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Abstract

Whilst philosophers have argued that musical experience provides
evidence for theism, their discussions often fail to consider the aesthetic
properties which give musical experience its distinctive character, or
ways in which musical experience might support the beliefs of partic-
ular religious traditions. This paper begins to remedy this omission by
examining how attention to liturgical music can provide rational sup-
port for Christian faith. I first explore music’s emotional nature and
impact, and its ability to embody Christian narratives and doctrines. In
light of this discussion, I then introduce two probabilistic arguments
for the truth of Christian orthodoxy, arguing that liturgical music can
provide distinctive evidence for their premises.
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I

Recently, analytic philosophers have considered how religious practice
shapes attitudes and commitments that constitute faith.1 Such work ap-
propriately recognises that liturgical and moral actions are fundamental
to the life of faith. Through unbalanced focus on the content and justi-
fication of religious beliefs, and failure to examine praxis, philosophy
can present a picture of religion which many practitioners might find
one-sided.

1 Mark Wynn, Renewing the Senses: A Study of the Philosophy and Theology of the Spir-
itual Life (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013); Terence Cuneo, Ritualized Faith: Essays
on the Philosophy of Liturgy (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016); John Cottingham Phi-
losophy of Religion: Towards a More Humane Approach (New York: Cambridge Univer-
sity Press, 2014); Julian Perlmutter, Sacred Music, Religious Desire and Knowledge of God
(London: Bloomsbury, 2020).
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Yet attention to religious practice can tempt philosophers to conclude
that faith is reducible to practice, or to non-doxastic attitudes which it
fosters. John Cottingham, for instance, argues that ‘religious under-
standing’ is to be conceived of ‘adverbially, as it were, as referring to
a certain mode or manner of understanding the world’. Such knowl-
edge is gained through religious ‘involvement and commitment’, and
does not involve belief in metaphysical propositions which serve as
explanatory hypotheses.2 Cottingham overlooks the teaching of many
Christian (and other) traditions that propositional belief in revelation is
a necessary constituent of salvific faith. Many believers would find the
claim that propositional belief is peripheral to ‘religious understanding’
as misguided as analyses which reduce faith to propositional assent.

By contrast, this paper illustrates how philosophical examination
of religious practice can enrich discussion of the rationality of reli-
gious belief. I argue that the experience of liturgical music can provide
distinctive evidence for the truth of Christian orthodoxy. Claims that
musical experience can provide justification for Christian beliefs (or,
for theism) receive anecdotal endorsement from believers. Pope Bene-
dict XVI, for example, recalls attending a Bach concert:

At the end of the last passage, one of the Cantatas, I felt, not by reasoning
but in the depths of my heart, that what I had heard had communicated
truth to me, the truth of the supreme composer, and impelled me to thank
God. The Lutheran bishop of Munich was next to me and I said to him
spontaneously: ‘in hearing this one understands: it is true; such strong
faith is true, as well as the beauty that irresistibly expresses the presence
of God’s truth’.3

Benedict’s experience may have provided epistemic justification for
his belief in God (or Christianity) in several ways. Perhaps Bach’s Can-
tata served as appropriate ‘grounds’ for the functioning of Benedict’s
sensus divinitatis,4 or maybe his experience caused him to form a sub-
conscious argument for theism from aesthetic realism. In arguing that
liturgical music provides evidence for Christian orthodoxy, I will not
survey every way in which musical experience may contribute to the
justification of religious belief.

However, I intend to avoid one common shortcoming of proposals
that Christian beliefs receive epistemic support from musical experi-
ence. Frequently, musical experience is introduced as evidence that we
recognise objective standards of beauty. Philosophers then use aesthetic

2 John Cottingham, ‘Transcending Science: Humane Models of Religious Understand-
ing’ in Fiona Ellis, ed., New Models of Religious Understanding (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2017), pp. 23-41 (quotations from p. 29 and p. 41).

3 General Audience, 31st August (2011) [http://w2.vatican.va/content/benedict-xvi/en/
audiences/2011/documents/hf_ben-xvi_aud_20110831.html – accessed 8/4/21].

4 Following Alvin Plantinga, Warranted Christian Belief (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2000).
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‘realism’ as a premise in transcendental arguments for the existence of
absolute Beauty,5 or argue that our knowledge of objective beauty ren-
ders God’s existence probable.6 Others simply assert that experiences
of beautiful music render theism rational.7 Whatever their value, these
arguments ignore the particularities of Christian liturgical music, and
ways in which musical experience might provide justification for dis-
tinctively Christian beliefs. This is surprising, since liturgical music is
often composed to portray Christian narratives and doctrines. My argu-
ment that liturgical music can provide evidence for Christian orthodoxy
will examine salient aesthetic features of music and their relationship
to Christian doctrine.

I first argue that liturgical music possesses two properties: the abil-
ity to express and generate emotion (Section II), and to embody nar-
ratives and doctrines (Section III). In Section IV, I use these claims
to develop an Aesthetic Argument for Christianity (AAC), explaining
how its premises can receive support from musical experience. I then
further develop one version of AAC: the Aesthetic Argument for Trini-
tarianism (AAT) (Section V), before defending both argument from
objections (Section VI). This paper will only provide an introductory
defence of AAC and AAT, but I aim to show that these arguments
have dialectical promise. I primarily discuss examples from traditional,
Western Christian music. This is largely because of my familiarity with
the latter musical tradition, although as I shall argue there are musical
forms common to Western Christian music which convey the particular
beauty and moral relevance of Christian narratives and doctrines. I do
not intend to imply, though, that other forms of Christian music cannot
do likewise.

II

Augustine’s Confessions recounts that he was especially moved by
religious texts sung in church to appropriate melodies. Augustine
asserts that ‘there are particular modes in song and in the voice,
corresponding to my various emotions and able to stimulate them

5 Richard Viladesau, Theological Aesthetics: God in Imagination, Beauty and Art
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), pp. 120-40.

6 Alvin Plantinga, ‘Two-Dozen or so Arguments for the Existence of God’ in Deane Peter
Baker, ed., Alvin Plantinga (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), p. 226, and
Philip Tallon ‘The Mozart Argument and the Argument from Play’ in Jerry Walls and Trent
Dougherty (eds.) Two-Dozen (or so) Argument for God: The Plantinga Project (New York:
Oxford University Press, 2018), pp. 321-337.

7 Peter Kreeft and Ronald Tacelli, Handbook of Christian Apologetics (Downers Grove,
Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 1994), p. 81.
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because of some mysterious relationship between the two’.8 We can
distinguish two claims here: that there is a correspondence between
musical forms and particular emotions (perhaps, that music can be
emotionally expressive), and that music can produce emotional re-
sponses. Yet these intuitive suggestions are contested by ‘formalists’,
who hold that ‘pure music’ (instrumental music, performed in con-
cert) cannot be emotionally expressive, or evoke emotional responses
in virtue of its expressive qualities. Although liturgical music is not
‘pure’, formalists suggest that it can only express and evoke emotions
because of its lyrics, setting, or other non-musical properties. Since it
is important for my later arguments that liturgical music can be emo-
tionally expressive and evocative (or minimally, resemble and generate
emotional states), I now argue that these claims are plausible.

Given the complexity of debates about music and emotion, I explore
just one credible account of how music expresses and generates emo-
tion (‘contour theory’). I do not argue that contour theory provides a
uniquely credible or comprehensive account of music’s emotional na-
ture. My later arguments may be compatible with other accounts of
music’s emotional expression, but I lack space to demonstrate that here.

Philosophers dispute the nature of emotion. Jeremy Begbie discerns
three constituent elements typically taken to characterise emotions:
conscious experience (‘feeling’ angry), bodily behaviour (clenching
one’s fists), and physiological activation (increased heart-rate).9 Emo-
tions are also dispositions to action. ‘Cognitivists’ further insist that
emotions involve cognitive judgements about intentional objects. Thus
whilst ‘fear’ possesses a distinctive phenomenology and involves bod-
ily changes and dispositions to action, it necessarily includes the judg-
ment that something is dangerous. ‘Non-cognitivists’ demur, holding
that emotions are reducible to bodily or phenomenological changes (or
their perception), or that bodily changes can constitute non-cognitive
appraisals of intentional objects.10

Hereafter, ‘emotion’ refers to any state which combines distinctive
phenomenology, physiological activation, expressive behaviour, and
disposition to action. Even cognitivists recognise that that one can pos-
sess emotions lacking any intentional object, or which are directed to-
wards everything which one perceives. Perhaps this is how we should

8 Augustine, Confessions X.33. (trans. R.S. Pine-Coffin (Penguin: Harmondsworth,
1961), p. 238).

9 Jeremy Begbie, ‘Faithful Feelings: Music and Emotion in Worship’ in Jeremy Begbie
and Steven Guthrie (eds.) Resonant Witness: Conversations Between Music and Theology,
pp. 323-354 (p. 325).

10 Jenefer Robinson, ‘Emotional Responses to Music: What Are They? How Do They
Work? And Are They Relevant to Aesthetic Appreciation?’ in Peter Goldie, ed., The Oxford
Handbook of Philosophy of Emotion (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), pp. 651-80
(pp. 652-3).
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understand the emotional aspect of (e.g.) depression. Following con-
vention, I term objectless emotions ‘moods’.

We can now examine the suggestion that music can be emotionally
expressive. What might this mean? Peter Kivy distinguishes ‘express-
ing’ from ‘being expressive of’.11 An action, facial expression, or ob-
ject (etc.) expresses an emotion by indicating the presence of a (to-
ken) emotion in its subject or author. Thus my smile expresses my joy.
By contrast, actions or objects which are expressive of emotion some-
how indicate an emotion (type) which is not necessarily experienced
by its subject, author, or anyone else. Weeping willows might be ex-
pressive of sadness, but this does not entail that any trees or gardeners
are melancholy.

Given this distinction, we can see why formalists deny that music
is emotionally expressive. Fundamentally, one might wonder how ac-
tions or objects can be ‘expressive of’ emotion. One can understand
how actions or objects express emotion: roughly, they indicate oc-
current emotions of their subjects or creators. But music cannot thus
express emotion, because it is not a conscious subject.12 Moreover,
suggestions that music is emotionally expressive because it indicates
the emotions of composers and performers, or because it emotionally
affects listeners, are uncompelling.13 The emotions of composers, per-
formers, or audiences seem accidental to music’s emotional expression.
Intuitively, emotion exists ‘in’ the music, rather than external subjects.
Eduard Hanslick famously raised another problem: if (as ‘cognitivists’
urge) emotions necessarily possess intentional objects, what are the ob-
jects of emotions expressed in music?14 Finally, some formalists com-
plain that music is wholly intelligible without description in emotional
terms. Emotional descriptions of music can always be paraphrased in
technical, non-emotional language.15 This might support suggestions
that attributing emotional properties to music involves projection or ir-
reducibly metaphorical description.16

Fortunately, one account of music’s emotional expression answers
formalist worries. According to the ‘contour theory’ developed by Kivy
and Davies, pieces are emotionally expressive because their perceptible
features (‘contours’) resemble features or behaviours exhibited when

11 Peter Kivy, Sound Sentiment: An Essay on the Musical Emotions (Philadelphia: Temple
University Press, 1989), pp. 12-17.

12 Nick Zangwill, ‘Against Emotion: Hanslick was right about music’, British Journal of
Aesthetics, 44.1 (2004), pp. 29-43 (pp. 30-2).

13 Ibid. pp. 33-40; Stephen Davies, Musical Meaning and Expression (New York: Cornell
University Press, 1994), 167-199; Roger Scruton The Aesthetics of Music (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1999) pp. 144-6.

14 Davies, Musical Meaning, p. 109.
15 Ibid., pp. 152-4; p. 204.
16 Scruton, Aesthetics of Music, pp. 434-368.
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humans experience emotions.17 Several features of music have paral-
lels in human emotional expression. Firstly, there are similarities be-
tween vocalisations which typically accompany human emotions, and
the volume and pitch of emotionally expressive music. Sad speech and
tunes are often quiet and faltering; joyful people and pieces are usually
loud, with rising pitch. Secondly, there are rhythmic parallels between
the movement of humans experiencing emotion and emotionally ex-
pressive music. The slow movement of sad people matches the speed
of melancholy pieces. Lastly, harmonic progressions involving ‘ten-
sion’ and ‘resolution’ can mirror physical or mental patterns of stress
and release which characterise emotional experience, as when mount-
ing anger turns to calmness.

Although contour theory faces criticism,18 it resists arguments that
music cannot be emotionally expressive. Crucially, it explains what it
means for music to be ‘expressive of’ emotion. An object, artwork,
etc. is expressive of some emotion if it bears structural resemblance to
human actions or mannerisms which express that emotion. Admittedly,
any musical piece bears structural resemblance to innumerable entities
or processes, but since music is widely regarded as emotionally expres-
sive, this resemblance is not accidental to its nature or value. Accord-
ingly, a piece’s emotional expression is important to its nature as mu-
sic, even if pieces can be described in purely technical, non-emotional
terms.

I assume hereafter that contour theory plausibly explains some
musical expression of emotion. Pieces are expressive of emotion be-
cause (inter alia) their perceptible features resemble those of emotion-
ally expressive human behaviours. But contour theory’s key insight for
my later argument is that music can resemble emotionally expressive
human behaviour.

One might object that this resemblance does not supply intentional
objects which are – cognitivists maintain – necessary to individuate
emotions proper. Perhaps only some coarse-grained ‘moods’, such as
sadness or restlessness, are associated with sufficiently precise pat-
terns of human behaviour to have perceptible analogues in musical
‘contours’. Some ‘contour theorists’ therefore claim that music can
only be expressive of certain moods, and not emotions (e.g. love, re-
gret).19 But liturgical music is not ‘pure’. Its lyrics and setting can pro-
vide intentional objects for the emotions of which it is expressive (e.g.
Christ, sin). Indeed, in liturgical context, sacred music often expresses
the emotions of performers or congregants. Pitoni’s ‘Cantate Domino’,

17 Kivy, Sound Sentiment, pp. 46-83; Davies, Musical Meaning, pp. 221-243; Begbie,
‘Faithful Feelings’, pp. 338-349.

18 Scruton, Aesthetics of Music, pp .153-4; Geoffrey Madell, Philosophy, Music and Emo-
tion (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2002).

19 Davies, Musical Meaning, pp. 214-16; pp. 262-64.
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sung at Mass, is both ‘expressive of’ a joyful mood and ‘expresses’ the
Church’s jubilant praise of God.

Despite objections,20 contour theory also renders it plausible that lis-
teners are often moved to feel emotions expressed in music. As Julian
Perlmutter shows, extensive experimental evidence supports this sug-
gestion,21 and defenders of contour theory offer explanations of how
this happens. Perhaps on noticing the expression of emotion in mu-
sic, listeners are moved by imaginative sympathy; or maybe physio-
logical mechanisms directly induce bodily manifestations of emotion
(and eventually, emotions themselves) when one hears their musical
analogues.22 Moreover, because in liturgical context music can express
emotions with intentional objects, it can likewise inspire listeners to
experience emotions with those same objects. Lotti’s eight-part ‘Cru-
cifixus’, for example, can provoke both the mood of anguish portrayed
in its opening, and sorrow at Christ’s death in particular.

In sum, given ‘contour theory’, claims that liturgical music is emo-
tionally expressive and affective remain credible.

III

If for music to be emotionally expressive is (partly) for its percepti-
ble properties to resemble those of emotionally expressive human be-
haviours, music can plausibly likewise express – or ‘embody’ – objects
or events other than emotions, including Christian narratives and doc-
trines.

Yet suggestions that music ‘represents’ non-musical objects face
criticism.23 Accordingly, I should explain how my assertion that music
embodies narratives and doctrines differs from the claim that it repre-
sents them. By affirming that liturgical music can embody Christian
narratives and doctrines, I mean that there is sufficient resemblance
between the perceptible properties of the music and properties of the
narratives or doctrines (or, their “truthmakers” – i.e., the extra-mental
realities in virtue of which these narratives and doctrine are true, such
as God and His actions) that listeners can perceive the narratives and
doctrines ‘in’ the music. That is, because perceptible properties of the
music resemble properties of the narratives and doctrines, the former
can bring the latter to mind for informed listeners – in a phenomeno-
logically distinctive manner.

20 Kivy, Sound Sentiment, pp. 210-33; Perlmutter, Sacred Music, pp. 64-7.
21 Ibid., pp. 71-3; James Young, Critique of Pure Music (Oxford: Oxford University Press,

2014), pp. 35-58.
22 Davies, Musical Meaning, pp. 299-307; Young, Critique, pp. 59-79.
23 Davies, Musical Meaning, pp. 51-121; Scruton, Aesthetics of Music, pp. 118-139.
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A non-musical example illustrates such ‘embodiment’. Mark Wynn
discusses the experience of viewing a cathedral designed to resemble
the ‘heavenly city’.24 Because its architecture resembles a cityscape,
one can perceive the New Jerusalem as embodied in the cathedral, ‘as
when I see the dots of a puzzle picture as a face’. As Wynn explains,
‘we can reflect upon and be moved by the idea of the heavenly city not
only insofar as we reckon with that idea in abstractly conceptual terms,
but also insofar as we encounter the idea in sensory form, as embedded
in the sensory appearances’.25

Perhaps unlike the claim that liturgical music represents narratives
and doctrines, this does not mean that composers intend liturgical mu-
sic to bear these resemblances, or that these resemblances are important
for musical analysis. Equally, I do not maintain that competent listeners
should hear liturgical music as representing narratives, as critics should
see abstract sculptures as representing their subjects.

Given ‘contour theory’, it is intuitive that music can embody scenes
from narratives. Many Christian narratives – paradigmatically, Christ’s
passion and resurrection – are emotionally rich: their characters
experience intense emotions. Through its setting and lyrics, liturgical
music frequently depicts the emotions of protagonists in Christian sto-
ries. Famously, Christ’s suffering is portrayed in many pieces, includ-
ing Bach’s Passions and Renaissance Tenebrae responsories. Psalms
give musical expression to the emotions of unnamed subjects, who can
be interpreted as historical individuals and/or voices personifying the
collective feelings of God’s people. Listening to Tallis’ ‘Lamentationes
Jeremiae’ at Tenebrae, for example, one might simultaneously perceive
the music as expressing the mourning of conquered Jerusalem, the sor-
row of Christ’s disciples at His death, and Jesus’ own suffering.

Christian narratives are also emotionally evocative: some emotional
reactions to salvation history are normative. Recalling the enslavement
of God’s People in Egypt, one should feel sorrow; hearing of the Ex-
odus, one should feel something of the joy that Israel expressed in
song.26 Accordingly, narratives or doctrines can be musically ‘embod-
ied’ in an extended sense, when liturgical music (given its lyrics or
context) depicts some narrative whilst being ‘expressive of’ the emo-
tional reaction that God’s People should have to that narrative. Thus,
for example, joyful Easter hymns embody Christ’s resurrection.

Further, music can also embody doctrines which do not involve
or provoke emotions, by bearing structural resemblance to their
truthmakers. Saliently, music can embody the doctrine of the Trin-
ity. To see this, we might first recall the essence of orthodox

24 Wynn, Renewing the Senses, pp. 44-5.
25 Ibid., p. 47.
26 Exodus 15:1-18.
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Trinitarianism.27 According to the latter, God exists as Father, Son and
Holy Spirit: three persons (persones, hypostases) who share one di-
vine substance. These persons are equally valuable and co-eternal, but
related in an order which bears some (perhaps, remote) analogy to cau-
sation. The Father eternally ‘begets’ the Son, and the Spirit eternally
‘proceeds’ from the Father (and, in Latin tradition, from/through the
Son). Father, Son and Spirit are united in knowledge, will, and actions
towards creatures.28 The doctrine of perichoresis further maintains that
the Persons are somehow present within one another.29

Several commentators find echoes of the Trinity in Western musical
structures.30 Here, I explore how polyphony can function as a (limited)
structural analogue of the Trinity. David Cunningham explains that in
polyphony, we ‘hear more than one melody played simultaneously:
thus, we hear not only multiple tones (as in a chord) but also entirely
different sequences overlapping one another’. Polyphony’s ‘chief at-
tribute is non-excluding difference: that is, more than one note is played
at a time, and none of these notes is so dominant that it renders another
mute’.31

We can consider how polyphony structurally resembles the Trin-
ity – insofar as Christians understand the latter. A delicate interplay
between unity and diversity characterises both polyphony and God’s
(putative) Triune life. In polyphony, individual lines retain melodic in-
tegrity, whilst combining to form coherent harmonies or dissonances.
Indeed, Stephen Davies claims that musical pieces can resemble per-
sons, since they present dynamic, diachronic unfoldings of emotional
expression.32 If lines of polyphony can be imaginatively perceived as
expressive individuals, one can further perceive them as persons in rela-
tionship. Such lines exist ‘in conversation’, echoing themes and joining
to produce chords. Moreover, as Chiara Bertoglio observes, in poly-
phonic compositions – particularly, ‘canons’ – the manner in which
leading voices generate responses in subsequent parts resembles the

27 As summarised in e.g. the ‘Nicene’ creeds (of 325 and 381), and the ‘Athanasian
Creed’. For an introductory treatment, see Giles Emery, The Trinity: An Introduction to
Catholic Doctrine on the Triune God (Washington DC: CUA Press, 2011).

28 Christian philosophers still debate Trinitarian metaphysics, contesting e.g whether the
Persons are ‘centres of consciousness’, and the nature of their substantial unity. See William
Hasker, Metaphysics and the Tri-Personal God (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017).

29 Emery, The Trinity, p. 89.
30 Jeremy Begbie, Resounding Truth (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2007), Bradley

Broadhead, ‘The Triune Triad: A Musical Analogy Concerning the Trinity and Humanity’,
Imaginatio et Ratio 3 (2014), pp. 23-33, Chiara Bertolgio, ‘A Perfect Chord: Trinity in Music,
Music in the Trinity’, Religions 4 (2013), pp. 485-501.

31 David Cunningham, These Three are One: The Practice of Trinitarian Theology
(Malden, Mass.: Blackwell, 1998), p. 128.

32 Davies, Musical Meaning and Expression, pp. 367-9.
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Father generates the Son and Spirit.33 In canons, the initial line is nec-
essarily re-echoed, just as the Son and Spirit necessarily proceed from
the Father, whose nature they share.

Chords themselves likewise resemble the Trinity. As Begbie argues,
notes in chords can sound so closely united in musical space that, with-
out losing their identities, they encompass one another in perichoretic
unity.34 Moreover, Bertoglio and Bradley Broadhead describe how the
relations between the divine Persons are (imperfectly) mirrored by the
relationship between the root, third and fifth of a triad.35 Like the Fa-
ther, the root is the triad’s foundation, which gives rise to the consonant
fifth (the Son). Meanwhile, the third resembles the Spirit by linking the
root and fifth, and giving the chord ‘life’ and its distinctive nature.

Finally, performers of liturgical music can themselves embody the
doctrine of the Trinity.36 Terence Cuneo argues that it is appropriate
that liturgical prayers for peace are sung, because singing produces a
state of peace. Biblical peace is not mere absence of violence, but the
state in which humans co-operate to act justly towards God, creation,
and one another. It is therefore noteworthy that communal singing is a
co-operative activity that involves close attention to one’s own voice
and to the voices of fellow singers. Cuneo describes this as paying
‘full divided attention’.37 Singing involves particularly intimate co-
operation, as it requires constant and continuous attention to one’s own
performance and that of fellow singers. Successful choral performance
necessitates immediate reaction to other singers’ vocal changes, in pur-
suit of a common goal. Cuneo dubs this process of feedback between
attention and action ‘real-time responsiveness’. By instilling full di-
vided attention and real-time responsiveness in singers, group singing
unites the congregation in the co-operative ‘peace’ for which congre-
gants pray, affording singers and listeners an intimate experience of
peace and its value.38

Through full divided attention and real-time responsiveness, in
which singers carefully attend to themselves and to one another to
produce a combined sound, singers resemble the divine persons. This
is obvious on ‘social’ accounts of the Trinity, in which the Persons
are understood as distinct centres of consciousness which know and
love one another perfectly, co-operating in actions ad extra. However,
even on interpretations of Trinitarian doctrine wherein the Persons
are not characterised as centres of consciousness, there is an analogy
between singers and the Persons, insofar as the latter exist in perfect

33 Bertoglio, ‘A Perfect Chord’, pp. 491-2.
34 Begbie, Resounding Truth, p. 293.
35 Broadhead, ‘The Trine Triad’, pp. 24-8 Bertoglio, ‘A Perfect Chord’, pp. 494-7.
36 Cuneo, Ritualized Faith, pp. 126-44.
37 Ibid., p. 138.
38 Ibid., pp. 142-3.
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(non-conscious) relationship with one another, or as mutually consti-
tuting subsistent relations.

IV

Since liturgical music can express and evoke emotions, and embody
Christian narratives and doctrines, I argue that it provides distinctive
evidence for Christianity’s truth.

John Henry Newman once suggested that ‘Revealed religion should
be especially poetical- and it is so in fact. While its disclosures have
an originality in them to engage the intellect, they have a beauty to
satisfy the moral nature’.39 Newman’s remark can be developed into
an ‘Aesthetic Argument for Christianity’ (AAC), which – like famil-
iar probabilistic arguments for theism – attempts to raise Christianity’s
epistemic probability for its audience:

(AAC1) The narratives and doctrines of orthodox Christianity (e.g. ac-
counts of the Trinity, Incarnation, and Atonement) are aesthetically and
morally compelling.

(AAC2) It is (epistemically40) more probable that these narratives and
doctrines should be thus compelling if orthodox Christianity is true, than
if it is false

So,

(AAC3) The compelling nature of Christian narratives and doctrines
raises the (epistemic) probability that orthodox Christianity is true.

How should one understand (AAC1)’s assertion that Christian nar-
ratives and doctrines are aesthetically and morally compelling? The
claim that Christian narratives and doctrines are aesthetically com-
pelling principally means that their truthmakers (chiefly, God and His
actions) are beautiful, as described by Christian orthodoxy.41

39 John Henry Newman, Essays Critical and Historical Vol. I (London: Longmans, 1907),
p. 23.

40 We can characterise ‘epistemic probability’ in AAC in terms of what Swinburne calls
‘logical probability’: roughly, the ‘objective’ probability relations between hypotheses and
evidence which determine the credences of rational (Bayesian) observers. One can present
(AAC2) in Bayesian terms: P(e│h & k) > P(e│∼h & k), where the evidence (e) is the aes-
thetic and moral attractiveness of Christian narratives and doctrines, the hypothesis (h) is
Christianity’s truth, and (k) is background knowledge. On logical probability and Bayesian
arguments, see Richard Swinburne, The Existence of God: 2nd Edn. (Oxford: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 2004), pp. 13-22; 52-72.

41 Readers might wonder what AAC means by calling doctrines and narratives (etc.)
“beautiful”. Is this to ascribe some “objective” property to objects which renders them beau-
tiful (e.g. ordered proportionality) or else are objects called beautiful because they provoke
certain reactions in observers (e.g. disinterested pleasure)? I do not intend AAC to depend
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Admittedly, the beauty of God and His wonderful acts of cre-
ation and redemption contrasts with the occasional ugliness of fallen
creatures. According to Christianity, it is primarily God and His ac-
tions, rather than human properties or accomplishments, which evince
beauty. Secondly, Christian narratives and doctrines are plausibly them-
selves beautiful (as narratives and doctrines), by exhibiting features
which make stories or theories attractive (dramatic tension, parsimony
etc.).

Finally, the claim that Christian doctrines and narratives are morally
compelling means, very broadly that they have (positive) relevance
for our moral lives. Principally, they provide (sometimes, novel or
surprising) insight into our ethical situation and suggest avenues for
moral development. Theological narratives and doctrines are especially
morally compelling if they present plausible understandings of human
moral dignity, flourishing, and purpose – including ways in which hu-
mans can make moral mistakes and receive moral healing. Moreover,
reflection on Christian doctrines and narratives sometimes directly con-
tributes to the moral transformation of their audience. Reading Scrip-
ture, for example, can lead to intense conversion experiences, as ex-
perienced by Augustine and John Wesley.42 Doubtless, one can give
a fuller analysis of what it is for doctrines or narratives to be morally
compelling, but this characterisation should suffice to introduce AAC.

Having parsed (AAC1), we can see why (AAC2) is plausible. Chris-
tianity claims that in Christ, God has revealed His plan of salvation.
God is concerned to restore creation’s beauty and moral rectitude; in-
deed, creation already reflects His glory.43 Further, it is necessarily true
on Christianity that Christian doctrine is morally significant, given that
the Christian kerygma is the ‘good news’ of humanity’s liberation from
Sin and Death, and God’s promise to wonderfully re-make creation.
Moreover, according to Patristic theologians (e.g. Augustine, Pseudo-
Dionysius), the link between divinity and beauty runs deep, since God
is the Form of Beauty, in which all beautiful creatures participate.44 It is
consequently unsurprising that Christian doctrine presents God and His
actions as beautiful and morally compelling, if it is true and divinely
revealed. Moreover, since according to Genesis we bear God’s ‘image

on any controversial general analysis of beauty. The latter would require lengthy defence,
and narrow AAC’s dialectical appeal. Accordingly, for the purposes of AAC, to say that
an object is beautiful is just to say (with admitted vagueness) that a significant proportion
of people would describe it as beautiful on reflection. This suggestion is compatible with
the observation that aesthetic standards vary, and with the claim that ascriptions of beauty
are normatively grounded in objects’ intrinsic properties. Indeed, I assume that some in-
trinsic features of objects (e.g. internal harmony or coherence) are commonly perceived as
beautiful.

42 See Confessions VIII.12; Plantinga, Warranted Christian Belief, p. 288.
43 Genesis 1: 31; Psalm 8:1, 19:1; Romans 1:20.
44 Viladesau, Theological Aesthetics, pp .105 - 118.
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and likeness’, Christians might particularly expect that their doctrine
of God will reveal something about human nature or value.

What is the comparative probability that Christian narratives and
doctrines are beautiful and morally compelling if Christianity is false?
I assume that if Christianity is false, its narratives and doctrines are hu-
man inventions, excluding exotic hypotheses on which Christianity is
(e.g.) inspired by deceptive supernatural forces. Accordingly, unless we
suspect that Christian theology has developed doctrines for their aes-
thetic or moral value (see Section VI), it is less epistemically probable
that Christian teachings possess particular beauty or ethical relevance,
if Christianity is false.

One can develop AAC further, by examining the particular appeal
of different Christian doctrines or narratives. I shortly argue that Trini-
tarian doctrine’s beauty and moral relevance provides evidence for the
truth of Christian orthodoxy. But first, I illustrate how music might gen-
erally provide evidence for (AAC1), and for a claim closely related to
(AAC2).

We can begin by examining three ways in which experiences of litur-
gical music can support (AAC1). Firstly, Christian narratives and doc-
trines can be musically ‘embodied’, such that they can be perceived
as embedded in music’s sensory appearances. Accordingly, one who
perceives the beauty of a liturgical piece may be helped to perceive
that the narrative or doctrine which it embodies is likewise beautiful.
Because one perceives the relevant narrative (or doctrine) as ‘embod-
ied’ in the piece, in noticing the music’s beauty, one might also see
the narrative’s attractiveness – at least, if beautiful elements of the
music are mirrored in the embodied narrative. Upon hearing Bach’s
‘Passion Chorale’, listeners might see a correspondence between the
tune’s beauty sad, poignant beauty and the aesthetic and moral value of
Christ’s sorrowful death; listening to Palestrina’s ‘Sicut Cervus’, one
might perceive the beauty of confident yearning for God. In experi-
encing Christian narratives or doctrines through the ‘medium’ of mu-
sic, listeners may therefore be encouraged to notice aesthetic properties
of the former.

Secondly, music can be emotionally expressive. In hearing liturgi-
cal pieces that express the emotions of protagonists in religious nar-
ratives which they recount – or, normative emotional responses to
those narratives – listeners are encouraged to notice the emotions of
characters and their own emotional reactions. Similarly, drama uses
music to highlight characters’ emotions, or to encourage emotional
responses from the audience. Such appreciation of the emotional na-
ture of Christian narratives is key to grasping their moral or spiritual
relevance. Paradigmatically, understanding the sorrow and shame of
Christ’s death is necessary to appreciate God’s condescension in the
Passion, and the depths of human sinfulness which it likewise reveals.
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Finally, liturgical music can emotionally affect listeners. As Mark
Wynn argues, this allows listeners to ‘try out’ emotions or moods
proper to Christian life (e.g. joy and gratitude towards creation).45 If
liturgical music can directly induce emotional states, it might enable
non-Christian listeners to experience emotions which are normative
(for Christians) as responses to Christian narratives. Accordingly, mu-
sic might teach one something of Christian narratives’ ability to posi-
tively shape human experience.

If liturgical music provides evidence for (AAC1), it likewise sup-
ports (AAC2) – or rather, a nearby claim. Even if Christian narra-
tives and doctrines are aesthetically and morally compelling, this does
not guarantee that they are perceptible as compelling through musical
experience. The fact that Christian doctrines and narratives are often
perceptible as compelling through musical experience constitutes an
additional piece of evidence. We can consider its relative epistemic
likelihood on Christianity’s truth and falsity.

If Christian orthodoxy is true, God has commended liturgical music
in Scripture and guided the Church to make music central to liturgi-
cal practice. If certain musical forms disclose Christianity’s beauty and
relevance, God possesses motivation for ensuring that they persist in
Christian worship, if He desires to provide non-coercive evidence for
Christianity. This raises the epistemic probability that if Christianity is
true, liturgical music providing evidence for (AAC1) is widely incor-
porated into Christian liturgy. By contrast, if Christianity is false, it is
likely a historical accident that such music is widely performed. Ad-
mittedly, many religions use music in worship, so if music can express
emotion and represent doctrines or narratives, it is not entirely surpris-
ing that Christian liturgy frequently features music which provides ev-
idence for (AAC1). But it remains noteworthy that particular forms of
music including polyphony and harmony – which, as argued below, of-
fer special evidence for (AAC1) – remain common in Christian liturgy,
despite efforts to outlaw them. The presence of such music in Christian
liturgy therefore provides modest, additional reason to affirm a claim
adjacent to (AAC2), which likewise supports (AAC3): that it is (epis-
temically) more probable that Christian narratives and doctrines are
perceptible as attractive through liturgical music if Christianity is true,
than if Christianity is false.

45 Mark Wynn, ‘Musical Affects and the Life of Faith: Some Reflections on the Religious
Potency of Music’, Faith and Philosophy 21.1 (2004), pp. 24-44.
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V

I now defend one version of AAC – the ‘Aesthetic Argument for
Trinitarianism’ (AAT):

(AAT1) The orthodox doctrine of the Trinity is aesthetically and morally
compelling.

(AAT2) It is (epistemically) more probable the doctrine of the Trinity
should be thus compelling if orthodox Christianity is true, than if it is
false.

So,

(AAT3) The compelling nature of Trinitarian doctrine raises the (epis-
temic) probability that orthodox Christianity is true.

Since (AAT2) is plausible for the reasons given to support (AAC2)
above, I focus on defending (AAT1). I survey two representative mod-
ern discussions of Trinitarian doctrine’s value, before examining evi-
dence for (AAT1) which musical experience supplies.

Richard Swinburne argues that God is Triune on a priori grounds,
given love’s moral value.46 Swinburne highlights the value of two
species of loving action: sharing (and receiving) love, and co-operation
in sharing love. These types of love are illustrated in marriage: spouses
share love with one another and co-operate in loving their children. It is
therefore good (‘great-making’) for God to be Triune, because this al-
lows the Father to share His ousia and life (experiences, choices) with
the Son, and permits the Father and Son to co-operate in sharing their
nature and lives with the Spirit. Swinburne’s argument does not appeal
to aesthetic considerations. But it suggests that the Triune God is dou-
bly beautiful. Firstly, possession of any great-making properties plausi-
bly makes entities somehow attractive. Secondly, simplicity contributes
to beauty. On Swinburne’s account, the Trinity evinces parsimonious
beauty, since God exists as the minimum number of persons necessary
to instantiate the valuable properties of sharing and co-operation in love
within the Godhead.

Despite critiques of Trinitarianism as ‘masculine’ theology,
Catharine Mowry LaCugna and Hannah Bacon47 have attempted to
reclaim Trinitarian doctrine as congruent with feminist concerns. Ac-
cording to LaCugna, whilst Trinitarian doctrine does not afford detailed
guidance for political theorising, it undermines attempts to justify pa-
triarchal systems through theological appeal to God as a paradigm

46 Richard Swinburne, The Christian God (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994), pp.
177-80.

47 Hannah Bacon, What’s Right with the Trinity? Conversations in Feminist Theology
(Farnham: Ashgate, 2009); Catherine Mowry LacCugna, God for Us: The Trinity and Chris-
tian Life (San Francisco: Harper, 1991).
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of male, individual superiority. According to orthodox Trinitarianism,
God’s rule is always shared by a community of persons, of equal value.
Contra Arianism, the Father necessarily exists in relation to other Per-
sons, and cannot function as an analogue for an absolute monarch or
pater familias who exists independently of and in superiority to his in-
feriors. Consequently, in human affairs, ‘subordination is not natural
but decidedly unnatural, because it violates both the nature of God and
the nature of persons created in the image of God’.48

Similarly, Bacon argues that Trinitarian doctrine supports efforts to
foreground the diversity of human experience49 in rejection of ‘phal-
locentric logic’, which understands women and female experience as
aberrations from a masculine norm.50 Bacon summarises:

Thinking God as Trinity thus provides a means by which difference be-
tween women and women’s experiences might be theologically acknowl-
edged and celebrated. Because God is a subject but also includes differ-
ence, a trinitarian understanding of God fails to support a myth that sub-
jectivity is necessarily defined by sameness (and therefore maleness).51

These suggestions that Trinitarian doctrine is beautiful and morally
compelling do not appeal to musical experience. But by experiencing
Trinitarian doctrine as embodied in music, listeners can more read-
ily grasp its appeal. To see this, first consider Swinburne’s claim that
it is good for God to exist as Triune, because the Trinity instantiates
two species of loving relationship. Earlier, I parsed Cuneo’s argument
that by entering states of ‘full-divided attention’ and ‘real-time respon-
siveness’, singers can experience the phenomenology – and value – of
open, co-operative relationship and action. In liturgical context, such
relationships might be experienced as an analogue of the relationships
and actions of the divine Persons, who are fully open to one another
and co-operate through love. Whilst liturgical singers are not (neces-
sarily) motivated by or engaged in love for one another, if full-divided
attention and real-time responsiveness are intrinsically valuable, it is
a fortiori plausible that they are valuable between persons who co-
operate through love. On Swinburne’s account, the Trinity paradig-
matically intantiates such co-operative love. Experiences of liturgical
singing therefore partially reveal the value of God’s Triune life.

Secondly, the diversity of divine ‘perspectives’ within the Trinity –
which LaCugna and Bacon argue renders the Trinity a valuable model
for human relationships – can also be perceived as valuable through
experience of the Trinity in music. I argued above that polyphony, in
which musical ‘perspectives’ form a unity whilst preserving individual

48 Ibid., p.398.
49 Bacon, What’s Right, pp. 183-7; pp. 190-3.
50 Ibid. pp. 138-9.
51 Ibid. p. 188.
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integrity, illustrates the relations between the divine persons. Likewise,
one can perceive the Trinity as embodied in triadic chords because of
the manner in which the third and fifth are generated by the tonic, and
since notes in chords form a harmonious unity whilst remaining dis-
tinct. But both polyphony and triads appear beautiful because of their
unity-in-diversity. So again, by experiencing the Trinity as embodied
in polyphony or triads, one might appreciate its beauty.

VI

Having defended (AAT1), and (AAT2), I examine objections to both
premises, which also attack (AAC1) and (AAC2).

Firstly, one could reject (AAT1) by arguing that Trinitarian doctrine
is ugly or morally harmful. One could argue that it is logically inco-
herent, and consequently false and conceptually unattractive. Alterna-
tively, one might endorse feminist worries that because the Trinity con-
tains no ‘female’ persons, Trinitarianism is socially harmful.

Yet such objections seem superable. Firstly, recent metaphysical
models of the Trinity give reason to hope that the doctrine is logi-
cally coherent.52 Further, as Bacon argues,53 feminist worries about
the doctrine often focus on how the Persons are named. They overlook
Trinitarianism’s metaphysical claims, which are plausibly attractive to
feminists.

One might undercut arguments for (AAT1), by claiming that modern
suggestions that Trinitarian doctrine is beautiful or morally perspica-
cious are theologically naïve. ‘Social’ models of the Trinity advanced
by Swinburne and LaCugna, which suggest that God exists as a com-
munity of separate centres of consciousness, face theological criticism.
Saliently, Karen Kilby advances two objections to the analysis of the
Trinity developed by Swinburne, LaCugna, and Bacon which support
(AAT1). Firstly, Kilby alleges that using the Trinity as a model for hu-
man relationships involves problematic projection of human concerns
onto God.54 Secondly, she draws on Gregory Nyssen and Aquinas to
argue that Trinitarian doctrine gives Christians no positive (kataphatic)
knowledge of what God is like in se.55 If, as Kilby urges, Trinitarian
doctrine does not hold that God exists as three centres of consciousness
with perfect knowledge and love of one another, and that God thereby
instantiates loving relationships through His Triune existence, the argu-

52 See n. 28.
53 Bacon, What’s Right, pp. 50-52.
54 Karen Kilby, ‘Perichoresis and Projection: Problems with Social Doctrines of the Trin-

ity’, New Blackfriars 81 (2000), pp. 432-55.
55 Karen Kilby ‘Is an Apophatic Trinitarianism Possible?’, International Journal of Sys-

tematic Theology 12.1 (2010), pp. 65-77.
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ments canvassed above for Trinitarian doctrine’s fittingness and moral
relevance are undermined.

Yet Kilby’s case is overstated. LaCugna and Bacon do not claim that
Trinitarian orthodoxy supports detailed ethical proposals. They hold
that the Trinity presents a broad guide for human relationships be-
cause it reveals that God – however unintelligible His nature, or three-
fold personhood – evinces internal unity-in-diversity. Moreover, pace
Kilby’s apophatic criticism of ‘social Trinitarianism’, it remains plau-
sible that experience of the Trinity through music allows us to see the
beauty of God’s Triune life, even if our understanding of what Chris-
tians refer to as the divine ‘persons’ or ‘nature’ is limited. One can
perceive the Trinity as embodied in polyphony or triads because of
the structural relationships between different musical lines or notes,
and their resemblance to the relationships between the persons of the
Trinity. Famously, structural similarities can exist between entities with
vastly different intrinsic properties. Kilby might reply that the Trinitar-
ian doctrine teaches us nothing about God in se, so that it does not
even licence the claims that (e.g.) there are distinct referents in God
which Christians call Father, Son, and Spirit, and that these referents
are related in some quasi-causal manner. But (briefly) this suggestion
runs contrary to Christian tradition and empties Trinitarianism of much
meaningful content.

(AAC2) and (AAT2) also face potential objections. Firstly, perhaps it
is unsurprising (epistemically insignificant) that Christian doctrines or
narratives are beautiful or compelling even if they are false, because the
latter may have been developed for (or, became popular through) their
attractiveness. By analogy, it is unremarkable that many fictional works
are aesthetically or morally compelling, because we know that their au-
thors aimed to compose compelling narratives. Maybe, in elucidating
doctrine, early Christian theologians aimed to arrive at beautiful and
morally relevant descriptions of God and His actions. If Christian doc-
trines and narratives were developed for beauty and moral relevance,
their attractiveness is unsurprising even if Christianity is false.

But the claim that Christian narratives and doctrines were developed
or selected for their beauty or moral value is false, at least concerning
some core doctrines. Narratives and doctrines were often accepted and
elaborated by the Church because early Christians believed that they
were true, divinely revealed, or entailed by revelation; not because they
were considered aesthetically or morally compelling. The doctrine of
the Trinity, for example, emerged from Patristic debates over Scriptural
interpretation, metaphysics, and liturgical practice.56 Besides appeals
to the soteriological importance of Jesus’ divinity, defenders of or-

56 On early Trinitarian theology, see Emery, The Trinity, pp. 51-82 and Franz Dünzl, A
Brief History of the Doctrine of the Trinity in the Early Church (London: T&T Clark, 2007).
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thodox doctrine did not emphasise Trinitarianism’s beauty or moral
import, and there was no discussion of its political implications or mu-
sical embodiment. Admittedly, as a reviewer notes, coherence (internal,
and with other Christian teachings) is an aesthetic virtue of doctrines,
and defenders of Trinitarianism did attempt to form a doctrine of God
which was beautiful qua coherent. But as argued above, Trinitarian
doctrine’s beauty and relevance extends far beyond its coherence.
Because – unlike some works of fiction – some central Christian
narratives and doctrines were not developed or selected for their attrac-
tiveness (beyond coherence), it is surprising that they are so attractive,
especially in their abstruse metaphysical or theological details.

Another objection to (AAC2) and (AAT2) protests that it is trivial
(hence, unsurprising) that Christian narratives and doctrines are attrac-
tive. All doctrines of God have some beauty and moral value, which
can become evident through musical embodiment. For instance, a strik-
ing piece – say, against Messaien’s intention, the fourth movement of
‘La Nativité du Seigneur’ (‘Le Verbe’), in which the opening chords
emerge almost ‘ex nihilo’ – might embody Arius’ understanding of the
Son’s relationship to the Father in a way which makes Arianism seem
attractive.

However, one can reply that although many religions offer attractive
theologies, Christian doctrine is particularly beautiful and morally rel-
evant. Whilst there is perhaps no ‘baseline’ of aesthetic or moral value
which one should expect the average, non-veridical doctrine of God to
exhibit, one can show that the Christian doctrine of God is significantly
compelling by showing that it is more beautiful and morally relevant
than most rival theologies.

Similarly, whilst alternative doctrines of God are capable of attrac-
tive musical portrayal, one can argue that because Trinitarianism posits
unity-in-diversity in God, it can – unlike other doctrines of God – be
portrayed in especially beautiful and sophisticated musical forms, in-
cluding polyphony. Consider two alternatives to Trinitarianism: strict
monotheism (on which God is a single person) and polytheism. Perhaps
the God of strict monotheism is best portrayed musically by monody.
Although monody is beautiful, with harmonic or polyphonic compo-
sitions often incorporating monodic sections, it is arguably less rich
and compelling than harmony or polyphony. Moreover, monody can
also portray the Trinity, by illustrating the unity of God’s ousia. But by
parallel, it hard to see how the interplay of parts in polyphonic or har-
monic compositions can have an analogue in the life of a single divine
person – especially if, as many strict monotheists claim, God is sim-
ple. By contrast, polytheistic deities might resemble the diverse parts
in polyphony. But on many forms of polytheism, gods do not necessar-
ily stand in quasi-causal relations, share a mental life, or perfectly co-
operate in action. These versions of polytheism therefore lack several
of features of Trinitarianism which are discernible as beautiful through
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its embodiment in polyphony. So whilst all doctrines of God have at-
tractive features which are perceptible through music, the doctrine of
the Trinity is arguably particularly attractive, and perceptible as such
through especially beautiful music. Thus (AAT2) is hardly trivial.

I lack space to rebut every objection to AAT or AAC. But these ar-
guments appear promising, and might be supported by the experience
of liturgical music.

VII

We can now review my argument. I have not described every way in
which liturgical music might contribute to the epistemic justification
of Christian beliefs. Rather, I have advanced discussion of this topic in
two ways. Firstly, I have highlighted existing work on music’s expres-
sion and generation of emotion, and further explored liturgical music’s
ability to embody Christian narratives and doctrines, thereby drawing
attention to their beauty. These properties give liturgical music par-
ticular epistemic value. Secondly, I have introduced two probabilistic
arguments for Christian orthodoxy (AAC and AAT), which claim that
Christian doctrine’s beauty and relevance provide evidence for its truth.
Liturgical music can supply distinctive support for these arguments.

But liturgical music only provides useful evidence for Christianity
for those willing and able to receive it. To receive this evidence, one
must participate in Christian worship, and attend to salient properties
of liturgical music: its beauty, emotional expression, and relationship to
Christian narratives and doctrines. Further, appreciation of the beauty
and moral relevance of both music and doctrine requires a prior sense of
beauty and goodness. In short, appropriating music’s rational support
for faith requires co-operation with grace. ‘Let those who have ears to
hear, hear…’.57

Gregory R. P. Stacey
Leeds Trinity University

g.stacey@leedstrinity.ac.uk

57 This paper is written for the first birthday of Torquhil Colquhoun, who completes a
triad. My thanks to Simon Hewitt, Tyler McNabb, and an anonymous reviewer for comments.
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