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The Lost Way to the Good: Dionysian Platonism, Shin Buddhism, and the Shared Quest to 
Reconnect a Divided World, Thomas Plant (Angelico Press, 2021), 268 pp, $19.95 pbk/$30 hbk 
 
Theological diagnoses of current societal ills typically call for more religion or more morality. This 
manifesto is distinctive in contending that the cure is more metaphysics, specifically of the mystical 
Platonic kind. Thomas Plant presents Platonism as promoting truth, objectivity and non-
instrumentalist engagement with the natural world. By detailed historical retrieval he also 
demonstrates how Platonism spans different global religions and could potentially build bridges 
between theists and non-believers. The book is more concerned with Christianity than its title 
suggests, and some chapters and portions would suit study or reading groups, such as the 
wonderfully poetic excursus on silence (pp. 170–1). 

Plant’s journey begins with Paul of Tarsus, who debated with Greek philosophers at the 
Areopagus and lived just off the main trade route connecting Syria with China known as the Silk 
Road. Drawing on Plotinus, Iamblichus, Proclus and Pseudo-Dionysius, Plant maps a spiritual ascent 
to God via the material world and other people. He thus refutes the idea that Platonic spirituality is 
intrinsically solitary. Plant takes full account of Christianity’s early eastern expansion, countering the 
Western exceptionalism of Eusebius by reminding readers that the faith reached China before 
Britain and showing by means of little-known sources how it became well established there under 
the Nestorian missionary bishop Alopen. The Islam of the persecuted Uighurs is presented as the 
monotheistic successor of this early East Syrian Christianity. 

Also vital in Plant’s quest, both biographically and intellectually, is the Shin variety of 
Buddhism dominant in Japan. Largely occluded in the West by fashionable secularized Zen, Shin 
promotes doctrines such as divine radiance and wisdom, salvation, other-power as necessary for 
self-power and a Pure Land separate from the impure world of mappō. Bodily discipline, in the forms 
of meditation, martial arts and repetition of the name of Amida Buddha also have a place although 
Shin can never be reduced to these. As Henri de Lubac and others have previously shown, these 
elements have Christian corollaries, most obviously in Roman Catholicism. 

Plant’s book is erudite, fluent, autobiographical and at points hilarious, such as his florid 
descriptions of himself as an undergraduate ‘mired in the fruitless soil of secular materialism’ (p. 
119) and on a Japanese English teaching programme as a specimen in an anthropological zoo (p. 85). 
His assessment of social ills may be unjustifiably harsh in places. Is it really the case, for instance, 
that all teachers everywhere are encouraged to promote relativism or that all British clergy despise 
the coronation (pp. 2-3)? 

Despite decades of evangelization the proportion of Christians in Japan remains just 2%. As a 
British Anglican priest recently returned there, Plant laments the Westernization of its churches, 
convincingly suggesting that greater enculturation would increase Christianity’s missionary impact. 
By delineating a richer faith, this book has the potential to do just that in Japan and elsewhere. 
 
David Grumett, University of Edinburgh 


