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When observing the contemporary crusade of  New Atheis ts  against  a l l  th ings  

re l ig ious,  one cannot  help  wonder ing whether  t i rade has  taken the p lace of  reasoned 

argument somewhere a long the  way.  Several  commentators  have remarked that  New 

Atheism lacks the eloquence of  Hume,  the scholar ly robustness  of  Mackie,  the 

exis tent ia l  severi ty  of  Nietzsche,  making i t  a  less  sophist icated  and less  in terest ing 

remake of  the or ig inal  b lockbuster .  Wielenberg’s  book seems to  answer  th is  cal l .  In  

h is  s tudy,  Wielenberg puts  three prominent and inf luent ial  phi losophers—Lewis,  

Hume and Russel l—in ‘dialogue’  with  each other .  This  is  not  Wielenberg’s  f irs t  take 

on the phi losophy of  re l ig ion.  His  ear l ier  book Value and Virtue in  Godless  Universe  

(Cambridge Universi ty Press ,  2005)  argued for  the possibi l i ty  of  moral i ty  and a  

meaningful  l i fe  in  a  world  without  God.  The bot tom-l ine of  th is  new study is  that  

Lewis’  arguments  for  Chris t iani ty u l t imately fai l  or  remain  inconclusive,  even if  

they are  occasional ly worth  ser ious  considerat ion.  Wielenberg is  not  a  rant ing 

atheis t ,  but  seeks  to  address these quest ions in  a  scholar ly manner  and with trus t  in  

the  power  of  sheer  argument.  This  is  a  most  welcome development  in  current  

debates .  Few atheis ts  regard  their  foes  as  ‘exemplars  we would  al l  do  wel l  to  

emulate’  (202) .  

I ts  d ialogical  s tyle  makes th is  book an engaging read.  Unlike some books on the  

phi losophy of  rel ig ion in  the analyt ical  t radi t ion,  th is  p iece is  easi ly approachable,  

lucid,  and in tel lectual ly  nour ishing.  I ts  in troduct ion of  several  voices  in to  the 

discuss ion helps  keep the text  going;  i t  (a lmost)  reads  l ike a novel .  Yet there are  

la tent  problems in  th is  k ind of  approach.  The f irs t  is  the danger  of  anachronism.  

How feasible  i t  is  to  p lay out  authors  from different  eras against  each other?  

Wielenberg’s  use of  different  voices  is  focused on Lewis’  general  apologet ical  

project .  Thus th is  is  a  book mainly about  Lewis,  in  which the atheis t  phi losophers  

are  summoned to  the  arena as  needed.  Nevertheless ,  Wielenberg  does not  restr ic t  the 

arguments  to  these  three  authors.  He elaborates  some of  Lewis’  arguments 

incorporating external ,  more modern mater ia l ,  and in terprets  him char i tably.  At the  

same t ime,  he  summons contemporary discuss ions,  for  example  in  evolut ionary 

psychology,  in  order  to  argue that  Lewis’  arguments  cannot  s tand against  these 

modern ‘ threats’ .  This  ra ises  the second quest ion:  how the arguments  should be 



del imited .  On several  occasions Wielenberg suggests  that  there is  ‘more’  to these 

issues (93,  105) .  Sometimes Wielenberg’s  arguments  are  tentat ive,  suggest ing a  

conclusion without  addressing the quest ion at  length (87) .  Wielenberg admits  that  in  

some cases  g iving an adequate  answer  would  require  a  book of  i ts  own (210) .  The 

th ird  problem concerns the aim of  the book.  This  is  nei ther  purely analyt ic  c lose-

reading of  Lewis’  thought  nor  a  general  rebut tal  of  the arguments  of  Chr is t ian 

apologet ics .  I t  is  something in between.  This  makes i t  easier  to  dodge the charges of  

not  knowing ‘ lewisi logy’  wel l  enough,  s imultaneously al lowing him not  to  fo l low al l  

the arguments  to  their  very end and examining them in fu l l  length.  An i l l-wil led 

reader  might  in terpret  th is  as  a  case of  br inging down the best  of  us :  I f  Lewis,  the 

most  inf luent ial  apologis t  of  las t  generat ion,  fa l ls  down,  who then is  able  to  s tand?  

The four th  problem concerns  Lewis’  ro le  as  an  apologist .  Even though he is  one of  

the most  inf luent ia l  Chr is t ian  th inkers  of  the  las t  century,  h is  works  are  surely not  

the most  profound,  detai led ,  and academical ly r igorous presentat ions of  the subject .  

His  inf luence ar ises  from his  popular  s tyle ,  a  fact  which Wielenberg acknowledges.   

Wielenberg’s  book is  div ided to  four  main  chapters ,  which deal  several ly  with  the 

problem of  evi l ,  arguments  f rom moral i ty,  reason and desire ,  miracles ,  and some 

part icular  issues,  such as  the relat ion between fai th  and reason,  design,  and pol i t ics .  

Regarding the problem of  evi l ,  Wielenberg  considers  Lewis’  argument ineffect ive on 

the grounds that  i t  cannot  g ive a  sat isfactory account  of  ‘non-vict im-improving chi ld  

suffer ing’ ,  i .e .  cases  of  horr ib le  th ings  happening to  innocent  chi ldren,  in  which i t  is  

impossible  to  imagine any reasonable good that  may resul t .  Wielenberg considers  

th is  a  gap of  considerable  breadth,  yet  admits  that  i t  is  doest  not  offer  ‘decis ive 

evidence’  against  Chr is t iani ty,  while  being clear ly evidence against  i t  (163) .  In  

deal ing with  the  argument f rom reason,  which Wielenberg seems to  consider  Lewis’  

s t rongest  case,  he in terest ingly sets  a theist  arguments  against  Chr is t iani ty on a  par  

with  Chris t ian  theodicies :  ‘So,  jus t  as  the  presence of  evi l  for  which we can discern  

no just if icat ion should  not  lead us to  infer  that  has  no just i f icat ion,  the  presence of  

mental  phenomena for  which we can discern  no evolut ionary explanat ion should  not  

lead us  to  infer  that  such phenomena have no evolut ionary explanat ion’  (107) .  This  

s tandoff  crystal l izes  the hear t  of  Wielenberg’s a theis t  defence:  i t  remains to  be seen 

whether  evolut ionary explanat ions wil l  be  able  at  some point  to  provide a  good 

enough account  of  our  moral  phenomena and the nature of  reason (108) .  Wielenberg  

gives Lewis credi t  for  being ahead of  h is  t imes in  being able  to  put  h is  f inger  on 

cer ta in  issues,  such as the  or ig ins  of  moral i ty ,  consciousness  and in tent ionali ty ,  

which remain  matters  of  in tr ica te  debate  50 years  af ter  h is  death .  Thus Wielenberg’s 

book offers  a  good in troduct ion to  the or ig ins  of  (admit tedly age-old)  debates  which 

are  now being advanced on many levels .  An in terest ing contr ibut ion to  these issues 



i s ,  for  example,  Jeffrey Schloss  and Michael  Murray,  The Bel ieving Primate  (Oxford  

Universi ty  Press ,  2009),  which offer  some rather  good rejo inders  to  Wielenberg’s  

case.  While  the jury is  s t i l l  out  (and i t  seems i t  is  going to be out  for  some while) ,  i t  

seems that  Lewis’  s ta tement ,  wi th which Wielenberg opens,  holds  true:  ‘There  is  

evidence both  for  and against  the Chris t ian  proposi t ion which ful ly  rat ional  minds,  

working honest ly,  can assess  d ifferent ly’  (v i) .  Never theless ,  even if  these problems 

hold  back some of  the force of  h is  arguments ,  Wielenberg’s book remains worthy of  

detai led examinat ion,  being a  f ine contr ibut ion to  the debate  from atheis t  s ide.  
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