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Abstract

In Linda Zagzebski’s view, religious tradition functions as a dynamic mechanism for
sustaining the experience of revelation. Religions preserve their connection to the revelatory
source through historical testimony, the believer’s personal experience of the sacred, and the
internalization of tradition within religious life. She regards the third model as the most
fundamental, since it conceives of tradition as a living reality that enables the epistemic and
moral formation of the believer. Grounded in virtue epistemology, trust in tradition—when
rooted in intellectual virtues—constitutes a rational mode of seeking truth. In this way, the
experience of revelation is sustained within the communal and ritual life of tradition and can
offer a reasoned response to the challenges posed by skepticism and pluralism.

Keywords: Religious Tradition, Revelation Experience, Epistemic Trust, Virtue
Epistemology, Linda Zagzebski.

# Assistant Professor, Department of Western Philosophy, Iranian Institute of Philosophy, Tehran, Iran,
khodaparast@irip.ac.ir

Date Received: 30/12/2024 , Date of Acceptance: 15/03/2025

(Omom Copyright©2010, Iranian Association for Philosophy of Religion. This is an Open Access
article. This work is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License. To view
a copy of this license, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/ or send a letter to Creative
Commons, PO Box 1866, Mountain View, CA94042, USA.


http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

s Coaw 4 dlaiel g (g 5 VEF

The Experience of Revelation and Trust in Religious Tradition:
Linda Zagzebski’s Perspective

Extended abstract

Across major religious traditions, revelation has served as the grounding experience
that brings the divine into relation with human beings and establishes the
foundations of communal faith. Linda Zagzebski’s account explains how this
primordial encounter with the sacred is preserved and made accessible through the
ongoing life of religious traditions. Not only do such traditions convey doctrinal and
legal content, but they also embody the collective memory, practical norms, and
spiritual dispositions that form a community over centuries. Religious authority thus
emerges as an epistemic, ethical, and affective structure shaping the believer’s
worldview and motivating her religious practices.

Zagzebski distinguishes three principal modalities through which revelatory
experience is transmitted. In the first model, the chain of testimony—originating
with the direct witnesses of revelation—creates a historical bridge between the
initial event and later generations. The scriptures and canonical narratives that
gradually formalize these testimonies protect them against oblivion while
simultaneously grounding the identity of the religious community. Yet, as she notes,
this model remains vulnerable to distortions arising from temporal distance,
linguistic change, and interpretive interference.

The second model emphasizes the possibility of immediate encounter with the
divine within the believer’s own spiritual life, independent of extensive reliance on
tradition. Particularly echoed in strands of Protestant theology, this approach
suggests that revelation can remain a living address of God to persons today,
granting them assurance without dependence on historical mediation. Zagzebski
acknowledges the existential and spiritual power of this model but cautions that
purely individual experiences lack the interpretive safeguards that tradition offers
and thus may succumb to error, confusion, or self-deception.

The third model, which she favors, integrates personal experience and communal
continuity by understanding tradition itself as a living field of revelatory presence.
Tradition is internalized within the believer through worship, liturgical practices,
ethical formation, scriptural engagement, and communal interpretation. Under these
conditions, revelation is not relegated to a distant past, nor reduced to subjective
spiritual episodes, but becomes a dimension of the ongoing religious life in which
believers participate. The community cultivates intellectual and moral virtues—such



as humility, honesty, and conscientiousness—that enable it to remain oriented toward
truth and resistant to the corruptions that threaten both individuals and institutions.
Zagzebski’s broader epistemology of virtue provides the conceptual underpinning
for this view. Since human beings are inherently dependent on one another for
knowledge, trust in epistemic authorities is not a defect of rationality but a necessary
feature of our intellectual condition. Trusting a tradition can therefore be an
expression of epistemic humility and responsible agency, provided that the tradition
itself manifests truth-directed virtues that sustain its authority across time. Tradition
shapes the affective and volitional aspects of the believer as well: it does not merely
persuade the intellect but forms the heart, directing desire and devotion toward the
divine source of revelation.

This account also acknowledges the need for critical discernment: traditions can err,
and the collective life of a community must include mechanisms of self-correction.
Internal dialogue, appeal to foundational sources, and comparison of spiritual
experiences all serve as means by which a tradition tests and refines its claims to
truth. What ultimately anchors trust, however, is the believer’s deep moral and
religious perception—a “personal response to divine truth,” as Zagzebski puts it—
through which faith becomes both cognitively warranted and existentially
transformative.

The resulting picture presents a defense of the rationality of religious commitment
within a pluralistic world. Reliance on tradition does not amount to blind
conformism but expresses a mature alignment of intellect, emotion, and will with a
truth-seeking community. Revelation, in this view, is neither confined to an
inaccessible past nor limited to extraordinary experiences of isolated individuals; it
is realized continuously in the lived spiritual practices of a tradition shaped by
epistemic virtues. Thus, trusting one’s religious tradition can be a rational and
virtuous response to the human need for divine guidance, even while recognizing the
legitimacy of other traditions’ analogous claims and the ongoing responsibility for
reflective self-assessment.
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