes

that on a coherentist view, no beliefs are certain and are only considered in relation to other

beliefs. But that is not necessarily the case. Rescher points out that all beliefs aren’t necessar-

ily equal, and some beliefs may be more ‘foundational’ or certain than others.24 The difference

between foundationalism and coherentism is not that the former starts with a few truths, and

coherentism starts with none, but that the the truths under consideration is systematized very

differently. In foundationalism, basic truths are thought of as foundations upon which other

truths can be built. In coherentism, all truths are considered equal, placed within a certain sys-

tem of beliefs. That does not mean that some truth aren’t more certain than others, but that

the relationship between (more or less certain) truths is not like the relationship between ‘foun-

dation’ and ‘structure,’ but more like the relationship between individual threads of a web or

individual strings in a braided rope. Some strings may be stronger than others, but they fit to-

gether in an even stronger structure. So while some truths are more certain, they are one the

same level as other beliefs within a certain system of beliefs. Rescher points out that while the

different truth candidates fit togeher somewhat ‘democratically,’ they aren’t necessarily equal,

but they are «all more or less plausible.»25

The ideas I will analyze in my thesis (most of which are in need of justification and argu-

mentation) need to be incorporated into a coherent system, especially since this is a thesis in

systematic theology. In the case of the Eucharistic Sacrifice (which I intend to write about),

you could (methododically) start with certain beliefs, and work form there: the Trinity; the real

presence (however construed) of Christ in the consecrated elements; the absolute uniqueness

and non-repeatableness of the sacrifice on Calvary, etc. But even though these are (for method-

odical reasons) established and are used in a thesis as keys of analysis, they (often) need to be

justified. They are all part of a large network of different threads. The real presence of Christ is

based upon exegesis, which is again connected to the authority and divinity of Christ, which is

of course connected to the question of God’s existence, etc. In this regard, coherentism is a good

approach. It manages to focus not only on particular truths or beliefs, but also on how they ‘fit’

together with other truths or beliefs.

As I’ve pointed out above, Rescher contrasts a foundationalist from a coherentist by pointing

out that the former starts with a «very small initial collection of absolutely certain truths» and
23 Moreland/Craig 2003:123-127
24 Rescher 2001:178
25 Rescher 2001:178
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employs an ‘outwards’ and ‘additive’ approach until he arrives «at a wider domain of truth.» The

latter, however, starts with a «very large initial collection of insecure pretenders to truth» and

employs an ‘inwards’ and ‘reductive’ approach until he arrives «at a narrower domain of truth.»26

2.2 Exegetical interpretation

In the following I will reflect on how I intend to read my figurants, utilizing my coherentist

method. In chapter 5 of Philosophical reasoning, Rescher argues that the best way to interpret a

text is by what he calls an ‘exegetical interpretation.’27 Rescher first constrasts exegesis with de-

construction. He rejects the former as inviable,28 claiming that it basically «denies any prospect

of impersonal appropriateness or objectivety in [the interpretation of texts].»29 He also points

out that it isn’t actually an interpretational attitude but rather a doctrine, «based on a group of

hermeneutical views or contentions.»30 These are (1) omnitextuality, that everything is text in

hermeneutics; (2) plasticity, that there exists a wide variety of interpretations; and (3) equiva-

lency, that every interpretation is essentially as good (or bad or neutral) as any other. In contrast

to this, Rescher presents his idea of exegetical interpretation with emphasis on reconstruction

and contextuality.31 He posits here four ‘laws’ of textual interpretation:32

1. Contextual Coherence. By this approach, Rescher seeks to shift focus from a «survery of

possible interpretations» to an assesment of those interpretations which are actually plausible,

and futhermore to «endeavor to decide which (if any) among them is optimal.»33 Rescher articu-

lates what he calls the Principle of Normativity: «The better (themore smoothly and coherently)

an interpretation fits a text into its wider context, the better it is as an interpretation.»34 Rescher

points out that our «claims or contentions fits better or coheres better with others if they can be

coordinated with the least difficulty.»35 Simply put, this theory says that «simpler is better,»36

and the «optimal interpretation» is that which works «with a minimum of cognitive friction.»37

26 Rescher 2001:178-179
27 Rescher 2001:57-76
28 Rescher 2001:57-60
29 Rescher 2001:57
30 Rescher 2001:58
31 Rescher 2001:60-71
32 Rescher 2001:71-76, cf. Rescher 1998:122-128
33 Rescher 2001:71
34 Rescher 2001:69; Rescher 1998:123
35 Rescher 2001:72
36 Rescher 2001:72
37 Rescher 2001:72
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I will focus on one part of the web (my topic), and interpret what my figurants write in that im-

mediate context. But context is wide, and I will have to acknowledge that my topic is part of a

whole web of ideas.

2. Comprehensiveness. What Rescher means by this is that comprehensiveness helps us

decide between plausible interpretations. «The larger we spread the net of context – the more

inclusive and extensive our reference to context – the smaller and more definite the range of

really plausible interpretational alternatives becomes.»38 As the amount of data that needs to be

included increases, the narrower we find the range of plausible, coherent interpretations.

3. Sophistication. Sophistication, Rescher points out, is a result of the 1st and 2nd law. «The

more substantial an interpretation – themore extensively attuned to a largermanifold of contexts

– the more elaborate and internally ramified it becomes.»39 Even though a single interpretation

is simple, the system may be complex, since context is wide. Truth, as Rescher holds, is ideal

coherence,40 and it encompasses, or should encompass, (all of) reality.

4. Imperfectability. Here Rescher is simply urging us to be cautious by pointing out that

any interpretive act is limited by our ability to process information. We achive this, and must

acknowledge that what we can achive is factual coherence (that which we accept as true).41 But

that doesn’t mean that we shouldn’t strive towards ideal coherence.

2.3 Procedure

But this needs to be applied practically. In Structure and Being, Puntel fleshes out what he calls

the Idealized Four-Stage Philosophical Method, which is partly inspired by Rescher.42 Inspired

by this, with the four ‘laws’ in mind, and with a focus on Puntel’s first and fourth stage, I will

utilize a three part comparative coherentist method:

1. Gathering of data from relevant works, and from the spesific figurants.

2. Systematize the relevant works of my figurants, hopefully managing to read them in
relation to their whole corpus.

3. Evaluate the respective coherence of the figurants, focusing not only on howwell they
coher with themselves, but also on howwell they coher with each other, and their field
at large with focus on adequacy and truth.

38 Rescher 2001:73; Rescher 1998:126
39 Rescher 2001:74; Rescher 1998:126
40 Rescher 1985; Gravem 2004:352-365; Pannenberg 1991:53
41 Rescher 1985; Gravem 2004:353-365
42 Puntel 2008:41-52
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When it comes to my field of study, I believe that clarifications in this area are of major ec-

umenical importance. But we need to be careful. Coherence is a criterion of truth. What is

true is coherent. But we must always strive to be more coherent. What appears coherent isn’t

necessarily true. And truth should be our goal.

3 Summary

My approach, simply put, will be to read and systematize works on my topic and on my figu-

rants, always reading them contextually. Through an exegetical reading I will try to find what

my figurants believe, how (if at all) their beliefs relate, and how well they fit into the larger in-

tersubjective context of their field. When encountering an idea in my analysis, I must ask: How

coherent is the idea I read now, how well does it fit with the overall picture? This does not only

apply to my figurants, but equally much to myself. I must always ask myself if my interpretation

is coherent, if it «fits a text into its wider context» and is «coordinated with the least difficulty.»43

This must be a humble enterprise, as we cannot reach the full truth ourselves. But that does not

mean that we ought not strive for a a larger level of ideal coherence.

43 Rescher 2001:69; Rescher 1998:123
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