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Foreword

Writing about religious belief is a perilous undertaking. There are so many people one risks offending. In the first place, there is the problem of the implied audience. I have endeavoured to write for believers as well as non-believers, and I know the issues are ones about which, in both camps, there are very strong feelings. Disagreement can rapidly turn to anger when the allegiances involved go to the heart of who one is and how one lives; and (as I have discovered in previous forays in this area) attempts to be tactful and non-partisan can provoke even more annoyance. Nevertheless, I do sincerely believe that religion is not some special battleground, lying outside the citadel of normal human experience and culture, but that the religious outlook (or its absence) is something deeply intertwined with ordinary human concerns which we all share. So however fierce the schisms and factions, there is, in the end, a vast amount of common ground, and it is here, I believe, that fruitful discussion can occur. One also needs to remember that, notwithstanding the ranks of dogmatists on either side, there are many people who are genuinely undecided about whether they could ever be religious believers; and these readers too, perhaps especially these readers, are among those I should like to reach.

On the academic front, questions about belief in God lie at the interface between philosophy and theology, yet philosophers and theologians come to the subject with very different expectations. The prevailing tide of contemporary analytic philosophy tends to be strongly naturalistic, and any reference to the supernatural will cause many readers to switch off. One task of the believing philosopher, as I see it, is to try to open the minds of secular readers to the immense riches of the religious culture that has come down to us  a culture whose texture used to be deeply woven into the conceptual fabric of Western thought, but which in many cases has scarcely touched the education or upbringing of younger generation intellectuals, at least in Western Europe. (In North America, the problem is rather different, not so much of ignorance of religious culture, but of a marked polarization between its supporters and its critics.) At all events, even at the risk of the switch-off effect, I have provided many scriptural references, in the hope that at least something of the interest of these texts to anyone concerned with the human predicament will emerge, irrespective of religious allegiance or its absence. In the process, however, there is of course the corresponding danger that theologians, excessively familiar with these materials, will find the references laboured and redundant. All I can say is that I have tried to strike a balance which will, I hope, keep the majority of readers on board, at least for a while.

In part, this book is unashamedly a piece of advocacy, and the style may in a few places perhaps be more rhetorical or emotionally laden than is normally considered acceptable in academic discourse. I make no apology for the advocacy, since in reality even the most seemingly austere and detached philosophical writing is often driven by a passionate desire to convince, and often the materials commonly marshalled merely as examples or illustrations turn out to pack a considerable emotional punch, or to function as powerful intuition pumps. But in any case, I have always had misgivings about the current philosophical fashion for affecting a detached and impersonal style of discourse  something wholly appropriate for natural science, but radically unsuited for a subject which in my view really only has a proper rationale, and a viable future, if it remains, in the phrase of Bernard Williams, a humanistic discipline.1

Although my allegiances will be abundantly clear by the end of the book, I have tried not to adopt too partisan a tone, and have endeavoured to raise the issues involved in my theme in a way that will not alienate those who do not share my particular belief-system. In previous writing I have perhaps overdone this non-partisan strategy, and talked rather generally of religious belief , without acknowledging that this label covers an enormous variety of systems, some of which are no doubt much more problematic than others. In the present book, I have often referred much more explicitly to Christian beliefs and practices; but this is not from any exclusivist principles, but in part because that is the culture in which I was raised, and it is better to work with materials one is familiar with. I believe however that it is possible to advocate a particular path without presuming to pass judgement upon other paths; and in the case of the three Abrahamic faiths at least, their histories, and the structures of their spirituality, are so deeply intertwined that the fiercer forms of exclusivism would end up being incoherent or self-destructive.

As with most of my writing, I have tried throughout to be as accessible as possible. This is partly because I do not think philosophy needs to be full of technical jargon in order to do its job properly, and partly because I do not think an argument is necessarily better if every thesis is hedged in with fearsome elaborations and qualifications. Often the result of such hyperdefensiveness can be writing that no one would willingly wade through unless their livelihood depended on it, or unless infected by the prevailing academicism that mistakes indigestibility for rigour. The opposite vice, of course, is oversimplification, and I am all too aware that many of the issues broached here demand a far more extended treatment than I have been able to afford them in such a comparatively slim volume; but I have tried nevertheless to achieve as much clarity and precision as the space and the subject matter allow.

Some particular professional debts are recorded in the Acknowledgements, but it is several more personal debts that have been crucial in shaping the outlook without which this book could not have been written. Foremost amongst these has been the influence of my immediate family. To its two most recent members, both born during the final months of writing, this book is dedicated, with love.

John Cottingham 
Berkshire, England 
March 2009

 



1Bernard Williams, Philosophy as a Humanistic Discipline [2000].
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