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The role of images in the religions of the book is a well-researched topic in the case of
Judaism (but see here the revolutionary new study by David Gelernter1), and especially in
the case of Christianity, where the two main issues are how the invisible can be represented by the visible, and whether pictures can serve as a biblia pauperum – that is, whether
they can convey the scriptural narrative to the unlettered. In his 1802 classic on natural
theology, Paley comes to say that since the contemplation of divine nature "overwhelms
our faculties", we seek "from painful abstraction … relief in sensible images", and might
thereby fall into idolatry, a danger which revelation helps us to avoid: if the authority of
the text is observed, "a condescension to the state of our faculties" can be afforded.2 In allotting to imagery but an accessory function, Paley is prey to a false philosophy of mind.
As Aristotle taught, "the soul never thinks without an image (phantasma)",3 and as Aquinas elaborated, "incorporeal things, of which there are no phantasms, are known to us by
comparison with sensible bodies of which there are phantasms".4 By the time of Paley,
the insight that ideas might have something to do with mental images, and that inner and
outer images work in concert with each other, was all but lost, making a brief reappearance in Newman's imagery-centred notion of "real assent",5 a notion having as little impact as H. H. Price's analyses of the latter had in his 1960 Giffords, ninety years later.6
Contemporary work in natural theology has use neither for images, nor for mental
imagery. Aquinas's theory of phantasmata is entirely rejected by Swinburne;7 the move
from phantasmata to imagery is only half-heartedly made by Kretzmann;8 and the part
played by visual images in religious experience is found to be insignificant by Alston.9
However, as I will attempt to show in my talk, it is precisely at the level of non-revealed
religion that the role of images, inner and outer, turns out to be essential. In accord with
much of today's cognitive psychology, and based in part on my earlier work on Wittgenstein, I will assume that thinking is both a verbal and a perceptual process, with the per-
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ceptual dimension being primary.10 Now in religious experience informed by sacred
texts, the perceptual – most importantly, the visual – element necessarily tends to be relegated to an inferior position. By contrast, the primordial religious experience focussed on
by William James,11 and indeed Calvin's sensus divinitatis, "that simple and primitive
knowledge, to which the mere course of nature would have conducted us, had Adam
stood upright",12 essentially involves specific modes of seeing-as, specific images of the
world surrounding us, mental imagery, and images and statues as artifacts. It is the nature
and varieties of such images that my talk will explore.
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