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Preface


THIS BOOK HAS BEEN A LONG TIME COMING. In my first year of graduate school, 1969, I was a graduate assistant to Norman Geisler, who decreed that after teaching a course five times, one must write the textbook. He seems to always have adhered to that maxim. On the other hand, I myself have been teaching courses on the subject of God’s existence for almost fifty years and am just now getting around to writing it down. Now I did have some good excuses. Within ten years I became entangled in administrative responsibilities at a new institution, soon to become Liberty University, which needed to develop its basic documents and administrative procedures.

I certainly enjoyed all of that work, but along with a full load of teaching, it allowed little time for anything else. Now, with those administrative duties a thing of the past, it is a joy to get around to research and writing again. I am certainly grateful to InterVarsity Press for the opportunity to take on this challenge, and especially David McNutt for his good guidance throughout the writing. And I am grateful to Liberty University, and my dean, Roger Schultz, for research release time that has made this project so much easier.

I can think of no topic that demands greater attention in this global culture than the existence and reality of God. Our world is divided and divisive. I am convinced that this is a result of the fact that our global culture has given up on finding any truth that would unite us—any truth at all. Many people even think that to be a virtue. But the relativistic skepticism that is in danger of engulfing us cannot provide a unifying factor. Without truth there is only power. I think we are headed for dark days if we continue on this course. That is certainly my overriding motivation in writing this book.

The obvious difficulty with a project like this is that my decision-making procedure for inclusion is bound to fully please no one. Many, even most, of the philosophers included in this story are obvious and necessary. But beyond that everyone has their favorites and essentials. How could I possibly have included Rob but left out Bob? Especially when Bob was the first one to get this most important point, or who wrote the ultimate refutation. Sometimes I have had to be very restrictive. After all, who has not weighed in on the ontological argument in the last fifty years? Or on how evil does or does not have a bearing on any one of the arguments? Or on fine-tuning? So, all I can say is that I did my best to include what I thought was most important to my purposes at hand. I should add that I often included more in the early stages of each argument just to make the point that little if any of the current discussion is at all new.

Another difficulty arises from presenting this as history: narrating a story that has developed and is still developing. That is, I mention many identifying facts about individuals that are subject to change. Even by the time this is published there will likely be a few changes. I apologize to those so affected, but I have tried my best to get all the facts right.
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CHAPTER 1

The Beginnings of the Arguments



1.1 Introducing the Characters in This Story

It seems that human beings have been thinking about God from the very beginning. The first chapters of the Bible certainly have it so. Recent excavations of Gobekli Tepe, located right where those same chapters place the Garden of Eden, show a society centered on worship dated by many archaeologists to around 10,000 BC.1 The late nineteenth-century sociologist of religion Andrew Lang documented how even the most isolated cultures around the world know of God, and refer to him as creator and maker, often even as father.2 One of my favorite quotes is this one from Greenland:

The first missionaries in Greenland supposed that there was not, there, a trace of belief in a Divine Being. But when they came to understand their language better, they found quite the reverse to be true . . . and not only so, but they could plainly gather from a free dialogue they had with some perfectly wild Greenlanders . . . that their ancestors must have believed in a Supreme Being. . . . But an [Inuit] said to a missionary, “Thou must not imagine that no Greenlander thinks about these things. Certainly there must be some Being who made all these things. He must be very good too. . . . Ah, did I but know him, how I would love and honor him.”3


Eventually these insights and intuitions that our world is unimaginable without a creator take on the status of formal arguments: the characters of this story. This provides them a life of their own. Why this human endeavor begins in sixth-century-BC Greece has long been a matter of speculation, and I have nothing really to add to the discussion after teaching ancient philosophy for some forty years.4 Suffice it to say, many forces came together and produced the Milesian school of Thales, and the philosophical discussion of these arguments has never ceased since then. That is the story of this book.

Initially this interaction was focused on what Aristotle called the search for the archē, the source and origin, the operating principle, of our universe. It took two hundred years of discussion after Thales to bring this idea to the explicit concept of God. This initial argument about the cause of existence of the universe comes to be called the cosmological argument. It stems from our everyday observations that things around us exist as parts of sequences of causal connections. Nothing we have observed, though of course we have not observed everything, simply exists by itself, but only within fields, networks, chains, trees of other things to which it is connected in cause-effect relationship. From this observation, our reasoning concludes that there must be an ultimate or final “something” that is itself uncaused.

A second type of argument is lurking behind this same reasoning. The causal connections in the universe do not exist in some random way, but in what appears to us to be lawlike, purposeful, and designed patterns. This organization itself seems to demand an explanation. Given our experience of our own artistic and technological inventions, the most likely explanation would have to be some creative and intelligent source. This argument has come to be known as the teleological argument.

A third type of argument emerges as a special case of this observed orderliness and lawfulness of our universe: the moral argument. One thing that is truly unique about us as human beings is our perception of moral obligation. We experience ourselves as part of a social order that expects us to act justly, lovingly, tolerantly, but also not to act with hatred, violence, or discrimination. And we seem intuitively to expect the same of others, society as a whole, and even ourselves. This demands a much more specialized explanation, since only a personal and intentional intelligence would appear to fit the bill here.

There is a fourth and quite different sort of argument that comes to us from the great medieval theologian and philosopher Anselm of Canterbury: the ontological argument. What is different here is that it is not based on observations of states of affairs in the real world and is thus not a posteriori but a priori—that is, it is based solely on the logic of the words or concepts involved.

A comment is in order here regarding my use of the word argument in this book. I mean by it simply any pattern or sequence of reasoning that implies a conclusion. Logicians distinguish three general types: deductive, inductive, and abductive. I will have more to say about these differences later as the story develops.

The word I will avoid, except where it appears in quotations, is the word proof. This is actually the traditional word. In more recent years, however, proof has come to be used for the kind of reasoning unique to mathematics. This is a sort of purely logical relationship that exists quite apart from any real or actual world considerations, and derives entirely from the particular rules of a given mathematical system.

Using the word argument is also meant to avoid the idea that any one of these stands by itself as a once-and-for-all clinching proof for a fully defined God. What we will see is that each argument has a very narrow focus, in terms of both the evidence used in the premises and the scope and the strength or probability of the conclusion. And so each of these arguments, along with others I will only mention in passing, functions best as part of a cumulative case.5

The idea here is that of a court case as presented by the attorneys. There is not simply a single argument given for guilt or innocence. Rather, there is a whole story that is woven together from many pieces of evidence, eyewitnesses, character witnesses, elimination of alternatives, and so on. The same is true here. We need to look at multiple arguments of different types, based on different sorts of evidence, with each giving us a different part of a larger conclusion. Of course, each piece of the case needs to be a sound argument in order to give us, overall, the best explanation.

I will then take a brief look at some preliminary stages in the development of arguments for the reality of a God. I will avoid trying to advance some sort of minimal definition of God. This is an issue fraught with controversy. I will simply ignore the matter and allow the arguments themselves to define their conclusions, to whatever extent they do, as we go along. None of them, not even the ontological argument, as is often alleged, actually presuppose some sort of minimal definition of God, and then argue circularly back to God so defined. They begin, rather, with certain known facts or observations, including possible definitions, from which explanatory conclusions may be drawn.

One more matter: What does all of this have to do with faith or belief? To answer this, we need an important distinction between believing that and believing in. When one says the Apostles’ Creed beginning with “I believe in God the Father almighty,” what is happening? This is clearly an affirmation of my trust, commitment, loyalty, or confidence in the person to whom I am referring. When I say that I believe in my wife, I mean that I trust her and have confidence in her. These are not statements about someone’s existence, though there is certainly an underlying assumption that they do in fact exist.

That is what I have in mind. The question here is whether we can, and how we can, know that God exists. And knowing is having a justified true belief. This is a justified true belief that. So knowing that, including believing that God exists, is very different from believing in God. On the other hand, how can I commit myself or be loyal to someone unless I first know that they really exist? So faith has to have a basis in justified true belief. You cannot have real faith in, or trust, God unless you “believe that he exists and that he rewards those who earnestly seek him” (Heb 11:6). I will come back to this at the end of my story.

That brings me to the last up-front matter. The July 2018 cover of Time magazine asked this critical question: “Is Truth Dead?” This is, I think, the most important question of our day. Time was mostly interested in the political ramifications. Crucial, no doubt! But even more destructive to our now global culture has been the loss of truth related to religion in general. It is largely considered intolerant, war-mongering, hateful, and misconceived to even ask for the truth about God.

 

1.1.1 Blaise Pascal. We must, however, ask this question about the truth, because there is so much that hinges on our getting it right—or wrong! I like the way the French philosopher and mathematician Blaise Pascal (1623–1662) handled this. A child prodigy who grew up in the home of a tax collector, Pascal thought of this as assessing the outcomes of a decision process.

There are four possible outcomes to weigh, given that God either exists or does not, and given that I may choose to believe in God or not. If God does not exist, then my believing or not believing makes very little difference. Like with Santa Claus when we were kids, I might be happier if I believe, and I might have the advantage of being right if I do not. But either way, no big deal. The same is the case with God, if he does not exist. However, if God does exist, as Pascal puts it, “there is here an infinity of an infinitely happy life to gain.”6 And if you wager incorrectly about God, you lose everything—both right now in this life and in the future life. This is itself not an argument for God’s reality, but it is an argument which demonstrates that God’s reality is a critical issue that we must face squarely.

So in fact we have everything, individually and as a society, to lose or gain by getting this question of the truth about God correct. It is possible, of course, that we cannot, for whatever reason, acquire truth about God. But seek it we must. We simply cannot avoid it.

That is the point of this narrative: to see how the justification of the claim that God is a reality has developed over the years, how objections to it have been placed, and how they have been answered and often changed the narrative in important ways. Then, of course, we will need a final assessment of where things stand today and whether we do, in fact, know the truth.




1.2 Prequels to the Story

Long before thinking about God took the form of full-blown arguments for his existence and nature, it took the form of simple observations of the world around us, in which people could not miss divine activity. All of the world’s religions and cultures evidence this. And at some early point, human beings began writing down their thoughts and songs. These may not have the formal structure of an argument, but the essential inferences are there. Just a few examples follow.

 

1.2.1 Jewish sources. The first is taken from the book of Psalms. It is attributed, at least much of it, to the second king of Israel, David, which would date it at sometime around 1000 BC.


The heavens declare the glory of God;

the skies proclaim the work of his hands.

Day after day they pour forth speech;

night after night they display knowledge.

There is no speech or language

where their voice is not heard.

Their voice goes out into all the earth,

their words to the ends of the world.

In the heavens he has pitched a tent for the sun,

Which is like a bridegroom coming forth from his pavilion,

like a champion rejoicing to run his course.

It rises at one end of the heavens

and makes its circuit to the other;

nothing is hidden from its heat. (Ps 19:1-6 NIV 1984)



In this poem, notice that the word “proclaim” plays the inferential role between “heavens” and “sky,” which are the evidence, and the conclusion, which is “the work of his hands.” We should note, too, that there are several times in this passage that we are told that this is something everyone understands, regardless of their language group.

The following is from the book of Job. We do not know with certainty who the author was, though Jewish rabbinic tradition ascribes it to Moses, whom they often date as having lived from 1391 to 1271 BC. But many current scholars place him as much as two hundred years earlier, and the book itself perhaps even earlier than that and by an earlier but unknown author.

Then the LORD spoke to Job out of the storm. He said:



“Who is this that obscures my plans

with words without knowledge?

 

Brace yourself like a man;

I will question you,

and you shall answer me.

 

“Where were you when I laid the earth’s foundation?

Tell me, if you understand.

Who marked off its dimensions? Surely you know!

Who stretched a measuring line across it?

On what were its footings set,

or who laid its cornerstone—

while the morning stars sang together

and all the angels shouted for joy?

 

“Who shut up the sea behind doors

when it burst forth from the womb,

when I made the clouds its garment

and wrapped it in thick darkness,

when I fixed limits for it

and set its doors and bars in place,

when I said, ‘This far you may come and no farther;

here is where your proud waves halt’?

 

“Have you ever given orders to the morning,

or shown the dawn its place,

that it might take the earth by the edges

and shake the wicked out of it?

The earth takes shape like clay under a seal;

its features stand out like those of a garment.

The wicked are denied their light,

and their upraised arm is broken.

 

“Have you journeyed to the springs of the sea

or walked in the recesses of the deep?

Have the gates of death been shown to you?

Have you seen the gates of the deepest darkness?

Have you comprehended the vast expanses of the earth?

Tell me, if you know all this.” (Job 38:1-18)



This monologue continues for two long chapters with example after example of intricate design and amazing living beings whose origin is clearly beyond human ingenuity. The logic of the argument is here reversed, coming as it does from God himself, but the conclusion is the same: We can provide no explanation for the origin of things we observe, even when we see the scientific process that brings them about, without concluding to the intelligence and creative power of God.

 

1.2.2 Christian sources. The New Testament has several such proto-argument passages. The most notable is this from the apostle Paul (ca. AD 5–67), who had received extensive training in the Jewish tradition but who had concluded that the man Jesus Christ was the very same God, albeit in human form, who had spoken to Moses, Job, and David so many years earlier.

Since what may be known about God is plain to them, because God has made it plain to them. For since the creation of the world God’s invisible qualities—his eternal power and divine nature—have been clearly seen, being understood from what has been made, so that people are without excuse. (Rom 1:19-20)7


This passage is close to a full-blown argument, and it is quite possible that the philosophically well-trained Paul knew of Aristotle’s argument.8 The evidence is “what has been made.” In the original Greek, this is one word, poiēmasin. This word might be translated “the made-ness of the things”—that is, the quality of the things we observe that indicates that they exist only because they are caused to do so. The philosophical term for this is contingent.

The role of conclusion is played here by the two attributes of God, not merely his reality, which we may infer from our observations, but omnipotence and deity. The first is an obvious reference to God as source of all things; the latter has the connotation in Greek of nondependence, or sovereignty. That is, God is himself not caused by or dependent on anything else. As we will see these are precisely the conclusions of the cosmological argument.

Here is another line of reasoning that sounds like the kind of dual agency we will see in Aristotle and Thomas Aquinas: “Jesus has been found worthy of greater honor than Moses, just as the builder of a house has greater honor than the house itself. For every house is built by someone, but God is the builder of everything” (Heb 3:3-4). So, God is the cause of everything, including some particular event, yet some person or some thing is also the cause of that same event.

 

1.2.3 Islamic sources. The Qur’an, dictated by Muhammad between 609 and 632 and directed to a diverse and polytheistic Arabic culture, contains this reference to, specifically, human beings, but it is clearly intended to apply to all of creation: “Or were they created by nothing? Or were they the creators of themselves? Or did they create the heavens and Earth? Rather, they are not certain” (Qur’an 52:35-36).9 This passage sets out the four options from which we must choose, given our observation and contemplation of ourselves. We either have no cause, are self-caused, are caused by something else that is itself caused, or, what is left? That is precisely what we are left to contemplate, and that is what forms the basis for Arabic Islamic thinking on the argument for God’s existence.

 

1.2.4 Greek sources. 1.2.4.1 Thales to Parmenides. While a bit of an eccentric, Parmenides draws his conclusions from a sequence of thinking by the first Greek philosophers, taking us back to an earlier and polytheistic culture. Thales (624–546 BC), who had, for the first time in known history, predicted an eclipse of the sun, began by also asking the first recorded philosophical question: How can we explain a universe that allows us to predict it at every level? What would it take to make such a universe? What are the conditions under which it could originate? His answer was that such a universe must just be a single thing. Now that is a good answer because clearly there must be some unifying factor to the universe if we can make these sorts of scientific claims about everything. It is not that far-fetched to think that the unifying factor is the matter from which it is made. On the other hand, the universe is obviously not just one physical thing, and Thales is clearly wrong about that.10 Still, he does get to step one: There must be a unifying factor to the universe if we are going to explain it at all. No commonalities means no science. We need the physical components, of course, but that is not enough. Even if they are eternal, which is what all the Greeks thought, there is nothing here to explain their harmonious and especially their predictable order.

The next stage in the discussion comes with Heraclitus (535–475 BC). He will argue that what is unifying and permanent is not really the physical chemistry, which, after all, is eternally and constantly changing.11 But what is constant are the physical laws that regulate its change: the cosmic logic.12 So, to get a unified universe you need the common list of physical components (we would refer to the Periodic Table) but primarily the laws and formulas that order it.

Now this seems clearly right. The chemical elements in the periodic table do give us a unifying matrix that allows us to identify things in our world: this is hydrogen, that is oxygen, and that there is carbon. But until we know the formulas, the patterns, the laws, we have no way to explain that this is water, or H2O, and that is sugar, or C12H22O11. So this is an important step in our argument story. Still, something is missing if we really want to explain the world we observe. What unifies the laws? How is it that all these diverse formulas work together so that we can predict complex events? For example, how is it that sugar dissolves in water and makes it taste sweet predictably? This will lead us to the next step: Anaxagoras.

In between, however, is this odd alternate conclusion reached by the previously mentioned Parmenides (born ca. 515 BC). He drew some obviously correct inferences from Thales’s view that the universe is one thing and that is all there is. Here is what he argued:


One path only is left for us to speak of, namely, that it is. In this path are very many tokens that what is is uncreated and indestructible; for it is complete, immovable, and without end. Nor was it ever, nor will it be; for now it is, all at once, a continuous one. For what kind of origin for it wilt thou look for? In what way and from what source could it have drawn its increase? . . . I shall not let thee say nor think that it came from what is not; for it can neither be thought nor uttered that anything is not. And, if it came from nothing, what need could have made it arise later rather than sooner? Therefore must it either be altogether or be not at all. . . . How, then, can what is be going to be in the future? Or how could it come into being? If it came into being, it is not; nor is it if it is going to be in the future. Thus is becoming extinguished and passing away not to be heard of.

Nor is it divisible, since it is all alike, and there is no more of it in one place than in another, to hinder it from holding together, nor less of it, but everything is full of what is. Wherefore it is wholly continuous; for what is, is in contact with what is.

Moreover, it is immovable in the bonds of mighty chains, without beginning and without end; since coming into being and passing away have been driven afar, and true belief has cast them away. It is the same, and it rests in the self-same place, abiding in itself. And thus it remaineth constant in its place; for hard necessity keeps it in the bonds of the limit that holds it fast on every side. Wherefore it is not permitted to what is to be infinite; for it is in need of nothing; while, if it were infinite, it would stand in need of everything.13



There is something strange going on here. Obviously these conclusions cannot be applied to the finite universe as Parmenides did, but the logic of the argument itself is unassailable. If there just is the one thing that there is, then it must be unending, unchanging, indivisible, and immovable. There is nothing else it could be or become. If it changed, what would it change to that it is not already? It simply is what it is! Hence, he concluded, our sensory experience of change and flux must be wrong.

At the heart of his problem is that he did not grasp the true nature of infinity. To him it connoted something that has no definition at all, hence it is nothing at all, and is “in need of everything.” So to Parmenides unlimited and unchanging Being was, in fact, the finite, defined, and limited circle of the universe. Hence the improper application. However, given a proper understanding of the unlimited as truly infinite, we would now have a series of arguments that correctly defines the properties of an unlimited being. So, we need to set this aside till later and resume the sequence of argument from Thales to Heraclitus and now on to Anaxagoras.

1.2.4.2 Anaxagoras. In Anaxagoras (510–428 BC), our story takes another critical step forward. We certainly cannot explain the universe without involving its unified physical chemistry. Thales was right. We also cannot explain it apart from its laws and formulas, the cosmic logic. Heraclitus was right. The explanation, however, still lacks completeness. Laws do not and cannot by themselves account for the harmonious, precise, and repeatable operation of the physical universe. They only describe individual events, like the sugar dissolving in the water. They clarify the operating principles of the universe, but not its initiating unifying cause. So it dawned on Anaxagoras that there must be, not just the individual design elements, but the Mind or Reason that knows and is the whole design. Not just Logos but what he calls Nous.14 We do not have a unified theory of everything unless the laws and formulas are united in a single grand design. Here is his summation:

All other things partake in a portion of everything, while Nous is infinite and self-ruled, and is mixed with nothing, but is alone itself by itself. For if it were not by itself, but were mixed with anything else, it would partake in all things if it were mixed with any; for in everything there is a portion of everything, as has been said by me in what goes before, and the things mixed with it would hinder it, so that it would have power over nothing in the same way that it has now being alone by itself. For it is the thinnest of all things and the purest, and it has all knowledge about everything and the greatest strength; and Nous has power over all things, both greater and smaller, that have life. And Nous had power over the whole revolution, so that it began to revolve in the beginning. And it began to revolve first from a small beginning; but the revolution now extends over a larger space, and will extend over a larger still. And all the things that are mingled together and separated off and distinguished are all known by Nous. And Nous set in order all things that were to be, and all things that were and are not now and that are. . . . And there are many portions in many things. But no thing is altogether separated off nor distinguished from anything else except Nous. And all Nous is alike, both the greater and the smaller; while nothing else is like anything else, but each single thing is and was most manifestly those things of which it has most in it.15


Granted, Anaxagoras was not consistent about this Nous, and interpretations of him vary greatly. Both Plato and Aristotle already recognized this. Aristotle complained that Anaxagoras got it right about Mind but then never used it in his actual science of the universe’s origin. Be that as it may, our only interest is his basic advance toward an argument. Anaxagoras did not think of Mind as an actual Creator, a causal agent beyond the physical universe and its actual source: God. The story of the argument is not there yet.

Nevertheless, this step is critical. Bits and pieces of knowledge cannot exist, they make no sense, without a larger theory. All those formulas in the front of my high school geometry text only make sense if there is a Euclidian geometry as a whole. The laws of physics only make sense in the context of physics. In fact, to make a larger sense of, for example, the law of gravity, there must be a specific physics, say Newtonian or Einsteinian physics. Current physicists say this same thing. Stephen Hawking says that universes, the “grand design,” are initiated by quantum physics.16 Max Tegmark’s claim is even more basic: it is mathematics itself that creates them.17

This seems clearly right. Individual laws explain how the world works only in the context of a complete theory: a physics of everything. This is what Anaxagoras appears to mean by Nous: the Mind or, perhaps better, the Reason of the universe. We are closer but still a ways off of the concept of a single unifying cause of the universe. But it is building. If Anaxagoras himself was still something of a pantheist, so be it. Aristotle calls him the first sober philosopher, even if he got no further. Now there is one more step in this pre-argument stage in Greek thinking, and that comes with Plato.

1.2.4.3 Plato. In his dialogue Timaeus, Plato (427–347 BC) presents his physics: his larger account of how we have a universe and how it operates. Early in the book we get this now famous passage. I should note that it is likely that Timaeus was the only text out of Plato’s many works, and even that was not complete, available to patristic and early medieval Christian scholars, and only in Latin.18 This passage in particular is why they and many since then have thought that Plato had arrived at the truth about the Judeo-Christian Creator God. In fact, this passage was sometimes referred to as Genesis. The Latin and most subsequent English translations used creator/Creator for the Greek demiourgos, which actually refers simply to a craftsman or artisan, and the word translated “create” simply means “to make.” What follows is the more literal translation by Donald Zeyl.


Now as to the whole heaven [ouranos], or world order [kosmos]—let’s just call it by whatever name is most acceptable in a given context—there is a question we need to consider first. This is the sort of question one should begin with in inquiring into any subject. Has it always been? Was there no origin [archē] from which it came to be? Or did it come to be and take its start from some origin? It has come to be. For it is both visible and tangible and it has a body—and all things of that kind are perceptible. And, as we have shown, perceptible things are grasped by opinion, which involves sense perception. As such, they are things that come to be, things that are begotten. Further, we maintain that, necessarily, that which comes to be must come to be by the agency of some cause. Now to find the maker and father of this universe [to pan] is hard enough, and even if I succeeded, to declare him to everyone is impossible. And so we must go back and raise this question about the universe: Which of the two models did the maker use when he fashioned it? Was it the one that does not change and stays the same, or the one that has come to be? Well, if this world of ours is beautiful and its craftsman good, then clearly he looked at the eternal model. But if what it’s blasphemous to even say is the case, then he looked at one that has come to be. Now surely it’s clear to all that it was the eternal model he looked at, for, of all the things that have come to be, our world is the most beautiful, and of causes the craftsman is the most excellent. This, then, is how it has come to be: it is a work of craft, modeled after that which is changeless and is grasped by a rational account, that is, by wisdom.

Since these things are so, it follows by unquestionable necessity that this world is an image of something.19



An important new insight in this creation narrative is Plato’s somewhat expanded understanding of Nous, which goes something like this: Physics is only a small part of a total theory of everything. There is so much more! There is biology, psychology, economics, sociology, history, and on and on. That is to say that beyond all, but encompassing all of the individual sciences, there is the grand totality of truth: the model of models, the pattern of patterns.20 Truth itself. The Form of forms. Nous for Plato is this all-encompassing, coherent formula that places everything in a big-picture context and gives it meaning. The grand design is total design. So if I want to explain my world, I will need to envision and understand the model. Nothing less will do. This is one of Plato’s great achievements in the history of human thought.

So far, this is a more complete version of Anaxagoras. But Plato takes another critical, new step when he tells us that it takes an actual cause, an agent, to create something. That is clearly right, and crucially so! And, again, Anaxagoras does not quite get us there. So far, so good. But we are still not quite there. Here is where Plato’s creation narrative has a serious flaw. This is evident when he says that the craftsman fashions the world by “looking at” the unchangeable and eternal model. What that tells us is that the craftsman is not really the ultimate originator. The model or pattern itself is: the craftsman only follows the (preexisting) blueprint.

What is missing here? Hawking’s notion that quantum physics makes universes may sound initially right, but ultimately it will simply not work. When my phone falls to the floor and cracks, it is not because of the law of gravity, but because of gravity itself: the force of gravity. Quantum physics does not cause anything. Likewise, Tegmark’s idea of mathematics as creator fails. Plato understood this and he was surely right: what is missing is an agent. But how the pattern actually causes the craftsman—who is the actual efficient cause—to build the universe, and what their relationship is, is still an unknown for Plato. And until it is known, we do not have a complete explanation. Somehow the craftsman and the pattern, Plato’s two great ideas, must come together to be the one ultimate cause: the Creator. We are close, but not quite there. And until we are, we do not have a fully formed argument.

This was an important part of the story, but really just the preface. It was Plato’s prize pupil, Aristotle, who first spelled out the initial form of the argument for a real God. Why does a harmonious and predictable contingent universe make sense only if there is a God? What is the real and ultimate cause of it all, and why call that God? Only when we answer these questions can we put together a clear and full argument.
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On the early translations of Plato available to the patristics and medievals, see Barbara Sattler’s helpful essay, “Plato’s Timaeus: Translations and Commentaries in the West,” https://open.conted.ox.ac.uk/resources/link/platos-timaeus-translations-and-commentaries.










  


  CHAPTER 2


  Cosmological Arguments


  

    

      2.1 Contingency Arguments


      2.1.1 Aristotle. The pre-argument stage as we have considered it is still rather unsophisticated and undeveloped. It simply observes the existence of a lawful and logical universe and concludes that there must be a rational cosmic source. For the first time, in Aristotle (384–322 BC), this became a highly technical argument, in particular an argument about the cause of the very existence of things as we observe them in the universe. This will come to be called the cosmological argument. How much of this he received from his teacher, Plato, is impossible to know, but no doubt a good bit. We know Plato only by way of dialogues written in colloquial language unencumbered by technical philosophical jargon, with just a few exceptions, and even they are fairly easy concepts. In Aristotle, we arrive at a completely new level, not only in technical semantics, but also in precision argumentation.


      This argument is about causality and, specifically, the cause of existence. On this topic, Aristotle prides himself to be the culmination of two hundred years of philosophical development (and he was right about that!). To understand the argument we will have to first briefly explore his famous fourfold analysis of cause. Think of building a house. There is, Aristotle argues, first, the material cause—that is, all of the lumber, nails, bricks, windows, and so forth. Without them no house could exist. Second, there is the efficient cause—that is, the work and activity of all those who build it. Third, there is the formal cause—that is, the architect’s blueprint used by the builders to organize the material in such a way that what comes to be is that specific house. Fourth, there is the final cause. This house will be the result of the intentions of the homeowners to build precisely this house, to serve exactly the purposes they had in mind. Without this intention driving the whole process (causing it, in other words) this particular house is never built.


      It is this concept of final cause that Aristotle considers his great achievement in philosophy. Everything we observe in our world has what Aristotle called telos. This is to say that its properties are such that it is good for various ends and, of course, not good for others. A rock is thus good for building a wall or breaking a window, but not good for feeding cattle or growing roses, and we, as intentional beings, purposely use rocks in certain ways because they have certain properties. Now we can watch how Aristotle applies this concept to the existence of the universe we live in and observe as scientists. There could be no such universe of causal connectedness unless there is an uncaused cause that is separate from it but directs its operations.


      Toward the end of his retelling of the history of previous philosophical thought in books one and two of his great work the Metaphysics, Aristotle previews the argument he will deal with at greater length much later, in book 12. So here is the short and simpler form; he has already noted that what we observe in the world is the existing of contingently caused things or events.


      

        Moreover, it is obvious that there is some first principle, and that the causes of things are not infinitely many either in a direct sequence or in kind. For the material generation of one thing from another cannot go on in an infinite progression (e.g. flesh from earth, earth from air, air from fire, and so on without a stop); nor can the source of motion (e.g. man be moved by air, air by the sun, the sun by Strife, with no limit to the series). In the same way neither can the Final Cause recede to infinity—walking having health for its object, and health happiness, and happiness something else: one thing always being done for the sake of another. And it is just the same with the Formal Cause. For in the case of all intermediate terms of a series, which are contained between a first and last term, the prior term is necessarily the cause of those which follow it; because if we had to say which of the three is the cause, we should say “the first.” At any rate it is not the last term, because what comes at the end is not the cause of anything. Neither, again, is the intermediate term, which is only the cause of one (and it makes no difference whether there is one intermediate term or several, nor whether they are infinite or limited in number). But of series, which are infinite in this way, and in general, of the infinite, all the parts are equally intermediate, down to the present moment. Thus if there is no first term, there is no cause at all.1


      


      In book 12, after the much more extensive and developed form of this argument, he adds the following to clarify some of the properties of the conclusion:


      

        Thus it is evident from the foregoing account that there is some substance which is eternal and immovable and separate from sensible things; and it has also been shown that this substance can have no magnitude, but is impartible and indivisible (for it causes motion for infinite time, and nothing finite has an infinite potentiality; and therefore since every magnitude is either finite or infinite, it cannot have finite magnitude, and it cannot have infinite magnitude because there is no such thing at all); and moreover that it is impassive and unalterable; for all the other kinds of motion are posterior to spatial motion. Thus, it is clear why this substance has these attributes.


        It is evident that there is only one heaven. For if there is to be a plurality of heavens (as there is of men), the principle of each must be one in kind but many in number. But all things which are many in number have matter. . . . Therefore the prime mover, which is immovable, is one both in formula and in number; and therefore so also is that which is eternally and continuously in motion. Therefore, there is only one heaven.2


      


      First, we need to recall an important presupposition to this argument. Aristotle, like all of the Greek philosophers, assumes that the material universe is eternal. It has no beginning. There is no question about the origin—in particular, the cause of the origin of matter. It simply always is. The philosophical concept of creation is unique to Jewish, then Christian, and later also Islamic, thinkers. This is critical because it means that Aristotle is not looking for a beginning of time, and so he is not concerned with a sequence of causality going back in time. Even when he talks here about material causation, he is not referring to a temporal succession from some temporal starting point.


      We need, then, another distinction in causes. We can talk about causal chains as they occur over time—that is, they are about the becoming, the sequential coming-to-be, of things, as in relations of parent to child and parent to child and so on. It is a quite different discussion to provide the causes of being. How is it that this something exists, as it does right now at this point in time, rather than not? This type of causality is exemplified more as conditions, fields, trees, or networks of causes. The illustration often used here is that of moving train cars pulled all at the same time by the single locomotive.


      This also means that he is talking about final, not efficient, causality. The efficient cause, Aristotle says, is always internal to the process, which consists of eternal material objects/events.3 This argument is about the final cause of a substance, that which makes it be what it is and therefore what it can be—what it is “good for.”


      Second, Aristotle’s task in the Metaphysics is nothing less than a theory of everything, but at the highest level of abstraction: a theory of being itself, of what it means to be. Not surprisingly, this argument also appears at the end of his Physics, in books seven and eight. Here it occurs with much more scientific evidence and illustration. In both cases, he argues that any explanation of the real world must conclude to a single First Unmoved Mover.


      A frequent objection to Aristotle is that many of his scientific examples and illustrations are wrong. For example, the section above incudes this supposed causal sequence: “flesh from earth, earth from air, air from fire.” Now, while this is dated, nothing in the argument itself depends on it. As long as what we observe are cause-effect sequences, illustrations and examples are irrelevant. In the end, what is crucial in this argument, and is the major advance over Plato, is that this is an argument from real things in the actual world to another real thing. If the effect is real, then the cause must be real.


      Let me try to state Aristotle’s argument in simple and succinct logical form:


      

        (1) We observe things to exist in causally connected sequences.


        (2) There cannot be an infinite regress of such a sequence.


        (3) Therefore, the sequences of causes of existence must be finite.


        (4) Therefore, there is a first cause.


        (5) Any first cause must be uncaused, eternal, spatially and temporally unlimited, and singular.


      


      There are here some significant advances in the argument. Premise (1) is a simple observation of conditions in the real world. It is not some general claim about everything, nor does it state some general principle of causality. It is just what we observe or experience around us.


      The subargument for (2) is new and critical. Aristotle represents a causal sequence like this.


      

        initial cause > intermediate causes and effects > final effect


      


      The number of intermediate causes here is philosophically irrelevant, though of course important to the scientist doing research. Looking for the cause of a certain cancer, I need to know every link back only to the respective initial cause. What is relevant to the metaphysics is that, if the sequence of intermediates is allowed to regress to infinity, then there is no initial cause, thus no causal force in the intermediates, and therefore no final effect.


      Take the train example. If John asks what is pulling the caboose he sees going by, Mary will say it is the boxcar coupled to it. If he asks what is pulling that, since it evidently has no source of its own motion, Mary will say it is the boxcar in front of that. This can go on as often as needed, but we will still not have answered why the caboose is moving. And if at some point Mary were to say there are infinite boxcars, we are still left puzzled: boxcars being boxcars, none of them can initially pull anything, and even if there is an infinity of them, we cannot hope for an answer at all. We have not fully explained even the caboose’s motion, unless and until we talk about something that does not need to be pulled itself in order to pull the boxcars and, of course, the caboose—namely, a locomotive. So this is why there can be no infinite regress of causes of contingently dependent things or events. There would be nothing that actually originates the causal action, regardless of how many there are or how they are arranged.


      Premise (3) simply follows from (2), and (4) from (3). Premise (5), however, needs several subarguments if it is to follow from (4). Parmenides, though, had already supplied the subarguments. Aristotle simply has to apply them to “first cause.” This anticipates what will be perhaps the most frequent objection to the argument—namely, that there is a disconnect between a first cause and God. Aristotle shows, however, that a strictly first cause would be without limits—that is, infinite—and therefore eternal, unchanging, singular, and perfect in all it is. This is certainly a minimal definition of the theistic God.


      Another frequent objection to Aristotle’s cosmological argument is to ask what caused the first cause. A notorious example is this from Richard Dawkins:


      

        These arguments rely upon the idea of a regress and invoke God to terminate it. They make the entirely unwarranted assumption that God himself is immune to the regress. Even if we allow the dubious luxury of arbitrarily conjuring up a terminator to an infinite regress and giving it a name, simply because we need one, there is absolutely no reason to endow that terminator with any of the properties normally ascribed to God: omnipotence, omniscience, goodness, creativity of design, to say nothing of such human attributes as listening to prayers, forgiving sins and reading innermost thoughts.4


      


      This simply misses the logic of the argument. If X is truly the first cause, then it is by definition uncaused and so cannot have a cause in any respect. First is first!


      Again, the cosmological argument’s conclusion demands an uncaused being, and to be uncaused is to be without cause, limit, or parameter. Now granted, (5) does not appear to require any truly personal qualities, though perfection as final cause implies omniscience, which, in turn, does mean that the first uncaused cause knows what I am praying as well as my “innermost thoughts.” Nevertheless, Aristotle’s God does not have nor does he seek relationships, including worship. In his Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle does say that in seeking a life of contemplation in order to acquire virtues we are to imitate God. So clearly, God does have some personal moral qualities.


      

        Therefore the activity of God, which surpasses all others in blessedness, must be contemplative; and of human activities, therefore, that which is most akin to this must be most of the nature of happiness.


        This is indicated, too, by the fact that the other animals have no share in happiness, being completely deprived of such activity. For while the whole life of the gods is blessed, and that of men too in so far as some likeness of such activity belongs to them, none of the other animals is happy, since they in no way share in contemplation.5


      


      This is Aristotle’s grand argument. Subsequent history will take it in two directions. First, the texts and knowledge of Aristotle were retained in the Arabic portion of Alexander’s empire and became a key part of Islamic philosophy. This will come to be called the kalam argument. Second, these texts were brought into Europe through the Islamic conquest of Spain, were translated into Latin, and were known in the European universities by the twelfth century. It is in Paris that Thomas Aquinas finds Aristotle and transforms Christian philosophy and theology.


    


    

    

      Further Reading


      For more on Aristotle’s argument specifically, see Leo Elders, Aristotle’s Theology: A Commentary on Book Lambda of the Metaphysics (Assen: Van Gorcum, 1972); and a number of chapters in Michael Frede and David Charles, eds., Aristotle’s Metaphysics Lambda (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000).


      For general background and overview of the argument, I recommend starting with volume one of Frederick Copleston’s A History of Philosophy (London: A&C Black, 2003). It is available in several editions and formats, including online.


       


      2.1.2 Thomas Aquinas. Most would agree that Thomas Aquinas (1225–1274) is the key figure in the development of the cosmological argument, certainly in terms of the Christian tradition. So many factors come together here: the emergence of the European university as a forum for debate, the reinsertion of Aristotelian metaphysics in the Christian conversation, the influence of Arabic Aristotelian theism from Andalusian Spain—all of this finds a synthesis in the genius of Thomas.


      The Summa theologiae is his culminating systematic treatise. The cosmological argument appears here right at the beginning as the initial and defining statement. It anchors a complex understanding of God and his actions in a simple rational exercise that demonstrates that the reality of God’s existence is the only way to make sense of our world at all. It is fifteen centuries after Aristotle when Thomas picks up his argument again. Here is what has come to be known as “the Five Ways.”


      

        The existence of God can be proved in five ways.


        The first and more manifest way is the argument from motion. It is certain, and evident to our senses, that in the world some things are in motion. Now whatever is in motion is put in motion by another, for nothing can be in motion except it is in potentiality to that towards which it is in motion; whereas a thing moves inasmuch as it is in act. For motion is nothing else than the reduction of something from potentiality to actuality. But nothing can be reduced from potentiality to actuality, except by something in a state of actuality. Thus that which is actually hot, as fire, makes wood, which is potentially hot, to be actually hot, and thereby moves and changes it. Now it is not possible that the same thing should be at once in actuality and potentiality in the same respect, but only in different respects. For what is actually hot cannot simultaneously be potentially hot; but it is simultaneously potentially cold. It is therefore impossible that in the same respect and in the same way a thing should be both mover and moved, i.e. that it should move itself. Therefore, whatever is in motion must be put in motion by another. If that by which it is put in motion be itself put in motion, then this also must needs be put in motion by another, and that by another again. But this cannot go on to infinity, because then there would be no first mover, and, consequently, no other mover; seeing that subsequent movers move only inasmuch as they are put in motion by the first mover; as the staff moves only because it is put in motion by the hand. Therefore it is necessary to arrive at a first mover, put in motion by no other; and this everyone understands to be God.


        The second way is from the nature of the efficient cause. In the world of sense we find there is an order of efficient causes. There is no case known (neither is it, indeed, possible) in which a thing is found to be the efficient cause of itself; for so it would be prior to itself, which is impossible. Now in efficient causes it is not possible to go on to infinity, because in all efficient causes following in order, the first is the cause of the intermediate cause, and the intermediate is the cause of the ultimate cause, whether the intermediate cause be several, or only one. Now to take away the cause is to take away the effect. Therefore, if there be no first cause among efficient causes, there will be no ultimate, nor any intermediate cause. But if in efficient causes it is possible to go on to infinity, there will be no first efficient cause, neither will there be an ultimate effect, nor any intermediate efficient causes; all of which is plainly false. Therefore it is necessary to admit a first efficient cause, to which everyone gives the name of God.


        The third way is taken from possibility and necessity, and runs thus. We find in nature things that are possible to be and not to be, since they are found to be generated, and to corrupt, and consequently, they are possible to be and not to be. But it is impossible for these always to exist, for that which is possible not to be at some time is not. Therefore, if everything is possible not to be, then at one time there could have been nothing in existence. Now if this were true, even now there would be nothing in existence, because that which does not exist only begins to exist by something already existing. Therefore, if at one time nothing was in existence, it would have been impossible for anything to have begun to exist; and thus even now nothing would be in existence—which is absurd. Therefore, not all beings are merely possible, but there must exist something the existence of which is necessary. But every necessary thing either has its necessity caused by another, or not. Now it is impossible to go on to infinity in necessary things which have their necessity caused by another, as has been already proved in regard to efficient causes. Therefore we cannot but postulate the existence of some being having of itself its own necessity, and not receiving it from another, but rather causing in others their necessity. This all men speak of as God.


        The fourth way is taken from the gradation to be found in things. Among beings there are some more and some less good, true, noble and the like. But more and less are predicated of different things, according as they resemble in their different ways something which is the maximum, as a thing is said to be hotter according as it more nearly resembles that which is hottest; so that there is something which is truest, something best, something noblest and, consequently, something which is uttermost being; for those things that are greatest in truth are greatest in being, as it is written in Metaph. ii. Now the maximum in any genus is the cause of all in that genus; as fire, which is the maximum heat, is the cause of all hot things. Therefore there must also be something which is to all beings the cause of their being, goodness, and every other perfection; and this we call God.


        The fifth way is taken from the governance of the world. We see that things which lack intelligence, such as natural bodies, act for an end, and this is evident from their acting always, or nearly always, in the same way, so as to obtain the best result. Hence it is plain that not fortuitously, but designedly, do they achieve their end. Now whatever lacks intelligence cannot move towards an end, unless it be directed by some being endowed with knowledge and intelligence; as the arrow is shot to its mark by the archer. Therefore some intelligent being exists by whom all natural things are directed to their end; and this being we call God.6


      


      These “Five Ways” are each different ways in which contingency evidences itself to us. Motion is only possible because things take up a finite amount of space and have to be caused to move to another position. Things change because they are limited and have to be caused to change. Things come to exist only when caused to exist. Something is more than something else only because it is finite to begin with and has to be caused to be more. Finally, things come to play some role or “end,” or have some use—that is, they are good for something only because they have been caused to have a certain design structure.


      As I look around my office right now, there are hundreds of examples of these different forms of contingency; each of them exists as it does as the result of cause-and-effect connections, some, of course, involving me. Nevertheless, in every case there is a chain of causal dependencies without which they would not be what they are, and not “be” at all. This chain cannot be infinite or else there is no source at all that would explain their existence. Therefore, there must be a finite sequence, and therefore a first cause: Not infinite equals finite; finite implies a first.


      In the Summa contra Gentiles, Thomas puts the argument in this simple generic form.7


      

        We find in the world, furthermore, certain beings, those namely that are subject to generation and corruption, which can be and not-be. But what can be has a cause because, since it is equally related to two contraries, namely, being and non-being, it must be owing to some cause that being accrues to it. Now . . . one cannot proceed to infinity among causes. We must therefore posit something that is a necessary being.


      


      For Thomas this is not just some cute and convenient philosophical head game, but simple human observation and thinking. However, it is also divine revelation coming into play. This is what God allows us to see when we open our eyes.8 Aristotle was right that our ordinary perceptions of causal connections demand there be an uncaused first cause. He was even willing to call this God.


      As to the denial of an infinite regress, Thomas is content to use Aristotle’s argument.


      

        In Metaphysics II Aristotle also uses another argument to show that there is no infinite regress in efficient causes and that we must reach one first cause—God. This way is as follows. In all ordered efficient causes, the first is the cause of the intermediate cause, whether one or many, and this is the cause of the last cause. But, when you suppress a cause, you suppress its effect. Therefore, if you suppress the first cause, the intermediate cause cannot be a cause. Now, if there were an infinite regress among efficient causes, no cause would be first. Therefore, all the other causes, which are intermediate, will be suppressed. But this is manifestly false. We must, therefore, posit that there exists a first efficient cause. This is God.9


      


      As far as the format of the argument itself is concerned, Thomas does not add much of anything new, except to give the argument in five variations of ways in which contingency demonstrates itself to us.10 Even these are not entirely original to Thomas, however. Most had been developed by earlier medieval philosophers, including Augustine. The fourth way even has some roots in Plato.11


      What is unique to Thomas is that he sees how a whole metaphysics of God unfolds out of this simple argument and from that the entire theology of the Summa theologiae. The insight that enables this was already evident in Parmenides, as we saw earlier.


      It was Parmenides who, inadvertently perhaps, concluded to the conditions of unlimited being. Thomas can now extend his argument to conclude to infinity, simplicity, eternality, and immutability. If a being is uncaused, unlimited, and without boundaries, then it cannot have finite parts, it cannot be restricted by space or time, and it cannot change into something different.


      This is important in responding to the most frequent objection to this argument: that this first uncaused cause is not God. Christians and atheists alike have argued that the cosmological argument yields at best an abstract impersonal and nonrelational cause, but not the God of love, mercy, and grace, not the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. Perhaps it is just the laws of physics, or the force of evolution, or the universe itself.


      However, Thomas argues that the extensions of the argument take care of the real weight of these objections. Aristotle had already begun this process, based on Parmenides’s argument, but Thomas extends it in much more detail. Here is the list of properties that follow from “first uncaused cause” as listed in the Summa contra Gentiles following the brief form of the argument at the beginning of section 15.12


      

        15.121 no beginning or ending


        15.122 not temporal


        15.124 not dependent


        16.128 no passive potential


        17.134 not material


        17.137 not a material cause


        18.141 not composite, therefore simple


        19.142 not subject to coercion


        20.154 not corporeal


        21.197 no property other than its nature


        22.203 not a being other than its nature


        23.214 no accidents


        24.224 no differentiations or parts


        25.228 no genus therefore only one


        25.233 not defined or limited by its properties


        25.234 no a priori argument possible


        26.238 not a universal formal cause


        27.251 not the form of an object


        28.259 not imperfect


      


      First, to Christian objectors Thomas concludes that the uncaused cause is infinitely relational, omniscient, and involved, precisely as the ultimate cause of every event. As the artist is to every dab of paint on the canvas, so is the first cause to every flap of butterfly wing, and every neuron firing in my brain, regardless of how many intermediate causes there might be. There could be no greater intimacy.


      This is possible because Thomas understands this argument to be about efficient causality. God’s relationship to the world is not just as planner, coordinator, mastermind even, but as ultimate agent. Nothing happens that he does not originate. All agency is his, as Thomas sees it in this argument.


      Second, the atheist is here also countered. The relationship of first cause to all other causes is made radically different by the fact that this first cause is not a finite, contingent being, hence cannot be the universe itself nor any event or part of it. Yet it is a real cause, and so not an abstract law or principle: it must be an actual infinite entity. This argument is about existence, pure and simple. If something exists, then its cause exists.


      Another objection atheists often bring forward, specifically to the third way, but often to all attempts at cosmological arguing, is that it commits the fallacy of composition. This has been effectively countered by Rem Edwards in his Reason and Religion.13 He notes that fallacies are defined as logical strategies that are unreliable. That is, there is at least one possible circumstance in which the conclusion is unwarranted. That is certainly the case when we try to argue that the whole has a property on the basis that each part has that same property.


      For example, if each piece of a picture puzzle is triangular, what is the shape of the whole puzzle? While triangular is an option, it is not the only one, and hence this strategy fails, and hence we have the fallacy of composition. The curiosity, however, is that for some other properties composition works just fine. If all the pieces are red, then clearly the whole puzzle is red. The problem is that after much wrangling, logicians have never come up with a decision procedure to tell us when composition works and when it does not. We simply have to take it on a case-by-case basis. In this case, contingency seems clearly to be a composing property. If each of the parts of X needs to be caused to exist, how could the set of those parts escape contingency? In this case the whole is not greater than the parts; it just is all of the parts.14


      We should, of course, also note that Thomas’s other arguments are not whole-universe arguments anyway, and likely the third way is not either, so the fallacy-of-composition objection carries no weight here anyway. We will encounter it later, however, in cases when we definitely do have whole-universe reasoning. His point in the third way is merely that if everything is only possible—that is, contingent—there would still be nothing, since a possible entity or entities cannot cause anything at all.


      Thomas himself discusses two larger objections to the argument. They are remarkably current.


      

        Objection 1: It seems that God does not exist; because if one of two contraries be infinite, the other would be altogether destroyed. But the word “God” means that He is infinite goodness. If, therefore, God existed, there would be no evil discoverable; but there is evil in the world. Therefore God does not exist.


        Objection 2: Further, it is superfluous to suppose that what can be accounted for by a few principles has been produced by many. But it seems that everything we see in the world can be accounted for by other principles, supposing God did not exist. For all natural things can be reduced to one principle which is nature; and all voluntary things can be reduced to one principle which is human reason, or will. Therefore there is no need to suppose God’s existence.15


      


      The first objection is simply that the presence of evil in a world created by an infinitely good God seems contradictory; the second is the claim that science and its “laws of nature” account, or, in today’s version, evolution, makes God’s activity superfluous. Here are Thomas’s responses:


      

        Reply to Objection 1: As Augustine says (Enchiridion xi): “Since God is the highest good, He would not allow any evil to exist in His works, unless His omnipotence and goodness were such as to bring good even out of evil.” This is part of the infinite goodness of God, that He should allow evil to exist, and out of it produce good.


        Reply to Objection 2: Since nature works for a determinate end under the direction of a higher agent, whatever is done by nature must needs be traced back to God, as to its first cause. So also whatever is done voluntarily must also be traced back to some higher cause other than human reason or will, since these can change or fail; for all things that are changeable and capable of defect must be traced back to an immovable and self-necessary first principle, as was shown in the body of the Article.16


      


      This is essentially Alvin Plantinga’s answer to the logical problem of evil in his God, Freedom, and Evil.17 The point is that as long as God has some good reason for allowing evil, there is no contradiction between his infinite goodness and evil’s presence. One such good reason, Thomas says elsewhere, once again agreeing with Plantinga, would be free will. That is, that the value of creating persons with the capacity to deliberate their behavior and thus behave deliberately outweighs the evil they will perpetuate with their freedom.18


      The second reply remains the standard response that the actual operation of natural law, for example in the form of gravity, quantum mechanics, or just the process of evolution, is itself contingent and in need of a cause. Hence, while it describes the process, it explains nothing: it is simply another link in the causal chain.


      In summary, the argument remains the simple Aristotelian move from transitive contingency relations to the requirement of a noncontingent first cause.19 Then it becomes a distinctly theistic argument by showing the extensions of noncontingency to the major attributes of God as recognized by Judaism, Christianity, Islam, and most other religious traditions, including even some forms of Hinduism and even Buddhism.


      We should note that while Thomas has answered the larger objection, there are some elements of this objection left unanswered, especially the apparent absence of distinctly subjective personal qualities associated with the primarily Christian concept of God as loving, caring Father. This will remain something of a deficiency for any form of the cosmological argument. It seems unavoidable for an argument based on purely real-world causal considerations. Philosophical argument, or any form of human reasoning, has no way of introspecting God’s inner life. For that, we would need revelation from God.


      This is not, however, an objection to the actual logic of the argument, but rather points to the inevitable limitations of the conclusion. The cosmological argument by itself simply does not yield a full conception of the traditional God. However, if God is infinite then clearly no single and simple argument ever could somehow handle such an assignment. We will find further attempts to expand the cosmological argument to deal with some of this deficit, but to do so proponents will have to sacrifice much of the simplicity of Aristotle and Thomas’s version.


    


    

    


      Further Reading


      There is so much to read on Thomas’s arguments it is hard to know where to start. A good bibliography of recent literature (through 2000), along with a catalog of objections, is my article “The Cosmological Argument: A Current Bibliographical Appraisal,” Philosophia Christi 2, no. 2 (2000): 283-304.


      For a critical discussion see Anthony Kenny, The Five Ways: Saint Thomas Aquinas’ Proofs of God’s Existence, 2nd ed. (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 1980). For pro and con see Robert Arp, ed., Revisiting Aquinas’ Proofs for the Existence of God (Leiden: Brill, 2016).


      For an excellent, though advanced, discussion of the objection to the third way—that is, that there could be an actual infinity of causes—see Robert Geis, “Possibilia non Esse and Number in Aquinas’ Third Way,” Science et Esprit 71, no. 1 (2019): 1-10.


      Perhaps the best discussion of why there cannot be an infinite series of contingent causes for Thomas is Paterson Brown, “Infinite Causal Regression,” Philosophical Review 75, no. 4 (1966): 510-25.


      For some general introductions to Thomas for beginners that include the Five Ways see Frederick Copleston, Aquinas (Baltimore: Penguin, 1961); Brian Davies, The Thought of Thomas Aquinas (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992); and Edward Feser, Aquinas: A Beginner’s Guide (London: Oneworld, 2009).


      The best advanced discussion of the Five Ways, along with good bibliographic detail, is Leo Elders, The Philosophical Theology of St. Thomas Aquinas (Leiden: Brill, 1990). See as well Paul Weingartner, God’s Existence: Can It Be Proven? A Logical Commentary on the Five Ways of Thomas Aquinas (Frankfurt: Ontos, 2010); John Wippel, The Metaphysical Thought of Thomas Aquinas (Washington, DC: Catholic University of America Press, 2000); Gavin Kerr, Aquinas’s Way to God: The Proof in De Ente et Essentia (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015).


       


      2.1.3 Duns Scotus and John Locke. Thomas Aquinas represents an important synthesis in medieval philosophy. Following him, we begin the transition to Renaissance and modern philosophy. Duns Scotus (1266–1308) is the beginning of this transition, and John Locke (1632–1704) is at the end. At the same time, Locke is also the beginning of the empiricist moderns.


      Scotus’s argument is much like Thomas’s, but Scotus is more concerned to bring out the modal elements in its logic. That is, he formulates the argument in terms of what is possible and what is necessary given our observations of our world. It is also more intricate and detailed, so we will look at it more fully. Scotus was not referred to as the Subtle Doctor without good reason. This is pretty dense argumentation.


      Section three of Scotus’s A Treatise on God as First Principle, which follows below, is preceded by two sections of definitions and extensive metaphysical groundwork. Despite all that, we still see here the basic argument of Aristotle and Thomas based on our simple observations of causes producing effects in the real world.


      

        (First conclusion) Some nature among beings can produce an effect.


        This is shown to be so because something can be produced and therefore something can be productive. . . .


        (Second conclusion) Something able to produce an effect is simply first, that is to say, it neither can be produced by an efficient cause nor does it exercise its efficient causality in virtue of anything other than itself.


        It is proved from the first conclusion that something can produce an effect. Call this producer A. If A is first in the way explained, we have immediately what we seek to prove. If it is not such, then it is a posterior agent either because it can be produced by something else or because it is able to produce its effect only in virtue of some agent other than itself. . . . However, an infinity in the ascending order is impossible; hence a primacy is necessary because whatever has nothing prior is not posterior to anything posterior to itself, for the second conclusion of chapter two does away with a circle in causes.


        An objection is raised here on the grounds that those who philosophize admit that an infinity is possible in an ascending order. . . . I declare that the philosophers did not postulate the possibility of an infinity in causes essentially ordered, but only in causes accidentally ordered. . . .


        What we intend to show from this is that an infinity of essentially ordered causes is impossible, and that an infinity of accidentally ordered causes is also impossible unless we admit a terminus in an essentially ordered series. Therefore there is no way in which an infinity in essentially ordered causes is possible. . . . Here three propositions are assumed. For the sake of brevity, call the first A, the second B and the third C.


        The proof of these: first, A is proved. (1) If the totality of essentially ordered causes were caused, it would have to be by a cause which does not belong to the group, otherwise it would be its own cause. The whole series of dependents then is dependent upon something which is not one of the group. (2) [If this were not so], an infinity of essentially ordered causes would be acting at the same time (a consequence of the third difference mentioned above). Now no philosopher assumes this. . . .


        Proof of B: If we assume an infinity of accidentally ordered causes, it is clear that these are not concurrent, but one succeeds another so that the second, though it is in some way from the preceding, does not depend upon it for the exercise of its causality. For it is equally effective whether the preceding cause exists or not. A son in turn may beget a child just as well whether his father be dead or alive. But an infinite succession of such causes is impossible unless it exists in virtue of some nature of infinite duration from which the whole succession and every part thereof depends.


        Proof of C: From the first conclusion, some nature is able to produce an effect. But if an essential order of agents be denied, then this nature capable of causing does not cause in virtue of some other cause, and even if we assume that in one individual it is caused, nevertheless in some other it will not be caused, and this is what we propose to prove to be true of the first nature.


        (Third conclusion) If what is able to cause effectively is simply first, then it is itself incapable of being caused, since it cannot be produced and is independently able to produce its effects.


        This is clear from the second conclusion, for if such a being could cause only in virtue of something else or if it could be produced, then either a process ad infinitum or a circle in causes would result, or else the series would terminate in some being which cannot be produced and yet independently is able to produce an effect. . . .


        (Fourth conclusion) A being able to exercise efficient causality which is simply first actually exists, and some nature actually existing is capable of exercising such causality.


        Proof of this: Anything to whose nature it is repugnant to receive existence from something else, exists of itself if it is able to exist at all. . . .


        (Fifth conclusion) A being unable to be caused is of itself necessarily existent.


        Proof: By excluding every cause of existence other than itself, whether it be intrinsic or extrinsic, we make it impossible for it not to be. . . .


        (Sixth conclusion) It is the characteristic of but one nature to have necessary being of itself. . . .


        Besides, two natures included under a common class are unequal. Proof of this is to be found among the different kinds of things into which a genus is divided. But if the two such natures are unequal, one will be of a more perfect being than the other. Nothing however is more perfect than a being having necessary existence of itself.


        Moreover, if there were two natures having necessary being of themselves, neither would depend upon the other for existence and consequently no essential order would exist between them.20


      


      Scotus’s argument concludes that this first principle or cause is actual, uncaused, necessary, and singular. In the following section four he further argues that it is simple or without parts, infinite and omnipotent, and intelligent. Therefore, Scotus does not hesitate to conclude that this is God.


      The bulk of this argument involves the closure argument for an infinite regress. He here provides three proofs, the first of which we are already familiar with from Aristotle and Thomas, but he does note that the denial of infinite regress only holds for accidentally ordered causes. That is, as he notes again, any necessary being could not be part of an ordered causal series of contingent things.


      This emphasizes the point already evident in Thomas, that it is simply the noncontingency of the conclusion of this argument that does all the heavy lifting. Why does the argument stop here? Why can we not ask what caused God? Why should we think we have arrived at God? All of this is answered simply by noting that the argument concludes to a “not contingent” being.


      John Locke’s argument, as produced in his Essay Concerning Human Understanding, betrays its modern empiricist origins. Nevertheless, it remains an argument about causality in the medieval tradition, including the implications for the nature of God:


      

        We are capable of knowing certainly that there is a God. Though God has given us no innate ideas of himself; though he has stamped no original characters on our minds, wherein we may read his being; yet having furnished us with those faculties our minds are endowed with, he hath not left himself without witness: since we have sense, perception, and reason, and cannot want a clear proof of him, as long as we carry ourselves about us. Nor can we justly complain of our ignorance in this great point; since he has so plentifully provided us with the means to discover and know him; so far as is necessary to the end of our being, and the great concernment of our happiness. But, though this be the most obvious truth that reason discovers, and though its evidence be (if I mistake not) equal to mathematical certainty: yet it requires thought and attention. . . .


        For man knows that he himself exists. I think it is beyond question, that man has a clear idea of his own being; he knows certainly he exists, and that he is something. He that can doubt whether he be anything or no, I speak not to; no more than I would argue with pure nothing, or endeavour to convince nonentity that it were something. If any one pretends to be so sceptical as to deny his own existence, (for really to doubt of it is manifestly impossible,) let him for me enjoy his beloved happiness of being nothing, until hunger or some other pain convince him of the contrary. This, then, I think I may take for a truth, which every one’s certain knowledge assures him of, beyond the liberty of doubting, viz. that he is something that actually exists.


        He knows also that nothing cannot produce a being; therefore something must have existed from eternity. In the next place, man knows, by an intuitive certainty, that bare nothing can no more produce any real being, than it can be equal to two right angles. If a man knows not that nonentity, or the absence of all being, cannot be equal to two right angles, it is impossible he should know any demonstration in Euclid. If, therefore, we know there is some real being, and that nonentity cannot produce any real being, it is an evident demonstration, that from eternity there has been something; since what was not from eternity had a beginning; and what had a beginning must be produced by something else.


        And that eternal Being must be most powerful. Next, it is evident, that what had its being and beginning from another, must also have all that which is in and belongs to its being from another too. All the powers it has must be owing to and received from the same source. This eternal source, then, of all being must also be the source and original of all power; and so this eternal Being must be also the most powerful.


        And most knowing. Again, a man finds in himself perception and knowledge. We have then got one step further; and we are certain now that there is not only some being, but some knowing, intelligent being in the world.


        And therefore God. Thus, from the consideration of ourselves, and what we infallibly find in our own constitutions, our reason leads us to the knowledge of this certain and evident truth—that there is an eternal, most powerful, and most knowing Being; which whether any one will please to call God, it matters not. The thing is evident; and from this idea duly considered, will easily be deduced all those other attributes, which we ought to ascribe to this eternal Being.21


      


      Locke’s argument is certainly the standard argument, though turned inward in typically empiricist fashion. Given what we know about ourselves, we must be caused to exist, and this sequence cannot be infinite. From this it follows that there is a being that actually exists and is most powerful, knowing, and eternal.


      Following Locke, the attention of philosophy and common discussion largely shifted to the teleological argument. It was far more in tune with the scientific and empirical mood of the times. There were, however, a few notable exceptions. One, of course, was the continued discussion of Thomas within Catholic circles and universities. Most of this, however, is interpretive, and there was little real progress until the late nineteenth century. In 1879, Pope Leo XIII’s encyclical Aeterni Patris ordered a renewed discussion of Thomas in the universities as an attempt to halt the incursion of liberalism in Catholic theology. This brought about a movement known as neo-Thomism, which included renewed attention to the cosmological argument, but, again, this attention went little beyond Catholic circles, and was primarily restricted to Europe, especially France, though it did spread to the United States as well.
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