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There has been very little work done on natural theology in the past century.  It seems that Hume’s advice has been followed, and if any book has been found to contain metaphysics it has been cast into the flames.  Therefore, the attempt in one book to both work on natural theology and address the challenge of Hume is an exciting prospect.  However, this book gets a mixed review.  It is a helpful book and should be read by those interested in natural theology, the current state of apologetics, or David Hume, in that it addresses a topic that needs to be examined and should be receiving must more attention.  Unfortunately there are some problems that are present throughout the book surrounding three issues: proving that unbelief is inexcusable and therefore a sin; coming to deal with unbelief as more than simply naturalism; and understanding the goal of life as knowing God.  The book is a collection of essays by various authors, and yet these problems are found throughout. 


The first problem is that the authors aim only at establishing a possible natural theology, or showing that Hume did not completely destroy the enterprise, which is a weak endeavor compared to the Apostle Paul’s claims about natural theology in Romans 1.  Paul asserts that unbelief is inexcusable because it is clear that God exists.  And yet in the introductory essay the author says “This revival has largely concerned what we might called ‘modest NT.’  Contemporary philosophers of religion seldom claim a NT argument proves or demonstrates the existence of God, or even that it offers overwhelming evidence for it, such that no person aware of the argument’s implications could rationally reject its conclusion (In fact, contemporary philosophy has shown that it is unlikely that any major metaphysical theory can be proved in this fashion)” (15).  Note that the author here concedes to the skeptical spirit of the age, which is due in part to the legacy of Hume, and that his disagreement is no longer with Hume but with the Apostle Paul who asserts that a much stronger natural theology can be given which demonstrates the inexcusability of unbelief.  This weak view of natural theology can be seen in almost every essay throughout the volume. The thesis of the book is to show that natural theology is alive and well in contemporary philosophy (15).  But if all that is meant is this weak form of natural theology then this is not saying much, and Hume seems to have been victorious.  Consider this definition of natural theology offered in one of the essays: “natural theology is the attempt to provide good reasons for thinking that God exists,” (69) and compare it with the Apostle Paul’s definition (that unbelief is inexcusable because it is clear that God exists).


What this means is that the authors do not really disagree with Hume on what can be viewed as his central contribution to modern philosophy and central critique of natural theology.  Each essay in the book addresses a different aspect of Hume’s attack, but none looks at what can be seen as his most important challenge, the challenge to reason (although some come closer than others).  Hume gave many challenges, but the essence can be in his attack on reason, in claiming that reason cannot give knowledge about what is beyond experience (or the “transcendent” in Kantian terms).  When the authors of one essay say that they have shown that a version of the cosmological argument can survive Humean objections if a form of the principle of sufficient reason is assumed (149) they have not seen the problem.  The issue is not to give a more finely tuned, precisely worded version of the principle of sufficient reason.   The issue is to show that reason is the kind of thing that can give knowledge of what is beyond experience.  One of the essays in the book does begin to see this problem, and the author asserts that Hume’s empiricism is self referentially absurd (69).  But this does not show that reason can give knowledge of what is beyond experience, only that Hume failed to give an account of how to achieve knowledge (which Kant knew as well since Humean skepticism provided the motivation for his system).  If the failure to know God is inexcusable then it must be clear that God exists, which means that reason can be used to know God.


The failure to show inexcusability is linked to the relaxed approach to natural theology.  The authors of many essays are content to show that there are some good reasons for belief in God, or that it might be probable that God exists, or that some people might be convinced by one of the theistic arguments.  This is very different from showing that all humans are inexcusable before God for their failure to believe.  And it leads to the second problem in the book which is an insufficient view of unbelief.  Many of the authors appear to think that if it can be shown that naturalism is false then they have established theism as true.  Only one author considers other religions/worldviews and he dismisses them in an astonishing fashion (99).  Most of the essays assert that theistic arguments do not establish theism (or Christianity), but rather make theistic belief more intellectually acceptable.  However, they do not even consider non-theistic worldviews as a target of a Christian or even theistic natural theology.  If all forms of unbelief are inexcusable, as is asserted by Paul, then natural theology must do more than address naturalism.  This is a problem that is indicative of the failure to see the need to show inexcusability, the failure to see the challenge to reason given by Hume, and the failure to see the goal of natural theology.


The final problem in the work is an inadequate view of the goal of natural theology.  Many authors are content with giving arguments that might be persuasive to some.  This is different than arguing that the goal of natural theology is to know God.  Persuasion can happen as the result of an unsound argument coupled with attractive rhetoric.  On the other hand, a sound argument can fail to persuade for various reasons.  In Romans 1 Paul makes it clear that unbelief is inexcusable.  This means that there is no rational excuse for the failure to believe (according to Paul).  Whether or not someone is persuaded by an argument is a different issue.  The question should be: is there a sound argument to show that unbelief is inexcusable?  If there is, what is it?  If not, then what becomes of the Christian claim that all persons are inexcusable before God?  


To conclude, this book includes essays that will be of interest to those studying natural theology, apologetics, or David Hume.  It addresses a topic, natural theology, which does not get enough attention, and correctly identifies the thinker who laid the foundation for undermining natural theology (and more generally the use of reason) in the modern world.  However, it does not address the most important challenge posed by Hume, which is directed at reason itself and is responsible for much of the skepticism of the modern age.  It also has a weak view of what natural theology should aim to do (showing possibility vs. establishing inexcusability), an insufficient view of unbelief, and a focus on persuasion rather than knowing God.  Because of these issues the book gets a mixed review.

�The best part of the review is that you always bring it back to Paul. It is clear that you have no bone to pick except to ask the more basic question as to whether these contributors see more value in Hume’s analysis or Paul’s. Your pressing the point is fine. Excellent. 





