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Believing that vs. Believing in

David Elton Trueblood [1900-1994] was an influential Quaker author 
and theologian, especially during the 50’s and 60s. He was an advisor 
to presidents, president of a college and chaplain at both Harvard and 
Stanford Universities. He authored 33 books, many of which I have 
read with profit. Of course, I do not agree with everything he said, but 
I feel that his view of the importance of commitment and the signifi-
cance of the church are worth reading. It is in that spirit that I am 
publishing the following excerpt.

We all understand, when we give our minds carefully to the ques-

tion, that to be an effective Christian it is not enough to be an indi-

vidual believer… Men are often brave and good alone, but they are 
never really effective unless they share in some kind of group real-

ity…
The crucial question today is not whether we must have a fellow-

ship, for on that point we are reasonably clear; the crucial question 

concerns the character of the fellowship. The more we think about it 
the more we realize 

that it must be a fellow-
ship of the committed. 

This is be- cause mere 

belief is never 
enough. Some writ-

ers and speakers 
give the impression

that the main adver-

sary we face is athe-
ism, with the conse-

quence that they try to convince other men that “there is a God.” Al-
though the… case for theistic realism, is an important intellectual 

discipline and one which a true scholar will never neglect or even 

minimize, the chief barrier to a renewed vitality in the Christian so-
ciety is not lack of belief. Millions who feel no sense of urgency 

about the Christian endeavor will list themselves, when inquiry is 
made, as believers of some sort.

There is no better way, in contemporary thought, of approaching 

the meaning of commitment than by reference to Marcel’s distinc-
tion between “believing that,” and “believing in” (Gabriel Marcel, The 

Mystery of Being, 1960, p. 77). To be committed is to believe in.
Commitment, which includes belief but far transcends it, is determi-

nation of the self to act upon conviction… 

“…BELIEF IN DIFFERS FROM 

BELIEF THAT, IN THE WAY IN 

WHICH THE ENTIRE SELF IS 

INVOLVED. IF I BELIEVE IN 

SOMEONE, IT MEANS THAT I
PLACE MYSELF AT THE DISPOSAL 

OF SOMEONE…”
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… The best light that can be thrown upon 
commitment is that provided by marriage. For eve-

ryone recognizes the degree to which marriage is a 

bold venture, undertaken without benefit of es-
cape clauses. 

The essence 
of all relig-

ious mar-

riage vows is 
their unconditional quality. A man takes a woman 

not, as in a contract, under certain specified con-
ditions, but “for better, for worse; for richer, for 

poorer; in sickness and in health.” Always, the 

commitment is unconditional and for life. The fact 
that some persons fail in this regard does not 

change the meaning of the glorious undertaking.
…Belief in differs from belief that, in the way 

in which the entire self is involved. “If I believe in 

something,” says Marcel, “it means that I place my-
self at the disposal of something, or that I pledge 

myself fundamentally, and this pledge affects not 
only what I have but also what I am” (Op. cit., 

p.77).

We shall not be saved by anything less than 
commitment, and the commitment will not be ef-

fective unless it finds expression in a committed 
fellowship. If we have any knowledge of human 

nature, we begin by rejecting the arrogance of 

self-sufficiency. Committed men need the fellow-
ship not because they are strong, but because they 

are—and know that they are—fundamentally sin-
ful and weak.

It is generally recognized that though com-

mitment is of the first importance, men may have 
more than one object of their commitment. The 

full commitment of millions of Germans, prior to 
and during the Great War, was to Adolf Hitler and 

his cause. Other millions are today committed to 

Marxism. This is why it is now recognized that 
Marxian communism is fundamentally a religion 

rather than a mere economic or political system. 
The fact that it denies God does not keep it from 

being religious. 

Christians have no monopoly on commitment; 
they simply have a different object. A Christian is 

a person who confesses that, amidst the manifold 
and confusing voices heard in the world, there is 

one Voice which supremely wins his full assent, 

uniting all his powers, intellectual and emotional, 
into a single pattern of self-giving. That Voice is 

Jesus Christ. A Christian not only believes that He 

was; he believes in Him with all his heart and 
strength and 

mind. Christ 
appears to 

the Christian 

as the one 
stable point or fulcrum in all the relativities of his-

tory. Once the Christian has made this primary 
commitment he still has perplexities, but he be-

gins to know the joy of being used for a mighty 

purpose, by which his little life is dignified.
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JESUS: BELIEF THAT OR BELIEF IN?

This article reminds me of John 2:23-25 
where John says that “many believed in his 
name when they saw the signs that he was 
doing.” They believed that he did the signs, 
therefore, they believed “in his name” (be-
came followers). However, the next two 
verses (v. 24-25) tell us that Jesus did not 
entrust himself to them because he knew 
their hearts. We infer that he knew that 
their “belief ” was shallow – believing that,
not believing in.

We see this again in John 6 where Jesus 
says they were following not even because 
they saw the signs but because they ate 
their fill of loaves (v. 26, after the feeding of 
the 5,000). When they inquired about how 
they might do the work of God Jesus told 
them that the work of God is that you “be-
lieve in him whom he has sent” (v. 29).

That their faith was shallow is proved 
later on, as recorded by John in the same 
chapter. After Jesus gives a particularly deep 
lesson about his flesh and blood, the disci-
ples respond with, “this is a hard saying; who 
can listen to it?” (v. 60). Then, v. 66 tells us 
that after this many of his disciples “turned 
back and no longer walked with him” (v. 66).

They believed that Jesus had some 
power and did some “neat” things, up to a 
point; but they failed to grasp his true sig-
nificance; they didn’t believe in Jesus, and 
therefore obtain, as the outcome of their 
faith, the salvation of their souls” (see I Pet. 
1:9).
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“CHRIST APPEARS TO THE CHRISTIAN AS THE ONE STABLE 

POINT OR FULCRUM IN ALL THE RELATIVITIES OF HISTORY.”


