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  Introduction: 
Landmarks in philosophy of religion


  An account of the development of philosophy in general will overlap with, but also differ from, an account of the philosophy of religion. A history of philosophy will normally begin with the ancient Greeks, but ignore traditions in Hindu, Chinese and Hebrew thought.1 A history of philosophy of religion will likewise include Greek thought from Thales (c. 624 – c. 546 bc) and Heraclitus (c. 540–475 bc), but will often include also Zoroaster (perhaps c. 600 bc), Confucius (c. 551–479 bc) and much Jewish wisdom literature (e.g. Job and Ecclesiastes). Philosophy explores an understanding of the world through reason. Philosophy of religion considers an entity or entities beyond the world, and how this Being interacts with the human situation. Hence Quinn and Taliaferro begin with Hinduism, Buddhism, Confucianism, Judaism and Christianity.2


  1 The ancient world


  (a) The ancient Greeks


  (i) Thales of Miletus


  Thales is generally regarded as the founder of Greek philosophy. But his main interest lay in the nature of the world. Heraclitus of Ephesus was concerned with the ‘order’ (Gk, logos) of the universe, but regarded all things as changing flux. He declared, ‘The ordered universe (Gk, cosmos) . . . was not created by any one of the gods.’3


  (ii) Xenophanes


  On the other hand Xenophanes of Colophon (fl. 540 bc) affirmed belief in ‘One god, greatest among gods and men, in no way similar to mortals either in body or thought’.4 He vigorously attacked both the polytheism and over-human-like anthropomorphisms of Homer and Hesiod, whose gods were often depicted as performing immoral acts, and even as wearing human clothes.5 The supreme Mind, he claimed, does not travel from place to place. In embryo, he began to formulate a philosophy of the transcendence and omnipresence of God, even though he acknowledged limits to our understanding. The pronouncements of Parmenides of Elea (c. 515–450 bc) are less clear, although he decisively defended changelessness and the unity of all things. Sense-experience (i.e. experience through the senses) conveys mere appearance. On this ground he attacked Zeno. In this context he does refer to ‘God’ as ‘uncreated, imperishable, one, continuous, unchangeable and perfect’.6 This must surely count (with Xenophanes) as the beginning of a philosophy of religion.


  (iii) Socrates


  After Parmenides we come to the flowering of Greek philosophy in Socrates (c. 470/469–399 bc), Plato (c. 428–348 bc) and Aristotle (c. 384–322 bc). Socrates of Athens aimed at the discovery of truth, for which he examined and exposed the untried assumptions of his fellow-philosophers, especially the Sophists. The unexamined life, he argued, is not worth living. Although he was accused of ‘atheism’, in practice he rejected the institutional polytheism of Athens, with its myths of immoral and anthropomorphic deities. The vast majority of Socrates’ philosophical sayings remain in oral form, and we depend on Plato for an accurate record of them. At best his philosophy constitutes a preparation for a philosophy of religion; for example, he advocated knowledge of oneself, critical enquiry, the positive use of irony and dialogue, and a variety of avenues to the exposure of truth. His quest of seeking definition of concepts and time is reflected in linguistic philosophy today. His contrast between knowledge and mere opinion remains an essential theme in philosophy.


  (iv) Plato


  Plato in his Timaeus portrayed God as a divine craftsman who brings order out of ‘formlessness’. ‘God’ is rational, but not necessarily the Creator.7 In the Timaeus, however, the world-soul is placed in the category of ‘Becoming’, while the eternal, timeless, God belongs to the category of Being. God, who is Being, is not within the created world. In this sense, Plato’s doctrine of Ideas or Forms implied his antipathy to materialism. His ideal world of Being, Forms or Ideas is stable, perfect and without the uncertainties of the material world. The ultimate task of the philosopher, he says, is to explore this world, where truth, knowledge and perfection reside.


  This is Plato’s ultimate answer to the problem of knowledge, or what philosophers often call epistemology. Examples of such Forms or Ideas (Gk, eidos) include Justice, Beauty, Goodness and Truth. Particular examples of things in the material world that are beautiful, good or true, cannot match the perfection of Beauty, Goodness and Truth, which are universals. In Phaedo (one of the works of his middle period), he draws from Socrates the contrast between the physical and the purposive or ideal.8 Forms are eternal, changeless and immaterial. This constitutes, in effect, a dualism between the material and the immaterial worlds.


  This often leads to a fundamental contrast between empirical, a posteriori, inferential knowledge, and rational, logical, a priori, knowledge. According to Plato, we can have knowledge of Forms or Ideas only through thought and the mind, and certainly not from everyday experience. Looking back to Socrates, Plato shows that mere opinions may change, but that genuine knowledge remains permanent. In the ‘middle’ period of his thought Plato turns from more argumentative discourse to constructive philosophical proposals. He expounds the theory of Forms, first formulated in the Symposium, more fully in Phaedo and the Republic. A useful and illuminating further example of Forms or Ideas arises from trying to draw a circle. In everyday life we may attempt to draw a perfect circle, but however good it is, it will never be as perfect as the Form or Idea of circularity. It is merely a good approximation to the ideal in the world of mind or thought. This is the ‘nouminal’ world (from Gk, nous, ‘mind’).


  The status of this nouminal world has been debated throughout the history of philosophy. It influenced the realist–nouminal debate of the medieval era, the empiricism of Locke, Berkeley and Hume, and Kant’s notion of the instrumental role of the mind as it shapes reality in accordance with purpose and order.


  The theory of Forms also influenced Plato’s thought on the immortality of the ‘soul’. The soul (Gk, psychē) appeared to Plato to be timeless, changeless, and belonging to the supra-sensory world of Forms. The body (Gk, sōma) belonged to the everyday world of change and decay. Hence, he argued, the soul is eternal, not transitory. The immortality of the soul constitutes a key theme, but is never set out strictly as a ‘proof’ as such. In the conclusion Plato writes, ‘Believing the soul to be immortal . . . we shall ever hold fast the upward road.’9 However, in Phaedo, Plato suggests other possible arguments. These have been described as the notion of ‘cyclical’ life, i.e. being reborn after death; and supposed recollections, which might point to a pre-natal soul.10


  Plato sets out his theory of language especially in his major work, Cratylus. He discusses whether there can be a ‘natural’ name for a thing, or whether language is based entirely on convention. He argues in favour of the second, concluding that language is functional. Language, he argues, can make distinctions or convey information, and words are crucial to knowledge. In these three respects, Plato, in embryo, partially anticipates Wittgenstein: language is functional; it has varied functions; and it is crucial to knowledge.


  Plato shares Socrates’ concern for ethics, morals and political or social theory. Virtue is desirable because thereby people can live at peace. But, unlike the apostle Paul, Plato insists that no one does wrong willingly: ‘virtue is knowledge’; hence wrongdoing is due to ignorance. Virtue is not only the choice of good, but the choice of bringing it about. The practical content of virtue includes justice (Gk, dikaiosynē). Indeed much of the Republic is about this concept. Socrates urged virtue in accordance with each part of the soul.11 He discussed four corresponding virtues: justice, moderation, health and beauty as ‘a good habit of the soul’.12 Most ethical virtues serve the ordering of the state or what Oliver O’Donovan calls ‘the political community’. Plato considered rulers, men and women, natural gifts and ‘guardians’.13 In his fuller exposition, the four cardinal virtues are prudence (Gk, phronēsis, or wisdom), justice (dikaiosynē), temperance or moderation (sōphrosynē) and courage or fortitude (andreia).14


  Plato’s theory of knowledge included his famous example of the cave, in which, in the material world, we have to make sense of shadows cast by the realm of Ideas. Further, I conclude this brief study by noting Plato’s enormous influence on theistic religion. In Christianity I need mention only Augustine (354–430), probably the greatest theologian of the Western fathers, and the Cambridge Platonists of the seventeenth century (see Part 3, Platonism).


  (v) Aristotle


  Aristotle (c. 384–322 bc) alone rivalled Plato in his influence on theism and his eminence as an ancient Greek philosopher. He profoundly influenced Thomas Aquinas (1225–74) in the Christian tradition, and in the Islamic tradition al-Kindi (c. 813–71), al-Farabi (875–950), Ibn Rushd (also known as Averroes, 1126–98) and Ibn Sina (Avicenna, 980–1037). In Judaism he strongly influenced Moses Maimonides (1135–1204). Aristotle’s influence on medieval thinkers is not surprising, for the translation of his works led to an Aristotelian revival after many years of neglect.


  Aristotle made outstanding contributions to logic, metaphysics or ontology, the theory of knowledge and ethics. He was born in Macedonia, educated in Plato’s Academy, and after Plato’s death became tutor of Alexander the Great, travelling with him on part of his journey to India. He returned to Athens in 335 bc to found his own philosophical school. In contrast to Plato’s theory of Forms and the rational or a priori, Aristotle emphasized the particular and the empirical of everyday life. He reasoned from particular objects or cases, to work by inference or a posteriori to a unified understanding of the world. Some have even described him as perhaps the first scientist, and many regard him as formulating the first theory of logic.


  Although Aristotle’s work was primarily in philosophy in contrast to philosophy of religion, he has also provided many tools which are indispensable for a philosophy of religion. In his Prior Analytics, he formulated the logical syllogism. A logical syllogism, he argued, must consist of three terms, and three only. These are known as the major premise, the minor premise and the conclusion. A ‘middle term’ must not change its meaning, or this invalidates the syllogism. One often cited example of this is the syllogism


  Every state of affairs has a cause (major premise);


  every universe is a state of affairs (minor premise);


  therefore the universe has a cause (conclusion).15


  On the face of it, cause retains the same meaning. But on further reflection cause in the major premise is part of a causal chain; hence it is a caused cause. But if the conclusion concerns a causal cause, the syllogism has achieved virtually nothing. But as part of the cosmological argument for the existence of God (see Part 2, Cosmological argument), the conclusion clearly refers to an uncaused cause, namely God. Hence in terms of strict formal logic, the syllogism breaks down. This example does not come from Aristotle, but clearly illustrates the point.


  Syllogism denotes valid argument, and some equate it with deduction or deductive reasoning. The title of Aristotle’s work Analytics comes from the Greek analytos, which means solvable. In Aristotle, syllogisms concern the logic of propositions. This stands in contrast to contemporary modal logic, which concerns possible states of affairs. Aristotle’s use of logical symbols comes in On Interpretation, where, for example, ‘S’ can denote the subject in symbol, and ‘P’ the predicate. He discusses assertions and assertions-and-denials. He considers examples of logical variants, in which an assertion and the denial might both be false, with combinations of logical possibilities.


  Aristotle’s theory of reality, or ontology, includes both an extensive account of the world and nature, and questions about order and purpose, which imply proposals about God. His explorations of purpose and order lead him to postulate a changeless and immaterial First Cause. This is perfect mind (Gk, nous) or Prime Unmoved Mover (prōton kinoun akineton). There must be, he argues, something which originates motion, and this ‘something’ must itself be unmoved, eternal and actual, not merely potential. Aristotle declared, ‘We say therefore that God is a living being, eternal, most good, so that life and duration . . . belong to God; for this is God.’16 He is also ‘unmovable and separate from sensible [i.e. material] things . . . impassive and unalterable’.17 Nevertheless Russell comments, ‘God does not have the attributes of a Christian Providence’.18 Augustine, al-Farabi and Aquinas discussed critically Aristotle’s views about God.


  Aristotle’s distinction between types of cause remains relevant to philosophies of religion. A cause (Gk, aitia) may be material, efficient, formal or final. For example, the ‘material cause’ of a statue may be the marble or bronze from which it is made; the blows of a hammer or chisel that shaped it are its efficient cause; the plan of the sculptor constitutes its formal cause; the purpose for which it has been produced is its final cause. Such distinctions can be useful, whether we are exploring the cosmological and design arguments, or even miracles.


  Aristotle was constructive in the realm of ethics and its social dimension. He expanded Plato’s four cardinal virtues into nine, adding e.g. magnanimity, liberality, gentleness and wisdom.19 ‘Good’ is intrinsic, not merely instrumental. In his words, ‘The chief good is that [at] which all things aim.’20 He defined virtue as well-being (Gk, eudaimonia). Virtue is a habit, ‘the habit of choosing the relative mean’.21 Thus, courage is the mean between cowardice and rashness (see Part 2, Good and evil). This emphasis on balance and moderation has unkindly been called ‘the ethics of the respectable middle-aged’.


  (b) Philosophies of religion in the Near and Far East


  (i) Zoroastrianism


  Zarathustra, known also in its Greek form as Zoroaster, probably dates from the early fifth century bc. He was a native of Iran, but challenged traditional Iranian polytheism. Legends about him abound, but from Persian texts we may infer that a central theme for him was the clash between good and evil forces. In Zoroastrianism, dualism can be traced to two opposing spirits: Ahura Mazda or Ormazd, the ‘good’ spirit, and Ahriman, the ‘evil’ spirit. The good spirit is the source of life, law, order and truth. This may be regarded as an embryonic philosophy of religion. After the death of Zarathustra, Zoroastrianism became a more formal dualistic religion. It had Scriptures known as Avesta. 


  (ii) Hinduism


  Hindu thought goes back to the classical Vedanta and the Upanishads, which may be dated in the seventh century bc, while the Vedic writings are even earlier. Besides the Upanishads, the other two classic texts of Hinduism are Brahma Sutras and Bhagavad Gita. Vishnu is regarded as the highest or supreme god, or the embodied Brahman. He sustains everything, but is at the same time ‘the whole universe’, as in classic pantheism.22 Zoroastrianism and the Hindu Vedanta provide respective examples of dualism and pantheism. But a clearer account of deities emerges in the early Middle Ages with Sankara (eighth century ad) and Rāmānuja (tenth and eleventh centuries). Sankara argued that the self attains ‘release’ (moksha) from painful cycles of existence, to become one with Ultimate Reality. Rāmānuja taught a modified monism (Visista Advaita Vedanta), allegedly between pantheism and monotheism.


  On the one hand, the supreme person is said to be antagonistic to evil; on the other hand, he is undifferentiated consciousness. The Bhagavad Gita embodies a more personal concept of God. By the tenth century Nyaya formulated a ‘proof’ for the existence of God (the Kusumanali of Udayana). The extent to which Hindu thought may be considered ‘theistic’ is debated: the Vedanta tends towards theism, and some regard polytheistic deities as symbols which point to the One. But Mādhva (1238–1317), the Hindu philosopher, developed Vedanta philosophy in the direction of dualism, with multiple deities.23


  (iii) Chinese and Indo-Chinese thought and Confucius


  In the mists of time Chinese philosophy tended to presuppose a notion of heaven (T’ien). It also assumed a semi-human-like ‘Lord’ (Ti). As in Plato and Aristotle, most philosophical concern was for a well-ordered society. An ideal person will study ‘the Way’ (Tao). At the same time earliest oral traditions point in several directions, and are often confused. Confucius (551–479 bc) and the Taoist school propagated a system of moral truth. Heaven becomes eternal but indescribable, and was sometimes also known as tzu-jan, self-so, or possibly, the One. Mo Tzu (c. 468–376 bc) founded a Moist school, which taught a universal ethic of love, and speculated about time, cause and relativity. Later, a school which taught the dualist forces of Yin and Yang emerged.


  Confucius was primarily a philosopher, who gathered round him followers or disciples. But Confucianism as a Chinese philosophy became influential only in the second century bc. Confucius aimed at promoting a good society of harmonious social relations, with polished manners. He stressed a hierarchical social order: a sovereign over the people, a father over a son, a husband over a wife, and so on. Thus his contribution to philosophy of religion was primarily in social relations and social order.


  Gautama Buddha (c. 563–483 bc) lived as a beggar and became known as ‘the enlightened one’. With five friends he founded an order of monks, who practised asceticism. He taught that suffering is the key to salvation and enlightenment. Suffering is bound up with karma, works. Like Aristotle, he advocated the avoidance of extremes. The end result is ‘enlightenment’ or becoming a Buddha. The soul is not an entity, but a momentary self. Nirvana becomes the extinction of all worldly desires, and absolute bliss.


  In the third century bc Buddhism developed into four main schools, under the general heading of Hinayana Buddhism. Suffering remained a dominant element, together with release from the cyclical wheel of rebirth into Nirvana. At the beginning of the Christian era a second general school of Buddhism emerged, namely Mahayana Buddhism. This appealed to a stricter interpretation of the Buddha’s maxims. It often included a ‘Saviour’ figure, who works through numerous rebirths to gain the salvation of others. Its ethic is one of compassion and concern.


  In the fourth century ad Vasubandhu, an influential Buddhist monk, wrote on a third-century Buddhist text. This text embodied the dharma, or religious and moral law, which governed four ends in life in both Buddhism and Hinduism. The concept of dharma was divided into so many categories that its Buddhist exponents felt the need to expound complex theories of causality in philosophy.24 Meanwhile a second school of Buddhism had emerged as the Madhyamaka (or ‘Middle’) school of thought, under Nagarjuma (c. 150–200 ad), the leading thinker of Mahayan Buddhism. Nagarjuma set much store on the use of dialectic.25 He stressed the ‘emptiness’ (sunyata) of all things, and encouraged silence and the withholding of ‘yes’ and ‘no’. As a philosophy, Buddhism regards reality as not what it appears.26


  (iv) Hebrew, Jewish and earliest Christian thought


  The dating of the earliest books of the Hebrew Bible (or Old Testament) is contested, and I cannot here do justice to more than a small sample. Hebrew-Jewish wisdom literature embodies the most explicit philosophical questions. Within the Old Testament, Proverbs, Job and Ecclesiastes provide notable examples of explicit ‘wisdom’ methods of communication and thought-content.


  The date of Proverbs may in part go back to the eighth century bc. Its conventional ascription to Solomon probably indicates genre, rather than date. Most of the collection of sayings may well derive from the eighth to the sixth centuries, even if final editing belonged to the Persian period of 539–333 bc. In philosophical terms most proverbial aphorisms are based on observations of everyday life (i.e. empiricism), which may lead to assessments or questions based on rational inference (i.e. in part, rationalism).27 In this respect the book’s philosophical method is akin to that of Aristotle (e.g. justice excludes ignorance and folly). Ethics is both ‘command’ ethics and consequential ethics. It includes reverence for God, and free will to choose a course of action. Wisdom (Heb., chokmah; Gk, phronēsis) is a priority.28 Within this framework its view of providence is optimistic: virtue will bring its proper reward.


  The Book of Job comes probably from between the seventh and fifth centuries bc. Its main themes address the justice and providence of God within the framework of the problem of evil and suffering. This is a stock-in-trade of the philosophy of religion. It may possibly reflect the fall of Jerusalem in 586 bc. It is characteristic of wisdom literature to ask complex questions, rather than to lay down dogma. Against the optimism of Proverbs, which aims to embody the ‘traditional’ view, it undermines such an easy generalization. Tremper Longman writes, ‘Job . . . serves as a canonical corrective to a possible over-reading of the book of Proverbs.’29 Job is ‘blameless and upright’, a man who fears God (Job 1.1), but disaster after disaster overtakes him. He cries out in his distress, ‘If I go forward, he [God] is not there; or backward, I cannot perceive him’ (Job 23.8). ‘I cry to you [God] and you do not answer me’ (30.20).


  Ecclesiastes probably comes from perhaps about 250 bc. ‘The Preacher’ (Qohelet, the speaker) joins Job in seeing the meaninglessness of life. He says, ‘In my vain life I have seen everything; there are righteous people who perish in their righteousness, and there are wicked people who prolong their life in their evil-doing’ (7.15). Thus, he sees everywhere ‘vanities of vanities; all is vanity’ (1.2). Again, Longman comments, that while a superficial reading of Proverbs seems to guarantee rewards for goodness, ‘Ecclesiastes and Job both resist that notion’.30 All his empirical observations have come to nothing, even if with rational assessments. Yet Fox, Bartholomew and others insist the Qohelet has an epistemology, or theory of knowledge.31 Bartholomew says, ‘Qohelet’s epistemology is . . . not just empiricism . . . Ecclesiastes 7.23–29 demonstrates that starting with autonomous epistemology is not wisdom but folly, and will not lead one to truth.’32 Ecclesiastes undermines, thereby, both empiricism and rationalism as entirely adequate means of gaining knowledge and understanding.


  Judaism largely replicates the two-sidedness of Proverbs and Ecclesiastes by including Wisdom of Solomon and Ecclesiasticus (the Wisdom of Jesus Ben Sirach) among its intertestamental writings. Wisdom uses Greek philosophical concepts to argue for the superiority of Jewish wisdom, much like Philo of Alexandria. Wisdom of Solomon, like Ecclesiastes, has pessimistic themes, coming from the first century bc in the Roman period. Wisdom of Solomon 14.8 and 12 denounces idolatry and 14.24–27 regards pagan idolatry as the source of all evil. Wisdom concludes, ‘Short and sorrowful is our life . . . we were born by mere chance’ (2.1–3). By contrast Ben Sirach (Ecclesiasticus) follows Proverbs in its belief in ‘a universe that encourages virtue and punishes vice’.33 Sirach comes from the second century bc Greek period and freely draws in Greek philosophical concepts for its own purposes. Thus the dual Hebrew epistemology is replicated in Judaism.


  The New Testament provides some limited elements of a philosophy of religion. For example, Paul in Romans 9—11 offers a philosophy of history, designed to show that God has remained faithful to his promises to Abraham and to Israel. God’s word, Paul says in 9.6, cannot have failed. He reaffirms God’s promises in 9.9–13. He enquires whether history shows that God is unjust (9.14–16). In 10.1–18 he examines further aspects of this, and discusses the scope of salvation in 11.1–36. All the same, genuine philosophies of religion became more explicit in the early apologists, in Clement of Alexandria and Origen, and most of all in Augustine.


  (v) Augustine of Hippo (354–430)


  Plato, Aristotle, Augustine and Aquinas constitute the four who shaped Western philosophy more than others before the Renaissance. Augustine produced the largest body of Christian writings in the first millennium. Initially, Manichaeism influenced him, although he later rejected it. Neoplatonism influenced him more permanently. Before his conversion he taught rhetoric. He became Bishop of Hippo in 395. His Confessions (397–400) and the Enchiridion or Handbook (423) are probably the least polemical of his writings. His classic work City of God (413–26) constitutes a philosophy of history, which addresses pagan claims about the fall of Rome in 410. The books of De Trinitate are philosophical theology.


  In his early Soliloquies (386) Augustine shows a passion for intellectual enquiry. Anticipating Kierkegaard, he writes, ‘My question is not what you know, but how you know.’34 This also reminds us of Wittgenstein’s dictum in the Tractatus, ‘Philosophy is not a body of doctrine, but an activity.’35 In such enquiry Augustine values the use of reason: ‘Virtue . . . is perfect reason.’36 Truth concerns both will and intellect.37 In De Magistro (389), he discusses language and knowledge. Like Wittgenstein, he shows the inadequacy or ambiguity of ostensive definition (i.e. pointing to something to explain its meaning).38 In De Libero Arbitrio (395–6) he rejects metaphysical dualism, and asserts ‘God is not the author of evil’;39 evil comes from a misdirected will.40 He asks, ‘Why did you not use your free will for the purpose for which I [God] gave you?’41


  In his autobiographical Confessions Augustine offers a psychology of self, regarding it as in bondage to disobedience to God and self-gratification, and capable of self-deception.42 Books III and IV demonstrate his philosophical interest in Aristotle’s Categories, as well as his reflections on time.43 He comments, ‘Evil . . . has its source in self-will . . . in the desire for self-ownership.’44 After his conversion, he recalls that he has no difficulty about intercessory prayer.45 Prayer, miracles and the nature of time feature in most philosophies of religion. Wittgenstein and Ricoeur both refer to Augustine on time. On the nature of evil Augustine appeals to the principle of plenitude; i.e. evil results may follow from ‘inequalities’ or ‘differences’ within the world.46 God is the eternal One, who is Mind (nous), beyond Being and the Giver of gifts.47


  2 From the medieval to the early modern era


  (a) Arguments for the existence of God


  These include the cosmological, design and ontological arguments, for which see further in Part 2. In Part 2, we note work on the cosmological argument by Plato and Aristotle, al-Kindi (c. 813–71), al-Ghazali (1058–1111), Moses Maimonides (1135–1204), especially Thomas Aquinas (1225–74), John Locke (1632–1704), G. W. Leibniz (1646–1716), Samuel Clarke (1675–1719), and finally critiques of causality by David Hume (1711–76) and Immanuel Kant (1724–1804). The argument is therefore of regular interest throughout this period by Jewish, Christian and Islamic thinkers, but I must avoid undue repetition. Al-Kindi first set out the kalām tradition as follows:


  Whatever has a beginning of existence must have a cause (major premise);


  The universe began to exist (minor premise);


  Therefore the universe must have been caused to exist (conclusion).


  The conclusion is generally taken to refer to God as first cause.


  There is, however, a second tradition in Islam, represented by Ibn Sinna (i.e. Avicenna, 980–1037). He wrestled with the concepts of God, Being, knowledge, creation, evil and logic. One problem with the cosmological argument is that it can seem easy to lead to the naive child’s question, ‘Then who caused God?’ The kalām tradition simply asserts that an infinite chain of causes is impossible; Ibn Sinna changed the terminology into the contrast between contingent and necessary, rather than caused cause and uncaused cause. Contingent denotes that which might or might not be, and necessary denotes that for which it is impossible not to be. Brian Davies has set out Avicenna’s formulation as follows:48


  
	Everything must either have a reason or cause of its existence, or not.


  	If something does not [have such a cause], then there is at least one thing which exists of necessity.


  	If something does not exist of necessity, its existence derives from a reason or cause.


  	There cannot be an infinite series of causes for the existence of contingent beings.


  	So contingent beings ultimately derive from what exists of necessity. 




  This more sophisticated formulation helps us to distinguish created entities or objects (caused causes) from the First Cause or Necessary Being. This would answer the ‘naive’ child’s question. However, some aspects of Ibn Sinn’s complex philosophical theories tend towards thinking of emanations of God, and it is not surprising that al-Ghazali attacked his work as moving away from the Qur’an.


  In the section ‘Cosmological argument’ in Part 2, we examine Thomas Aquinas’s Christian formulations in Summa Theologiae I.I, question 2, article 2.49 We note that three of Thomas’s ‘five ways’ of arriving at God’s existence were versions of the cosmological argument. On the basis of his respect for Aristotle his first ‘way’ is the argument from potentiality and change to actuality and eternal Being. He argues, ‘A thing in process of change cannot itself cause that same change; it cannot change itself.’50 In philosophy this is often known as the kinetological argument (i.e. from movement). The significant Latin terms are potentia, actum and moveo. We must ‘arrive at some first cause of change, not itself being changed by anything, and this [he says] is what everyone understands by God’.51 The second way is based on ‘the nature of causation’; and the third, the contrast between ‘what need not be’ (i.e. the contingent) and ‘what must be’ (i.e. the necessary), or in Latin, ex possibili et necessario.52


  Duns Scotus (c. 1266–1308) to some extent anticipated empiricism (see Part 1, Empiricism and rationalism), and countered objections to the cosmological argument, expounding the difficulties of the argument, especially that an infinite regress of causes might be possible. He draws a distinction between things ‘ordered essentially’ and ‘things ordered accidentally’. His work appears to be more sophisticated than that of Aquinas, but ultimately reduces down to the same argument.


  Locke and Leibniz in the early modern period defended the argument.53 Leibniz depends less on the arguments from cause than from what he calls metaphysical necessity. He draws on ‘The Principle of Sufficient Reason’; i.e. that nothing takes place without a reason, and that we can give a reason sufficient to explain why a given situation is what it is. He argued that there was never a time when nothing existed, or in that case we ourselves would not exist. Samuel Clarke, who was chaplain to Queen Anne of England, corresponded with Leibniz. Ultimately his cosmological argument is similar to that of Leibniz, concluding that only a self-existent, necessary being, namely God, can constitute the logical reason for the existence of finite, contingent, beings.


  Hume, Kant and several recent philosophers, mounted objections to the argument. David Hume argued that we cannot strictly observe causality by experience; we can experience only constant conjunctions.54 In his Treatise of Human Nature, Hume declares, ‘We have no other notion of cause and effect, but that of certain objects which have been always cojoined together, and . . . have been found inseparable.’55 Immanuel Kant seems to sympathize with Hume’s attack on metaphysics at first, but soon parts company from him. He focuses more on the capacity of the mind and ‘instrumental’ reason. He argues, ‘The proposition that everything which happens has its cause . . . has the peculiar character that it makes possible the very experience which is its own ground of proof, and that in this experience it must always itself be presupposed.’56 We simply presuppose causes, we do not observe them, because the mind needs to postulate cause and effect as a condition for the intelligibility of the world.


  The argument from design, or the teleological argument, likewise, flourished more readily in its simpler form in the Middle Ages, and earlier modern thought, than it did after Darwin in the nineteenth century (see Part 2, Design argument). In Part 2 we consider the classic argument of William Paley (1743–1805), and the respective attitudes of Kant and Hume. We trace the debates that followed Charles Darwin (1809–82) and Herbert Spencer (1820–1903), and the theistic replies of F. R. Tennant, Arthur Peacocke and John Polkinghorne in the modern era, the latter against the claims of ‘neo-Darwinians’ such as Richard Dawkins.


  Meanwhile, we confine ourselves to the period from Aquinas to Kant, seeking to avoid undue overlapping. Aquinas based his ‘fifth way’ on the guidedness (Lat., ex cubernatione) of nature (or things, rerum).57 Things tend towards a goal, and the goal we call ‘God’. Paley based his argument on the difference between design in a machine, and inanimate objects such as a stone. The sharpest controversy about the beneficial design of nature arose in the later modern period following Darwin. Its reinstatement relied on counter-arguments from Tennant to Polkinghorne.


  Hume partly anticipated the post-Darwin argument by insisting that ‘design’ in nature depended on human-like, or anthropomorphic, images of God.58 He expresses his view in his rhetorical reply by ‘Philo’ to Cleanthes. He is willing to grant to Cleanthes that a house may presuppose the design of an architect, but the analogy between a house and the universe cannot be made.59 Hume adds that it cannot yield ‘a just conclusion concerning the origin of the whole’.60 In the Dialogues Hume declares, ‘Look round this universe . . . The whole presents nothing but the idea of a blind nature.’61


  Kant agreed with theists who saw ‘order, purposiveness and beauty’ in the world.62 But ultimately, he insisted, this implies only the existence of an architect of the world, ‘not a creator of the world’. In this sense, he says, ‘The argument always deserves to be mentioned with respect. It is the oldest, the clearest, and the most in conformity with the common sense of humanity.’63 But it falls short of ‘demonstrative certainty’ partly because it rests on the analogy with human art.64 The method of empiricism (observation and experience), he argues, is ‘impossible’ in the search for ‘absolute totality’, or the transcendent. Our limitations are those which invalidated the cosmological argument; transcendent reason presupposes order and purpose in the first place.65


  In my discussion of the ontological argument in Part 2 I state the classic argument of Anselm (1033–1109), the objections of his contemporary Gaunilo and the unintentional undermining of these arguments by Descartes (1596–1650) and Kant. Descartes set out the argument as a purely logical one, almost an argument by definition, and Kant seized on this criticism to agree that Anselm had proved not the existence of God, but the existence of a concept of God. We note that Bertrand Russell elaborated Kant’s objection in modern times, while Norman Malcolm, Charles Hartshorne, Hans Küng and, above all, Alvin Plantinga, produced counter-replies.


  Unlike the other two arguments, the ontological argument attempts to begin from the very first (a priori), but as Barth shows, and Plantinga acknowledges, it functions best as a confession of God’s existence by the believer. Plantinga insists, however, that it shows that belief in the existence of God is not unreasonable. It underlines such belief’s ‘rational acceptability’.66


  (b) Faith and reason, and the problem of knowledge (epistemology)


  Within this period (Aquinas to Kant), Aquinas effectively shares with Anselm a deep respect for thinking. He cannot imagine that reason could be incompatible with faith, even if knowledge of the invisible God is indirect. Certainly God cannot be the object simply of empirical enquiry. We cannot know God’s ‘essence’ by reason or rationalism. Knowledge in this sense requires God’s self-disclosure. He stated, ‘We cannot know what God is, but only what He is not’, although ‘demonstration adds to our knowledge of God’; investigation concerns ‘the implications of the Christian revelation’.67 Aquinas adds, ‘That God exists cannot, it seems, be made evident. For that God exists is an article of faith . . . Paul says, faith is concerned with the unseen.’68 Nevertheless, he continues, there are ‘truths about God which St Paul says we can know by our natural powers of reasoning’ (Rom. 1.20).69


  In a later discussion Aquinas appeals to Dionysius for the affirmation ‘Negative propositions about God are true.’70 Our minds, he says, ‘do not understand simple forms’, of which God is an example.71 Nevertheless, ‘It is impossible that the truth of faith should be opposed to those principles that the human reason knows naturally.’72


  Blaise Pascal (1623–62) argued that it is still reasonable to believe in God, even if we have inadequate evidence. For if we choose to believe in God, we cannot ‘lose’; but if we choose to reject such belief, and in the end discover that God does exist, we have, in effect, lost a life-affirming gamble. In the history of philosophy this became known as ‘Pascal’s Wager’. Pascal writes, ‘How will you wager? Reason cannot make you choose either, reason cannot prove either wrong . . . You must wager . . . Let us assess the two cases: if you win, you win everything, if you lose, you lose nothing. Do not hesitate then; wager that he [God] does exist.’73


  Is this ‘fideism’? (See Part 3, Fideism.) John Locke set out reasons for ‘entitled belief’ in Book IV of An Essay Concerning Human Understanding (1690). A modern specialist, Nicholas Wolterstorff (b. 1932) calls attention to Book IV. He writes, ‘What we ought to believe has something intimate to do with reasons, and/or reasoning, and/or Reason.’74 He continues, ‘Locke was the first to develop with profundity and defend the thesis that we are all responsible for our believings, and that . . . reason must be one’s guide’ to ‘entitled belief’.75 Locke recognizes that reason has different meanings.76 Reasoning includes ‘finding out truths . . . laying them in a clear and fit order . . . perceiving their connexion, and . . . making a right conclusion’.77 Syllogisms may be useful, but only in part, for understanding may go beyond formal abstract, logic.78 Even reason may sometimes fail.79 Hence intuition and judgement have their place.80


  One of Locke’s reasons for concern finds expression in Chapter 19 of Book IV. Enthusiasts had crept into the Church, nourishing ‘groundless opinion’, under the guise of ‘illumination from the Spirit of God’.81 Hence, ‘reason must be our last judge and guide in everything’.82 For Locke, intensity of conviction or ‘firmness of persuasion’ is no guarantee of truth, even if it was prompted by religious ‘feeling’, however sincere.83 Locke was a faithful Christian believer, and even wrote a brief commentary on Paul. But he also resisted irrationality in religion.


  In the early modern period, philosophy settled on three broad models. First, René Descartes, Gottfried Leibniz (1646–1716) and Baruch Spinoza (1632–77) philosophized in the rationalist tradition. They presupposed innate ideas in the human mind. These seemed to provide a foundation on which to build a priori (see details in Part 2, Empiricism and rationalism). Second, John Locke, George Berkeley (1685–1753) and David Hume placed primary emphasis on experience which came through the five senses (seeing, hearing, etc.), and expounded the empiricist tradition. They inferred ideas and thoughts a posteriori from sense-experience. Their use of ideas made them also idealists, as the ‘immateriality’ of Berkeley’s philosophy shows (see Part 2, Empiricism and rationalism). Third, the critical philosophy of Kant overtook both rationalism and empiricism with a transcendental philosophy. He asked not simply ‘How do we know?’ or ‘What do we know?’ but ‘How is knowledge possible at all?’


  Kant’s philosophy both emphasized and limited the power of reason. It laid down conditions for the possibility of knowledge. These were set out in his Critique of Pure Reason (1781) which constituted a turning point in philosophy.84 ‘Regulative’ reason provides conditions for our understanding the ordering of the world. This is Kant’s ‘transcendental dialectic’. Empiricism, in his view, received into the mind pre-ordered data from the world; or at least, sense-data became pre-ordered by the activity of the mind. Reason also produces ‘antinomies’, or apparent contradictions. Easy examples to think of are ‘the edge of space’ or ‘the beginning of time’. The human mind can think only of more space ‘beyond’ its ‘edge’ or more time ‘before’ its ‘beginning’. This is because the mind seeks to impose temporal or spatial ‘categories’ onto the world. C. E. M. Joad compared seeing the world as blue because we wear blue spectacles. What, then, is the ‘real’ world? Here theoretical reason reaches its limit. Kant compared his Critique of Pure Reason to a ‘Copernican revolution’.


  Kant’s alternative was to emphasize the role of what he called ‘practical reason’, and the moral ‘categorical imperative’. Thus, he produced his Critique of Practical Reason (1788) and The Critique of Judgment (1790). These were followed by his The Metaphysics of Morals (1797). He stressed that the absolute was ‘the absolutely good will’, and deontological ethics; i.e. an ethics of duty and obligation. God, freedom and immortality were ‘postulates’ (in effect, presuppositions) of practical reason. But lest any theist might become over-optimistic, Kant produced Religion Within the Limits of Reason Alone (1793). In this he argued that the notion of a personal God who interacts with the world (e.g. as responding to prayer), belongs merely to ‘ecclesial’ religion. Prayer in rational religion becomes merely meditative self-adaptation.
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