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1 Philosophy of religion




Chapter 1 The nature or attributes of God


1 Introduction
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Chapter checklist


The chapter begins by considering some of the theological and religious issues of defining the qualities of God. It then looks specifically at the issues entailed in ideas of omnipotence, omniscience, benevolence and eternity. Discussion of how these issues and ideas interconnect, and their implications for free will, is the subject of the next chapter, although some preliminary points are made here. Throughout the chapter, there is reference to the historical development of ideas, with reference to key figures such as Aquinas. Issues about the language used in defining terms are also discussed, providing a link to later chapters on religious language. Revision pointers, study advice and guidance on possible essay questions may be found at the end of the chapter.
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It is natural for someone who believes in God to think about the nature of that God. Believers ask themselves, ‘what is God like?’ or ‘what attributes does God have?’ But any connection with God is a connection with a reality that is not a ‘being among beings’ and is utterly unlike anything in our experience. In his inmost nature, God is, as Jewish, Muslim and Christian scriptures all attest, a reality that passes all understanding. These scriptures would also consider it blasphemous to say we know the mind of God.
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Key term





Attribute A quality or characteristic. God is believed to have attributes such as omnipotence, mercy and justice.
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The Book of Job makes direct reference to the gap between God and humankind:




How then can a mortal be righteous before God?


How can one born of woman be pure?


If even the moon is not bright


and the stars are not pure in his sight,


how much less a mortal, who is a maggot,


and a human being who is a worm!


Job 25:4–6





It also refers to the way the heavens and the earth are in awe of God.




These are indeed but the outskirts of his ways;


and how small a whisper do we hear of him!


But the thunder of his power who can understand?


Job 26:14





Such poetic references – to God’s infinite might coupled with his unknowability – recur throughout scripture.


And yet there is a human curiosity about what God is. In the centuries before Christ, Jewish writers emphasised the universality and singularity of their God compared with the many local deities of other faiths. To them, the idea of one God (monotheism) was superior, in that God had a greatness to which nothing else could compare. However, while these writers asserted God’s greatness, they didn’t consider what that greatness entailed. It was in subsequent discussions that ideas about omnipotence and omniscience arose. Neither term occurs in scripture. In the earliest formulations of faith, such as the creeds, God is described as ‘Almighty’ and the ‘creator of all’, but there was no clear formulation of what precisely the terms meant. Even the Council of Trent (1545–63), which is known for its careful definitions, drew back from exactness, reminding priests in its catechism that in the Creed:




… great mysteries lie concealed under almost every word…


Catechism of the Council of Trent for Parish Priests, Part I, Article 1





None of this has prevented earnest philosophical debate about what the term ‘almighty’ means when speaking of God.


The particular problem – as we shall see – is that we are attempting to understand the terms used about God with our own very limited intellectual apparatus. None of us has seen the ‘fullness of God’, and most people have only glimpses of things in the world that they interpret as giving them an insight into the nature of God, and even then they might have misinterpreted the phenomenon incorrectly.


2 Divine attributes


Over the centuries of monotheistic belief, philosophers and theologians, in their conversations about God, have thought about the divine nature and its qualities, even though the same theologians have always recognised the limitations of human language in attempting to define those attributes. At different times in history, believers have seen God in different ways. For example, many, perhaps most, modern Christian believers talk of having a personal relationship with God, yet, in 1645, John Biddle was imprisoned for the alleged blasphemy of treating God in such personal terms. At different times, different aspects of God have been treated as most prominent, and different thinkers have drawn attention to various qualities. Many disputes between religious thinkers have been about what aspects of God should be considered most important, and people accuse each other of overlooking key features, perhaps emphasising God’s justice and law at the expense of his mercy, or his greatness at the expense of his love and concern for each individual.


The Catholic Encyclopedia, published in 1907, listed God’s attributes as follows:





•  Simplicity



•  Infinity



•  Immutability



•  Unity



•  Truth



•  Goodness



•  Beauty



•  Omnipotence



•  Omnipresence



•  Intellect



•  Will



•  Personality



•  All-wise



•  Self-existent



•  Justice



•  Love.





But even in this listing, as the Encyclopedia points out, there is argument, and no effort is made to claim that this list is complete. Even if it were a complete list, there would still be problems in determining what exactly these mean in relation to God.


Any attempt to consider each of these characteristics, and to consider whether they are appropriate or comprehensive, would be a task to fill a library of books, and even then, to spend many of those pages explaining why our understandings, when applied to God, would be incomplete. The very idea of attributes is two-edged. When I see something or someone as beautiful, for example, I do not merely say that she has beauty, but that I perceive that person as beautiful. I attribute to her the quality of beauty.


Attributing qualities is fraught with difficulties. For example, I may, for example, be wholly wrong in my attribution. I may say somebody is honest only to discover that he is an accomplished conman and serial liar. In this case, I have misattributed the quality.


It’s also very difficult to agree criteria for attributes. A person can find beauty in a painting which another person strongly dislikes, and it is difficult, perhaps impossible, to settle the argument conclusively. That is to say, there are no objective criteria which set out what beauty is and isn’t. There is also a linguistic question here, whether the language we use is sufficient to capture the essence of beauty, or whether it falls short. What does it mean to say something is beautiful?
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Key question


How can we know whether we are correct in attributing a quality to God?
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Three qualities will be discussed in this chapter in turn – omnipotence, omniscience and benevolence. As we shall see, none is without its problems, even when considered singly, as we do here. Questions about what each attribute means are as important as whether it is correct to make the attribution in the first place.


(a) Omnipotence


The literal meaning of omnipotence is ‘all-powerful’ – the idea that God can do anything. The difficulty lies in determining what that ‘anything’ might be.
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Key term





Omnipotence The ability to perform any act. In relation to God, Aquinas argues that omnipotence is the ability to perform any act which is logically possible.
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Descartes argued that omnipotence meant that God could do absolutely anything. This was different from the view of St Thomas Aquinas, who thought that it meant that God could do anything that was logically possible.


Consider the question of whether God could create a square circle. For St Thomas, this would be an absurd question, because the concept of a square circle makes no sense. According to the rules of logic, it is a contradiction in terms – the phrase ‘square circle’ is meaningless nonsense words. For Aquinas, it makes no sense to accuse God of being less than omnipotent because he cannot do the logically impossible. He argues:




As the principles of sciences such as logic, geometry or arithmetic are taken from the formal principles of things which are essential to their natures, it follows that God could not make things that go against these principles. For example … it would be impossible to have a circle in which the lines drawn from the centre to the circumference were not equal or for a triangle not to have three angles equal to two right angles.


Thomas Aquinas, Summa Contra Gentiles, Book II, Section 25
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Key persons
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St Thomas Aquinas (1224/5–74): Dominican friar, and perhaps the greatest medieval philosopher. Aquinas was at the forefront of attempts to rethink existing philosophical and theological thought in the light of the Aristotelian revival. Best known for his Summa Theologica, Summa Contra Gentiles and dozens of other works.
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René Descartes (1596–1650): French philosopher and mathematician, best known for his Meditations on First Philosophy and Meditations. A rationalist, he used systematic doubt of sense experience as the basis of his system, seeking a basis for knowledge on his cogito, ergo sum. He is often referred to as the father of modern philosophy.
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Descartes’ view was different: he argued that God’s existence is prior to the laws of logic, so God is not bound by those laws. It is difficult to see how this can be, as we can have no conception of logical impossibilities and can give no coherent definition of the qualities of a square circle.


It seems that Aquinas has given us a more rational definition of omnipotence than that of Descartes, but there are further issues, even with this narrower definition. Is God able to ride a bicycle? A human can ride a bicycle because she has a sense of balance and has two working legs, eyes to see, hands to hold the handlebar and so on. If she lacked any of these, then her ability to ride a bicycle would be impaired, even if she knew in theory how bicycles are ridden. If God is not conceived as being flesh and blood or even in the same plane of existence as human beings, then we struggle to see how God has the ability to ride anything like a bicycle. To say this is not to say he would lack the power if he chose to move the bicycle, but moving a bicycle is not the same as riding one. It is rather to question whether as a non-material – and hence legless – reality, he would be able to cycle, any more than a fish could ride a bicycle. To ride a bicycle is logically possible – there is no logical contradiction in being able to ride a bicycle, and it is demonstrably possible for people to do so – but to someone or something without certain attributes it would be physically impossible. There are other forms of impossibility than merely the logical.


All this suggests that the definition of omnipotence should be narrower than Aquinas imagines. Many modern philosophers have chosen to take the view that the meaning of omnipotence is that God can do anything it is logically possible for God to do. If we consider this in a little more depth, we recognise that certain uses of power would seem inconsistent with the nature of God.
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Key question


Is it possible to find any coherent definition of omnipotence that can be applied to God?
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If you think back to when you studied the problem of evil earlier in your studies, you will recall St Augustine of Hippo arguing that God cannot be the one who created evil as it would be contrary to his nature.
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See Year 1, pages 116–17.
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Augustine understands omnipotence to mean not that God can do anything at all, but that he can do anything he wills or chooses to do. He says:




… He [God] is called omnipotent because He does what He wills, not because He suffers what He does not will. If that were to happen to Him, He would not be omnipotent. It follows that He cannot do some things precisely because He is omnipotent.


St Augustine of Hippo, The City of God, Chapter 10





Augustine’s approach is rich and interesting, and perhaps more coherent than some views we have previously looked at. He argues, in essence, that God’s omnipotence needs to be understood as meaning that he can do whatever he chooses to do. The power to do evil acts in God’s case would be at best theoretical, as his will is always to do good. In other words, his divine power means that he ‘self-imposes’ certain limitations that are contrary to his nature – it is precisely because God is omnipotent that he does not commit evil or unjust actions.


Augustine appeals to something in human experience. I am not omnipotent because I know from my experience that I do not have the power to do everything I want. I cannot be rich, just because I want to be rich. I cannot by the power of thought be everywhere I want to be nor do everything I want to do. I may describe myself as frustrated in my wishes, and I shall almost certainly be very conscious of my powerlessness. I am very aware of my limitations and the boundaries of choices open to me. For Augustine, God is omnipotent because he knows no such frustration: what he wills he is able to do.


Think about our own experience. We feel restricted and impotent when we cannot do what we want to do, but we feel no lack of power about being unable to do something we have no interest in doing. I cannot walk a tightrope, but it doesn’t restrict me in any significant way: I have no wish to do so.


If Augustine is right, that omnipotence means being able to do everything God wishes, without hindrance or limitation, then various problems raised by the so-called paradox of omnipotence seem to disappear. This paradox is the same one that caused Aquinas and Descartes to consider whether God could create a square circle. It also raises questions such as whether God could make a table that he had not made, or make a stone so heavy that no one, including himself, could lift it. At a deeper level it raises questions about whether an omnipotent God could alter the past.
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Key term





Paradox of omnipotence Some things seem impossible to do for an omnipotent being. If God used his omnipotence to make a stone so heavy that no one could lift it, including himself, then he would not be omnipotent. But if he could not make such a stone, then it would seem he would not be omnipotent.
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If the limited approach suggested by Augustine is adopted, it is possible to argue that, for questions like the unliftable stone, or altering the past, we might ask why God would want to do any of these things. What would be the point of a square circle? Is God’s omnipotence open to challenge because he could not do something that he had no wish to do?


Modern philosophers have, in general, opted for limited interpretations of omnipotence. Anthony Kenny argues:




Divine omnipotence … if it is to be a coherent notion, must be something less than the complete omnipotence which is the possession of all logically possible powers which it is logically possible for a being with the attributes of God to possess. (If the definition is not to be empty, ‘attributes’ must here be taken to mean these properties of Godhead which are not themselves powers: properties such as immutability and goodness.) This conception of divine omnipotence is close to traditional accounts while avoiding some of the incoherences …


Anthony Kenny, ‘The Definition of Omnipotence’, The Concept of God, 1987, pages 131–2





Different philosophers have, then, sought to understand God’s attribute of omnipotence in terms of whether it should be subject to the limits of logical possibility or divine self-limitation. An alternative would be to return to what some have described as a semantic approach, understanding the word ‘omnipotence’ in a scriptural way – given the difficulties in attempting to comprehend a concept which surpasses human understanding – so that there is a religious aspect to it. When a believer describes God, she does not provide a scientific definition; but neither does she seek to do so. When she describes God as omnipotent, she does so in awe and prayer and worship, aware of her own limitation when she speaks to and about God. In calling God ‘omnipotent’ she is describing her own finitude and dependence as much as she wants to express his greatness.


(b) Omniscience


Just as there are difficulties with the definition of omnipotence, so too with omniscience, the idea that God is all-knowing. What does this mean?
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Key term





Omniscience The attribute of being all-knowing, which is attributed to God.
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Philosophers debate precisely what it means to know. If God knows everything, then we need to ask both what it means for someone to know something, and in God’s case, what is the everything that God is supposed to know?


(i) Divine knowledge and its interaction with temporal existence


The philosopher Sir Michael Dummett, in his Gifford Lectures of 1996, gave an interesting definition of omniscience. He reminds us firstly of the differences between God’s sense of knowledge and ours, which is much more subjective:




God has no particular point of view, no location in the world, no perspective contrasted with other perspectives. He knows, not by the effect of objects or events upon His perceptual equipment, but by His comprehension of all truth. How God apprehends things as being must be how they are in themselves.


Michael Dummett, Thought and Reality, 2006, page 96
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Key person





Sir Michael Dummett (1925–2011): Oxford-based philosopher of logic and world-famous authority on Gottlob Frege. A Roman Catholic convert, he succeeded A. J. Ayer as Wykeham Professor of Logic in 1979, a post held until his retirement in 1992. He was knighted in 1999 and was also an expert on tarot cards. He was also politically engaged with an academic interest in voting systems.
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This point is very important. Whatever God’s knowledge would be like, it is not like human knowledge. We are creatures with perspective and human faculties. I am always here and not there. As I learn more, and change more, my understanding and knowledge change. Only I can live my life and have my knowledge. Dummett reminds us that God’s knowledge is beyond perspective, as it includes everything. One consequence of this, presumably, is that by knowing everything, God has complete understanding of everything. As humans, we often get things out of proportion, misunderstanding their true significance in relation to everything else. This would not happen if we knew, as God does, the true facts of everything.


Dummett goes on to characterise the nature of God’s knowledge:




… for every true proposition, He knows that it is true. But we have no right to assume that, for every intelligible question, God knows an answer to it; if there is no answer, there is nothing for him to know…. [W]hen we speak of God’s knowledge, we are using the tense of timelessness.


Ibid., page 108





This point of Dummett is interesting in several ways.


The first is whether every true proposition can be known timelessly – Dummett speaks of God knowing things ‘in a tense of timelessness’. It is certainly true for certain realities. For example, the sentence ‘The Titanic struck an iceberg on 14 April 1912 and sank in the early hours of 15 April’, if it is true, is a proposition referring to a fixed historical fact. If it is true, it will always be true; and if God knows everything, then presumably he would always have known that the sentence described a true event even if the event was future to us. We can see how this could be timelessly true.


The problem is that the truth of some sentences depends on time and place. For example, if I said to someone ‘I am right behind you’, this could be a true sentence for me at a particular time, but not at another. A sentence like this is true only at a particular time and place, and true only for the speaker at that moment. Philosophers refer to these kinds of sentences as indexical sentences. The question we may ask is whether a sentence of this sort can be known as true in a timeless way. If not, we might have to suggest that God’s knowledge is not timeless or that he has a different understanding about indexical sentences – one that is not timeless.


This thought raises further issues. Dummett’s account of God’s omniscience is quite limited. If God’s knowledge consists in knowing for every true proposition that it is true, does that exhaust the concept of knowledge? Would someone know everything if he knew every possible fact, past, present and future? He would surely only have full knowledge if there were no knowledge other than knowledge of facts.


(ii) Types of knowledge


But there seem to be other kinds of knowledge. For example, there is knowing what it is like to be something. The American philosopher, Thomas Nagel, in 1974, wrote a very famous article, ‘What Is It Like To Be a Bat?’. He argues that we have no idea of what it is like to be a bat – we do not have bat sense, minds or vocabulary.


If we apply this thought to God, then it is difficult to see how God’s knowledge can include knowing what a non-God experience is like. To take a simple example, I do not know what will happen between now and my next birthday, or whether I shall be alive to see it. I can guess what the next months might hold, but I do not know. Now, suppose that God knows everything that will happen to me. Unlike me, he knows what presents I will receive for my next birthday, whether I shall fall under a bus or win the lottery. But if he knows everything, and is never ignorant, can he know what it is like to be ignorant?


Another type of knowledge is knowing how to do something. Certain types of knowledge can only be achieved through practice. Consider, for example, knowing how to ride a bicycle. I can only know how to ride a bicycle through practice. There is an important difference between knowing how a bicycle is ridden and how to ride a bicycle. So does God know how to ride a bicycle? If God has never ridden a bicycle can he be said in any significant way to know how to do so? If I had never ridden a bicycle, no one would say I knew how to ride a bicycle, however many books about cycling I had read.
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Key question


Is it possible for the idea of omniscience to cover every type of knowledge? Does knowing every truth rule out certain kinds of experiential knowledge?
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So, just as omnipotence needs to be conditioned in some way, the same appears to be true for omniscience. We might suggest that God’s omnipotence means that he knows everything it is logically possible for God to know. In order to be truly omniscient, God would simultaneously need to know everything, including what it is like to be ignorant. This could be held to be contradictory in some way, and therefore not logically possible, and for some philosophers this is problematic. One way of responding to this might be to argue that God knows everything he would need or wish to know. God is not prevented from the fullness of being God in any relevant way.


This does not exhaust the philosophical issues of omniscience. If we think about God’s knowledge, or his other qualities, questions arise in relation to whether he is timeless or not. If God knows everything it is logically possible for God to know, what is logically possible will be different for a God who is constrained by time than it is for one who is outside and beyond time. Some of these issues will be discussed in the next chapter.


(c) Benevolence


We have seen that any attempt to define divine omnipotence or omniscience is very difficult as these are ideas that stretch language and which need qualification in some way if we are to make sense of them. Definitions are even more challenging when we come to consider God as benevolent.


The strict meaning of ‘benevolence’ is well-wishing. We use the term sometimes of amiable characters who seem to wish everyone well, look on people’s foibles with kindness and seem – together with a sunny disposition – to see good in everyone and everything.


But is a God who wishes everyone well truly good? Or, indeed, truly omnipotent? We may ask whether a good person simply wishes the good for people or rather does good for people. I might wish life to be pleasant for everyone, but if I do nothing to bring goodness into people’s lives, that benevolence seems worthless. Aristotle remarked that a just person could only be truly just if he performed just acts – simply having a nice feeling was not enough. It seems not enough to be good. One cannot truly be good without doing good (though, of course, one might do good things for bad reasons. Just doing good is not enough to make one a good person). It seems reasonable, therefore, to say of God that if he is truly good, then that goodness is not simply a matter of well-wishing, benevolence, but also well-doing, beneficence.
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Key terms





Benevolence Literally, ‘well-wishing’ – the claim that God wants the good for everyone and everything.



Beneficence Doing good and performing good actions.
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If God were merely well-wishing, he could be a very sweet, perhaps even jolly, God – and there would be no problem of evil. He might, like a cheery old gentleman, wish people would be nice to each other, and shake his head sadly when they are not. But that is not the Jewish, Christian or Muslim understanding of God. God cannot only wish good things, but also do them. That is why he is described as omnipotent and why the problem of evil is so significant. God is not understood as a helpless though well-wishing bystander. Being omnipotent, he could do something about the evil and suffering that afflict the universe, but apparently he does nothing, or, at least, very little. He might perform the occasional miracle, alleviating some pain here or there, but daily people starve to death, are massacred, raped, killed in accidents, fall ill, to say nothing of the pain of non-human animals. The problem of evil rests on the question of how a good God could stand back in the face of such evil.
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Key question


Can a truly benevolent and omnipotent God permit the existence of evil and suffering?
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Some argue that God’s goodness lies in being good in himself. He has the goodness of not being subject to decay, rupture, disintegration or being threatened by an equal or overwhelming power. We would describe something as very good if it never broke, never went wrong and could not be destroyed (what a perfect car that would be!). The difficulty here is that this is a different use of the term ‘good’ from a moral one. A good meal or a good car is not morally good. Even if the meal or the car is good for someone, they have no intention of helping anyone. A Porsche may be a good car, but it does not choose to be good. It has no intention to please: it just does. But to describe someone as morally good is to say that she has good intentions – she chooses for herself to do good for people. She is good because she wants to be good, not because she happens to be useful. Most people have an understanding of God which includes his choosing good as an act of divine will. God not only is good, but consciously wills good.


(i) Just judgement of human actions


The Dominican philosopher, Brian Davies, argues that God’s goodness must not be a case of simply being well behaved as a good child might be. He takes issue with Richard Swinburne’s claim in The Coherence of Theism (1993, page 184) that ‘God is so constituted that he always does the morally best action … and no morally bad action’. For Davies, this claim is overly simplistic (reductionist):




The idea seems to be that God is good because he manages, in spite of alternatives open to him, to be well behaved.


Brian Davies, ‘Is God a Moral Agent?’ Whose God? Which Tradition?, 2008, page 103





Davies argues that Aquinas does not conceive of God as a moral person. The Bible sees God as righteous in the sense that he never breaks a covenant with his people and is always true to his own nature. A bad person is one who goes against his own – and human – nature in a destructive way. God is perfectly good because he never contradicts his own nature. For Davies:
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Key quote


… Aquinas would say that God could never command us to torture children because, in effect, that would involve him in contradicting himself, or going against his nature as the source of creaturely goodness… And this, of course, is not to suggest that God’s goodness consists in him acting in accordance with moral norms to which he responds in any sense.


Brian Davies, ‘Is God a Moral Agent?’ Whose God? Which Tradition?, 2008, page 122
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In a recent article, the British philosopher, M. B. Wilkinson, argues that God’s goodness should be understood as part of his creative action. He is not a ‘person among persons’, as a moral agent would be. According to Wilkinson, living a moral life should not be seen as simply following moral rules laid down by God. Instead:




God makes humankind creative of good. When he commands the right because it is right, this should, I think, be understood as commanding what our intelligence and imagination choose as the good for humans. It is an injunction to be human in the fullest sense, which includes values such as autonomy.


M. B. Wilkinson, ‘God, Goodness, Fact and Value’. Síntese – Rev. de Filosofia, v.42, n.134, 2015, page 416





There are other problems too. How can God be perfectly benevolent and perfectly just? To be just is to be understood as giving each person what he deserves (rewarding the good and punishing the evil). For many people, the idea is that God sends good people to heaven and bad ones to hell. But, as we mentioned when considering the problem of evil in Year 1, hell is part of the totality of evil.
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See Year 1, page 124.
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If I commit an evil act on earth, most societies believe that there should be an end to that punishment (even if, in some legal systems, that end is death), a moment when that person’s punishment is over. Could it ever be just to sentence someone to suffering without end, with no hope of any kind of release – even the relief of death – and no hope of reform or redemption? As John Hick pointed out, if this kind of hell were to exist it would itself be part of the problem of evil.


But there is an equal problem if God does not reward good deeds and punish sinners. The sense of justice in people goes very deep. Perhaps the earliest complaint of even a tiny child is: ‘That’s not fair’. It seems incompatible with the idea of a just and good God to pay no attention to the merit of people’s actions.


St Thomas Aquinas draws attention to the special nature of justice in God. He distinguishes between different types of justice:




There are two kinds of justice. One is about mutual giving and receiving, as in buying and selling, and other types of commerce and exchange. The Philosopher (Ethic. v, 4) [Aristotle] calls this ‘commutative justice’, which directs exchange and business. This does not belong to God because, as the Apostle [St Paul] says: ‘Who has given a gift to him, to receive a gift in return?’ (Romans: 11:35). The other type of justice is about distribution, and is called distributive justice. In this a ruler or a steward gives to each person what his rank deserves. Just as the right order shown in ruling a family or any kind of large group displays the ruler’s justice of this type, the order of the universe, seen both in the effects of nature and in effects of will, demonstrates the justice of God. This is why Dionysius says (Div. Nom. viii, 4): ‘We are bound to see that God is truly just, when we realise that he gives to all existing things what is proper to the condition of each; and he preserves the nature of everything in the order and gives the powers that properly belong to it.’


Summa Theologica (S.T.) I, 21, a.1, c





Aquinas’ argument is that God’s justice is not and cannot be like ours on earth. For God, certain types of justice do not apply. God needs nothing from us. We do not trade with God in the way a shopkeeper and customer might trade honestly with each other. For Aquinas, God’s justice is about giving everyone what they need. God’s goodness works with his justice. Aquinas says:
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Key quote


God’s justice is about what is appropriate to him, as he gives to himself what is due to himself. It is also right for a created thing to possess what is appropriate to it; so it is due to man to have hands, and that other animals should serve him. In this God exercises justice, giving to each thing … what is due to it. This comes from the former [God’s justice towards himself]. What is due to each thing is what it needs according to the divine wisdom. Although God gives each thing its due, he himself owes no debt. He is not responsible to other things but everything else is responsible to him. This is why justice, therefore, in God is sometimes as the appropriate accompaniment of his goodness; sometimes as the reward of what people deserve. Anselm refers to both views when he says (Prosolog. 10): ‘When you punish the wicked, it is just, since it is what they deserve; and when you spare the wicked, it is also just; since it shows your goodness.’


S.T. I, 21, a.1, ad 3
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For Aquinas, then, God’s justice lies in doing the right thing as a good God who wills a good universe. God is not answerable to anyone: he is the standard of justice:




As good as understood by intellect is the object of the will, it is impossible for God to will anything but what his own wisdom understands as good. His wisdom is, as it were, his law of justice, by which his will is right and just. Therefore, what he does according to his will is done justly. In the same way, we act justly when we do what we should according to law. But while law comes to us from something superior to us, God is a law unto himself.


S.T. I, 21, a.1, ad 2





Aquinas reminds us that God cannot be answerable to some higher abstract standard: if God is a perfect being and is perfectly wise, then his standard of justice is the only possible one. Justice is demonstrated in the goodness of his creation and, according to Aquinas, by giving all creatures what they need to flourish (‘What is due to each thing is what it needs according to the divine wisdom’). Of course, we are still troubled by the problem of evil. Some people seem not to have what they need. Some are born without normal limbs or the mental capacities needed for a full human life as lived by others. It is difficult to reconcile this with the justice described by Aquinas. If we say that God’s justice is mysterious to us, as we are not God and cannot properly or rightly judge him, that is not an explanation, but neither are we able – if God is supreme – to find another standard by which to accuse God of injustice.
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Key question


How is it possible for God to be perfectly just yet merciful?
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Perhaps an answer lies not in a simple question of whether God gives equally to everyone, but whether God is just. The American philosopher William Frankena and others have pointed out that the moral principle of justice does not mean treating everyone in the same way, but rather making the same relative contribution to the good of people’s lives. It would not be justice to send everyone, without exception, to university. Many would be unhappy there, and many would be unable to cope. A state may not give the same level of welfare support to everyone. Just treatment means treating the needs of each person as seriously as those of everyone, which means giving more welfare aid to those who need it more, perhaps because of illness, poverty or disability. This might mean giving some people more in terms in resources and money to allow the same relative level of fulfilment.


(ii) Responses to God’s just judgement of human actions


To be just might not mean the same as treating everyone in exactly the same way. If this is true, then God’s justice would mean that everyone is equally valued even if not treated identically. But this raises other issues when we consider God’s mercy, especially towards those not of his church or who have had no opportunity to encounter or believe in him.


There are many descriptions of the nature of mercy. John Calvin in his theology emphasised the unworthiness of any human compared with God. Throughout his works, there is emphasis on the greatness of God and the ‘littleness’ of human existence in comparison. In Part II, Chapter 3 of the Institutes of the Christian Religion, he argues that humankind has a corrupt nature and, as such, is damnable. He denies the existence of free will but argues that God demonstrates his mercy through the election of certain godly people. By granting his salvation to these, God reveals his goodness. They are small in number and their election is demonstrated by their membership of the Church and by the goodness of their lives. Outside the Church, there is no salvation, but even within the Church those saved are few:
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Key quote


…regard must be had both to the secret election and to the internal calling of God, because he alone ‘knoweth them that are his’ (2. Tim. 2:19); and as Paul expresses it, holds them as it were enclosed under his seal, although, at the same time, they wear his insignia, and are thus distinguished from the reprobate. But as they are a small and despised number, concealed in an immense crowd, like a few grains of wheat buried among a heap of chaff, to God alone must be left the knowledge of his Church, of which his secret election forms the foundation. Nor is it enough to embrace the number of the elect in thought and intention merely. By the unity of the Church we must understand a unity into which we feel persuaded that we are truly ingrafted. For unless we are united with all the other members under Christ our head, no hope of the future inheritance awaits us.


John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, trans. Henry Beveridge, Part IV, 1.2
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Key person





John Calvin (1509–64): born Jehan Cauvin in France, he became a major figure in the Reformation. Based in Geneva, he developed the doctrine of predestination and the absolute sovereignty of God. A lawyer by training, he was never ordained. His major work was the Institutes of the Christian Religion, which was developed and expanded throughout his life.
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Critics of Calvinism argue whether this is truly merciful. Many have no opportunity ever to be members of the Christian Church. Those who are not part of God’s ‘secret elect’ might ask whether it is the sign of the true goodness of God to choose a small number and to offer neither redemption nor hope of it to others. Calvin’s response is to argue that there is no injustice and no reason for the damned to complain as no one deserves to be saved. God exercises his mercy in selecting a small number for salvation.


Nevertheless, it could be argued that Calvin’s vision of hell creates problems for the goodness of God. For Aquinas, hell was separation from God, chosen by those who rejected him. For Aquinas, hell is not a place of fire and torture – it is the separation from God which is the anguish. Calvin’s view is more literal and more traditional:




Unhappy consciences find no rest, but are vexed and driven about by a dire whirlwind, feeling as if torn by an angry God, pierced through with deadly darts, terrified by his thunderbolts and crushed by the weight of his hand; so that it were easier to plunge into abysses and whirlpools than endure these terrors for a moment. How fearful, then, must it be to be thus beset throughout eternity!


John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, trans. Henry Beveridge, Part III, 25.12





Calvin also touches on a wider issue. Most Christians accept the idea of extra ecclesiam nulla salus (outside the Church, there is no salvation). Yet, we know good people who are not Christian, and there remain the enormous numbers who never have the opportunity to become members of the Church. Would a good and merciful God condemn these? The Roman Catholic Church for centuries insisted on the requirement of baptism for salvation, but accepted a notion of ‘Baptism of Desire’ whereby those who had faith in God and lived their lives according to his values might be saved. The Second Vatican Council seemed to go further:




All this holds true not only for Christians, but for all men of good will in whose hearts grace works in an unseen way. For, since Christ died for all men, and since the ultimate vocation of man is in fact one, and divine, we ought to believe that the Holy Spirit in a manner known only to God offers to every man the possibility of being associated with this paschal mystery.


Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern World, Gaudium et Spes, 22





The argument here was that all deserving people can receive the mercy of God. The subsequent Catechism would assert:




Those who, through no fault of their own, do not know the Gospel of Christ or his Church, but who nevertheless seek God with a sincere heart, and, moved by grace, try in their actions to do his will as they know it through the dictates of their conscience – those too may achieve eternal salvation.


Catechism of the Catholic Church, 847





Some ultra-traditionalist Catholics have argued against this view, which at first sight seems more consistent with a good and merciful God. Leonard Feeney (1897–1978), an American Jesuit, was excommunicated in 1953 for his insistence on a narrow interpretation of the doctrine, but he still has followers. But it seems difficult to make sense of terms such as ‘God is good’ and ‘God is merciful’ on this apparently narrow view. It contrasts strongly with comments of Pope Francis in a General Audience:




We are all sinners but we are all forgiven: we all have the possibility of receiving his pardon, which is the mercy of God; we need not fear, therefore to recognise ourselves sinners, to confess ourselves sinners, because every sin was carried by the Son to the Cross.


Pope Francis, General Audience, 6 April 2016





The contrast with the God envisaged by Calvin is considerable. It is important to recognise, of course, that Pope Francis does not argue that everyone is saved, but that God’s mercy lies in an offer to everyone.


The contemporary philosopher Vincent Brümmer, a member of the (Calvinist) Dutch Reformed Church, has argued that we can make sense of justice and mercy only if we think of God as personal. For Brümmer, forgiveness does not consist in condoning an action, or suggesting somehow that it doesn’t matter very much. The one who forgives must be prepared to absorb the pain out of love for the sinner. The sinner must also accept the wrongdoing:




If I repudiate the damage I have done to our fellowship by confessing myself in the wrong, and express my change of heart and my desire for the restoration of our fellowship by asking your forgiveness; and if you, by forgiving me, show your willingness with me again, then our fellowship will not only be restored, but might also be deepened and strengthened.


Vincent Brümmer, What Are We Doing When We Pray?, 2008, page 99





Here we encounter a common issue with thoughts about the attributes of God. Some issues of God’s goodness seem soluble only by thinking of God as not a personal being, not a superhuman being – but then other questions seem to require that God is personal, if we are to make sense of forgiveness and mercy.


3 Conclusions


We seem to be in a place without easy answers. We began by looking at terms that sound fairly straightforward but – even when looking at each attribute individually – there are difficulties. These are questions usually of meaning of words but also about possibility. Is there a definition of omnipotence or benevolence that could work in practice?


The difficulty is compounded when we ask ourselves how the attributes of God work in relation to each other, the theme of our next chapter, where we consider these four qualities in relation to issues of free will. In your studies of the problem of evil, you will have encountered already the issues of reconciling God’s goodness, with his omnipotence and knowledge.
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See Year 1, Chapter 8.
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If God is benevolent, then why does he permit evil and suffering as he could – presumably – do something about it and, being omniscient, has full knowledge of it? Other problems arise. If God is perfectly just, how then can he be perfectly merciful? This raises the question of what it means to be merciful. Does it mean condoning something if we say God forgives? Is being merciful giving people more than they deserve? But can it be just for God to act this way? The concept of justice seems to mean rewarding or punishing people to exactly the right extent that their conduct deserves, yet mercy seems to be giving more than people deserve.


Each of these problems raises the issue known by philosophers as that of the compossibility of the divine attributes. ‘Compossibility’ is about certain things being able to happen at the same time in the same way. The states of drunkenness and absolute sobriety are not possible in the same way at the same time for the same person. In the same way, in the next chapter, we shall consider how these different attributes of God could co-exist.


Study advice


With God’s attributes there is no agreement – as we have seen – about what is meant by descriptions such as ‘omnipotent’ or even whether such terms have significant meaning. This can make the topic feel very nebulous to study, with discussions of all sorts of issues along the way.


A fruitful way around this, for study and revision, is to take for each attribute you must study, a provisional definition, such as Dummett’s on omniscience, and then to list in your notes three or four potential problems. Realistically, most of us cannot remember more than three or four issues in a topic, so, as you work through your notes, pick out two or three which seem to you to be most important – and which you feel confident you understand and can write about – then make notes on these, relating them back to your provisional definition, to see where it might need to be modified.


In addition, whatever arguments you pick out as most relevant and interesting, think of material always in relation to the issues of language. All our philosophising about God is done in human language. What you consider in later chapters is relevant for you here too. Philosophy should never be thought of as learning a series of discrete topics. Each new topic provides an opportunity for revisiting and reconsidering other parts of your thought, considering whether ideas need further refinement and questioning.


Summary diagram: The nature or attributes of God
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Revision advice


By the end of this chapter you should be able to explain thoughtfully the issues involved in finding reasonable definitions of God’s attributes, especially omnipotence, omniscience and benevolence. You should be able to reflect on whether these attributes can ever be usefully expressed in human language and the limits of that language.


Can you give brief definitions of:





•  omnipotence



•  omniscience



•  benevolence



•  benificence



•  mercy?





Can you explain:





•  how Descartes argues that God’s omnipotence is unlimited



•  the idea that omnipotence and omniscience might apply only to the logically possible



•  the issues of different types of knowledge



•  the problems of reconciling perfect love with perfect justice?





Can you give arguments for and against:





•  the idea that God’s omnipotence means that he can do anything



•  the idea that God’s knowledge is knowledge of absolutely everything



•  the claim that God can be perfectly good and perfectly just



•  the claim that we can grasp the meaning of God in human terms?
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Sample question and guidance




Assess the belief that God is omnipotent.





This question is one which looks simple but could be a trap for the unwary. It asks for more than a simple description of the idea of omnipotence. Asking you to assess the concept means that you need to consider very carefully whether the concept is coherent – that is, makes some sense – and what it might mean. Think about what it would mean to be omnipotent. Does it mean, as Descartes thought, that God could do anything at all, or, as Aquinas thought, anything logically possible? Is even the latter too wide? Is omnipotence simply the ability of God to do anything he wants to do? Are objections such as the unliftable stone irrelevant to the religious concept of ‘omnipotence’?


It is worth discussing the issues of human language and whether asking about omnipotence should be understood in terms of precise definition or as a poetic/religious usage. Certainly you need to demonstrate awareness that the ability of language to capture the essence of God is very limited. You might even conclude, as Kenny does, that perhaps we can say nothing significant at all.


Further essay questions




‘An omnipotent God cannot escape responsibility for the evils of the world.’ Discuss.







To what extent is it true to say God knows everything?







‘A just God cannot be a merciful one.’ Discuss.
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Going further


There is a considerable literature on God’s attributes.


A useful collection of material may be found in The Concept of God in the Oxford Readings in Philosophy, ed. Thomas V. Morris (Oxford University Press, 1997). Individual chapters are clearly signposted by topic.


A little more difficult, overall, is Keith Ward, Concepts of God (Oneworld, 1998).


Interesting material on human understanding of God can be found in Roger Scruton, The Face of God (Continuum, 2014) as well as in Whose God? Which Tradition? ed. D. Z. Phillips (Ashgate, 2008).


The collection God, Mind and Knowledge, ed. Andrew Moore (Ashgate, 2014) has a series of very interesting essays by philosophers including Anthony Kenny and John Cottingham. In the same series, God, Goodness and Philosophy, ed. Harriet A. Harris (Ashgate, 2013) has a wealth of material.


Especially rewarding in this area is Richard Swinburne, The Coherence of Theism (second edition, Oxford University Press, 2016). The largely rewritten work deals with all the issues discussed in this chapter. Swinburne in this book attempts to answer many of the criticisms made by those who argue that the very idea of God and his attributes does not make sense. This is perhaps the best-known book on the subject.


Other books discussed in this chapter are:





•  Brümmer, V. What Are We Doing When We Pray? (Ashgate, 2008).



•  Dummett, M. Thought and Reality (Oxford University Press, 2006).
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Chapter 2 The nature of God: God, eternity and free will


1 Introduction
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Chapter checklist


The chapter begins with an account of some of the issues about human understanding of time and its effects. Attention is drawn to some linguistic aspects of our understanding of time and the ways in which being in time has been considered to lead to inevitable decline. This leads to discussion of whether God can be held to be perfect if he is within the time process. Each of the specified authors, Boethius, St Anselm and Richard Swinburne, is discussed, as is the modern philosopher Alvin Plantinga. Broader philosophical and theological understandings of both timelessness and freedom of the will are examined. Material is illustrated with extensive quotation from original texts. Reference is also made to some recent discussion of the issues. The chapter concludes with study advice, revision pointers and sample questions.
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For humans, time is an obsession. We are creatures who have, and know ourselves to have, past and future. Our pasts are ever larger in our experience, and the future, as we age, becomes shorter and perhaps more precious.


This awareness of time may be matched by a sense of decline or regret. Of course, we may look to the future with optimism, look forward to a given event, such as retirement; but at the same time, we have a lively awareness that what remains of our lives becomes ever shorter. Sportsmen and women are very aware that their time of excellence is likely to be brief. Our bodies become less flexible, we cannot run as fast as once we did, and we see other signs of advancing years not only in ourselves but in our friends. Events such as the death of friends, parents and grandparents bring home to us the relative brevity of life and the fragility of mortal existence.


It is not only that we are aware of mortality, but that our whole language is based on being in time. We live now and not then, here and not there – and our language reflects this. Human language is dominated by tenses, as even a cursory awareness of grammar tells us. I did that, am doing this and will do something tomorrow. The past is described in one way, the future another. The way we talk about the past has a certain fixity to it, while statements about the future are more open and provisional.


The obsession with passing time is not a modern one. In past centuries, the sense of the passage of time had a particular urgency. Death was everywhere, public and apparent. Infant mortality was very high, women died in childbirth. To live to be old was rare. In Elizabethan England, old age was assumed to begin at 45. According to the 1662 Book of Common Prayer:




Man that is born from woman hath but a short time to live, and is full of misery. He cometh up, and is cut down, like a flower …





Time is not only linked to mortality, but to regrets about things we might have done differently, opportunities missed, people who have died, loved institutions that have disappeared, loves lost. Time has its joys as well as its sorrows.


Does God regret as we do? If everything is in his power, and if he knows everything, then he is not prone to human errors. If he is perfectly loving, he will not, as we do, wish he had loved more or loved differently. Even more than this, he will not see in himself the effects of passing time. He will not be less capable with the years, will not suffer lapses of memory, not wonder how many days and years are left to him. Humans wonder what their own deaths will be like, and think about how they will fill their remaining years.


Humans talk of the effects of time, of time leading to decay. We see how living things die, and how our buildings crumble. It is easy to say that ‘time decays’. It may be, however, that this is a mistake about language. Time does not operate like a sandstorm eroding a rock. It is not time that rusts an iron bar, for example. We might more accurately argue that ‘things, in time, decay’. It is not time that is the agent which brings about the deterioration in things. But everything in creation seems to change and eventually break down, but God does not. It is easy to see how such thoughts lead some to argue that God must be unaffected by time if they see time as the corrosive force.


All talk about time, such as ‘time passing’ or ‘time dragging’ is metaphorical. If we forget this, we can get ourselves very confused.


Making mistakes about language has major significance for our understanding of God. To treat God as timeless emphasises how he is always perfect and undamaged by change. It matters to religious believers not to trivialise or reduce the concept of God. He is infinitely different from ourselves and, in conceiving of him, people want to avoid any diminishing of his nature. To see God as outside time preserves the differences between his permanence and our changing – and ultimately dying – lives.


But in preserving the nature of God in this way, we create other problems. Even if God is outside time, we are creatures of time. We live and change in a dimension of time. Our experience has past, present and future; our futures are always open to the unexpected and the unknown. Whenever we express ourselves, our language works in past, present and future tenses. We never speak or think without a sense of time.


If God is timeless, what is his relationship to us? We experience ourselves as people who make choices, who conform to or reject orders. But it does not follow that because we may experience ourselves as free, with free will, that this is truly the case. We may be deluding ourselves. Can we truly be free in relation to God if he already knows the choices we make? A timeless God knows from all eternity whether I shall go to heaven or to hell, live a good or a bad life. He made me, anyway, knowing what would be my fate. The question therefore is whether God has already determined my future and whether I am truly free in my choices.
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Background


Since the time of St Augustine, the question of free will and predestination has been a vexed issue. It was St Augustine who made most of the idea in ancient times and it became a lively issue at the Reformation. Martin Luther argued that free will was an illusion. In 1524, Erasmus, the greatest Humanist thinker, published a defence of free will, On the Freedom of the Will. In 1525, Luther responded sharply with The Bondage of the Will. John Calvin, in the Institutes of the Christian Religion and elsewhere, took a stronger view of predestination than Luther, rejecting the possibility of free will in very strong terms.
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See Year 1, pages 280–1.
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Since the time of St Augustine (see background box), the question of free will and predestination has been a vexed issue. The philosophical questions raised by the alleged timelessness of God are significant. Various attempts have been made to resolve these, not least by Boethius and St Anselm, and we need to examine the implications of these views.
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Key terms





Free will The belief that human beings may freely choose their own actions.



Predestination The idea, largely associated with St Augustine and Calvin, that because God knows all our future actions, we have no freedom of the will.
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2 Boethius
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Key person
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Boethius (480–525): Anicius Manlius Severinus Boethius, Roman aristocrat, commentator on Aristotle, executed at the order of the Emperor Theoderic. Author of the influential The Consolation of Philosophy and other philosophical works.
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Today, Boethius is hardly a household name, and it is easy to overlook his significance to medieval thought. However, his influential text, The Consolation of Philosophy, which he wrote in prison awaiting his own execution, contributed a great deal to philosophical thought on the nature of God.
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Background


Boethius


Boethius was an important member of the court of the Emperor Theodoric, arguably the most powerful man in Western Europe after the collapse of the Roman Empire around 500AD. Boethius was a senator, consul and magister officiorum, which means he occupied a role analogous to that of prime minister today. Theodoric had Boethius locked up when he became frightened that the Eastern Empire was plotting to overthrow him. Precise details are unclear.


The Consolation of Philosophy was written by Boethius while he was in prison to explain why he, who was believed to be a good Christian, had apparently been abandoned by fortune and God, and left to die by execution. This execution eventually did, rather painfully, take place, probably by slow crushing of the head, followed by a clubbing, a traditional Visigothic method. The book is written as a dialogue between Boethius and ‘Lady Philosophy’.


To medieval thinkers, Boethius was a key thinker, and his influence would remain strong. If we can think in modern terms of a bestselling book in the Middle Ages, it was The Consolation of Philosophy. Again and again his work is cited as authoritative by other authors, including St Thomas Aquinas. It was translated into Anglo-Saxon at the court of King Alfred and, in the fourteenth century, into early modern English by Geoffrey Chaucer. St Anselm, as we saw in Year 1, made use of Boethius’ commentaries on Aristotle in his work, notably in Chapter 3 of Proslogion.


For philosophers of the Middle Ages writing before the end of the twelfth century, Boethius provided the principal means of knowing the logic of Aristotle.
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See Year 1, pages 82–5.
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Key quote


What is said of God, [that] he is always present, signifies a unity, as if he had lived in all past times, is in everything present … and will be in all future times. That way of talking, according to philosophers, can be said about heaven and all imperishable bodies; but cannot be said of God in the same way. He is [exists] always in the sense that for him, always is about the present time. There is this great difference between the present of our world, which [to us] is now, and that of the divine. Our now makes time … as if it were running along. But the divine ‘now’, remains, not moving, standing still, makes eternity.


Boethius, De Trinitate, 20.64–22.77
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(a) Divine eternity and divine action in time


Boethius argued for the timelessness of God. He was not the first to do so, as Origen and Augustine had previously done so, but Boethius was the authority to whom later philosophers would appeal.


We see here the influence of the science of Boethius’ day. Scientists believed there were necessary beings other than God, such as the stars, moon and sun, things not subject to decay as the things around us are. Here, Boethius is making a very important distinction. (Philosophers sometimes contrast ‘eternal’ with ‘sempiternal’ – the latter means being ‘always existing’, that is, living through all time, while ‘eternal’ is used to mean ‘outside time’). For Boethius, God is eternal – outside time and unaffected by it. God lives in his own eternity, outside time: for him, everything is now.


In The Consolation of Philosophy, Boethius develops the idea. He argues:




[image: ]


Key quote


That God is eternal … is the common judgment of everyone who lives by reason. Let us consider what eternity is, because this will make clear to us both God’s nature and his knowledge. Eternity is the complete possession all at once of illimitable life. This becomes clearer by comparing with earthly things. Whatever lives in time continues as something which is from the past, is now present, and goes into the future. Nothing which is found in time can include the whole of its life, equally. Indeed, it is far from that. It does not now understand tomorrow, and yesterday is already lost. Even in the life of today, you live just in a moving, transitory moment… It follows that any being [God] which includes the fullness of life is a being in which nothing future is missing from it, and nothing past has disappeared. It is necessary that being which has full possession of itself has its full nature always present to itself and that the whole of moving time is present to it.


Boethius, The Consolation of Philosophy, Book 5, prose 6 (our italics)
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Passages such as these are cited by philosophers who claim that Boethius places God entirely outside the time process (which in turn leads to various considerations about whether God can have true knowledge – an issue as discussed in the last chapter).


It is, however, possible that this is an incorrect interpretation of Boethius.


Boethius (like Aquinas, later) wished to distinguish the eternity of God from Aristotle’s world of everlasting (and beginningless) existence.
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Key terms





Eternity The idea of timelessness – time does not affect the eternal.



Everlasting existence Existence without end.
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For Aristotle, God is unchanging and quite indifferent to the universe. But Boethius goes much further, distinguishing in an interesting way between our knowledge of God and his own knowledge.
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See Year 1, pages 33–5.
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God’s eternity is discussed by Boethius in this context. He speaks of God as ‘remaining’ and ‘enduring’ and living ‘always’. This is a problem. These words imply time, but he wants to deny the idea that time is in God, perhaps a reality beyond our understanding – one whose knowledge is not as ours is, time-constrained, but which is an understanding of an eternal order. But this moves us beyond things we can easily understand.


For many medieval thinkers, the idea that God was timeless became accepted as fact, and the influence remains strong, as we saw in the last chapter when we considered Dummett’s approach to omniscience.
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See Chapter 1, page 7, Dummett’s approach to omniscience.
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Background


Boethius and Aquinas


Later thinkers often cite the authority of Aquinas to claim that God is timeless. However, it is not clear that Aquinas believed that God was wholly outside time, as Boethius believed. In Summa Contra Gentiles, Book II, Chapters 32–8, Aquinas deals with the issues of God. But his definition of God is not that he is outside time, but that he is without beginning or end, unlike temporal things. He speaks of God’s will and God’s actions, each of which are notions that entail time. To will is to wish to bring about something which is not yet the case, as the subject of a wish lies in the future, and ‘to act’ implies movement which suggests duration – a time-bound concept. Aquinas’ view of eternity seems to have been less significant in medieval discussion than that attributed to Boethius.
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Key question


Is Boethius correct to claim that God is timeless?
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However we may choose to interpret Boethius on God, it is evident that he means something very significant by the phrase, ‘the complete possession all at once of illimitable life’. Nothing in time has this. Lives in time are lived in sequence – one thing follows another, and the earlier state of affairs has gone. For that reason, if God has ‘complete possession all at once’, then he is not temporal, and yet, if Boethius’ wording is correct, has duration (lastingness) and atemporality.
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Key term





Atemporality The state of being outside the timeprocess.





[image: ]





(i) Criticisms of Boethius’ view on divine eternity and divine action in time


Ancient philosophers, such as Plato and Aristotle, when they spoke of something as eternal, were careful not to deny that time exists, or to use ‘eternal’ to mean timeless. Boethius seems to follow this line. There are two, separate types of existence – the timely and the eternal. For Boethius, the eternal is not reducible to time (contrary to Aristotle’s view, where the two are interlinked) but is not, in any way, incompatible with time. The problem we are faced with is a double one: is Boethius’ notion of eternity coherent and, if it is, how can the eternal interact with the temporal?


A problem in this difficult discussion is that the very notion of time is problematic. The Polish philosopher, Tadeusz Kotarbin´ski, in his later career, came to argue that time is the duration of objects, and not something separate. Objects for him do not exist within time – there are objects, they last, and what we call time is therefore their lastingness. If there are no objects then there is not empty time and space, but nothing at all. This provides an interesting possibility. If God is not an ‘object’, then perhaps there is room for saying he would be outside the time process, if time is simply the duration of things.


Other issues are suggested by Einstein’s General Theory of Relativity, which leads us to be aware that time may not be the unchanging thing that our everyday experience might suggest. The language we use sometimes treats time as if it were a process, like wave erosion. But if the continuity of time is simply an illusion, what does this mean for our understanding of time?


A key question raised by the idea of a divine eternal being is whether God can change the past. On Boethius’ conception, the answer is that he cannot. Because we are temporal beings, we have a past: an eternally present God has no past. In a paper, the philosophers Eleonore Stump and Norman Kretzmann argue:




An omnipotent, omniscient, eternal entity can affect temporal events, but it can affect events only as they are actually occurring. As for a past event, the time at which it was actually occurring is the time at which it is present to such an entity; and so the battle of Waterloo is present to God, and God can affect the battle. Suppose that he does so. God can bring it about that Napoleon wins, though we know that he does not do so, because whatever God does at Waterloo is over and done with as we see it. So God cannot alter the past, but he can alter the course of the battle of Waterloo.


Eleonore Stump and Norman Kretzmann, ‘Eternity’, The Concept of God, 1987, pages 247–8





The difficulty here is that simply saying that God cannot alter the past leaves open how he can act in the present or future worlds in which people live.


It is possible to say a great deal more about God’s eternity as considered by Boethius. There is an interesting book to be written, but all we can do here is to indicate some of the issues.


The next section looks at what Boethius’ interpretations on the eternal nature of God mean for the idea of God as a benevolent divinity, who is just in his judgement of human actions.


(b) Boethius on divine ‘foreknowledge’


Boethius addresses the problem that if God knows what we are going to do, then why do we not hold him, at least partly, responsible for the evil done?


If our behaviour is determined or even foreseen, then it seems fair to assume that God has to take some responsibility for the evil actions brought about by humanity’s free choices. We have already considered the nature of God who, for Boethius, is eternal and not temporal.


Boethius makes much of the concept of God’s providence, a term preferred by Boethius in place of the more customary term ‘foreknowledge’ (implying as that does ‘prior’ knowledge, which is contrary to Boethius’ view of God as being atemporal).


Boethius poses a question:




Why then, … [are]… the things which Providence sees in its eternal present, governed by necessity, while the things which … [humans] see in the present they do not regard as being governed by necessity?


Boethius, The Consolation of Philosophy, Book 5, prose 6





The question he considers is clear. God knows what will happen and, in guiding the world, sees what he knows will happen as necessarily about to happen. Knowing everything, he cannot be surprised, and his knowledge of what will happen is fixed and precise. Because he knows the choices I will make, I cannot not make them – they are bound to happen. But, that is not my experience. I find myself making choices, whether to marry or not, or whether to apply for a job. Indeed, my life as I experience it involves continual choosing.
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Key question


Is it possible in human words to express what is meant by ‘an eternal present’?
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But if God knows what my choice will be, it seems that I will inevitably do what he knows I will do. If this were true, it would seem, as Calvin thought, that humans would have no free will. Calvin’s view can be seen in the Institutes:




We ascribe both foreknowledge and predestination to God… When we attribute foreknowledge to God, we mean that all things always were, and always continue to be, under his eye. In his knowledge there is no past or future, but all things are present…This knowledge extends to the whole world, and to all creatures. By predestination we mean the eternal decree of God, by which he decided with himself whatever he wished to happen for every man. All people are not created equally, but some are preordained to eternal life, others to eternal damnation; and, therefore, as everyone has been created for one or other of these ends, we say that he has been predestined to life or to death.


John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, Book III, Chapter 21, 5





Calvin puts things in stark terms, drawing explicitly on scriptural references and, in particular, on some of the writings of St Augustine. In this passage, we can see very clearly how reliant he is on the understanding of God’s timeless knowledge set out by Boethius, and taken for granted in medieval thought. That the position is so firmly set out by Calvin is a useful reminder that Boethius’ argument is not simply a curiosity – an interesting but self-contained puzzle – but touches on issues that remain central to theology.


The Catholic tradition would always seek to defend free will – the idea that we are able to make our own choices. The question is whether, if God knows exactly what the future will be, we can be said to have any true freedom to act as we choose.
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Key question


Is everything we do predestined by God?
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Calvin’s logic is apparently quite convincing, but Boethius’ way round this is ingenious, if not necessarily wholly satisfactory.


(c) Boethius on divine ‘foreknowledge’: free will (two types of necessity)


The key to Boethius’ solution lies in his statement:




… when God knows that something is going to happen in the future, he may know a thing which will not happen out of necessity, but voluntarily; God’s foreknowledge does not impose necessity on things.


Boethius, The Consolation of Philosophy, Book 5, prose 6





Boethius distinguishes here the difference between knowing what someone will do and causing that to happen. I know that there will be a Presidential election in the USA in 2020; but my knowing that, and the constitutional reasons why that must be so, does not imply that my knowledge is the cause of that event. In the same way, even if God knows what I might do in 2020, it does not follow that therefore he causes my action.


It might seem enough to leave matters there, but Boethius recognises that there remains an issue over the nature of necessity. If, in my future, God knows that I am going to perform a particular act, he knows what I will do, and therefore I cannot do something else. In that sense, it seems as if I will necessarily act in a particular way.


Boethius responds by saying that there are two types of necessity: simple necessity and conditioned necessity. Boethius says:
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Key terms





Simple necessity Something that just has to be the case, such as the idea that a mortal simply has to die. It is part of the meaning of mortality.



Conditioned necessity When the necessity follows from choice. If I choose to walk, and then walk, at the moment I am walking then, as a matter of logic, I cannot not be walking. But I could have chosen not to walk: the walking is a necessary consequence of once choosing and now actually walking.
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Key quote


… the same future event is necessary from the point of view of Divine knowledge, but when we think about it in its own nature it seems absolutely free and unconstrained. It follows that there are two types of necessity: one is simple, such as that men are mortal; the other type is conditioned, so that if someone is walking, he is necessarily walking.


Ibid. (our italics)
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Simple necessity is relatively easy to understand. Some things just are the case, and are necessary in that sense. Boethius’ example that humans are mortal is a simple instance – we die, and it is part of the definition of human nature that we are mortal. We might add that there is nothing we can do about it. However much someone might wish not to die or fears death, she is going to die anyway and cannot, by an act of will, change that fact. This necessity is simple (unconditioned).


It is a principle of Aristotelian logic, on which Boethius was expert, that something cannot both be and not be at the same time. If I am walking, then I am necessarily walking. I cannot not be walking if I am walking. In that sense, I am necessarily walking and God, who knows things exactly as they happen, sees that I am necessarily walking, because I cannot not be walking at that time.


This necessity is conditional. If I am walking then of course I am necessarily walking. But, this is a case of if I am walking. The if is the condition of the necessity. I do not have to walk, though I do have to grow older and to die. In the latter cases, it is a necessity of nature that I must grow older and die. But in the case of walking, I only necessarily walk because I have chosen to walk. The necessity is a consequence of choice. Boethius says:
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Key quote


No necessity compels someone who is voluntarily walking to move forward. But it is necessary for him to go forward at the moment of walking. In the same way, then, if the Providence of God sees anything as present to himself, that must necessarily be the case, although it is bound by necessity of nature.


Ibid.


[image: ]





A useful way to remember the difference between simple and conditional necessity is to remind yourself that the ‘condition’ in conditional necessity is the construction ‘if… then…’. In simple necessity, there is no ‘if’ about it: mortals die, and that’s all there is to it.


From this, Boethius concludes that we still have free will. We are the ones who choose, and, of course, have the experience of choosing. The Victorian moral philosopher, Henry Sidgwick (1838–1900) later wrote:




Certainly in the case of actions in which I have a distinct consciousness of choosing between alternatives of conduct, one of which I conceive as right or reasonable, I find it impossible not to think that I can now choose to do what I so conceive, however strong may be my inclination to act unreasonably, and however uniformly I may have yielded to such inclinations in the past.


Henry Sidgwick, The Methods of Ethics, seventh edition, 1907, Book I, Chapter 5





Sidgwick’s approach seems to coincide with our own experience. For example, I think of myself as someone who makes choices. Sometimes, decisions are quite difficult and I am very conscious of the problem of deciding what I should do. This experience seems to mean that the choices I make are mine and no one else’s. In the case of walking, I know that I want to go for a walk – it is sunny outside – and in half an hour or so I will probably decide to stop writing and go out. I experience that as my choice but, of course, once I am walking in the park, I cannot not be walking in the park. In addition to making certain logical points about necessity, Boethius is also appealing to our experiencing ourselves as free persons.
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