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two or three pages. Discussion of ‘the sacred’ in chapter 3, though lengthy, is
somewhat obscure and ambiguous though it is taken up again, perhaps more
satisfactorily, in chapter 4.

While the book does not explicitly tackle the question of how a sense of the sacred
can be revived in the context of irreversible cultural evolution through the industrial
and technological revolutions with their concomitant utilitarian and materialistic
mindset, it should be an inspiring and powerful stimulus to that revival. Perhaps its
most telling insight is that, since it is by wisdom that God orders creation, wisdom is
already an attribute of the natural order before it is a human, moral quality.

SR MARY CECILY BOULDING OP

THE EXISTENCE OF GOD by Richard Swinburne, Clarendon Press, Oxford,
2004 (revised edition). Pp. vi + 363, £17.99 hbk.

Swinburne regards The Existence of God as his central book. With it, he seeks to turn
the tide of sceptical arguments against belief in God that have held sway since Hume
and Kant. He adapts his approach to modern science in two respects: by providing
inductive arguments for the existence of God, and by arguing for the probability (no
more) of God’s existence. Indeed he thinks that there are no good deductive argu-
ments for the existence of God (p. 330), and that the Five Ways are one of Aquinas’s
‘least successful pieces of philosophy’ (p. 136), forgetting that these arguments stood
in a long tradition of Greek, Jewish and Arab philosophy preceding Aquinas.
Swinburne dismisses the teleological argument of Aquinas quite briefly, without
giving any good reasons (p. 155). In this new edition, Swinburne has especially
revised the chapters on the teleological argument and consciousness. Let us look at
these two areas:

Swinburne’s starting point is anthropic: human beings exist with free will. He
argues like this: If there is a God, it is more probable that he would make such
creatures (p. 113). There are such creatures. So it is probable that God exists.
Swinburne first thinks what God must be like (a man-made image) and then finds
that this world is just the sort of world you would expect such a God to produce.
Free human agents require a physical universe to provide the conditions for exercis-
ing their freedom within limits (we cannot all have unlimited freedom). He does not
consider angels, who are free agents but do not have physical limitations. He thinks
that the chance that God would create a physical universe is quite high, in fact about
half (p. 151).

Swinburne appeals to the argument of simplicity: it is simpler to suppose the
existence of God than of many universes in order to make the existence of this
universe probable (pp. 165, 185). In Swinburne’s view, God is ‘one additional entity’
to the universe. Indeed he thinks that there is no ‘absolute explanation’ of the
universe (p. 148), just a more probable one. It is more probable that God explains
the universe as it is with its laws. Nowhere does Swinburne explicitly make the point
that laws presuppose a mind. He misses the point of Aquinas’s argument, that there
could not be a universe of any kind without God. Throughout he talks of ‘explana-
tions’ rather than causes.

Swinburne’s arguments from the human consciousness are not conclusive, because
he does not have a sufficiently strict criterion of the immaterial. For Swinburne,
mental events are immaterial because they are beyond scientific explanation. But
images are purely mental events (p. 195), although we get images through the senses,
and brain events cause beliefs. The arguments of John Haldane in Atheism and
Theism (with J C Smart) are a much more sustained attempt at showing
that human thought does not have a material explanation. Not everyone will
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like Swinburne’s out-and-out dualism: we are ‘pure mental substances’ (p. 194).
Swinburne discusses an argument from providence, which requires some evils. He
then tries to decide whether the amount of suffering in the universe can be justified.
He finds that, on balance, the evils are not so great that they make the existence of
God improbable. Surely, one of the lessons to be learnt from the Book of Job is that
we cannot go in for this kind of weighing up of the evils in the world against good; it
is beyond our capacity.

It comes as a surprise that Swinburne thinks the strongest argument for the
existence of God is religious experience (chapter 13). This is rather the least certain
argument, for it depends on subjective judgement and the reliability of other people’s
reports of their own experience. It is particularly open to objections from the natural
scientists. Human religious experience is anyway too varied: one first has to agree on
a common set of principles for assessing all its varieties.

Swinburne concludes that, on balance, theism is more probable than improbable.
One may ask how much is achieved by arguing only that God probably exists.

F J SELMAN

SEEN AND UNSEEN: VISUAL CULTURE, SOCIOLOGY AND THEOLOGY by
Kieran Flanagan, Palgrave Macmillan, Basingstoke, 2004, Pp. 288, £50.00
hbk.

Kieran Flanagan is that comparative rarity among today’s sociologists of religion —
an accomplished and acute theorist whose self-assigned task has long been to liberate
his peers from methodological and conceptual banality and to direct them towards a
richer, more theologically sensate and culturally reflexive understanding of religion.
Given the increasingly utilitarian expectations of funding agencies, the over-specia-
lization of much social research and the ever-contracting cultural horizons of many
students, such a transformation must surely remain problematic. Yet Flanagan’s gift
for clear, critical exposition (for example, his accounts of Bauman and Bourdieu), his
exceptionally wide reading within and beyond the social sciences, his sheer stylistic
versatility and almost Joycean evocation of place (whether the Lady Chapel at Ely or
the Limerick townscape of his boyhood) make him a very persuasive advocate for
shifting the focus of his own sub-discipline.

Indeed the notion of ‘focus’ is itself, in Flanagan’s hands, much more than routine
metaphor. For although he is adamant that ‘sociology should have no ambitions to
resolve what theologians cannot, ... the link between spiritual and corporeal sight’
(p. 140) he is equally clear that ‘if it is not continually to fail eye tests for gazing at an
unseen order, sociology needs to make radical adjustments in its ways of seeing’ (p.
159). In six thematically linked chapters, directed especially at his fellow sociologists
of religion, he suggests how this might be achieved. One way is to pay more attention
to Simmel than to Weber. Although Flanagan perhaps overplays what he calls the
latter’s ‘disdain for the visual’ (p. 24) and ignores his contention (albeit in the context
of music) that ‘it is the profoundest aesthetic experience which provides an answer to
one’s seeking self’, his rehabilitation of Simmel in this context is wholly justified. He
argues convincingly that ‘Simmel’s distinctive contribution to understanding the link
between visual culture and piety lies in his emphasis on how the unseen acts on the
seen through the means of the artistic imagination’ (p. 171), although his claim that
‘uniquely for a sociologist he treated religion in ways that could be married to
theology’ (p. 6, my italics) surely disregards the homegrown work of David Martin,
Robin Gill and indeed Flanagan himself. Others, too, may find Simmel’s notion
that ‘in the colour of religion are to be found its vibrancy and its property of light’
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