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Preprint 

The Moral Interpretation of Religion, Peter Byrne, Edinburgh University Press 1998, 

pp. ix + 178, £14.95 

This welcome addition to the Reason and Religion series is a neo-Kantian defence of a 

moral interpretation of religion. Drawing on Kant and Clifford Geertz, Peter Byrne argues 

for the thesis that it belongs to the essence of religion ‘to close the gap between value and 

reality, between the world as it ideally should be given human values and the world as we 

find it’ (91). The main argument of the book, however, is philosophical rather than 

phenomenological. Byrne argues that religious belief is credible only when it is taken to be 

a way of rooting the moral life in a transcendent source of value (166). Such rooting of the 

moral life is vital, because only it can give a basis to our moral hope (158). Drawing on 

Kant and Aquinas, Byrne takes a ‘revisionary realist’ position with respect to this 

transcendent source of value. It is realist in retaining an extra-human reference for 

religious language, and revisionary in that the warrant for this reference is found in 

morality, and not in revelation or metaphysics, and in that the referential intent of religious 

language is divorced from the idea that religious language somehow describes God (59-

68). While arguing for his own position, Byrne provides an informative and clear survey of 

what modern philosophy has said on these issues. Thus, Byrne discusses various 

arguments aiming to show that morality needs the idea of a personal God defended by 

classical theism to ground moral rules, to make them known to us, or to motivate us to 

heed them. He argues that none of these arguments is convincing (Ch. 2). He also 

presents and evaluates the Kantian argument that morality requires us to postulate both 

immortality and the existence of God. According to Kant, only these postulates guarantee 

that acting morally will in the end lead to the perfect good (happiness arising out of 

complete virtue). Byrne argues that Kant’s arguments are inconclusive as a result of 

ambiguities in his notion of happiness, and neglect of the distinction between the 

obligation to pursue moral perfection and the obligation to attain moral perfection (Ch. 3-

4). Byrne rejects the moral interpretations of religion given by Iris Murdoch (Ch. 5) and 

Wittgensteinians such as Stewart Sutherland and D.Z. Phillips (Ch. 6), because they are 

non-realist and incompatible with Byrne’s view that religion should somehow bridge the 

gap between facts and values. This is a clear introduction to an important problem field in 

the philosophy of religion. It covers a lot of ground in few pages without overmuch 

simplification. One need not share Byrne’s Enlightenment rationalism to enjoy reading this 

book. 

Marcel Sarot 

University of Utrecht 
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