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Preface
A PLATONIST LEARNS TO LOVE ARISTOTLE



“EVERY MAN IS BORN AN ARISTOTELIAN, or a Platonist. I do not think it possible that any one born an Aristotelian can become a Platonist; and I am sure no born Platonist can ever change into an Aristotelian.”

So pronounced from on high the great Romantic poet-critic-philosopher Samuel Taylor Coleridge in his table talk for July 2, 1830. “They are the two classes of men,” he goes on to explain, “beside which it is next to impossible to conceive a third. The one [the Aristotelian] considers reason a quality, or attribute; the other [the Platonist] considers it a power. I believe that Aristotle never could get to understand what Plato meant by an idea.”1

In many ways, Coleridge is correct. Aristotle rejected Plato’s central doctrine of the Forms (or Ideas). He could not, as we will see in the chapters below, accept the existence of purely abstract universal forms/ideas that were not connected to something particular and concrete. And yet, Aristotle did believe in real universal forms that gave shape, function, and purpose to the particulars of our world. Coleridge is right again that Aristotle treated reason as a quality or attribute of the soul rather than a power; yet here too, Aristotle recognized a higher, transcendent, immaterial source for reason.

Like Coleridge, I am a born-and-bred, dyed-in-the-wool Platonist. I published a book a few years back, From Plato to Christ, that celebrated Plato’s thought and its (mostly positive) influence on Christianity. For several years, I thought, channeling the spirit of Coleridge, that I could not possibly write the necessary sequel to that book, because no true lover of Plato could write an equally celebratory book about Aristotle and the (mostly positive) influence he had on Christianity. That you are holding this book in your hand is proof that I was able to overcome my hesitancy.

That is not to say I have been converted to Aristotelianism. I remain a proud and fervent Platonist. Nevertheless, my yearlong deep dive into Aristotle has convinced me not only of the equally overwhelming genius of Plato’s greatest student but of the essential contributions he made to Western and Christian philosophy and theology, ethics and political science, psychology and sociology, cosmology and aesthetics. Aristotle’s legacy is a flawed one, and it did not begin to exert direct influence on Christianity until the dawn of the Middle Ages, but it did help to clarify, more for good than for ill, much of what is central to Christendom and to Western civilization.

As with my previous book, I hope that this one will appeal to Christian and non-Christian readers alike. To the latter group, whether you are nonreligious, a member of another religion, or a seeker, I ask that you extend me grace as I seek to assess Aristotle’s impact on the West, particularly as it was filtered through the church. To the former group, especially those who share my evangelical faith, I ask that you extend grace to the medieval and Renaissance Christians—Catholic and Protestant—who were willing to learn at the feet of Aristotle and to be guided in their thoughts and actions by his insights.

Indeed, I think it best at the outset to warn my fellow evangelicals that Aristotle’s legacy has been greater among Catholics than Protestants. It was during the Catholic Middle Ages, after all, that Aristotle reigned supreme, exerting a strong influence on Thomas Aquinas and Dante and establishing philosophical methods that undergirded the work of the Scholastics (or Schoolmen).

Sadly, it was precisely Aristotle’s connection to Aquinas and the Scholastics that earned him—unfairly—the scorn of both Martin Luther and John Calvin. In the section on the Lord’s Supper in his Babylonian Captivity of the Church, Luther traces the Catholic doctrine of transubstantiation, with which he disagrees, to a revival of Aristotle and the works of Aquinas. He goes so far as to call Aristotle a beast and accuses the church of showing a blind subservience to Aristotle and the Catholic Scholastics who held him in such a high regard. He even, in a moment of exasperation, exclaims that the “Holy Spirit is greater than Aristotle.”2

As for Calvin, though he quotes Augustine copiously in his Institutes of the Christian Religion, he almost totally ignores Aquinas—as he does the pagan philosopher to whom Aquinas appealed so frequently. In a rare moment, Calvin mentions Plato’s greatest pupil only to directly condemn “the frigid doctrine of Aristotle.” Later, he extends his condemnation to “the Schoolmen, who have in a manner drawn a veil over Christ . . . besides impairing, and almost annihilating, faith by their obscure definition.”3 With Calvin and Luther sharing such a low view of Aristotle, it is no wonder that early Protestant thinkers in general distanced themselves from Aristotle.

Still, I hope that this sad quirk of history will not prevent evangelical readers from learning from Aristotle. Calvin and Luther, whether they realized it or not, stood firmly in the long tradition of Aristotelian logical, ethical, and political thought. Both Reformers, along with those who followed in their wake, used their hermeneutical skills to understand the Bible in its proper historical context—and that context included the strong and ubiquitous legacy of Aristotle.

According to Galatians 4:4, God the Father sent Christ into the world in the “fulness of time.” I believe that fullness includes the law and order Rome brought to the Mediterranean, which allowed the gospel to spread quickly across the empire; I also believe it includes the philosophy of Greece that laid a foundation for the kind of thought needed to articulate fully the revelation of Christ and the Bible. I am convinced that the Bible is the Word of God; I am equally convinced that it is not, nor was it meant to be, a self-contained encyclopedia of all that is good, true, and beautiful.

Just as Moses, who was trained in the pagan wisdom of the Egyptians (Acts 7:22), willingly received management advice from his pagan father-in-law (Ex 18), so Christian apologists from Boethius in the sixth century to Anselm in the eleventh to C. S. Lewis in the twentieth have effectively used Aristotle’s terminology and methodology to defend the faith and work out its full implications. Just as the biblical writers borrowed and transformed literary genres that seem to have their roots in the cultures of the ancient Near East (proverbs, lamentation) and Greece (epistles, biography), so theologians from Augustine to Aquinas, Calvin to Richard Hooker have borrowed—and repurposed—Aristotle’s syllogisms, categories, and distinctions to ground their systematic treatises.

In the Catholic Middle Ages, the spiritual vision of man’s place in the universe that undergirds Dante’s Comedy was strongly indebted to Aristotle’s cosmology; in the Protestant Reformation and Enlightenment, the social vision of man’s place in a well-run state was equally indebted to his political science.4 When Christians of any age, country, or denomination debate the nature of the good life, the soul, free will, or design, Aristotle lurks behind their logic as well as their rhetoric.

In From Plato to Christ, I devoted the first half of the book to Plato’s thought and the second to the bearing of that thought on Christianity. Such an approach will not do for the man who invented the system we still use today for breaking down and classifying knowledge into discrete packages—what college students call majors, and their professors call disciplines. One cannot lump together the multifaceted thought of a man who himself distinguished between theoretical thinking, which guides our beliefs; practical thinking, which guides our conduct; and productive thinking, which results in the making of beautiful and useful things.

Accordingly, in this book I will divide Aristotle’s thought into five broad categories: logic and science, metaphysics and cosmology, psychology and ethics, social and political science, rhetoric and aesthetics. In each of these sections, I will move back and forth between Aristotle’s works and the Christian thinkers he influenced. Though I will critique some aspects of Aristotelianism that I believe led Christianity down some wrong paths, my orientation will be appreciative and joyful, not critical and judgmental.

I will not drag Aristotle to the bar and make him apologize for holding beliefs contrary to the zeitgeist of the twenty-first century. To the contrary, I will place myself and my age under his wise tutelage and will endeavor to learn from the thinkers who learned from Aristotle. That modern science has disproven the shape of Dante’s universe does not take away from the goodness and truth that continue to flow from the Comedy. The cosmology that Dante inherited from Aristotle retains its full beauty and is still capable of provoking awe, wonder, and gratitude in our most jaded of centuries.

Aristotle’s Poetics and Nicomachean Ethics are as true today as they were when they were written; if his Politics seems a tad quaint in its refusal to imagine a state much larger than Athens, then at least he erred in the direction of the small, the intimate, and the human. In any case, his treatment of man as a political animal and his analysis of how the good life of the individual should reflect the good life of the citizen has not lost any of its relevance. Our age desperately needs to be reschooled by his clear understanding of how man is both like and unlike the animals in his instincts, passions, and reason.

Much of Aristotle’s science has been thrown to the wayside, but not his logic or his clarity of thought. Coleridge complains, in the remainder of his July 2 table talk, that Aristotle, unable to soar as high as Plato, dragged philosophy down to earth, grounding it too much in science and so clipping its wings. Yet, Coleridge cannot help but praise the depth and breadth of his genius: “Aristotle was, and still is, the sovereign lord of the understanding; the faculty judging by the senses. . . . What a mind was Aristotle’s—only not the greatest that ever animated the human form!—the parent of science, properly so called, the master of criticism, and the founder or editor of logic!”5

*
*     *

Though my focus in this book will be on Aristotle’s works, I would like to pause here to say something of his biography. Ironically, the man who would come to dominate the thought of the Middle Ages and who continues to influence how we think about ourselves and our world hailed from the fringes of that cultural and intellectual miracle that historians celebrate as the golden age of Greece.

Unlike Plato (427–348 BC), who grew up in the heyday of the highly civilized, cosmopolitan city of Athens, Aristotle (384–322 BC) was born in Stagira, in the northern frontier region of Chalcis, just east of the growing military power of the hillbilly Macedonians. Whereas Plato was an aristocrat, Aristotle was the provincial son of a working doctor who, for several years during Aristotle’s childhood, was court physician to King Amyntas III of Macedon. There is good reason to believe that Aristotle spent some of that time with his father, allowing him to study medicine, including dissection, and to gain a hands-on education in all aspects of health and the human body.

Aristotle’s parents died before he reached his teenage years, and he was raised by a relative who had sufficient funds to send the eighteen-year-old prodigy to study at Plato’s prestigious Academy in Athens. When the eager lad from the boondocks arrived in Europe’s greatest college town, Plato was away in Syracuse, Sicily, attempting, ultimately unsuccessfully, to train the son of a tyrant to become a philosopher-king. But he did return, and he quickly recognized the intellectual prowess of Aristotle, who spent two full decades in Plato’s inner circle, learning all he could from the master and his school. Though he would part company with Plato on several of his teachings, Plato would remain the single greatest influence on Aristotle’s intellectual life and thought.

After Plato died and was succeeded by his nephew Speusippus, Aristotle decided to seek his fortunes elsewhere, in the Ionian Hellespont of Asia Minor: that strategic strait that connects the Aegean with Istanbul and the Black Sea and that is flanked by ancient Troy on the southern shore and Gallipoli on the northern. Aristotle had been invited there by a fellow student named Hermias who, though a former slave, had risen to be monarch of the region—that is, until he ran afoul of the Persian Empire and was executed. For three full years, Aristotle and a few other Academy expatriates enjoyed Hermias’s patronage, setting up their own little school to study not just philosophy but the unique flora and fauna of Ionia and its islands. During this period, Aristotle married Hermias’s niece Pythias. He remained happily married to her until her death.

The execution of Hermias closed the door on Aristotle’s Ionian idyll, but, as chance would have it, a window was simultaneously and serendipitously thrown open in Macedonia. King Philip II was in search of a tutor for his precocious thirteen-year-old son, and he settled on an Athenian-trained scholar who had grown up in the north and whose father had served one of his predecessors. Thus did Aristotle become the tutor of the young man who would become Alexander the Great and who would conquer and unite a vast empire from Greece to India, Armenia to Egypt. Legend has it that Alexander sent back exotic animals for Aristotle to study, but Aristotle never approved politically of empire, nor of Alexander’s idealistic attempt to fuse West and East into a new global culture that, though driven by Hellenic thought, would incorporate “barbarian” ideas.6

After Philip was assassinated in 336 and Alexander succeeded him on the throne, Aristotle returned to Athens. As Speusippus had recently died, Aristotle could surely have secured for himself the position of head of the Academy. Instead, he set up his own rival school in a gymnasium attached to the temple of Apollo Lyceus. For the next twelve years, Aristotle led the Lyceum, though he and his students, because of their habit of discussing philosophy while strolling along the portico, also came to be known as the Peripatetics (Greek for “walking around”). The Lyceum did more than discuss and teach every area of human knowledge. It collected knowledge as well. Indeed, Aristotle, funded by a generous grant from Alexander, established the first great library in the world, though that library would eventually be dwarfed by the Library of Alexandria, whose foundations Alexander himself would lay.

In addition to books, Aristotle collected maps, artifacts, and all forms of living organisms. These served him well as illustrations for the myriad lectures he prepared on every possible subject. During this rich and fertile period Aristotle wrote nearly all the works that have come down to us and on which his fame rests. He also wrote dialogues in the mode of Plato, exhortations, and other popular works, but sadly none of those have survived. As head of the Lyceum, he compiled or commissioned the compiling of numerous catalogs of information on various topics. The Lyceum, it appears, possessed a collection of 158 Greek constitutions, and that raw material served Aristotle well when he wrote his Politics.

Of the 158, only one survives, The Constitution of Athens, but there is strong reason to believe that Aristotle himself wrote it. That is good news for lovers of Aristotle, for it is written in a style that is far more fluid and engaging than his other works. The reason for that is that none of the other books that bear Aristotle’s name were prepared by their author for publication. What we read as books are likely his lecture notes, perhaps embellished by his students. I like to think of them as his PowerPoint presentations, for that is very much how they read. Many seem to represent a series of lectures that have been stitched together in the order that seemed best to their editor. Indeed, scholars to this day continue to dispute the proper organization of Aristotle’s Metaphysics and Politics.

When Alexander died in 323, a surge of anti-Macedonian feeling rose up in Athens, which is likely the reason why the conqueror’s former tutor felt it prudent that he once more leave Athens. He spent the final year of his life in Chalcis, not the Chalcis of his birth but Chalcis, Euboea, the island city-state that had founded the northern colony many generations earlier. Aristotle had come full circle, dying in the same provincial, outsider state as he was born. Yet, between his beginning and his end, what a marvelous legacy he left behind to those who would build much of that which is best and most lasting, not only in Western civilization but in all those parts of the world that have been influenced by the civilization Aristotle helped to construct.

*
*     *

In the chapters that follow, I will attempt to unpack Aristotle’s thought in the manner and sequence I think he would have preferred, beginning with the true (theoretical thinking that teaches us how to reason logically and how to observe and understand the motions of the heavens and the earth), continuing with the good (practical thinking that teaches us how to behave virtuously and to get along civilly), and climaxing with the beautiful (productive thinking that teaches us how to make things of beauty). Although I think this is the best way to approach the vast Aristotelian corpus, it does have the negative effect of starting out with those parts of Aristotle that are the most obscure, abstract, and difficult to express in layman’s terms.

As such, I entreat the reader to be patient as we slog together through the first two sections. I will offer as many explanations and illustrations as I can to elucidate the material, but these portions of Aristotle’s writings can be quite abstruse and intractable. Still, the material is essential for fully appreciating and properly assessing Aristotle’s influence on the West in general and Christianity in particular. It is also foundational to understanding the more accessible and, I think, more lasting things that Aristotle has to teach us about ethics, politics, and rhetoric. To help sort out Aristotle’s difficult, often nonintuitive terminology, I have included at the back a glossary of terms that I would encourage readers to consult frequently as they make their way through each section of the book.









A NOTE ON TRANSLATION


FOR EASE OF REFERENCE and to ensure that all the translations I will be using in this book are in the public domain and easily accessible to readers, I will use the translations of Aristotle’s works that are anthologized in The Basic Works of Aristotle, edited by Richard McKeon. This book was originally published in 1941 by Random House, and many used copies of this edition are available. It can also be bought new or used in an inexpensive 2001 Modern Library Paperback Edition. Although this fifteen-hundred-page edition is not complete, it has all one needs for a thorough grounding in Aristotle.

All the translations used in McKeon’s edition, with one exception, can be read and downloaded for free at the Internet Classics Archive (classics.mit .edu). The one exception is the translation of Aristotle’s Poetics, which in McKeon’s edition is taken from Ingram Bywater but at the Internet Classics Archive is taken from S. H. Butcher. The Bywater translation can be read and downloaded for free at Project Gutenberg (www.gutenberg.org).

As for the referencing of quotes from Aristotle’s works, I will not be using page numbers from the McKeon edition. Rather, I will include parenthetical references in the text that have two sets of numbers separated by a semicolon: (1) the book and chapter number; and (2) the page, column, and line numbers from the edition of Aristotle’s works published in Berlin by Immanuel Bekker in 1831. As most editions of Aristotle’s works include the Bekker numbers in the margin or the top of the page, these numbers, together with Aristotle’s book and chapter numbers, should allow readers to quickly locate the passage I am quoting, no matter what edition they have. If I quote the first paragraph of book X, chapter 9 of Physics, the parenthetical citation will read: (X.9; 217b29-218a3). Which of Aristotle’s books I am quoting from will be made clear in the text.

Here is a list of the translations I will be using for each work: Categories, E. M. Edghill; On the Heavens, J. L. Stocks; On Generation and Corruption, Harold H. Joachim; On Interpretation, E. M. Edghill; Metaphysics, W. D. Ross; Meteorology, E. W. Webster; Nicomachean Ethics, W. D. Ross; Physics, R. P. Hardie and R. K. Gaye; Poetics, Ingram Bywater; Politics, Benjamin Jowett; Posterior Analytics, G. R. G. Mure; Prior Analytics, A. J. Jenkinson; Rhetoric, W. Rhys Roberts; On the Soul, J. A. Smith; Topics, W. A. Pickard-Cambridge; On the Parts of Animals, William Ogle.

Finally, although all my quotes will be taken from the translations anthologized by McKeon, in my bibliographical essay I will share with the reader a number of more recent translations and editions I have found helpful.
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1
WHY IT’S IMPOSSIBLE TO BELIEVE SIX IMPOSSIBLE THINGS BEFORE BREAKFAST



ALBERT EINSTEIN DID NOT INVENT the formula, E = mc²; he discovered it. In the same way, Isaac Newton discovered, rather than invented, the laws that govern gravitation. The formula and the laws have been written into creation since the beginning; what Einstein and Newton did was pull the curtain away from nature to reveal the careful fine-tuning that governs life, motion, and change in our ordered universe.

Aristotle is the father of logic, not because he invented it out of whole cloth but because he recognized, clarified, and systematized the rules that govern the proper use of our rational faculties. There is an order without and an order within, and they reflect each other. How did Aristotle happen upon that dual order? By moving past mere thinking to engage in the metacognitive practice of thinking about thinking.

The Egyptian builders who lived and worked before Pythagoras could, it seems, determine whether they had a perfect right angle by aligning a three-inch, four-inch, and five-inch strip of cloth into a triangle. They were thinking. What Pythagoras did is think theoretically about such practical thinking to arrive at his famous theorem that in all right triangles, even ones that are invisible, the sum of the squares of the two sides (a² + b²) will always equal the square of the hypotenuse (c²). Like Einstein and Newton after him, Pythagoras did not fabricate his mathematical formulation to grace a fantasy world; he discerned this pattern of relationship in the very warp and woof of the cosmos.


THE LAW OF NONCONTRADICTION

Some two centuries after Pythagoras propounded his theorem, Aristotle took a close look at the kinds of statements people make about God, nature, and their fellow man. Though he could not always be certain whether a given statement was true, he discovered a way to spot statements that could not be true. A statement is necessarily false if it violates the law of noncontradiction: something cannot be itself and its opposite at the same time and in the same way.

We can say someone is a young man and an old man at a different time (twenty-five years old today but sixty-five years old forty years from now) or in a different way (young at heart but old in years), but we cannot say he is a young man and an old man at the same time and in the same way. To make such a statement is to violate the law of noncontradiction and to fall into logical error.

A man may be alive and not alive, or believe and not believe, or start a project and finish it at different times, but he cannot be (or do) both the one and the other simultaneously. A woman can be a primate in the sense that she is viviparous (gives live births) and not a primate in the sense that she has reason; she can be a doctor in the sense that she has a PhD and not a doctor in the sense that she does not practice medicine; but she cannot be both a primate/doctor and not a primate/doctor in the same sense.

Aristotle states this foundational law of logic most clearly in Metaphysics: “The same attribute cannot at the same time belong and not belong to the same subject and in the same respect.” He then goes on to add:


It is impossible for any one to believe the same thing to be and not to be. . . . For what a man says, he does not necessarily believe; and if it is impossible that contrary attributes should belong at the same time to the same subject. . . . , and if an opinion which contradicts another is contrary to it, obviously it is impossible for the same man at the same time to believe the same thing to be and not to be; for if a man were mistaken on this point he would have contrary opinions at the same time. It is for this reason that all who are carrying out a demonstration reduce it to this as an ultimate belief; for this is naturally the starting-point even for all the other axioms. (IV.3; 1005b20-34)



Note that Aristotle does not attempt to “prove” his point. The law of noncontradiction is a foundational principle of logic that is not to be demonstrated but submitted to: one argues from it, not for it. It is, Aristotle insists, “the starting-point” for all thinking that can properly call itself rational and logical.

The White Queen in chapter five of Through the Looking-Glass informs Alice that when she was her age, she was quite capable of believing six impossible things before breakfast. Neither Aristotle nor the sensible Alice will put up with such nonsense. In fact, Aristotle states, boldly and unapologetically, that anyone who thinks that the self-evident law of noncontradiction needs to be demonstrated lacks true philosophical training. To argue against it is to make an argument that, if proved, would make all other arguments impossible. It is to rob the one who denies it of his very status as a rational animal: “If all are alike both wrong and right, one who is in this condition will not be able either to speak or to say anything intelligible; for he says at the same time both ‘yes’ and ‘no’. And if he makes no judgement but ‘thinks’ and ‘does not think’, indifferently, what difference will there be between him and a vegetable?” (IV.4; 1008b8-12).

The reserved Aristotle rarely descends to such sarcasm, but he is defending the very possibility of logical thought and rational choice. Using a somewhat snarky reductio ad absurdum—an argument that exposes foundational weaknesses in a claim by showing what happens if that claim is taken to its “logical” conclusion—Aristotle makes it clear that only a fool would refuse to submit, in his daily life, to the law of noncontradiction:


For why does a man walk to Megara and not stay at home, when he thinks he ought to be walking there? Why does he not walk early some morning into a well or over a precipice, if one happens to be in his way? Why do we observe him guarding against this, evidently because he does not think that falling in is alike good and not good? Evidently, then, he judges one thing to be better and another worse. And if this is so, he must also judge one thing to be a man and another to be not-a-man, one thing to be sweet and another to be not-sweet. . . . Therefore, as it seems, all men make unqualified judgements, if not about all things, still about what is better and worse. (IV.4; 1008b14-27)



Unlike Plato, who put little stock in common opinions held by common people, Aristotle trusted the wisdom of common sense. All of us know quite well that our neighbors, like ourselves, accept without question that two opposing ideas or actions cannot both be true at the same time and in the same way. If we did not do so, our thinking would be random, our judgments haphazard, and our choices indiscriminate.




THE CORRESPONDENCE THEORY OF TRUTH

In Aristotle, we encounter the same firm but jovial common sense of one of the great Christian thinkers of the eighteenth century: British poet, playwright, critic, lexicographer, moralist, and man of letters Samuel Johnson (1709–1784). In his delightful Life of Samuel Johnson, James Boswell records an incident from August 1763 in which Dr. Johnson embodied to the full the kind of common-man logical thinking that Aristotle helped usher into the world:


After we came out of the church, we stood talking for some time together of Bishop Berkeley’s ingenious sophistry to prove the non-existence of matter, and that every thing in the universe is merely ideal. I observed, that though we are satisfied his doctrine is not true, it is impossible to refute it. I never shall forget the alacrity with which Johnson answered, striking his foot with mighty force against a large stone, till he rebounded from it, “I refute it thus.”1



Though Christianity is a religion of miracles, it is grounded in the day-to-day realities of history. Indeed, the Christian is only able to recognize miracles because he knows how the laws of nature normally operate and that there is a correspondence between reality and the statements we make about reality. Johnson remains assured that the stone that halts the forward movement of his foot is as concrete, actual, and real as the sharp twinge of pain he no doubt felt when his soft toe connected with the hard rock.

That there is a real, one-to-one correspondence between the things we see around us and the things we say about those things is foundational to Christianity. But it has also been foundational to secular, scientific thought in the West. Neither Baruch Spinoza nor David Hume nor Bertrand Russell nor Einstein believed in the God revealed in the Bible; all of them were finally materialists, either rejecting God outright or making him equivalent to nature or the universe. Yet, all four of these nontheistic philosopher-scientists accepted the correspondence theory of truth. Had they not, they could not have propounded their theories about the nature of reality.

Here, in a maddeningly tongue-twisting sentence, is how Aristotle defines the correspondent nature of our world: “To say of what is that it is not, or of what is not that it is, is false, while to say of what is that it is, and of what is not that it is not, is true; so that he who says of anything that it is, or that it is not, will say either what is true or what is false” (IV.7; 1011b26-29). Science as we know it, whether theistic or secular, would not have arisen in the West had scientists not agreed with Aristotle that the objects and patterns and motions that make up our cosmos bear a direct relationship to the evidence of our senses, the theorizing of our minds, and the words and symbols we use to express that evidence and theorizing in hypotheses, principles, and laws.2

No modern science, then, but also no Christian theology. Apart from Aristotle’s correspondent view of truth—a view that is assumed but not expressly stated in Scripture—the doctors of the church, whether Catholic or Protestant, would have been hard pressed to express the work and teachings of Christ in defendable doctrines and disciplines and coherent confessions and creeds.

Combining the law of noncontradiction with the correspondence theory of truth, Aristotle describes what the world would be like if truth and falsehood were interchangeable:


On the one hand, if all opinions and appearances are true, all statements must be at the same time true and false. For many men hold beliefs in which they conflict with one another, and think those mistaken who have not the same opinions as themselves; so that the same thing must both be and not be. And on the other hand, if this is so, all opinions must be true; for those who are mistaken and those who are right are opposed to one another in their opinions; if, then, reality is such as the view in question supposes, all will be right in their beliefs. (IV.5; 1009a7-14)



Only chaos can result when a culture allows contradictory things to be treated as if they were equivalent or cavalierly call something true that does not correspond with reality. Sadly, we are witnessing that very scenario play itself out in North America, Europe, and other countries influenced by modern Western thought.

Increasingly since Samuel Johnson’s day, ethical, philosophical, and aesthetic relativism has seized control of academic and popular culture, even making strong inroads into the church. Engaged in a rash, intellectually (and morally) suicidal quest to make all things equally true, we have only succeeded in making all things equally false—erecting in place of Aristotle’s search for objective truth a dictatorship of relativism.

The ancient Greeks worshiped a pantheon of arbitrary gods who ruled over a world that was often as arbitrary as they were. Aristotle, like Plato before him, turned the eyes of philosophy toward truths that transcended the petty rivalries and licentious games of Zeus and his divine court. As we will see in part two, the God of Aristotle was ultimately a removed and impersonal one, a fact that unfortunately helped lead Christianity into the dead end of deism during the Enlightenment. Still, by positing an Unmoved Mover who was consistent and coherent, Aristotle brought clarity about the nature of God to the greatest philosopher-theologian of the high Middle Ages.




AQUINAS AND LEWIS ON THE NATURE OF REALITY

Far from an arbitrary deity, the God of the Bible is not only the author of the correspondence theory of truth and the law of noncontradiction; he embodies both in his nature and his being. In question 25, article 3 of his Summa, the great Italian Dominican friar, priest, and scholastic Thomas Aquinas (1225–1274) poses an essential question of theology: Is God omnipotent? Although he answers affirmatively, he qualifies his affirmation by referring to Aristotle’s law of noncontradiction:


Now nothing is opposed to the idea of being except non-being. Therefore, that which at the same time implies being and non-being is repugnant to the idea of an absolute possible, which is subject to the divine omnipotence. For such cannot come under the divine omnipotence; not indeed because of any defect in the power of God, but because it has not the nature of a feasible or possible thing. Therefore, everything that does not imply a contradiction in terms is numbered among those possibles in respect of which God is called omnipotent; whereas whatever implies contradiction does not come within the scope of divine omnipotence, because it cannot have the aspect of possibility. Hence it is more appropriate to say that such things cannot be done, than that God cannot do them. Nor is this contrary to the word of the angel, saying: No word shall be impossible with God (Luke i. 37). For whatever implies a contradiction cannot be a word, because no intellect can possibly conceive such a thing.3



The omnipotent God, Aquinas argues, can do all things that are possible, but even he cannot make being and nonbeing at the same time and in the same way. God cannot do such a thing, not because he is limited in his power but because such a thing is simply impossible, a logical contradiction in terms. The verse he quotes from Luke (Lk 1:37), he argues, does not contradict the law of noncontradiction, for a word that does not correspond with the nature of reality is not a word; it is a meaningless sound, a nonthing.

To the modern—or, rather, postmodern—Christian, Aquinas may seem to be guilty of putting God in a box. But that is not his intent. In the tradition of Aristotle, Aquinas seeks to remain faithful to the rational world that God created, a world that reflects his (God’s) rationality and that corresponds to the rational structures that God inscribed into the minds of his rational creatures—particularly the supremely ordered (and obedient) mind of Aquinas. It is neither improper nor blasphemous to suggest that God, like any just monarch, follows his own rules.

Seven centuries after Aquinas penned his Summa, the great British author, academic, and apologist C. S. Lewis (1898–1963) set himself the task of addressing one of the most difficult and perennial questions asked of Christians: Why, if God is all good and all-powerful, does suffering exist in the world? Most Christians over the centuries have accounted for the existence of evil and pain by referring, at least in part, to man’s misuse of free will. Few, however, have thought clearly through the implications of God’s decision to endow his human creatures with the gift of free will.

To set the divine parameters for his freewill apologetic, Lewis, in The Problem of Pain (1940), makes a direct appeal to Aristotle and Aquinas’s law of noncontradiction:


Omnipotence means “power to do all, or everything.” And we are told in Scripture that “with God all things are possible.” It is common enough in argument with an unbeliever, to be told that God, if He existed and were good, would do this or that; and then, if we point out that the proposed action is impossible, to be met with the retort, “But I thought God was supposed to be able to do anything.” This raises the whole question of impossibility.4



Lewis clearly alludes here to the passage from Aquinas quoted above, complete with the biblical reference to Gabriel’s words to the Virgin Mary about nothing being impossible for God. Yet, Lewis, like Aquinas and Aristotle before him, qualifies the theological tenet of God’s omnipotence to refer only to actions that are intrinsically possible.

From here, Lewis offers his own framing of the law of noncontradiction, noting that opposites are impossible unless an “unless” clause is inserted that bridges the contradiction. Thus, to call back an analogy I used earlier, it is impossible for me to be both an old man and a young man, unless I am speaking of myself at two different periods of time. Likewise, it is impossible for a human female to be identical to a primate, unless you mean she is identical to a primate in the limited sense that she gives birth to live children. In the absence of such an unless, however, the law of noncontradiction applies. That is to say, if something “is self-contradictory it is absolutely impossible. . . . It has no unless clause attached to it. It is impossible under all conditions and in all worlds and for all agents.”5

With that, Lewis springs on his reader the divine implications of a law he learned, via Aquinas, from a pagan philosopher who did not have access to the Scriptures:


“All agents” here includes God Himself. His Omnipotence means power to do all that is intrinsically possible, not to do the intrinsically impossible. You may attribute miracles to Him, but not nonsense. This is no limit to His power. If you choose to say “God can give a creature free-will and at the same time withhold free-will from it,” you have not succeeded in saying anything about God: meaningless combinations of words do not suddenly acquire meaning simply because we prefix to them the two other words “God can.” It remains true that all things are possible with God: the intrinsic impossibilities are not things but nonentities. It is no more possible for God than for the weakest of His creatures to carry out both of two mutually exclusive alternatives; not because His power meets an obstacle, but because nonsense remains nonsense even when we talk it about God.6



There you have it: it is impossible, even for God, to give us free will and not give us free will at the same time and in the same way. To say God cannot do something that is intrinsically impossible is not to put God in a box; it is merely to treat nonsense as nonsense, whether the supposed perpetrator of that nonsense is human or divine.

Though it may seem that Lewis, like Aquinas before him, is putting limits on God, what he is really doing is defending, after Aristotle, the ordered creation God made and acknowledging the ordered minds he gave us to perceive and study that order.
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    PLAYING AROUND IN ARISTOTLE’S TOOLBOX


  
    ALTHOUGH ARISTOTLE WROTE BOOKS with titles such as Physics, Metaphysics, Ethics, and Politics, he did not write a book titled Logic. Instead, he wrote a series of preliminary studies that have long been referred to collectively as the Organon: Greek for an instrument, or organ, for acquiring knowledge. For Aristotle, logic is not so much a separate discipline as it is a toolbox for engaging with other disciplines. Whether one studies physics, metaphysics, ethics, or politics, he can borrow tools from the toolbox to guide his research and ensure that each step he takes from observation to inference, premise to theory, presupposition to ramification is logical, prudent, and justified.

    The six books that make up the Organon are Categories, On Interpretation, Prior Analytics, Posterior Analytics, Topics, and On Sophistical Refutations. Taken together, they provide the mental equipment necessary for initiating and undertaking a systematic and comprehensive study of the world. What Aristotle brought to this study is a remarkable clarity and exactness in terminology and the relationship between claims and conclusions. Socrates and Plato before him labored hard to frame precise definitions of abstract nouns such as courage, justice, and goodness. Aristotle, while continuing their focus on definition, dug down deeper to the very words and concepts out of which proper definitions are forged.

    
      UNPACKING THE GRAMMAR OF LOGIC

      Even those who have not studied grammar recognize intuitively the difference between nouns and adjectives. In such phrases as “brown dog,” “tall tree,” and “musical man,” it will be instantly clear to most people that the noun, the object in question, the thing-in-itself, is the dog or the tree or the man. Brown, tall, and musical are not things-in-themselves but descriptors, adjectives that modify the things.

      In Categories, Aristotle raises this grammatical distinction into a foundation for clear and logical thinking. Dogs, trees, and men are substances (or essences or beings or realities); the words that modify them are accidents that describe but are not essential to their nature. Aristotle distinguishes between one category of substance and nine of accidents: “substance, quantity, quality, relation, place, time, position, state, action, or affection.” He then provides a series of examples to illustrate each category (4; 1b25-2a1-3). Here are Aristotle’s examples expressed in the form of a list:

      
        
          
            
            
            
            
            
              
                	
substance:


                	
man; the horse


              

              
                	
quantity:


                	
two cubits long; three cubits long


              

              
                	
quality:


                	
white; grammatical


              

              
                	
relation:


                	
double; half; greater


              

              
                	
place:


                	
in the marketplace; in the Lyceum


              

              
                	
time:


                	
yesterday; last year


              

              
                	
position:


                	
lying; sitting


              

              
                	
state:


                	
shod; armed


              

              
                	
action:


                	
to lance; to cauterize


              

              
                	
affection:


                	
to be lanced; to be cauterized


              

            
          

        

      

      Although all nine accidental categories play a role in Aristotle’s philosophy, he generally confines himself to quality, quantity, and, to a lesser extent, relation.

      Why are these distinctions important? Because they determine the kinds of questions we can and should ask and those that are irrelevant. Thus, Aristotle follows the passage quoted above with this qualification: “No one of these terms, in and by itself, involves an affirmation; it is by the combination of such terms that positive or negative statements arise. For every assertion must, as is admitted, be either true or false, whereas expressions which are not in any way composite such as ‘man’, ‘white’ . . . cannot be either true or false” (4; 2a4-10).

      We do not debate whether the person across the street is or is not a man (substance); we can debate, however, whether he is a tall or short man, a smart or foolish man, a winning or a losing man (substance + accident). In the same way, we do not argue whether the color white (an accident of quality) is, in and of itself, true or false; we can, however, debate whether the horse at the end of the street is a white horse, a brown horse, or a gray horse (accident + substance).

      Just as Aristotle argues that nouns (substances) and adjectives (accidents) must work together to make statements whose truth or falsity can be debated, so, in the first chapter of On Interpretation, he widens his argument to take in the need for nouns and verbs to function in unison:

      
        As there are in the mind thoughts which do not involve truth or falsity, and also those which must be either true or false, so it is in speech. For truth and falsity imply combination and separation. Nouns and verbs, provided nothing is added, are like thoughts without combination or separation; “man” and “white”, as isolated terms, are not yet either true or false. In proof of this, consider the word “goat-stag”. It has significance, but there is no truth or falsity about it, unless “is” or “is not” is added, either in the present or in some other tense. (1; 16a9-18)

      

      As a naked noun (substance), goat-stag is neither true nor false. Only when it is combined with a verb—a goat-stag is (exists) or a goat-stag is not—does it become a matter for debate and a statement to which the terms true or false can be properly attached.

      Similarly, a verb without a noun attached to it cannot function on its own as a true or false statement:

      
        Verbs in and by themselves are substantival and have significance, for he who uses such expressions arrests the hearer’s mind, and fixes his attention; but they do not, as they stand, express any judgement, either positive or negative. For neither are “to be” and “not to be” the participle “being” significant of any fact, unless something is added; for they do not themselves indicate anything, but imply a copulation [of noun and verb], of which we cannot form a conception apart from the things coupled. (3; 16b19-25)

      

      This may sound like common sense—of course the state of being or not being cannot be adequately discussed unless it is linked to some thing that either exists or does not—but that is only because Aristotle, the philosopher of common sense, was the first person to make explicit what people had long known intuitively but were unable to express. Aristotle cared deeply about the meaning of words. Truth and falsehood, virtue and vice, goodness and evil were not relativistic terms for him but expressions of the nature of reality.

    

    
    
      SUBSTANCE AND ACCIDENT IN THE CATHOLIC MASS

      It should come as no surprise that when the Catholic Church attempted to formulate in words the supreme mystery of the Eucharist—by which ordinary bread and wine are transformed into the body and blood of Christ—she turned to Aristotle for an appropriate language. Here is what she proclaims in the Catechism of the Catholic Church: “By the consecration of the bread and wine there takes place a change of the whole substance of the bread into the substance of the body of Christ our Lord and of the whole substance of the wine into the substance of his blood. This change the holy Catholic Church has fittingly and properly called transubstantiation.”1 Note that it is only the substance, and not the accidents, of the bread and wine that are, literally, tran-substantiated during the Mass. In quality and quantity, the bread and wine remain the same; that is why those who participate in Communion are not cannibals, as the ancient Romans often accused them of being.

      If one were to ask a devout Catholic whether the consecrated host he holds in his hand is ordinary bread or the body of Christ, he could not give a simple yes or no answer. In its accidents, it is still bread, he must say, but in its substance, it is the body of Christ. Aristotle, I believe, would have found the Catholic doctrine of transubstantiation baffling. Indeed, one might argue that the Catholic use of Aristotle’s categories of substance and accident turns Aristotle’s law of noncontradiction on its head: for transubstantiation seems to suggest that the consecrated bread and wine can be bread and not-bread, wine and not-wine at the same time. Yet, as paradoxical as it might seem, the categories Aristotle laid down three and a half centuries before Christ was born provided the vehicle that the Catholic Church (via Aquinas) needed to explain a mystery that transcends the normal boundaries of space, time, and logic.

      Which is not to say that Aristotle was unable to conceive realities that press the boundaries of what can be stated or thought. In On Interpretation, he lays down a series of four statements in which two are positive and two are negative. Here are two of those series:

      
        Positive statement one: man is just

        Negative statement one: man is not just

        Positive statement two: man is not-just

        Negative statement two: man is not not-just

        Positive statement one: every man is just

        Negative statement one: not every man is just

        Positive statement two: every man is not-just

        Negative statement two: not every man is not-just

      

      In both examples, all four of the “two” statements are real in the sense that they can be stated, but only with reference to the “one” statements can we speak in terms of true or false.

      As for the “two” statements, their seeming use of negative language (not-man; not-just) does not qualify them as statements that are false rather than true. To the contrary, Aristotle explains,

      
        Negative expressions, which consist of an indefinite noun or predicate, such as “not-man” or “not-just”, may seem to be denials containing neither noun nor verb in the proper sense of the words. But they are not. For a denial must always be either true or false, and he that uses the expression “not man”, if nothing more be added, is not nearer but rather further from making a true or a false statement than he who uses the expression “man.” (10; 20a31-37)

      

      For the logical, systematic Aristotle to identify statements that can be expressed but that lack true or false content—that are, as it were, simultaneously real and unreal—might seem to threaten a fall into relativism, but that does not prevent Aristotle from exploring the full range of human language and thought.

    

    
    
      DOROTHY SAYERS’S ARISTOTELIAN SOLUTION TO THE ORIGIN OF EVIL

      Just as the Catholic Church tackled the Christian mystery of the Eucharist by using Aristotle’s categories of substance and accident somewhat against him, so a twentieth-century British author named Dorothy Sayers tackled the Christian mystery of the origin of evil by using Aristotle’s meditations on negative phrases such as not-man and not-just somewhat against him. Sayers (1893–1957) is best known as the author of the Lord Peter Wimsey detective series, though she also translated Dante’s Comedy and wrote a series of radio plays for the BBC on the life of Christ. In her mind-bending tour de force on the nature of the triune God, The Mind of the Maker (1941), she addresses the thorny problem of how evil came into our world. If, as the Nicene Creed states, God is the Creator of all things visible and invisible, and if he is all good, then how did evil come into the world? Surely God did not create evil; and yet, if he did not, who did?

      To address this question, one that has puzzled theologians and apologists for thousands of years, Sayers turns unexpectedly to Aristotle’s discussion of the status of negative statements such as not-man and not-just. “Being (simply by being),” she argues,

      
        creates Not-Being, not merely contemporaneously in the world of Space, but also in the whole extent of Time behind it. So that though, in the absence of Being, it would be meaningless to say that Not-Being precedes Being; yet, in the presence of Being that proposition becomes both significant and true, because Being has made it so. Or, to use the most familiar of all metaphors, “before” light, there was neither light nor darkness; darkness is not darkness until light has made the concept of darkness possible. Darkness cannot say: “I precede the coming light”, but there is a sense in which light can say, “Darkness preceded me.”2

      

      Like Aristotle, Sayers treats the negative statement Not-Being as something that is both real and unreal. It has no existence in and of itself, and though it can be stated, it cannot be judged as true or false. What reality it has is given it by the existence of Being.

      Having established this Aristotelian relationship between the categories of Being and Not-Being, Sayers makes an analogy to Shakespeare’s creation of the character of Hamlet and what that creation entails:

      
        Shakespeare writes [the play] Hamlet. That act of creation enriches the world with a new category of Being, namely: [the character] Hamlet. But simultaneously it enriches the world with a new category of Not-Being, namely: Not-Hamlet. Everything other than Hamlet, to the farthest bounds of the universe, acquires in addition to its former characteristics, the characteristic of being Not-Hamlet; the whole of the past immediately and automatically becomes Not-Hamlet. Now, in a sense, it is true to say that the past was Not-Hamlet before Hamlet was created or thought-of; it is true, but it is meaningless, since apart from Hamlet there is no meaning that we can possibly attach to the term Not-Hamlet.3

      

      As before, the existence of Not-Hamlet relies completely on the creation of Hamlet; apart from it, it has no existence, though it can be stated in words. Shakespeare the author did not seek to create Not-Hamlet, but his creation of Hamlet brought with it the possibility of Not-Hamlet.

      In the same way, Sayers goes on to argue, “the reality of Evil is contingent upon the reality of Good”:

      
        the Good, by merely occurring, automatically and inevitably creates its corresponding Evil. In this sense, therefore, God, Creator of all things, creates Evil as well as Good, because the creation of a category of Good necessarily creates a category of Not-Good. From this point of view, those who say that God is “beyond Good and Evil” are perfectly right: He transcends both, because both are included within His Being. But the Evil has no reality except in relation to His Good; and this is what is meant by saying that Evil is negation or deprivation of Good.4

      

      Sayers has Augustine in mind when she writes that Evil is a negation or deprivation of Good; but Augustine was himself influenced in part by Aristotle, who speaks about privation in similar terms in Metaphysics—though he speaks in terms of physical-psychological health and disease rather than spiritual-theological good and evil.5

      Having moved smoothly from Aristotle’s categories of Being/Not-Being (real/unreal) to her literary analogy of Hamlet/Not-Hamlet to Aristotle’s (via Augustine’s) categories of Good/Not-Good, Sayers brings the argument back to Hamlet and the implications for the origin of evil that rise up out of the liminal status of Not-Hamlet. “So long as Not-Being remains negative and inactive, it produces no particular effects, harmful or otherwise. But if Not-Hamlet becomes associated with consciousness and will, we get something which is not merely Not-Hamlet: we get Anti-Hamlet.”6 This anti-Hamlet gains consciousness and will when a human actor so misuses his free will as to bring Not-Hamlet into existence as Anti-Hamlet. We cannot lay this misuse at the feet of Shakespeare, though in the act of creating Hamlet he did create the possibility for a (potential) Not-Hamlet and an (actual) Anti-Hamlet. Apart from misuse on the part of the human actor, Not-Hamlet, and thus Anti-Hamlet, would have remained inert, a possibility without a reality.

      As with the example from the Catholic Eucharist, it is unlikely that Aristotle could have imagined his categories being used to help resolve a theological quandary about the origin of evil. Nevertheless, the kind of thinking about thinking, backed up by carefully selected terms and qualifications, that he set in motion has long assisted and clarified the attempts of Christian philosophers, theologians, apologists, and critics to make sense of their world, their place in it, and the God who created and sustains it.

    

    








3
MAKING ARGUMENTS THAT MAKE SENSE



IN ADDITION TO INTRODUCING the categories that many philosophers today still use to sort out the substances and accidents of our everyday reality, Aristotle’s Organon blessed the world of thought with a dual method for moving logically from claims to conclusions. As Aristotle explains it—and his approach to logic has changed little, if at all, for over two millennia—the logician can either proceed upward from facts, figures, and observations toward a general inference (induction) or proceed downward from self-evident premises and assumptions to a specific conclusion (deduction).

In Topics, Aristotle defines induction as “a passage from individuals to universals, for example, the argument that supposing the skilled pilot is the most effective, and likewise the skilled charioteer, then in general the skilled man is the best at his particular task.” That is to say, if we observe that skilled pilots, skilled charioteers, skilled carpenters, and skilled blacksmiths are all more effective at their job than their nonskilled counterparts, then we can infer that in other professions the same rule will hold true: that the skilled worker is better at his task than the nonskilled. Aristotle concedes that inductive reason of this kind “is the more convincing and clear: it is more readily learnt by the use of the senses, and is applicable generally to the mass of men.” However, he immediately qualifies his concession by arguing that “reasoning [deduction] is more forcible and effective against contradictious people” (I.12; 105a10-19). Although post-Enlightenment thought has increasingly privileged induction over deduction, Aristotle’s preference for deduction as the golden road to truth has exerted a powerful influence on philosophy.
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