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Response to Stephen Williams -
How do we come to know Reality?
McGilchrist, Locke, and Revelation

[ am grateful to Stephen Williams® for his careful engagement with my re-
view? of lain McGilchrist’'s The Matter With Things: Our Brains, Our Delusions,
and the Unmaking of the World.® In his response, Williams urges Christian
responses to McGilchrist's work to ‘go beyond what Mcllroy offers [in his re-
view], which is largely a juxtaposition of traditional theological orthodoxy with
McGilchrist’s counter-convictions.

Williams’ response focusses on questions of epistemology, in particular, ‘how
it is that McGilchrist arrives at his conclusions about what follows in religion
from adopting a rightly balanced right hemisphere perspective’, but he is also
critical of ‘the “tiredness” that clings to theological orthodoxy’. Williams’ invita-
tion to a dialogue is an important one because the questions of what we can
know and the means by which we know are key questions in the philosophy of
science and indeed in philosophy and life more generally. Those questions are
given a laser focus when Williams asks, rhetorically, ‘can we on purely scientific
or philosophical grounds eliminate the possibility of a living God impressing
on humans a certainty that there is a personal and transcendent divine agent,
whether that lends itself to a theological construction of a panentheistic, clas-
sical, or some other view of God?”’

In replying to Williams, let me first distinguish between pious philosophy
and saving faith, second engage with Williams’ proposal that revelation is a
proper foundation for knowledge, and third comment on why I think that Wil-
liams is on the right track but that there are even more radical arguments avail-
able that revelation is an important means of knowledge.

1 Williams, S.N. Response to Mcllroy’s article ‘A Christian Response to lain McGilchrist’s pa-
nentheistic natural philosophy’ Science & Christian Belief (2025) 37, 153-157

2 Mcllroy, D. ‘A Christian Response to lain McGilchrist’s panentheistic natural philosophy’,
Science & Christian Belief (2024) 36, 108-127.

3 McGilchrist, I. The Matter With Things: Our Brains, Our Delusions and the Unmaking of the
World, 2 volumes, London: Perspictiva (2021) p. 379. As arule, I shall incorporate into the main
body of the text page references in both Mcllroy and McGilchrist’s work.
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The distinction between pious philosophy and saving faith

Austin Farrer urged ‘a proper distinction of saving faith from pious philoso-
phy’ so that a theologian’s ‘vitals are not being torn away when their philoso-
phy is jettisoned’.* Williams is correct that ‘the essence of the orthodox belief
that God was incarnate in Jesus Christ does not depend on adopting all the
tenets of classical theism’, even if one extends the content of orthodox belief to
include the content of the Nicene Creed, as I noted in my article.” To take just
one example of a Christian thinker who calls into question aspects of classical
theism, philosopher Nicholas Wolterstorff rejects the ideas that God is time-
less, simple, and impassible.®

Nonetheless, classical theism has a long history, which it behooves us to seek
to understand before rejecting. Steven ]. Duby, Jesus and the God of Classical
Theism,’ is a recent, detailed, and distinguished attempt to set out the biblical
basis for the claims of classical theism, including the one which many find the
most contentious, the idea of divine impassibility.

Theologians such as Jiirgen Moltmann in The Crucified God worry that if
Jesus only suffered in his humanity, God is left disturbingly unaffected by the
world’s suffering.® In weighing that claim, and Thomas Weinandy’s response to
it in Does God Suffer?®, one has to start by understanding the context in which
the doctrine of divine impassibility arose. The pagan Greek and Roman gods
were capricious, spiteful, and changeable. Because the Christian God was the
Creator of the Universe, the Christian God was law-like in God-self, wholly
constant, reliable, and dependable. Such distinguishing features were the mo-
tivating concern behind the doctrine of divine impassibility. As Williams notes,
remove divine impassibility from the list of God’s attributes and our under-
standing of divine immutability also changes. Some Christian theologians, such
as Duby, continue to defend the traditional understanding of divine impassi-
bility.’° Others insist it must be abandoned as inconsistent with what the Bible
means when it claims that God is love, for love must suffer with the objects of
its love. For my part, [ affirm that God is impassible insofar as God could have

4 Farrer, A. Faith and Speculation: An Essay in Philosophical Theology, A&C Black (1967) 14.

5 ibid Mcllroy. D. p.112.

6 In essays collected in Cuneo, T. (ed.) Inquiring About God: Selected Essays, Vol. 1, Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press (2010).

7 Duby, S.]. Jesus and the God of Classical Theism: Biblical Christology in the Light of the Doctrine
of God, Baker Academic (2022).

8 Moltmann, J., The Crucified God 2" edn. Munich: Christian Kaiser Verlag (1973). Wilson, R.A
and John Bowden, J. (tr.), London: SCM (1974, 2001). For my engagement with Moltmann’s
thought, see Mcllroy, D.A. A Trinitarian Theology of Law: In Conversation with Jiirgen Moltmann,
Oliver O’Donovan and Thomas Aquinas, Wipf & Stock (2009), chapter 2.

9 Weinandy, T. Does God Suffer? University of Notre Dame Press (2000).

10 op.cit. Duby, chapter 7.
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chosen to be unaffected by the suffering in the world God created and, therefore
we can have confidence that God will not be overwhelmed by the travails of
the world. However, just as God has chosen not to exercise God’s divine power
to eradicate all evil instantaneously so God has also chosen freely to enter into
the suffering of the world. As this admission indicates, whilst | wanted in my
review to present a positive case for classical theism, some of its tenets are
pious philosophy about which orthodox theologians can debate and disagree.

Knowledge and revelation

Having, perhaps, narrowed the disagreement between myself and Stephen
Williams about God’s nature, let me turn to his main argument. Williams
highlights my point that McGilchrist’s analogical reasoning from scientific and
philosophical beliefs to God limits God because ‘God cannot be captured or
controlled by any analogy. God can only be approached on God’s terms.” (123).
Williams’ short article seeks to explore ‘why the road to revelation is blocked
off by McGilchrist’ and to suggest how the roadblock might be lifted. Where a
materialist might limit their toolkit for knowledge to science and reason (an
even more restrictive toolkit of science alone is impossible because there is
no science without reason), McGilchrist adds intuition and imagination to the
list.!! Revelation does not appear in the list ‘presumably ... on the ground that
he is identifying (roughly) universal sources of knowledge’.

Williams argues that if McGilchrist is open to using reason ‘to judge whether
or not it is possible or probable that the universe was created by a personal
deity’, then McGilchrist ought also to be open to using reason to judge whether
or not it is possible or probable that the said deity has revealed truths to some
or to all human beings. I agree entirely with Williams on this.

What caused me pause for thought, however, was that Williams chooses John
Locke as his example of a philosopher who ‘proceeded philosophically along
these lines. Williams points to 4.19.14 in Locke’s Essay Concerning Human Un-
derstanding, which he summarises as Locke arguing that if there is sufficient
reason to believe that something is a revelation from God, then, in Locke’s own
words: ‘reason then declares for it as much as for any other truth, and makes it
one of her dictates’.'

[ take Williams to be pointing to Locke merely as an example of this kind of
approach, and perhaps as a powerful example precisely because ‘the drift of
both Locke’s philosophy in general and his philosophy of religion in particular’
is away from revelation and a broader conception of reason. Locke’s episte-

11 On one view, science, intuition, imagination, and right emotion are all part of a broader
understanding of reason.

12 Locke, ]. An Essay on Human Understanding, P. Nidditch (ed.), Clarendon (1975), 439
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mology is seriously deficient. A McGilchristian epistemology can and should
appeal to a variety of sources of knowledge broader than Locke’s construal of
Reason and of reasoning.

Nicholas Wolterstorff considered Locke’s epistemology in a book-length
treatment, John Locke and the Ethics of Belief- Wolterstorff argues that in Book
IV of An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, Locke proposes a methodol-
ogy for finding the truth about what Locke calls questions of ‘maximal con-
cernment’. The principal but not sole maxim for discerning the truth on such
questions is ‘Let Reason be your guide’.!?

In applying that maxim, for much of Book IV, Locke’s focus is not on the
materialist who denies the possibility of divine revelation but on the religious
enthusiast who claims too much for divine revelation, especially divine revela-
tion which they claim is special and particular to them. I have written on Locke
elsewhere, in my article ‘Locke and Rawls on Religious Toleration and Public
Reason’ There I argued:

In Book IV of the Essay Concerning Human Understanding, Locke starts
from the premise that although revelation from God is, in principle, the
most reliable form of knowledge, in practice our certainty of its reliability
can only be as good as (i) our degree of assurance that it really is a revela-
tion from God and (ii) our degree of assurance that we understand the rev-
elation correctly (Book IV, chapter 16, paragraph 14; chapter 19, paragraph
10). A third party, faced with a claim by an enthusiast to have reached a
direct revelation from God is, according to Locke, in a poor position to judge
both whether the enthusiast has in fact received a revelation from God
and, even if that was the case, whether the interpretation the enthusiast
is giving to the revelation is correct. The third party does, however, pos-
sess one sufficient faculty which may be applied to the task. According to
Locke, reason can judge whether or not something is a revelation from God
(Book 1V, chapter 18, paragraphs 7 and 10; chapter 19, paragraph 14). By
the application of this criterion, Locke distinguishes between those matters
which can be discerned according to reason, those matters of faith which
are above reason, and those purported matters of faith which must be re-
jected because they are contrary to reason (Book IV, chapter 17, paragraph
23; chapter 18, paragraph 10).

13 Wolterstorff, N. John Locke and the Ethics of Belief, Cambridge University Press (1996), pp.
90-92.

14 Mcllroy, D.H. ‘Locke and Rawls on Religious Toleration and Public Reason’, Oxford Journal of
Law and Religion (2012) 2, 1-24.
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Locke regards the enthusiasts’ pretence to have received immediate revela-
tion and self-delusion that ‘they are under the peculiar guidance of heaven
in their actions and opinions’ as an illegitimate shortcut to ‘the tedious
and not always successful labour of strict reasoning’ (Book IV, chapter 19,
paragraph 5). Locke warns ‘that he that takes away reason to make way for
revelation, puts out the light of both’ (Book IV, chapter 19, paragraph 4).

The problem with Locke’s rigorous, and thoroughly left-hemispheric, ap-

proach is that Reason, construed in a narrowly empirical form, dictates which
parts of revelation are rational, which are unprovable, and which are irrational.
Wolterstorff sets out the extent to which Locke, who is writing before the Hu-
mean revolution, foreshadows Kant in this regard, in his article, ‘Analytic phi-
losophy of religion: retrospect and prospect’'® In that essay, Wolterstorff sees
Locke’s appeal to ‘listen to the voice of Reason’ as a slogan for his version of
‘classical foundationalism’.

Locke’s foundationalist logic stipulates that

When considering whether to accept a certain proposition, one is first to
collect a satisfactory body of evidence consisting of items that are certain
for one; that done, one is to calculate the probability of the proposition on
that evidence; then, finally, one is to believe or disbelieve with a firmness
proportioned to that previously determined possibility.'®

For Locke, therefore, Reason identifies a set of certain core propositions,

none of which consist of or are derived from revelation.

According to [Locke and any other] classical foundationalist, religious be-
liefs, or more specifically, theistic beliefs, are not of the sort that can appear
in the foundation; if they are to appear in a scheme of warranted beliefs,
entitled beliefs, justified beliefs, or whatever, they will have to appear in the
superstructure ... - which is just to say that they will require the support of
non-theistic beliefs that do qualify for the foundation."”

The project of the Reformed Epistemologists has been to argue that we can

have rationally held beliefs about God without adopting a classical foundation-
alist approach if, for example, we have experienced God,'® or for the reasons
given by Alvin Plantinga in Warranted Christian Belief,'* and by Nicholas Wolter-
storff in Practices of Belief:** The claim of the Reformed Epistemologists is that

15
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20

Re-printed as chapter 1 of Inquiring about God.

Wolterstorff, N. Inquiring about God, p. 23.

op. cit. Wolterstorff, p. 28.

Alston, W.P. Perceiving God, Cornell University Press (1991).

Plantinga, A. Warranted Christian Belief, Oxford University Press (2000).

Wolterstorff, N. Practices of Belief: Essays in Epistemology, Cuneo, T. (ed.), Cambridge Uni-

versity Press (2009).
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religious beliefs can be reasonably held without being rationally grounded in
the sense Locke and other classical foundationalists demand. One does not,
however, have to subscribe to the Reformed Epistemological project to see
that our reasoning does not need to proceed from certainties to probabilities.
Instead, our reasoning takes place in Neurath’s Boat, whereby we weigh our
beliefs against one another and revise even our core convictions about certain-
ties and probabilities as we go along.?!

All this is to say that if McGilchrist is to open his mind to the truths of rev-
elation, Locke is not the best guide to how to do so. It is anti-foundationalism
rather than classical foundationalism which is consistent with McGilchrist’s ap-
proach to experiencing and understanding reality. Indeed, as Williams points
out, Locke’s left-brained emphasis on certainty is antithetical to McGilchrist’s
whole project, though as Williams wryly notes, there are a number of ‘logical,
historical and moral certainties’ which McGilchrist affirms.

A radical way forward

McGilchrist has his own reasons to reject Locke as a guide to epistemology.
Locke rendered Reason with a capital ‘R’ the a priori arbiter of the truth of reve-
lation. He is cited in three things by McGilchrist in The Matter With Things, with
each citation in chapter 15, ‘Reason’s progeny’. At 611 McGilchrist endorses Jan
Zwicky’s categorization of Locke as a philosopher who trusts language more
than he trusts his own perceptions. At 623, he condemns Locke for rejecting
metaphor as ‘the artificial and figurative application of words’ contrived ‘for
nothing else but to insinuate wrong ideas, move the passions, and thereby mis-
lead the judgment’.?? In his concern for certainty and exactitude in knowledge,
Locke was blind to that understanding which cannot be captured and domes-
ticated. Locke is, therefore, locked (pun intended) into a left hemisphere view
of the world.

Rightly, McGilchrist rejects Locke’s approach and strictures. At 632, he sets
out their fundamental disagreement:

All understanding whatsoever is, at bottom, metaphorical. It is not that
there is, as per Locke, a bed of literal truth, on which metaphorical truth, like
a colourful counterpane, is overlaid. It is the other way round. Metaphor is
where, as Wittgenstein put it, one’s spade reaches bedrock and is turned.
Literal truth is something just further removed from experience, taken into
the realm of the ‘literal’ i.e. that of letters. Everything has to be expressed
in terms of something else, and, as [ say, those something elses in language

21 Williams’ discussion of Descartes’ biography shows how Descartes self-consciously started
in Neurath’s Boat but then proceeded to resort to a foundationalist approach.
22 op.cit. Locke, p.111.X.§34.
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eventually come back to bodily experience. There is nothing more funda-
mental in relation to which we can understand that.

McGilchrist seeks to broaden our understanding of reason beyond the left-
hemispheric approach of thinkers such as Locke, to bring the insights of sci-
ence and reason into harmony with those of intuition and imagination. If Locke,
despite his constricted approach to epistemology had space for revelation as a
source of knowledge, how much more so should lain McGilchrist be open to it.
Revelation supplements, complements and corrects each of the other ways in
which we engage with the world, enabling us to discover more of the world’s
fullness, to connect more deeply with its reality.

C.S. Lewis saw that God reveals God-self not only as a consequence or prem-
ise of formal reasoning but also though our intuitive responses to creation, to
suffering, and to others, as well as through an appeal to our imaginations.?®
McGilchrist acknowledges the attraction of the Christian mythos but is hesitant
to embrace it fully.?* I am grateful to Stephen Williams for helping to highlight
McGilchrist’s resistance to revelation as a means of knowledge and for stimu-
lating me to think about how McGilchrist and others might be encouraged to
move beyond it. For the reasons advanced in this article, a McGilchristian ap-
proach to revelation would be one which affirms the truth of revelations based
on an anti-foundationalist, holistic, combination of the force of an appeal to our
reason, emotion, intuition, and imagination. These natural faculties combine,
through the work of the Holy Spirit, to give us sufficient confidence that in Jesus
Christ we can have true and sufficient knowledge of who God is. As to precisely
what that saving faith entails in terms of pious philosophy, and whether those
who affirm, amend, or reject classical theism have the better of the argument,
those are matters which cannot be resolved within the scope of this reply to
Williams’ stimulating response to my reflections on McGilchrist’s thought.

David Mcllroy is Global Distinguished Professor of Law at the University of Notre Dame
(USA) in England and Visiting Professor in Banking Law at Queen Mary University of London.

23 See Lewis, C.S. The Abolition of Man, Oxford University Press (1943), chapter 1 ‘Men With-
out Chests’; The Problem of Pain, Geoffrey Bles (1940); Mere Christianity, Geoffrey Bles (1952),
chapters 1 to 3, and ‘Sometimes Fairy Stories May Say Best What's to be Said’ and ‘On Science
Fiction’ in Hooper, W. (ed.) Of This and Other Worlds, Wm Collins (1982).

24 op cit. 3 McGilchrist, L. ch.28, p.1267.
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