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Response to McIlroy’s article 
‘A Christian Response to Iain 
McGilchrist’s panentheistic natural 
philosophy’1 

In Science and Christian Belief 36(1) (2024), David McIlroy reviewed Iain 
McGilchrist’s monumental treatment of The Matter With Things: Our Brains, 
Our Delusions, and the Unmaking of the World.2 He outlines McGilchrist’s devel-
opment of the thesis he argued in an earlier publication: that Western civiliza-
tion is under threat because we have submitted ourselves to a perspective on 
the world forged by the left hemisphere of our brain.3 Yet, McGilchrist contends 
at length, it is the right, not the left, hemisphere that ultimately sees things in 
proper perspective, with the left ordered to serve the right to that end if it oper-
ates as it is meant to do. McIlroy’s particular interest lies in the panentheistic 
metaphysic which McGilchrist adumbrates on the basis of his neuroscience 
and its philosophical accompaniment. While appreciating the scientific and 
philosophical dimensions of McGilchrist’s work, McIlroy indicates the religious 
inadequacy manifested in his author’s rejection of classical theism, and failure 
to ‘fully recognise the uniqueness of Jesus’ (109).

I shall not quarrel with McIlroy’s account of McGilchrist’s work, which he 
admits is geared to his particular interests and concerns (111), and I share his 
gratitude and admiration for this massive achievement. However, in respond-
ing theologically to McGilchrist, I think we need to go beyond what McIlroy 
offers here, which is largely a juxtaposition of traditional theological orthodoxy 
with McGilchrist’s counter-convictions. We need to ask how it is that McGil-
christ arrives at his conclusions about what follows in religion from adopting 
a rightly balanced right hemisphere perspective. This task calls for a deep and 
involved account, obviously not possible here, so I confine myself to remark on 
germane matters of epistemology, the area which McGilchrist cultivates on his 
odyssey from neuroscience to metaphysics.

As I am attending to epistemology and not directly to theology in this piece, I 
shall just make a brief preliminary comment on theology: the essence of the or-

1  McIlroy, D.H. ‘A Christian Response to Iain McGilchrist’s panentheistic natural philosophy’, 
Science & Christian Belief (2024) 36, 108-127. 
2  ibid. As a rule, I shall incorporate into the main body of the text page references in both 
McIlroy and McGilchrist’s work.
3  McGilchrist, I. The Master and his Emissary: The Divided Brain and the Making of the Western 
World, New Haven, Ct/London: Yale University Press (2012).
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thodox belief that God was incarnate in Jesus Christ does not depend on adopt-
ing all the tenets of classical theism, even if they historically cradled that belief. 
McIlroy remarks that ‘[c]lassical theism is committed to divine impassibility’, 
though presumably he does not intend the succeeding clause – ‘the idea that 
God’s nature is reliable and constant’ – as a definition or description of impas-
sibility (112). Yet, belief in the impassibility of God has long proved contentious 
for a number who find its tenets otherwise in order, and who strongly support 
the spine of trinitarian and Christological orthodoxy. It is true that impassibility 
is no mere brick in the theological wall that leaves everything else intact if it is 
removed. Its removal affects our formulation of the notion of divine immutabil-
ity. Nonetheless, the literature which has been around on this for a long time by 
now witnesses to the commitment to trinitarian and Christological orthodoxy 
of many who question impassibility.

According to McIlroy, the possibility of subscribing to traditional theism and 
Christology is intellectually unavailable to McGilchrist because he allows ana-
logical reasoning from his scientific and philosophical beliefs to control posi-
tive religious possibilities, instead of letting God be God. However, ‘God cannot 
be captured or controlled by any analogy. God can only be approached on God’s 
own terms. Christianity affirms that God has revealed truths about God-self 
in creation…and supremely, uniquely, in the person and work of Jesus Christ’ 
(123). Broadly speaking, McIlroy’s point is well taken, and it is worth asking 
why the road to revelation is blocked off by McGilchrist. Hence I turn to matters 
epistemological.

In treating ‘different paths human beings have adopted in their approach to 
a truer understanding of the world we inhabit’, McGilchrist picks out ‘science, 
reason, intuition and imagination’.4 McIlroy’s reference to ‘revealed truths’ ad-
vertises what is missing from the list. McGilchrist will presumably explain his 
omission of revelation on the ground that he is identifying (roughly) univer-
sal sources of knowledge – that he is not using putative sources distinctively 
claimed by those who possess religious, especially theistic, beliefs. For the sake 
of argument, let us grant a prima facie justification for this approach. It remains 
that its application in McGilchrist’s work is problematic, and I focus on this.

Suppose, for example, I agree with both McGilchrist’s identification of the 
shortcomings and confusions (into which we cannot go here) characteristically 
involved in using reason as an instrument for apprehending truth or reality, 
and his view on the proper and positive use to which we should put reason in 
that exercise (into which we also cannot go). Nothing in his exposition logically 
rules out the intellectual legitimacy of our using reason to judge whether or 
not it is possible or probable that the universe was created by a personal deity, 
and that this deity has revealed ‘truths’, to stick to McIlroy’s vocabulary. Sup-
pose, further, I conclude in favour of that possibility or probability. In that case, 

4  McGilchrist, I. The Matter With Things: Our Brains, Our Delusions and the Unmaking of the 
World, 2 volumes, London: Perspectiva (2021) p. 379.
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reason is permitting or sanctioning an alternative source of knowledge to the 
four which McGilchrist lists, namely, revelation. John Locke proceeded philo-
sophically along these lines. He held that if reason cannot directly establish 
certain religious truths from its own (rational) resources, it can nonetheless 
in principle establish them indirectly if it concludes that there is reason to be-
lieve that such truths have been revealed by God.5 In that case, Locke observes, 
‘reason then declares for it as much as for any other truth, and makes it one of 
her dictates’.6 

Now we might question the idea that divine revelation is principally a matter 
of revealing propositions, and we might disagree with the drift of both Locke’s 
philosophy in general and his philosophy of religion in particular. Even so, he 
establishes an important conceptual possibility, namely, that one (or more) of 
McGilchrist’s sources of knowledge or paths to truth can lead us to affirm the 
possibility or likelihood of an additional source or path. Of course, plenty of 
philosophers have converted this possibility into flesh, and argued for revela-
tion on the basis of reason, but my point is about epistemological possibilities, 
not about the success of this enterprise. What entitles McGilchrist to outlaw 
the possibility enshrined in Locke’s method of proceeding? If the answer is: 
‘nothing’, or ‘only a dogmatism unwarranted by his own approach’, he should 
surely reconfigure the epistemological possibilities that arise in the train or 
company of his attention to the two hemispheres of the human brain. Either 
he could retain the principle of basing epistemological possibilities on what is 
available to the brain, while modifying his account of what is available in or-
der to allow for revelation; or he could jettison the belief that the possibilities 
of religious knowing or believing should be grounded in a religiously neutral 
analysis of epistemic possibilities, such as we have with the four paths. 

McGilchrist never clarifies a related point to which he attaches greatest im-
portance: the question of certainty, mentioned as early as the third page of The 
Master and His Emissary. He frequently rails against the desire for certainty: 
it is a left-hemisphere desideratum that imposes its grid on the world rather 
than submitting to an order which makes the unyielding quest for certainty 
misguided. In The Master and His Emissary, he remarks that ‘there is ultimately 
no certainty (except in mathematics)’, but he does not mean this (402). In this 
volume, he is certain both of the broadly logical truth that ‘everything we know 
of the brain is a product of consciousness’ (19), and of the historical truth of 
the date of the battle of Trafalgar (95). In The Matter With Things, he is morally 
certain that we should not torture children for fun (1137). Thus, he grants logi-
cal, historical and moral certainties. 

The religiously interested will proceed to ask: on what basis does he exclude 
the possibility of warranted religious certainty, insisting that ‘[f]aith can never 

5  In practice, too; hence Locke’s defence in 1695 of The Reasonableness of Christianity.  
6  Locke, J. An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, Nidditch, P. (ed.), Oxford: Clarendon 
(1975) 4.19.14.
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be certain’ (1222)? This question might be of particular interest to Protestants 
- ‘The Reformation is the first great expression of certainty in modern times’ 
– but it is not exclusively their preserve.7 We might be profoundly sympathetic 
to McGilchrist’s asseverations on the misguided nature of claims for certainty 
in general and religious certainty in particular. More - we might profit hugely 
from his instruction that what we had put down to a psychological need for 
certainty can be explained in terms of left hemisphere dominance. Having 
said that, the question remains: how can we on purely scientific or philosophi-
cal 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, classical, or some 
other view of God?8

Materially, McGilchrist opts for the panentheism from which McIlroy demurs 
in the cause of classical theism. Yet, formally, McGilchrist seals off an epistemic 
route to panentheism and classical theism alike in the case where appeal is 
made to revelation as a source of knowledge, revelation being understood 
as communication from a divine personal agent. It may be protested that the 
meaning of ‘personal agent’ and, consequently, of ‘revelation’ is not the same 
in classical theism and panentheism. Faithful to my vow not to trespass too 
much on the domain of theology, let me just say this: to the extent that ‘revela-
tion’ names an action on the part of an entity to whom we ascribe some sort 
of personal being at all, my argument holds. In this article, I have been inter-
ested in paths to truth, not in the substance of theological truth.  Scientifically 
instructed by the hemispheres, philosophically informed by the outlook that 
conforms to that instruction, McGilchrist’s method does not allow him to coun-
tenance McIlroy’s position inasmuch as McIlroy grounds it in divine revelation. 

Even those of us who think generally along rather traditional lines about 
revelation, and who also align ourselves rather more closely to the traditional 
Christian way of thinking about God than does panentheism, should surely 
be aware of the ‘tiredness’ that clings to theological orthodoxy. Is a reader 
half-way sensitive to the times in which we live able to appeal positively to 
something in Locke’s treatment of reason and revelation without discerning 
the need for a dose of aggiornamento, as the Second Vatican Council taught 
us to say? In reckoning with both The Matter With Things and the earlier, The 
Master and his Emissary, we dare not lose sight of the fact that Iain McGilchrist 
is trading in merchandise of the highest value, that is, the future of civilization, 
more particularly of Western civilization. Christianity may entail some broad 
neuroscientific commitments, but obviously theologians lack the competence 

7  The Master and His Emissary, p. 315.
8  I am not trying to summarise McGilchrist on certainty. For example, I am doing nothing with 
the claim that he is as certain as can be that certainty is a matter of degrees, The Matter With 
Things, p. 542. For discussion of whether or not God is unknowable, see pp. 1256-60. Knowl-
edge and certainty, of course, are not the same thing.
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to adjudicate in matters neuroscientific. What they should immediately grasp 
is the significance and fecundity of the general thesis so impressively adum-
brated by Iain McGilchrist. Some of us also need to ponder why the thesis is 
intuitively plausible for many of us who are not qualified to judge the science. 

Iain McGilchrist dignifies and stimulates intellectual endeavour as much as 
does any author alive, yet the commendation of a Christianity which is con-
sonant with so many of his perspectives and values is first and foremost the 
task of the church. There is a passage in Descartes, much neglected (as far as 
I can tell) in this connection. Descartes has a high profile in Iain McGilchrist’s 
work, flagged up early in The Master and His Emissary, where he is the only 
philosopher mentioned in the ‘Introduction’ and the first major one to make 
an appearance in the first chapter. In the work often described as the founding 
document of modern philosophy, Descartes tells us that he took up temporary 
intellectual residence in which to live by a provisional moral code while going 
in search of a philosophical home.9 Temporarily and provisionally, he would 
indwell the religion in which he ‘had been instructed from…childhood’. That 
was the Christian religion. In that case, we should anticipate that Descartes 
would have lived as one who believed that humans are constituted as beings-
in-relationship, not as solitary individuals, and destined for a life of love. Hy-
pothetically, philosophical investigation might have led him later to raze to the 
ground his provisional edifice, but that is where he would have been domiciled 
while searching for truth.   It is no personal slight on Descartes to conclude 
that, whatever his Christianity taught him, it provided no such home or code 
for him.10 And no informed or impartial Protestant will gleefully point out that 
Descartes was the son of the Catholic Church; tu quoque.

It is not the responsibility of Iain McGilchrist to call us to the church; it is the 
responsibility of those of us who respond to him from within it to remember 
the limited effectiveness of theological or philosophical response without the 
church. Here, I suspect that David McIlroy and myself are in agreement.

Stephen Williams is Emeritus Professor of Systematic Theology, Union Theological 
College, Belfast

9  This familiarly goes by the name of the Discourse on Method; see Cottingham, J.,  Stoothoff, R. 
and Murdoch, D. (tr.) The Philosophical Writings of Descartes, volume 1, Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press (1985) p. 122.
10  Anyone conversant with Descartes’ personal history, all the way from the very early loss 
of his mother and a largely absent father to the intellectual and social context of his eventual 
philosophical quest, will surely approach him sympathetically, even while demurring from his 
views. See Clarke, D.M. Descartes: A Biography, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press (2006).




