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Preprint 

God, Religion and Reality, Stephen R.L. Clark, SPCK 1998 (ISBN 0-281-05133-X), pp. ix 

+ 177, pb £17.99 

Some philosophers are like Socrates in that they emphasize that there is only one thing of 

which we can be certain: that there is nothing we know with certainty. Others are more 

like Plato, and underline that even in our ‘cave’ we can acquire considerable knowledge. 

Epistemological caution and a passion for the truth often are foes rather than friends. 

Stephen Clark (University of Liverpool) belongs to those having a passion for truth, and 

finds too little of this passion (and of the truth) in many other contemporary philosophers. 

In this study in natural theology, he aims to provide ‘a brief account of arguments I think 

sufficient to confirm the status of theological realism as a postulate of reason’ (p. ix). He 

engages in this ‘traditionalist’ (p. 91) project with remarkable light-heartedness, quoting 

Chesterton and poetry rather than Richard Swinburne and Roger Trigg. Like Trigg in his 

recent Religion and Rationality, Clark not only maintains that religious knowledge is not 

inferior to scientific knowledge, but also argues that ‘science (historically and 

philosophically) depends on something indistinguishable from realistic theism’ (p. 135). 

Scientific explanation supposes a belief in reason that, apart from a theistic underpinning, 

‘is as superstitious as belief in sacrifice’ (p. 100). Evolution, Clarke argues, can explain that 

we are equipped to acquire basic information about our natural environment, not ‘that we 

can get things right … about the universe in ways that can have had no possible advantage 

to our ancestors’ (p. 100). All in all, Clark’s essay in natural theology is accessible, well-

informed and up-to-date. However, it lacks rigorous engagement with the views of 

contemporary philosophers of religion; even those who are most important in the field of 

religious epistemology (e.g., D.Z. Phillips, Richard Swinburne, Alvin Plantinga) are absent; 

extensive discussions of Plato, Plotinus and Augustine cannot make up for that. In some 

instances, Clark advocates views that have weird consequences. Thus, when arguing that 

‘it is a postulate of reason’ … ‘that God should be incarnate’, he claims: ‘the Omnipotent 

must Himself become an ignorant individual, and suffer as we do, so that He can manage 

real sympathy and support for us: without these there are things He does not know’ (p. 

118). This means that the incarnation is God’s way of acquiring omniscience rather than an 

act of grace! My main objection to this book, however, concerns what I would call 

argumentative hygiene: in the passion of his arguments, Clark several times suggests that 

his opponents are not only foolish but morally wicked. He claims, e.g., that ‘incarnation 

gives us all that honest pantheists can really want’ (p. 108), thereby suggesting that 

pantheists who are not satisfied by this, must be dishonest. He associates ‘hard 

materialists’ with people who are ‘damaged’ and ‘dangerous,’ and suggests that the ‘entire 

profession of animal experimentalists has chosen to believe’ in hard materialism 

concerning animals (p. 76). Not only does Clark suggest – by means of the term ‘chosen’ – 

that we have to do here with a conviction that is opportunistic and insincere, but he also 

suggests that hard materialists are a possible danger to humankind. Nevertheless, both 

graduate students and specialists in the field will find much of value in this book. 

Marcel Sarot 

University of Utrecht 
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