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Preface


This book comes from lecturing for twenty years in the subject, ‘God and the Natural Sciences’, a second-year subject in the History and Philosophy of Science (HPS) programme at The University of Melbourne, Australia. For the last eight of those years I have been working with my colleague, Dr Kristian Camilleri, in the HPS programme. We were joined by Dr John Wilkins in 2016. Previously I have worked with Dr Neil Thomason and with Dr Keith Hutchison also from the HPS programme, with whom I co-designed the subject, which was initially funded by a grant from the John Templeton Foundation. Kristian, John, Neil, and Keith are atheists, and I am a Christian, a priest in the Anglican Church, at St Paul’s Cathedral, Melbourne. I am a fellow of ISCAST, Christians in Science and Technology. I have a PhD in physics and a PhD in philosophy of science, both from The University of Melbourne.


In designing and improving this university subject, we wanted to show that an intelligent, public conversation about science and religion is possible and illuminating for all. Such seems to be the case because between sixty and one hundred students enrol each year. Generally, about forty percent are committed atheists, forty percent are committed to a religious tradition, mainly Christian with some Muslim, Jewish, and Buddhist students, and twenty percent are agnostics.


One important feature of all the years working together is that there has been complete agreement on affirming the results of the natural sciences. There has been clear disagreement on the philosophy of science concerning naturalism, especially the claim that the natural sciences reveal or will one day reveal all of reality. We have had almost no disagreement on the history of science. There have been fundamental disagreements about God. It is also worth saying that while we are immersed in a culture saturated with science, technology, and the economy all deeply interwoven, this has not become a theme either in our discussions or in our lectures. I think of this as rightly part of a third or fourth year HPS subject.


Some Christian students have asked what kind of Anglican I am. I regard myself as a theologically orthodox Christian. For example, as part of the Christian community I recite the Nicene Creed on Sunday mornings at the celebration of the Eucharist. As a Christian, I live from the ‘good news’ of the vulnerable, yet invincible Triune God revealed through Christ. This revelation of God includes the good news of the divine economy for the whole universe, from creation to consummation. As well, this understanding of the good news is critically formed from Scripture, tradition, reason, and experience available within the Anglican Church and from the testimony of the wider Christian tradition, as well as from the diversity of scripts, traditions, reasoning, and experiences available to me within and beyond Australian society. Like everyone else, I stand in a position critically formed by and in response to particular traditions.1


The book is written from this theological standpoint. It is written for students and for the wider public interested in an intelligent and constructive conversation about science and religion, in particular Christianity. I hope that many, who are looking for something more substantial, even more subtle, than the mutual dismissal between ‘new atheists’ and fundamentalists, find here something of what they are looking for.


In my opinion one of the things many students and others are looking for is a large ‘frame’ or ‘worldview’ or ‘grand narrative’ or simply a ‘way’ in which to locate and hold together the many different aspects of their thinking and living. They sense that sorting out questions about ‘science and God’ is important for finding what they seek, whatever shape it may eventually take. All this without mentioning any postmodern problems with ‘grand narratives’.2


For many people, the problem of natural evil is a very significant obstacle to identifying with the God Christians worship and so they cannot find in Christian faith and theology such a ‘framing’.


As an introduction to the book, I want to say it is about the problem of natural evil meaning all the suffering and death brought about by natural processes. These natural processes are judged to be a problem for the belief that they are the creation of a God who is all-powerful, all-knowing, and all-good, who created the world ex-nihilo for some purpose. Many people find the actual world contradicts the kind of world they expect an omni-God to create. This contradiction gives them strong grounds for choosing not to believe in such a God. The book aims to give people good reason to revisit that decision.


My first step in Chapter I provided a critique of the standard argument from natural evil to rejecting belief in God. The critique is that describing natural processes as ‘evil’ and using that to argue against the existence of God the creator of the actual world, presupposes that these natural evils contradict the kind of world a wholly good God is expected to create.


The critique is that no proper basis is provided for that expectation. The proper basis required is to argue from the idea of the omni-God to the kind of world we should expect that God to create. Without such an argument, there is no basis for speaking about natural processes as ‘natural evils’, which contradict the existence of God. I have not found this critique stated anywhere else. On the other hand, students claimed to meet this requirement and still have good grounds for rejecting belief in the omni-God. Their statements s(a) to s(d), in Chapter I claim to meet this requirement and to do so obviously.


Chapter II examines whether s(a) to s(d) does follow from the idea of the omni-God which together show that the actual world is not what we should expect if this idea of God were true. I will argue that s(a) to s(d) does not necessarily follow from the idea of the omni-God. I also argue from the idea of the omni-God to a different account of the kind of world we should expect this God to create and that it is a better kind of creation than that represented by s(a)–s(d).


Initially I do this without using any idea of the purpose of God in creating. I then argue from the idea of God as perfectly good to how we should identify the divine purpose in creating and show what impact this has on the kind of universe we should expect this God to create. There follow two sections where I place this theology of creation in relation to the natural sciences and then in relation to the Christian tradition. I then address in Chapter V eight objections or reality checks against my argument.


 


1. One stream of theological thinking that informs me is the Radical Orthodoxy movement, yet another is the work of Rowan Williams, and a third is the work of Jesuit philosopher Bernard Lonergan. I have been greatly helped by the work of the Centre for Theology and Natural Sciences in Berkley California and its founder Robert J. Russell, http://www.ctns.org/; the work of the Ian Ramsey Centre for Science and Religion, in Oxford, http://www.ianramseycentre.info/; The Ordered Universe Project at Durham University, https://ordered-universe.com/nd; The Faraday Institute for Science and Religion, https://www.faraday.st-edmunds.cam.ac.uk/; and the work of ISCAST here in Australia, http://www.ianramseycentre.info/.


2. J Lyotard, The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge, translated by G Bennington (Minneapolis, University of Minnesota Press, 1984 [La Condition postmoderne: Rapport sur le savoir. Paris: Éditions de Minuit, 1979].
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PART 1


WHAT IS THE PROBLEM IN THE PROBLEM OF NATURAL EVIL?




Chapter I


What is The ‘Problem’ in The Problem of Natural Evil?


In engaging students and my colleagues, I find it important to take the time to come to an agreement on what is the ‘problem’ in the problem of natural evil. Otherwise, we might just be talking past each other. One way of identifying the problem in the problem of natural evil came from an atheist student who said, ‘Looking around the world, both the natural world and the human world, and remembering that people say this world was created by a perfectly good God, I think it would have to be a very strange goodness’. I commended the student for allowing this possibility. My atheist colleague Kristian said, ‘If it is too strange, we might not want to call it ‘good’’. Another question is, what is it compared to, to which the goodness of God would be so strange? In the end I will return to this claim about the ‘strange goodness’ God would have to be for this world to be created by such a God, and whether it is so strange that we would not want to call it good.


The problem of natural evil traditionally takes two forms: the logical problem and the evidential problem. The latter is the evidence of dreadful pointless suffering in the world which challenges belief in God. William Rowe1 is widely seen to have presented this problem in sharpest form, which I will discuss later when the ground has been prepared. The logical problem is the presence of evil in the world as logically contradicting the claim that God exists and that God is said to be all powerful, all knowing and wholly good, the omni-God.2 I begin by responding to this form of the problem.



1a. The logical problem of evil



This is the claim that the idea of the omni-God is logically contradicted by the presence of evil in the world. It is common for students to present some version of the logical problem. For example, they cite the following statement by Michael Tooley.3


Thus, if we focus on a conception of God as all-powerful, all-knowing, and perfectly good, one very concise way of formulating such an argument is as follows:




	If God exists, then God is omnipotent, omniscient, and morally perfect.


	If God is omnipotent, then God has the power to eliminate all evil.


	If God is omniscient, then God knows when evil exists.


	If God is morally perfect, then God has the desire to eliminate all evil.


	Evil exists.


	If evil exists and God exists, then either God doesn’t have the power to eliminate all evil, or doesn’t know when evil exists, or doesn’t have the desire to eliminate all evil.


	Therefore, God doesn’t exist.





This as a logically valid argument, meaning necessarily if the premises are true the conclusion is true. A response to this logical problem of evil, widely recognised as successful, is Alvin Plantinga’s free will defence4 showing that the existence of evil in the world is not necessarily a contradiction of the idea of the omni-God.


Tooley’s argument obviously holds for the problem of ‘natural evil’ as a particular form of evil. As noted above, ‘natural evil’ is taken to refer to the dreadful suffering and death of living things due to natural processes like tsunamis, extreme weather events, genetic disorders, and all the suffering and death in the evolution of life, which natural processes God has freely created and sustains in existence. We have a contradiction between the understanding of God as creator and what God has created. The conclusion (7) to Tooley’s argument remains: ‘Therefore God does not exist.’ I have been greatly helped by Plantinga’s defence, to resist the critique of many people that any instance of evil in the world contradicts belief in the omni-God. However, I do not find it helpful regarding the problem of natural evil, in which it is God freely creating the circumstances and events widely recognised as natural evil.


This is argument against the existence of God arising from a contradiction between this understanding of God and the lack of any recognisable divine activity in response to natural evil.5 Atheist students and colleagues regard this as a strong argument. The point is pressed to me, ‘If you had the knowledge and power to help someone in terrible need, you would of course help them. Not to do so could also be said to fail to follow God’s second commandment to love your neighbour as yourself.’ Students make the point that by not intervening in the myriad of situations of terrible pain and suffering God fails to lead by example, by not keeping God’s own commandment. (Certainly, their points express ‘attitude’, but how is that surprising?) In some quarters, theology would not accept the idea of God being subject to the laws that God commands human beings to keep. But I regard that as too defensive of God and hardly meeting the challenge.


The point being made by students is that such natural processes are rightly said to be ‘evil’ because they can and do blindly undermine the ‘good’ of life through an overwhelming pain and suffering, or premature death, which, we as moral agents would ordinarily try to prevent in order to preserve this good. It seems obvious that while such natural processes are crucial in bringing about the good for living things, they can go against the value of this good and therefore these ‘disvalues’ should be the concern of the omni-God to prevent or redress. Notice that students appeal to a common sense understanding of ‘good’, which they believe applies to such a God as (supposedly) the wholly good moral agent.


Tooley’s valid argument presents the problem of natural evil, concluding that God does not exist. The conclusion can be resisted by denying the idea of God in (1), for example by denying that God is all-powerful or all-knowing.6 Also, Tooley’s statement in (6) is open to challenge. Could there be circumstances where suffering and death are required to bring about some greater good or to prevent some greater evil? If so, then (6) is not true. The omni-God could be understood as permitting suffering in these circumstances.


Of special interest is Murray’s question, ‘what would it take to have a morally sufficient reason for permitting an evil?’ Murray argues three conditions must be met.7




	(A) The Necessity Condition: the good secured by the permission of the evil, E, could not have been secured without permitting either E or some other evils morally equivalent to or worse than E.



	(B) The Outweighing Condition: the good secured by the permission of evil is sufficiently outweighing.



	(C) The Rights Condition: it is within the rights of the one permitting evil to permit it.






(A) allows us to see a particular line of argument against the existence of God. Is there evidence of suffering due to natural processes that cannot be understood as required to bring about some greater good or prevent some greater evil? If so, this would contradict (A) and so argue against the existence of God. An argument for such evidence against God is known as the ‘evidential argument’.


Another response to Tooley’s valid argument is to ask whether it is it sound. I explain to students that I have two concerns. One is whether one accepts the understanding of God used in Tooley’s argument and the other is the understanding of ‘natural evil’. Tooley uses an understanding of God that does not mention God as the creator of the universe. I am at least working with the idea that God is all-powerful, all-knowing, perfectly good, who creates the universe ex nihilo8 and sustains it in existence for some purpose.9 What effect does this have on understanding the ‘problem’ in the problem of natural evil?


Tooley’s argument would lead us to expect an omni-God would be intervening everywhere to correct or prevent natural processes producing so much natural evil. But if God is the creator of the universe, then God intervening that way would mean God was good but deeply irrational, since God is supposedly the creator of these natural processes! Not intervening would mean God was rational and cruel, not good. This idea of God as the all-powerful, all-knowing, and perfectly good Creator of our universe would be contradicted either by God’s action or inaction. Therefore, we should not expect such a God to create a universe like ours with the pain, suffering, and death involved in the evolution of life and other natural processes. Again, students regard this as a strong argument against the idea that our universe is the creation of such a God.


A third argument—the evidential argument noted above and to which I return in detail in Chapter V, section 6—highlights instances of pointless suffering, and death in the natural world, for example the excruciating death of a fawn in a forest fire, started by natural causes. According to the argument, there is no greater good for the sake of which these examples of pointless suffering are permitted by God. Such suffering contradicts the kind of world we should expect to be created by a wholly good God. It counts as a ‘natural evil’ and so the actual universe is very different from what we would expect a wholly good God to create and sustain in existence. Therefore, we ought to reject this idea of God. I read the following comment from Richard Dawkins as making this point.10




In a universe of blind physical forces and genetic replication, some people are going to get hurt, other people are going to get lucky, and you won’t find any rhyme or reason in it, nor any justice. The universe we observe has precisely the properties we should expect if there is, at bottom, no design, no purpose, no evil, no good, nothing but blind, pitiless indifference.





The first argument was from God’s inactivity in the face of natural evils. The second argument is that both divine activity and inactivity would contradict the idea of such a God creating our universe. Our universe is very different from what we should expect such a God to create. The third argument is that natural processes involve pointless suffering and death and are rightly called ‘natural evils’ because they contradict the kind of world you would expect a wholly good God to create and maintain. Atheist students think these are good arguments for denying the existence of God.



1b. A theological demand on the natural evil argument



In the face of these strong arguments against God, where does one begin to respond? I would not begin with some religious students, who in the face of this denial of God ask where atheists get their idea of the good, as if, without God, atheists had undermined their own argument by having no idea of good. But this is not so for two reasons.


One was noted earlier. Atheist students appeal to a common-sense understanding of the good. Natural processes are said to be ‘evil’ because they can and do blindly undermine the ‘good’ of living things by overwhelming suffering, or premature death, which, morally, we as moral agents would ordinarily try to prevent in order to preserve this good and count the effort itself as good. If religious students respond by saying ‘who says that is “good”?’, atheist students think they can simply ‘rest their case’ for it seems that religious students are kicking an ‘own goal’ by appearing to deny an obvious good. If God is perfectly good, it seems to atheist students that the ‘good of life’ and the effort to sustain it should come within the active concern of such a God. Secondly, and perhaps more importantly, the natural evil argument is made in response to the claim by people of faith that the world is created good by a wholly good God.11


The ‘natural evil’ argument makes the claim that the actual universe contradicts the kind of universe we should expect the omni-God to create. For the argument to work we need to have an idea of what kind of world we should expect such a God to create. Otherwise, we could not say that the actual world contradicts the expected world and so contradicts this idea of God. Therefore, without this argument, we could not fairly say that some processes or events, in the actual universe are natural evils in the sense that they contradict the idea of this universe being created by a perfectly good God and so provide a basis for rejecting the existence of God.12


It might well be asked how the conclusion would be changed by proceeding from the idea of God to the kind of world we should expect such a God to create? Well, it may not. However, I want a moment for theology to explicitly consider proceeding from the idea of omni-God to the kind of world we should expect such a God to create. This is a different starting point from that of seeing some instance of human or animal suffering that could be prevented or ameliorated and deciding to act accordingly, which the supposedly all good omni-God does not do. Rather, we are asked to somehow envisage a perfectly good God creating a whole world for some purpose. What bearing would the idea of perfect divine goodness have on our understanding of this act? What kind of world should we expect such a God to create? Does theology have anything to say here?


We can see that this change of standpoint might make a difference. For example, if we concluded that the actual universe is indeed the kind of universe we should expect such a perfectly good God to create, we could not say that divine inactivity was a problem for belief in such a God. It would be deeply irrational to expect such a God to be intervening in our universe to prevent/correct natural processes that are in accord with what we should expect from a wholly good God. But what understanding of the ‘good’ (if any) would allow us to argue along those lines? Would it involve some special pleading on behalf of God? Would it have to reject the common-sense understanding of the good held by atheist students? Would it be a very “strange” goodness and what would that be? Might it be so strange that we would not call it good?


I see the need for a ‘theological moment’ which develops an argument from this idea of God to the kind of world we should expect such a God to create and so to compare the actual world and the expected world. Such an argument should be provided to support the claim that there are natural evils and therefore this universe is not created by a perfectly good God. Likewise, such an argument should be provided to support the claim by those arguing that the suffering and death due to the natural processes in our universe are not ‘natural evils’ because they do not contradict the kind of universe we should expect a perfectly good God to create. Both atheists and theists need to variously engage in such a ‘theological moment’ that can support their different positions. The ‘theological moment’ will trace a path of reflection from the understanding of God as all powerful, all knowing, and all good, to the kind of universe we should expect such a God to create, ex nihilo, for whatever purpose God may have in mind. Atheists would thereby make explicit their thinking about the God they do not believe in, and theists would thereby make explicit their thinking about the God they do believe in. This may seem like a daunting task, but it correctly brings to the fore an important part of the ‘problem’ in the problem of natural evil.13


Atheist colleagues and students accept the requirement. This is important as indicating a condition for the conversation to continue. Note also, this is to be a theological argument that is independent of a scientific account of the actual universe. This approach will require the further statement of how the theological view of the kind of universe we should expect God to create compares to the scientific view of the actual universe. I discuss that matter in Chapter IV, section 1a.



1c. Students meet the requirement



In response and with some irony, atheist students have provided just such a ‘theological moment’, arguing that,




s(a) a perfectly good God would create a perfectly good universe;


s(b) the universe would therefore be created in its ‘end state’ thereby perfectly fulfilling the divine purpose in creation;


s(c) the perfectly good ‘end state’ would not include any pain, suffering, or death;


s(d) there would be no process leading to the fulfilment of the purpose.





The ‘end state’ was not formulated beyond being whatever fulfilled the divine purpose in creation. The atheist students did not clarify this purpose. With much left unsaid, s(a) and s(b) positively characterise the kind of creation we should expect of God, and this provides the basis for saying in s(c) and s(d) what would not characterise the created universe.


Assuming this argument is correct, the evidence from the natural sciences concerning our universe strongly supports the conclusion that our universe has not been created by such a perfectly good God. For example, s(d) is contradicted by the long process of evolution leading to human beings. Anyone disputing this conclusion would have to provide good theological reasons for not accepting statements s(a)—s(d) about the kind of world a perfectly good God should be expected to create. Some other account of the move from the idea of a ‘perfectly good’ God to the kind of world we should expect such a God to create would need to be presented and appropriately supported.


Atheist students and colleagues have pointed out that the Christian Bible presents the biblical God as creating the world but not in its ‘end state’, for it presents visions of the ‘end state’ (for example Isa 11:6–9; Rev 21) that this God will finally bring about. The possibility of identifying the biblical God as perfectly good, at least requires there to be good reasons for not accepting one or more of statements s(a)—s(d) about a perfectly good God. Again, some other account of the move from the idea of a ‘perfectly good’ God to the kind of world we should expect such a God to create would need to be presented and appropriately supported.


I take all this to set out the ‘problem’ in the logical problem of natural evil.14 On the one hand, there needs to be a ‘theological moment’ presenting an argument from the idea of God to the kind of world you would expect such a God to create. Without it, there is no basis for speaking of ‘natural evils’ that can then serve to contradict the idea of the actual universe being created for some purpose by an omni-God. On the other hand, statements s(a)—s(d) are claimed to meet this requirement and to do so obviously. Both the scientific account of the evolution of life and the different biblical story of the creation of the world contradict s(a)—s(d). The conclusion is that this world has not been created by a wholly good God nor by the biblical God. End of story.


Is it possible to reasonably open up a different ‘theological moment’ leading from this idea of God to a different idea of the kind of world we should expect such a God to create and thereby show that s(a)—s(d) is not obvious and so is not ‘End of Story’?
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PART 2


A SOLUTION TO THE LOGICAL PROBLEM OF NATURAL EVIL




Chapter II


A Start to a Solution the Problem of Natural Evil



1. Introduction



This book is about the problem of natural evil meaning all the suffering and death brought about by natural processes. These natural processes are judged to be a problem for the belief that they are the creation of a God who is all-powerful, all-knowing, and all-good, who created the world ex-nihilo for some purpose. Many people find the actual world contradicts the kind of world they expect an omni-God to create. This contradiction gives them strong grounds for choosing not to believe in such a God. The book aims to give people good reason to revisit that decision.



2. The kind of world we should expect God to create



I aim to say what kind of world we should expect God to create based on the idea of God presented to me by colleagues and students in raising the problem of natural evil. In Chapter I, the students’ argument s(a) to s(d) is a theological argument expounding the kind of universe we should expect a perfectly good God would create and concluding that it is contradicted by what we know scientifically of the actual universe. They conclude it cannot be the creation of such a God. My argument parallels but differs from the students’ argument. I will claim this difference undermines the students’ argument, while supporting my claim that this universe is the creation of an all-knowing, all-powerful, wholly good God.


In this chapter I make a start to a solution to the logical problem of natural evil. The argument continues in Chapters III and IV. Only at the end of Chapter IV, section 1a do I claim that there is good reason to think the actual universe does not contradict the kind of universe we should expect the omni-God to create.


I will be referring to the theology of Thomas Aquinas, from the thirteenth century1 because of the value Aquinas has for our thinking through the implications of the idea of the omni-God.2 I have earlier asked for a ‘moment’ to consider what theology might say about the created world in which we live and what impact this might have for thinking about the problem of natural evil. I am therefore attempting to offer an account of God as creator based on the idea of the omni-God, without using the scientific understanding of the universe and without concocting a theology to suit the scientific, especially post-Darwin view of our universe. It is not at all that I discount the scientific view of the universe, but if it is to be engaged theologically, it is surely appropriate to hear what if anything theology as such proposes about the world it says God created.3


While there are things that can be said about the kind of world we should expect such a God to create, there will be an inescapable limit, not just due to mere human limitations. If creation is a free act of divine will, the creation would be contingent on divine freedom. There will be much about the detail of this contingent creation which we will not be able to derive as a necessary consequence from the idea of God. You might think this undermines the project of saying how the actual world, (which we here assume is created by God, and known through the natural sciences), compares with the kind of world we should expect God to create. It turns out not to be so, as we shall see.


I intend to take up Aquinas’ thinking on just two matters, but without taking over the cosmology and philosophy of his day.4 I will be looking at Aquinas’ discussion of two pertinent questions in his Summa Theologiae: whether all things are governed by God immediately?5 and, whether God is active in every agent cause?6 Would God create a universe in which things have their own real powers or would God create a universe in which God is the only power at work? Before getting into this discussion, I think a very brief indication of the context of these questions is useful.


David Lindberg7 tells us that the intellectual life of Europe in the 13th century was dominated by the organisation and assimilation of the new learning, Greek and Arabic in origin, made available through the activity of the translation movement in Islam.8 The central figure in the new learning was Aristotle (384–322 BCE). ‘Tensions between this new learning and the blend of Platonic philosophy and Christian theology that had come to dominate European thought over the previous millennium set an agenda that would challenge many of the best of European minds.’9


The writings of St Augustine (354–430 CE) had provided the dominant version of this blend but Augustinian views were displaced by Aristotelianism and by the new blend of Aristotelianism and Christian theology known as ‘scholasticism’ that was brought to an exquisite formulation by Aquinas. Later, Augustinian views were revived by the Reformers, Luther, and Calvin. Later still, they were revived within the Catholic Church in a movement known as ‘Jansenism’. Today the Radical Orthodoxy movement is one contemporary retrieval of Augustinian and Platonic thinking in Christian theology.10


Al Ghazali, a great 11th-century Muslim scholar in the school founded by al-Ash’ari in the 9th century, wrote 70 books on philosophy and Sufism, most famously The Incoherence of the Philosophers. He rejected Aristotle and Plato. The Incoherence was directed against Islamic scholars drawing on Greek philosophy. His resolution of the tensions between reason and revelation was accepted by later Muslim theologians. Among the many topics he treated, al Ghazali is generally understood as teaching ‘occasionalism’—the view that causal events are not necessary material conjunctions in which effects necessarily follow from causes, but rather from the immediate and present will of God.


Later, Luther and Calvin, the leading lights of the Protestant Reformation in Europe, held that God is the only power at work in the universe.11 The causal powers we believe are at work in the world, like the warmth of the sun’s light melting snow or the campfire warming us, or the destruction produced by a volcano, are mere appearances. On this view, it is God in the fire or God in the sun’s rays that is the power at work bringing about the effects we observe.



2a. Drawing on Aquinas



For Aquinas, God is the primary cause, creating from nothing and sustaining in existence the secondary causes we see operating in the world. Thomas’ view of ‘secondary causes’ is often mentioned in the ‘science and theology’ scene but what is not sufficiently noted is the strictly theological reasoning that drives Thomas’ argument.


According to Aquinas, God is the very essence of goodness: that than which none greater can be conceived. Therefore, we should allow this superlative to serve as a criterion informing our thinking and speaking of God.12 So we should prefer to say, and so assert, that God creates things with real causal powers rather than with no real powers. This is because it is a greater exercise of power, which creates things that are not only good in themselves but the cause of good in others. A saying from our own day makes the point: feeding hungry people with fish is good but teaching them how to fish and so feed themselves is better.


Aquinas also argues that if creatures did not exercise the powers we observe at work in the world they would appear to have a pointless existence.13 Also, ‘God would appear to prefer the lesser excellence of a thing being good in itself rather than the greater excellence of a thing being good in itself and a cause of good in others’.14 Such a view implies a lack of power in their creator to create things with their own powers and we should not attribute such lack to God.15 God acting as the first cause brings all things into existence with their own real causal powers. On the one hand, this in no way makes the activity of the secondary causes superfluous—at least not on this understanding of God. For Aquinas, God creates things in such a way that things have the dignity of also being causes,16 rather than, so I would add, the indignity of not being causes. Notice that the argument is not yet saying what things with their real power we should expect God to create. It is only establishing grounds for saying that God creates things with their own real powers. See 2c. below on whether this is too open, too vague an approach to what we should expect God to create.
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