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How to use this book



This book helps you master one of the most important areas of your Religious Studies course in Philosophy: knowing the Key Thinkers. You’ll find tips and insights to strengthen both your knowledge and your ability to evaluate each thinker – there’s also a section on exam guidance so that you’re ready to shine in your assessment at the end of the year.

You’ll be able to push deeply into every area of scholarly knowledge required by the course – from grasping ‘Key Ideas’ to knowing how to best criticise a thinker’s approach. You’ll also find it easy to quickly ‘brush up’ on each thinker by reading the key points and summaries in the margins. 
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QUICK OVERVIEW

This section gives you the subject of each chapter in a nutshell.




GET INTO THE THINKER’S WORLD

Knowing a little about a thinker’s life and social context will help you to understand their views.
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KNOW THE THINKER’S KEY IDEAS

Everything you need to know about the scholar in a few paragraphs – this is great for your AO1 skills (knowledge and understanding).
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UNDERSTAND THE THINKER’S ARGUMENTS

Dig deeper into HOW the scholar justified their approach to ethics – when you really understand their arguments, you can evaluate and judge them for yourself. That’s AO2 (evaluation) right there!
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READ THE THINKER FOR YOURSELF

You’ll deepen both your AO1 and AO2 skills by reading the scholar for yourself – there are also some notes in the margin to help you.
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KNOW CRITICISMS OF THE THINKER

You’ll be able to evaluate scholars by knowing how they’ve come under fire from those who developed alternative approaches to ethics.
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WATCH OUT FOR TRAPS

This feature is based on previous years’ examiners’ reports. There are also powerful tips of how to stay on track.
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EXAM GUIDANCE

This section shows you areas upon which exam questions are based so that you can revise efficiently. You’ll also find loads of hints on how you should tackle different types of questions.
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EVALUATING THE THINKER TODAY

This feature gives you arguments you can use for evaluation. It has been included for the thinkers most featured in the specification.
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TIPS AND INSIGHTS

These features will help you stay on track and give added depth to your understanding.




STRENGTHEN YOUR GRASP

You’ll upgrade your AO1 or AO2 skills with these practical tasks – they’ll also get you in great shape for answering exam questions.



[image: ]


ESSENTIAL!

Remember the essentials – key concepts are summarised for you.














ST THOMAS
AQUINAS
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1. ST THOMAS AQUINAS


GET INTO AQUINAS’ WORLD




Quick Overview Thomas Aquinas (1225–74) was a 13th century Catholic priest, philosopher and saint, concerned with reconciling the works of Aristotle with Christianity. He believed that great truths could be known through the reason that was available to all humans, and not just through faith. 





Born into an aristocratic family and educated at the Benedictine abbey of Monte Cassino, Thomas Aquinas went against his family’s wishes by joining the Catholic Dominican order after completing his studies at the University of Naples. Aquinas’ family kidnapped and imprisoned him in a tower for over a year while they tried to dissuade him and tempt him to break his vows. However, after hiring a prostitute to seduce him failed, they gave up and allowed him to escape out of the window. He eventually took up further study under Albertus Magnus (St Albert the Great), the most prolific Catholic scholar at the time. While a student, Aquinas’ large stature and quiet manner led to him being nicknamed ‘the dumb ox’ by fellow students, but Magnus prophetically noted, ‘We call this boy a dumb ox, but one day his bellowing will resound throughout the world.’ And resound it certainly did.


Aquinas was a prolific writer from the scholastic tradition, producing an estimated 8–11 million words, on nearly every philosophical and theological topic imaginable. The unfinished Summa Theologica (Summation of Theology) alone was five volumes, spanning three main themes: God’s existence, the purpose of man’s life and the figure of Christ. Aquinas’ other works include Summa contra Gentiles (Summation of the Catholic Faith Against the Unbelievers) and commentaries on the works of Aristotle, Boethius, Lombard and the Gospels. Aquinas was instrumental in reconciling a reworking of Aristotelian thought with the truth of Christian revelation, motivated by the belief that philosophical and religious truths must align, as the notion of contradictory truths was absurd. His major contribution – that through philosophy (via God’s gift of reason) not just Christians but any human could have access to certain truths – reshaped Western philosophy. Aquinas provoked countless discussions across the centuries thereafter, providing a philosophical framework that recognised knowledge could be gathered from multiple sources, such as reason and revelation.


However, sometime around 1273 Aquinas suddenly stopped writing, having had what is believed to have been a deep religious experience. Witness accounts testify to him levitating (literally floating up) when in meditative prayer in the lead-up to this experience. Afterwards Aquinas reported, ‘I can do no more. Such things have been revealed to me that all I have written now appears as straw.’ Shortly afterwards, he fell ill, and he died in 1274. He was canonised as a saint some 50 years later.


Know Aquinas’ Key Ideas



IMPROVE YOUR UNDERSTANDING


Make sure you understand how Aquinas believed truth could be known via both reason and revelation, so you can grasp the basis of his a posteriori and inductive arguments.








Arguments for God’s Existence


In Summa Theologica, Aquinas presents five ways to God’s existence, heavily influenced by the philosophy of Aristotle and rooted in a posteriori knowledge which he argues everyone has to accept – namely, natural facts about the world, or observable truths, from which we can reason back to God as the cause. Aquinas’ five ways are inductive, and therefore are rational justifications arguing from probability rather than by logical proofs.




ESSENTIAL!


A posteriori refers to knowledge gained by reasoning backwards, from an effect back to the cause. 


A priori refers to knowledge which can be known via logical reasoning about what is already known prior to observation or experience.


Inductive arguments point to a possible conclusion that is at best probable, so aim to persuade on rational grounds rather than as logical proof.





The first three ways are detailed formations of cosmological arguments. The fourth is an argument from morality which is not in the Board’s specification, so will not be addressed here. The fifth way is a teleological argument.




The First and Second Ways


Aquinas’ first and second ways are ‘causal’ arguments and follow a similar structure. They begin by noting observable traits in the universe, firstly motion, and secondly cause, that we all undeniably experience. By ‘motion’, Aquinas is referring to the philosophy of Aristotle concerning how things change from one state to another, moving from a state of potentiality to actuality. For example, wood has the potential to change state and become hot; an acorn has the potential to change state to an oak tree. Aquinas argues that something external is required to explain this motion, and whatever the external explanation is, this is itself actualised. For example, a human (actualised) needs to set the wood on fire to move the wood from a state of potentially hot to actually hot. An actual oak tree is required to produce the acorn that can then potentially be an actual oak tree in the future.




ESSENTIAL!


The state of potentiality is a state where something has the ability to become something else: for example, a block of marble.


The state of actuality is a state where something is fully realised: for example, a marble statue.







INSIGHT


Motion in this context doesn’t just mean movement, rather things that undergo a state of change.





Similarly for cause, Aquinas notes how everything in the universe is an effect of a prior cause. Just as a marble statue cannot cause itself and requires an external explanation such as the sculptor, so the effects in the universe require a cause external to themselves.


Aquinas argues against the ancient Greek idea that the universe and its traits might have existed forever, by demonstrating this to be illogical through a philosophical technique known as reductio ad absurdum. Aquinas shows an infinite regress of motion and cause would be ridiculous because, if there were nothing first to bring motion and cause into existence, there would be no motion and cause at all. Therefore, the motion and cause that we experience in the world require an external explanation, something outside of the chain of motion and cause, so ‘unmoved’ and ‘uncaused’ itself. The only explanation for such an unmoved first mover and uncaused first cause, we call ‘God’.




ESSENTIAL!


Reductio ad absurdum is a form of counter-argument that seeks to demonstrate the ridiculous nature of its conclusion. Aquinas used this technique to show that infinite regress is illogical.


Infinite regress refers to the idea of a chain or process of events going back forever without a beginning.





These two ways can be summarised as follows:
















	

The first way: motion




	

The second way: cause













	

P1: We observe things in motion (a state of change).


P2: Nothing moves itself; an external mover is required.


P3: We can imagine this chain going back in an infinite regress.


P4: An infinite regress is illogical as nothing comes from nothing – reductio ad absurdum.


C: There must be a ‘prime mover’ (Aristotle’s term) that is unmoved. This we call God.




	

P1: We observe a chain of cause and effect within the world.


P2: Nothing is the cause of itself; an external cause is required.


P3: We can imagine this chain going back in an infinite regress.


P4: An infinite regress is illogical as nothing comes from nothing – reductio ad absurdum.


C: There must be a first cause that is uncaused. This we call God.















The Third Way


Aquinas’ third way differs from the first two ways, in that it is based on the contingency of the universe and argues that the universe is dependent on something for its existence, which itself is necessary. The notion of contingency is closely connected with the idea of dependency; that all contingent things depend upon something else for their existence, but also that contingent things might not have come to exist at all, and even where they do, they have a mortality and are not fixed.




ESSENTIAL!


Contingency is a form of existence that relies on/is dependent on other factors.


Necessary here means a form of existence totally independent of everything, and dependent on nothing other than itself.





For example, consider a specific sunflower. This specific sunflower is contingent (dependent) upon the previous generation producing the seed that went on to grow this one. However, that seed also required the right conditions to grow: soil, water and sunlight. Had any of those conditions not been met, this specific sunflower would not have existed. Further, if conditions change and our sunflower does not have continued exposure to adequate sunlight or water, our sunflower will die and cease to exist. So contingent things are impermanent (mortal).
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Aquinas argues that our universe is made up entirely of contingent things, which might, at some point, cease to exist. However, if ever there were nothing, nothing would exist: ex nihilo nihil fit. Yet we can clearly see that the contingent things making up our world do exist. Therefore, there must be something that doesn’t exist in a contingent way to bring the world into existence, something that is permanent, on which all contingent things depend and are sustained. Aquinas concludes, this we call God.




ESSENTIAL!


Aquinas observed from the universe ex nihilo nihil fit – of nothing, nothing comes – thereby providing the a posteriori reasoning for why there must be something to start everything else off.





The third way can be summarised as shown below:




THE THIRD WAY: CONTINGENCY


P1: Everything in our universe is contingent.


P2: We can therefore imagine a time when everything passes out of existence and there is nothing.


P3: This is illogical as, if ever there was a time with nothing, nothing would exist now, as nothing comes from nothing – reductio ad absurdum.


C1: Therefore, there must be something not contingent, something necessary which contingent things depend upon.


P4: For something to be necessary, either it must be self-caused (not dependent on anything else), or if its cause is external to itself, it must be fixed and certain.


P5: We can imagine necessary things having external causes to themselves, and their existence being fixed.


P6: This is illogical, as then there would be no first cause of necessity and nothing would exist now – reductio ad absurdum.


C2: There must exist a necessary being who is self-caused, whose existence is permanent, and upon which all contingent things depend and are sustained. This we call God.





The Fifth Way


Aquinas’ fifth way for God’s existence is a design argument, by analogy. Aquinas observes that things within the world appear to have a telos and so must be designed in such a way as to be able to achieve this in an ordered fashion. For example, the apple tree has a telos of producing apples and, if conditions are right, the potential to actually do so. The scent and colour of the springtime blossom attract the insects, which in turn pollinate the flowers, thereby producing the apples.




ESSENTIAL!


Analogy refers to the method of explaining something unfamiliar by drawing comparisons to something that is familiar.







INSIGHT


Aquinas is continuing to build on Aristotle’s ideas of the four causes and everything moving from a state of potentiality to actuality in order to achieve the final cause or end goal (telos in Greek).





Aquinas then compares such natural orders within the world with a human activity: an archer firing an arrow towards a target. Just as the archer directs the arrow towards its end goal, something intelligent must likewise be directing these orders within the world towards their telos. An apple tree is no more able to direct the pollinator consciously to its flower than a target can direct an arrow.


Aquinas’ design argument can be summarised as follows:




THE FIFTH WAY: TELOS


P1: Living organisms lacking their own intelligence have a telos.


P2: Such things cannot direct themselves; they must be directed towards that telos by something external which is intelligent.


C: There must be some external intelligent being which directs all things towards their telos. This we call God.






TIP


Aquinas’ design argument should be understood as design qua (via) regularity, as it refers to everything working together in a sustained and ordered fashion to achieve an end goal.





Religious Language as Analogy


Due to Aquinas’ belief that God is transcendent and our finite (limited) human minds are unable to comprehend God’s nature, Aquinas had to address the way in which we can meaningfully talk about God.


Aquinas rejected the apophatic approach (via negativa) made popular by Jewish scholar Maimonides in the twelfth century, as he believed that speaking negatively about God and merely saying what God is not did not bring you any closer to saying anything about God directly. However, despite favouring the cataphatic approach (via positiva), Aquinas also rejected the traditional univocal and equivocal interpretations of language, arguing that univocal language failed to demonstrate the difference between God and human, and risked anthropomorphising God. To say ‘God is good’ univocally would be the same as saying a human being is good, thereby giving and limiting God to human qualities, whereas equivocal language would get us nowhere, as it would imply that God’s goodness and the goodness of a human being are entirely different and there would be no basis from which to comprehend the statement.




ESSENTIAL!


Univocal language is where words have exactly the same meaning in every context, whereas


equivocal language refers to words which have different meanings in different contexts.







ESSENTIAL!


Anthropomorphism means to give something not human human qualities or characteristics. For example, ‘the hand of God’ implies that God has a hand like humans.





Therefore, in Summa Theologica, Aquinas instead proposes his analogical approach as a middle way between the two. We can speak meaningfully about God and come closer to understanding his nature, but only if we recognise our language as analogical. That is, there is some similarity from which we can meaningfully discuss and understand God, but also we recognise that there is difference and therefore anything we do say has limitations. 


Aquinas identifies two bases from which our language for God is analogical, which can be summarised as follows.
















	

Analogy of attribution




	

Analogy of proportion













	



	•  Despite the difference between God and humans, it is possible to work backwards from attributes in creation to say something about God’s nature.



	•  We observe goodness in humans, which we can attribute back to God as the creator and source.



	•  Although our goodness will be different from God’s goodness, as God’s goodness is the cause of our own, some similarity can be drawn between them.



	•  Aquinas gives the example of an ox’s urine. If the urine is healthy, we can deduce that the ox is healthy, as the ox is the cause of the urine.








	



	•  Things have qualities in proportion to their nature.



	•  God’s creations including humans may have qualities that are attributed to God, but they will be in proportion to (befitting) their status in comparison to God’s.



	•  God’s nature will be infinite and beyond our comprehension according to his perfect and transcendent nature, but human nature will be a remote approximation (e.g. human goodness).



	•  Aquinas uses the example of the strength of a lion and the strength of God. The strength of the lion is in proportion to the creation and God’s strength will be infinitely greater. 
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INSIGHT


Aquinas relies on the truth of Genesis 1:26, ‘Let us make mankind in our image, in our likeness’, as a basis for his argument for religious language as analogical.





However, this section warrants a note of caution. Aquinas is not intending, through his use of analogy, to say that God is similar to his creation. Rather, as God is the source of creation, we can use the similarities of our experiences and observations of creation to bring us closer to a partial understanding of the nature of God, and this in turn gives us a starting point for talking meaningfully about God.



TIP


Be careful not to imply that God is a being like other beings within creation, only more perfect. Rather, aspects of God’s nature can be like aspects within creation, but not God himself.





This idea was further developed by John Hick in the twentieth century, who gives the example of the faithfulness of a dog compared to a human’s faithfulness. The faithfulness is similar in concept but to a proportionate degree for the subject.


Aquinas’ approach to religious language can therefore be understood as a cognitive approach because, as a thirteenth-century Christian, Aquinas believed that religious language described reality. The basis of Aquinas’ analogical approach was the reality of God as the creator of the world. Saying ‘God is good’ analogically was still considered to be making a factual statement about the world, just taking into account analogy’s limitations of attribution and proportion.



TIP


Define Aquinas’ approach to religious language as cognitive, as he believes analogy does describe reality.





Furthermore, do not assume that Aquinas rejected the cataphatic approach just because he rejected both univocal and equivocal language. His analogical approach is cataphatic as it speaks about God in the positive.




INSIGHT


See how Ian Ramsey (Chapter 30) developed Aquinas’ ideas of religious language as analogy with reference to qualifiers and disclosures.





Miracles


In line with his faith and cognitive approach to religious language, Aquinas holds a realist stance concerning miracles. He expands on St Augustine’s definition of miracles: that miracles are not contrary to nature but contrary to our knowledge of nature. Aquinas clarifies that while miracles go beyond the normal observable order of nature, these events are not miraculous simply because humans do not understand their cause but because of their divine origin.




ESSENTIAL!


Realism is the view that there are objective truths. Aquinas uses the term ‘miracle’ to refer to actual events, not subjective viewpoints.







ESSENTIAL!


Aquinas defined a miracle as ‘that which has a divine cause, not whose cause a human person fails to understand’ (Summa Contra Gentiles).





We can see the influence of Aristotle here. Both Aristotle and then Aquinas believed that everything that exists has a set nature. Consequently, any event which diverted from the typically observable nature of things was most definitely a real event but one which could only be explained by God. Aquinas is therefore opposed to the anti-realist view, for example, where the birth of a much-desired child could be considered as a ‘miracle’ by the parents, as the birth of a child is well within the typical nature of things.




ESSENTIAL!


Anti-realism is the view that only subjective truths (those based on personal interpretations or perspectives, not on objective facts) can be known. A miracle would be a matter of personal perspective, rather than an event in reality.





Aquinas uses the example of a solar eclipse. An uneducated person might well think the eclipse of the sun is a miracle and express wonder at the event, but not the astronomer who understands the event to be one which occurs typically, though not frequently, within the natural order of things. For Aquinas, miracles are real events but their explanation is a total mystery to all, regardless of their knowledge and understanding of God’s world. Yet as these events are caused by God, they are not contrary to God’s plan for nature, but accounted for within that plan. The fact that humans cannot explain these events just magnifies the limited understanding humans have of God’s created order.






INSIGHT


Aquinas believed that when God created the world and the natural order, he included the potential for miracles to occur within that order.





With this definition of miracles in mind, Aquinas identifies and explains three ranks of miracles, using examples from the Bible to illustrate. A miracle is something done by God which:




	•    nature could never do – a physical impossibility: for example, stopping the sun (Joshua 10:13)



	•    nature could do but not in that sequence – nature could explain someone being alive, but not after they have died: for example, the resurrection of Lazarus (John 11:38–44)



	•    nature could do, but which occurred without the usual forces of nature: for example, turning water into wine (John 2:1–11). Nature can turn water into wine, but not instantly, and grapes, yeast, sugar and time are also required.






Understand Aquinas’ Arguments


Aquinas’ philosophical thoughts are guided by the following general convictions. Being aware of these will help you to explain and evaluate his approach in the areas we have already examined.


Philosophy as a tool that can be used to serve theology and the Church. Aquinas is sometimes misunderstood as having ‘synthesised’ Aristotelian philosophy with Christianity, implying he took the parts of Aristotle’s work that were compatible with Christianity and, disregarding the rest, created a smooth blend. However, this is inaccurate. As a devout Dominican Catholic friar, Aquinas accepted the teachings of the Church as absolute, and believed that sacred teaching contained the most comprehensive account of God’s nature. However, he also believed that, when properly understood, the teachings of Aristotle did not contradict Christian teaching, but that Christian beliefs could be rationally demonstrated through Aristotelian philosophy. As Aquinas famously wrote, ‘if anything is found in the words of the philosophers that is contrary to the faith, this is not philosophy but rather an abuse of philosophy, due to a failure of reason’.


In order to account for a universal ability to reason fundamental truths about God’s nature, Aquinas coherently developed Aristotle’s teaching on knowledge gained through sense experience of the world and on the hierarchy of souls. Aquinas differentiated between the knowledge we gain through our sense experience of the world – knowledge based on sight, smell, taste, touch, hearing, etc. which we share with other living organisms (animals) – and the intellectual knowledge we generate through reason that goes beyond our sense experience. He believed that all our intellectual knowledge of the world came from this ability to reason (philosophy), which was unique to all human beings due to their being made Imago Dei (in the image and likeness of God): ‘Let us make mankind in our image, in our likeness’ (Genesis 1:26).




ESSENTIAL!


Aristotle’s hierarchy of souls describes the soul or essential nature of all living organisms, but only humans have rational thought and they are the top of the hierarchy.





Therefore, all people could understand certain truths about the nature of God, even without knowledge of Church teaching and scripture. Aquinas recognised the great value of this to the Church and its mission, and the benefit that progress in philosophy could have for Christian faith, as arguments on the basis of reason could be understood by non-believers. Hence one of Aquinas’ best-known works, Summa Contra Gentiles, was also titled Book on the truth of the Catholic faith against the errors of the unbelievers.


Therefore, when reading Aquinas’ philosophical works, remember that he understood such philosophical reasoning as a source of spiritual truth, rather than as a separate methodology which leads to a separate type of knowledge, as is often the view of many modern-day atheist and agnostic philosophers. For Aquinas, as was common in the medieval worldview, ‘philosophy was the handmaid of theology’ and not superior to or separate from it. Aquinas understood all sciences as being in servitude to theology.
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God as the cause, creator, source and sustainer of the world. The importance of this principle and worldview for Aquinas cannot be overstated. It underpins all aspects of his work. Writing in the scholastic method of the time, where objections concerning a line of thought are responded to logically, Aquinas responded to the objection that God’s existence could not be demonstrated, as it was just an article faith, by asserting that God’s existence was not a supernaturally revealed truth. Instead, God’s existence was a fact able to be demonstrated a posteriori, which supernatural revealed truths presuppose.




ESSENTIAL!


A supernaturally revealed truth is that which cannot be known through human efforts, but can only be known by direct revelation from God: for example, the concept of the Holy Trinity.





From Aquinas’ point of view, the reason that God’s existence is so apparent in the a posteriori fashion, working back from evidence of an effect to its cause, is that the world and everything around us is by its very nature the effect of God. Therefore, the evidence can be logically traced back to God. This thought is evident in all aspects of his work, but primarily in his ‘five ways’ to God’s existence and his analogical approach to religious language, as discussed in the ‘Know Aquinas’ Key Ideas’ section above. Remembering this while considering Aquinas’ ideas will enable you to see the thread that connects his philosophy and theology, but also to wonder, what would happen if this thread came loose? Aquinas’ works can only be understood within the medieval Christian context, where God’s existence was perceived as an irrefutable and undeniable fact, which is evidenced at every turn in the natural world. Where does this leave Aquinas’ work today, when there is little such certainty?



TIP


Improve your evaluation by demonstrating a holistic understanding of the works of Aquinas and how his ideas link.





However, be careful not to assume that just because Aquinas accepts God as the creator, as taught in Church teaching and sacred scripture, this means he interprets the Bible and Genesis creation accounts literally. Aquinas argued that, although factual in terms of deeper religious truth, the Bible was written with metaphorical language in order to describe the indescribable for finite (limited) human minds, as illustrated through his religious language as analogy approach. Where the Bible states, ‘The Lord is my shepherd’ (Psalm 23), Aquinas does not believe that this is saying God is a literal shepherd; rather this analogy points to how God should be understood as a caring figure who watches over and guides his creation, as a shepherd does with his flock. Therefore, Aquinas maintains we can only know God through the material world, as that is how we as finite beings can know anything for ourselves. We depend on nature and the evidence around us to know truths, which in turn provides the building blocks for faith based on reason and rational thinking.


God can only be known inductively due to the limitations of the human mind. In Part One of Summa Theologica, Aquinas spends some time addressing and refuting the notion that God’s existence can be self-evident to humans and that, as St Anselm proposes, we are able to know God a priori, in a deductive fashion (see Chapter 7 for St Anselm’s a priori and deductive argument for God’s existence). Aquinas explains that demonstration of any truth could theoretically be made in two ways: a priori, which is to argue from what is known prior to any evidence of effect; or a posteriori, which is to argue from the evidence of effect back to the cause. Aquinas says that when an effect is better known to us than the cause, we must proceed in our knowledge from the evidence of effect back to the cause. In the case of God, Aquinas disagrees with Anselm, who claimed that all are capable of knowing and understanding the essence of God. Aquinas believed the existence of God can only be demonstrated inductively (that is, on grounds of probability) via the effects of God that are known to us: namely, through a posteriori knowledge of the natural world around us.




ESSENTIAL!


A deductive argument attempts to give a 100 per cent certain, absolute logical proof. If the premises are true, the conclusion necessarily follows.





However, the fact that Aquinas’ inductive and a posteriori cosmological and teleological ways for proving God’s existence are so dominant in most A-level Religious Studies and Philosophy courses can be misleading, as in reality, this aspect of Aquinas’ work was not itself central to his thought. Aquinas never set out to ‘prove’ that God exists. Nor did he aspire to the missionary life to convert non-believers personally. He believed the minds of non-Christians would not necessarily be open to the rational argument anyway. Instead, Aquinas sought to demonstrate God’s existence as a rational proposition, based on the evidence within the natural world, which can then be studied scientifically through philosophy to demonstrate spiritual truths about the nature of God and our world. This approach has been said to maintain the parameters of what theologians can say is known about God, while recognising and upholding the mystery and epistemic distance between humans and God.




ESSENTIAL!


Epistemic distance is the phrase coined by John Hick to describe the gap between human knowledge and God. See Chapter 16 for more details on this.






WHAT DO YOU THINK?


One way to improve your ability to evaluate a scholar’s ideas is to be aware of your own thoughts and reactions to the arguments you read.


Write these down in a notebook and revisit them shortly before the exam to see if your views have changed.





Read Aquinas for Yourself


The following passages are taken from Summa Theologica and illustrate some of Aquinas’ arguments concerning God’s existence, religious language and miracles.




TASK


Read Aquinas for yourself in the extracts below. The notes in the margin will help you to grasp his ideas.





Aquinas’ Inductive Arguments for God’s Existence


On the First Way






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







>  This is a reference to his a posteriori approach and underlying belief that we can know God through reason concerning our experience of his creation.


>  Hence the need for an external explanation that moves things from one state to another.


>  Reductio ad absurdum – ex nihilo nihil fit, of nothing, nothing comes, so if there were nothing originally there would be nothing now.


>  The fact there is something demonstrates there must have been a first mover, so the unmoved mover, God, must exist.





On the Second Way






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







>  This is a reference to Aristotelian philosophy and the four causes. The efficient cause for Aristotle was that which was ultimately responsible for things changing state or remaining stable


>  Aquinas is rejecting the notion of infinite regress..


>  Reductio ad absurdum – ex nihilo nihil fit, of nothing, nothing comes, so if there were nothing originally, there would be nothing now.


>  The fact that there is something demonstrates there must have been a first cause, so the uncaused cause, the efficient cause, God, must exist.





On the Third Way






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







>  Aquinas explains that the world is made up of contingent things and therefore there will be a time when they did not and will not exist.


>  Reductio ad absurdum – Aquinas demonstrates that to have only a contingent thing is absurd because there would be a time when nothing existed, meaning that nothing could exist now, which is clearly false.


>  Necessary – as in something that simply has to exist and is fixed, regardless of everything else.


>  This is a reference to Aquinas’ second way – the argument from cause.


>  Aquinas means we can’t help but think of something which is self-caused, the source of its own existence, not contingent on anything or any factor. It is the only logical conclusion in Aquinas’ mind.





On the Fifth Way






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







>  How things appear to be regulated and sustained in an ordered fashion.


>  Aquinas is referring to things such as the planets and stars, plants, trees and natural processes.


>  To fulfil the telos (purpose) everything has.


>  Aquinas allows for some unexpected actions due to his belief that God plans for occasional miracles to occur within the natural order.


>  God is good and creation is good as revealed in the Bible, therefore naturally God’s creation will function so as to achieve a good outcome.


>  Aquinas refutes the Ancient Greek Epicurean idea that the world and its complexity could have come about by chance (see Chapter 5 for more detail on the Epicurean hypothesis).


>  Building on Aristotelian philosophy and Aquinas’ cosmological arguments, an external explanation that is itself actualised is required. For Aquinas this ‘being’ is God.





On Religious Language as Analogy


In this passage, Aquinas explains how humans can speak meaningfully about God and make positive affirmations about his nature, via analogy that is rooted in the Christian belief and sacred teaching, found in Genesis 1, that God is the creator and source of all.






Neither … are names applied to God and creatures in a purely equivocal sense … Because if that were so, it follows that from creatures nothing could be known or demonstrated about God at all; for the reasoning would always be exposed to the fallacy of equivocation. Such a view is against the philosophers, who proved many things about God, and also against what the Apostle says.


… all names applied metaphorically to God, are applied to creatures primarily rather than to God, because when said of God they mean only similitudes to such creatures … so the name of ‘lion’ applied to God means only that God manifests strength in His works, as a lion in his.


But to other names not applied to God in a metaphorical sense, the same rule would apply if they were spoken of God as the cause only, as some have supposed. For when it is said, ‘God is good,’ it would then only mean ‘God is the cause of the creature’s goodness‘; thus the term good applied to God would included in its meaning the creature’s goodness.


… For the words, ‘God is good,’ or ‘wise,’ signify not only that He is the cause of wisdom or goodness, but that these exist in Him in a more excellent way. Hence as regards what the name signifies, these names are applied primarily to God rather than to creatures, because these perfections flow from God to creatures …







>  This is reference to the error of using ambiguous language that conceals the truth: for example, ‘All beetles have six legs. John Lennon is a Beatle. John Lennon has six legs.’


>  The Greek philosophers, such as Socrates, Plato and Aristotle. This reference demonstrates Aquinas’ view that philosophical reasoning can be a tool to demonstrate truths about God.


>  Reference to St Paul where in the Bible he says, ‘For since the creation of the world God’s invisible qualities – his eternal power and divine nature – have been clearly seen, being understood from what has been made, so that people are without excuse’ (Romans 1:20).


>  Aquinas clarifies that we can only speak meaningfully about God in the cataphatic (‘via positiva’) tradition, if we can acknowledge we are using metaphors, by which he means analogies, where we build on the similarities between the creatures which are God’s creation, and God himself. We have to acknowledge that the similarities can only take us so far, as each also have its own differences, as explained in his lion example.


>  The analogy of attribution, reflecting not just Aquinas’ belief but that of the vast majority of western Europe at the time, that humans are made in the image and likeness of God (Genesis 1:26). However, by likeness, Aquinas does not mean physical likeness, but an intellectual one.


>  The analogy of proportion. Aquinas is explaining that we have attributes of God as his creation, but to a lesser degree, as is befitting our status in relation to his, as the God of classical theism.


>  Aquinas explains that he sees qualities such as goodness, wisdom, justice, reasoning – our virtues so to speak – as perfections that are attributed to God.





On Miracles


In this passage, Aquinas explains the finer details of what does and does not constitute a miracle, why they are not contrary to nature in an absolute sense and, of the miracles that have occurred, how they can be categorised in a hierarchy of three ranks.






From each cause there results a certain order to its effects, since every cause is a principle … God cannot do anything against this order; for, if He did so, He would act against His foreknowledge, or His will, or His goodness. But if we consider the order of things depending on any secondary cause, thus God can do something outside such order; for He is not subject to the order of secondary causes; but, on the contrary, this order is subject to Him, as proceeding from Him, not by a natural necessity, but by the choice of His own will … Wherefore God can do something outside this order created by Him, when He chooses, for instance by producing the effects of secondary causes without them, or by producing certain effects to which secondary causes do not extend.


… as the Philosopher says in the beginning of his Metaphysics … Now the cause of a manifest effect may be known to one, but unknown to others. Wherefore a thing is wonderful to one man, and not at all to others: as an eclipse is to a rustic, but not to an astronomer. Now a miracle is so called as being full of wonder; as having a cause absolutely hidden from all: and this cause is God.


… the more the power of nature is surpassed, the greater the miracle. Now the power of nature is surpassed in three ways: firstly, in the substance of the deed, for instance … if the sun goes backwards … such things nature is absolutely unable to do; and these hold the highest rank among miracles. Secondly, a thing surpasses the power of nature, not in the deed, but in that wherein it is done; as the raising of the dead … for nature can give life, but not to the dead; and such hold the second rank in miracles. Thirdly, a thing surpasses nature’s power in the measure and order in which it is done … or the usual process of nature … as when the air is suddenly condensed into rain, by Divine power without a natural cause … and these hold the lowest place in miracles.







>  Aquinas believes all things have a typical nature and order.


>  Aquinas explains that God would not, and indeed could not, cause a miracle to happen that was contrary to his own intended creation or nature. That would be illogical.


>  By secondary causes, Aquinas means a part of nature that is not the full or primary cause of such an event, as that would be God’s will. Hence miracles are potential within nature rather than contrary to it. This is an important distinction for Aquinas and should not be overlooked when discussing his work on miracles.


>  Throughout his works, Aquinas refers to Aristotle as ‘the Philosopher’.


>  An example very much of the era, illustrating that while an uneducated person might think of an eclipse as a miracle, as they do not know or understand the cause, an astronomer would, so it is not a miracle as the cause is not hidden to all. For Aquinas, a true miracle will not be known or understood by any human, as the event has to be outside of human observation of the natural order.


>  This is clarification of Aquinas’ realist stance. A miracle is an external event which has no known cause, regardless of what different people with their different knowledge make of it.


>  Aquinas categorises and ranks miracles according to the degree to which the typical natural order is overturned.





Know Criticisms of Aquinas


An underlying assumption which itself is not certain. As mentioned previously, any close inspection of Aquinas’ ideas and works reveals his underlying belief that God is the creator, source and sustainer of the world and the natural order within it. For Aquinas this is not an assumption but a truth that is also revealed through scripture and Church teaching. In terms of philosophy, this belief remains an assumption that could be criticised as an inductive leap. That is, it has no observable, empirical proof or certain experience to justify the conclusions drawn, which Aquinas ironically so favoured.




ESSENTIAL!


An inductive leap refers to the flaw in inductive arguments: as the conclusion does not necessarily follow on from the premise, the conclusion is not necessarily justified.





Sceptical empiricist David Hume highlighted this problem of induction and the issue of causality, arguing that we only ever experience effects of causes rather than causes themselves. Therefore, we have no grounds to make assumptions from past experiences, apply them to different or future situations and call that knowledge. With regard to Aquinas’ assumption that God is the creator of the world, Hume would argue that Aquinas has no experience of the creation of the world and so he cannot assume to know the cause (see Chapter 5 for more details). In terms of how this affects and undermines Aquinas’ works, some examples are below:




ESSENTIAL!


The issue of causality is the problem that we cannot be certain in our knowledge of causes because we only ever experience effects and rely on habit, guesswork and probability in terms of assuming a cause.





Underlying assumptions in cosmological arguments. These can be questioned in the following ways:




	•    Aquinas argues from observation of traits in the world, such as a series of motion, cause and contingency, to conclude that something external to the series must exist to initiate the series that results in the world existing today. However, considering Hume’s issue of causality, we have only ever observed the effects within the series, so cannot then apply this experience to the cause of the series, which is beyond our experience.



	•    On what grounds or from what experience does Aquinas argue that the series of motion, cause and contingency cannot exist in an infinite regress? Hume argues that an infinite regress is possible. This idea has been supported by some twentieth-century scientific ideas, such as the Steady State theory, which suggested that the universe was eternal and constantly created matter to maintain the same consistent density as the universe expanded.



	•    Studies into quantum physics have also demonstrated that some sub-atomic particles are capable of inertia: that is, moving themselves from one state to another, therefore not requiring an external cause or mover. If some particles do not require a cause, we cannot rule out that the universe might not require a cause to bring it into existence. Aquinas is just assuming from his position of faith that God is the unmoved mover, uncaused cause and necessary first being, when in fact there may be none required. Hume argues that Aquinas has made the logical fallacy of composition here. What may be true of a part is not necessarily true of the whole.



	•    Furthermore, Aquinas seems to contradict his own logic by stating that everything in the world needs to be moved or caused by something external, or depends on something external, except for God who as a necessary being is exempt from requiring an external mover or cause. On what evidence or experience does Aquinas justify this inductive leap other than a priori faith in God as something totally other to and different from the matter that makes up the world? If, as Hume attempts to argue, an infinite regress is possible, then there are no grounds for why a necessary being must logically exist. If such a being as God does exist, if all experience tells us everything has an external cause, then it would be reasonable to ask what caused God before assuming God to be exempt from the norm.



	•    Even if we agree with Aquinas’ logic in his first three ways for God’s existence, that the motion, cause and contingency we observe in the world could not exist without something external, something necessary to bring them into existence, what observable evidence is there that this unmoved, uncaused, necessary first being is God and the God of classical theism? Occam’s razor would support the notion that the universe itself could be the necessary being that is self-caused. There is no evidence or need to make the inductive leap that this being is God. Twentieth-century scholar Bertrand Russell developed this point in a radio debate about cosmological arguments in 1948, arguing that the universe could just be a brute fact and that is the end of it.








ESSENTIAL!


A fallacy of composition means that what is true of the part is not necessarily true of the whole. Arguments that make this assumption are guilty of this type of false logic.







ESSENTIAL!


Credited to William of Occam, Occam’s razor is the law of parsimony: that is, that the simplest explanation is often the correct one.





Underlying assumptions in teleological arguments. Similar to the above, even if we agree with Aquinas that there is evidence of apparent design within the universe, what observable proof is there that the designer is the God of classical theism? Hume argued in his Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion (1779) that apparent design could be just that, and instead be a result of chance. Hume also makes the comparison with shipbuilding, where it would take a team of shipbuilders rather than an individual to create such a complex thing. These arguments illustrate that there is no more evidence for God as a designer over chance or a team of designers. Aquinas is making an inductive leap in assuming that there is a designer, who must be God, which cannot be justified.


On reflection of the criticisms above, Aquinas appears to fall prey to the trap of circular logic in his five ways. His philosophy develops on the basis that God exists and created the world, and thus his arguments go on to conclude that therefore God created, caused and designed the world and thus exists.




ESSENTIAL!


Circular logic refers to the fallacy (false logic) where an argument begins with what it goes on to conclude.





Underlying assumptions in religious language as analogy and miracles. These can be criticised in the following ways:




	•    If we remove the basis of God as creator, upon which Aquinas depends as a means to talk meaningfully about God, his approach to using language to speak about God in a meaningful way falls flat. If God is not the source of creation and therefore the source of our attributes, the connection and similarity does not stand and we cannot move from experience of these back to God, regardless of any difference in proportion.



	•    With regard to miracles, if we remove the assumption that God created the world and the natural order within it, there remain no grounds for God as the explanation and cause of all miracles. Occam’s razor would simply suggest that if an event seems to go against the natural order, it is because we do not fully understand the natural order.






Limitations in what philosophy can conclude about the God of Christianity. In addition to the problem of Aquinas’ underlying assumptions, the reliance on the causal basis of God’s relationship with the world is problematic for many of Aquinas’ ideas, as such a relationship would not logically have to be restricted to positive qualities and the characteristics of the God of classical theism. The following examples illustrate:




	•    Limitations in Aquinas’ inductive arguments. Aquinas uses a posteriori forms of knowledge to move from natural orders and regularity apparent in the world, back to God, who in turn is understood as being powerful and intelligent enough to design such features, and loving and good enough to desire to have the will to design them. However, the same can be said in reverse – this is known as the dysteleological argument. This closely links with the problem of evil (see Chapters 12–16 for more) and David Hume’s criticisms of the design argument (see Chapter 5).



	•    Limitations in religious language as analogy. Similarly, Aquinas traces the positive attributes found in creation back to God, and via the analogy of attribution says that goodness in humans can lead us to proclaim confidently that God is good, but in greater proportion. However, this logic can be applied the other way concerning negative attributes. Humans can just as often exhibit attributes such as anger, hate and jealousy as goodness, wisdom and justice. Does it therefore follow that God as the creator and source of our attributes is also angry, hateful and jealous, but to a greater proportion?



	•    Limitations in Aquinas’ understanding of miracles. Concerning miracles, Aquinas’ understanding raises the issue that if God can and has intervened in the world to produce miracles for some individuals, why not for others? Maurice Wiles said in God’s Action in the World (1986) that a God who arbitrarily intervened to help some individuals and not others – for example, the biblical resurrection of Lazarus and miraculous healings – would not be worthy of worship and could be rejected on moral grounds. Such a God who would not want to, or was not able to, help all who needed it would not be the traditional, omnibenevolent (all-loving), omnipotent (all-powerful) deity that is Aquinas’ God. Therefore, the nature of Aquinas’ definition of miracles, which he argued points to the Christian God with an omnipotent and omnibenevolent nature, is not necessarily persuasive.








ESSENTIAL!


The dysteleological argument is a parody of the design argument. It argues that as there is evidence of bad design in the world, it could just as equally be argued that, if there is a designing God, such a God must in turn be malevolent.





Due to the points raised above, Aquinas’ ideas can be criticised for being unreasonably biased towards conclusions that point to the existence of the God of classical theism and specifically the Christian God of Catholic thought and sacred teaching. His philosophy, despite widely recognised as being immense and on the whole coherent within his belief system, does not necessarily or successfully persuade everyone that we can have true knowledge of God and his nature as a result.


For example, despite being a Christian Immanuel Kant was a fideist, which means someone who believes that knowledge of God comes through faith or revelation alone. Kant argued that, due to the limitation of human knowledge, we simply could not know God’s nature or existence through reason or argument from evidence. For Kant, knowledge of God came through faith and was not something that could be demonstrated (see Chapter 11 for more on this). For example, while Aquinas’ philosophy might be considered successful in making the case for the probable existence of a necessary being as the first unmoved mover, uncaused cause, this philosophy does not demonstrate the Christian belief in God’s nature as Trinitarian – God as a Holy Trinity of father, son and holy spirit. Nor does Aquinas’ philosophy demonstrate the necessary truth of Jesus as the incarnation. And if further justification of this criticism of Aquinas’ philosophy were needed, Aquinas himself noted that, after a direct supernatural religious experience and revelation of God, his words ‘were as straw’ and he could write no more.


Aquinas’ use of analogy. Lastly, in many of Aquinas’ ideas and works, he draws upon analogy as a means to explain his point. However, the success or failure of an analogy rests on how similar the two concepts are that are being compared. In addition, analogies are not neutral and can be biased.


To illustrate these points, consider the following analogies as a means to persuade someone either way on having surgery with either an experienced consultant or a trainee:
















	

Analogy A




	

Analogy B













	

Consider cars. If you had the choice of a brand new car, with full warranty, recently checked before leaving the factory and passing its MOT with flying colours, you’d pick that, wouldn’t you, over the vintage, classic car, which is old, will inevitably be worn out, and requires work and care on a regular basis?




	

Consider the situation where you needed work doing on your house. If you had the choice between a tradesperson with a long track record, established and verified clients and reviews, plenty of previous experience and therefore expertise, wouldn’t you pick them over a new start-up, or apprentice tradesperson, with no track record, proven history of experience or client reviews?















Reading each example, it would be reasonable to agree in each specific circumstance, but what do the analogies actually offer in terms of what they are being compared to? Not a lot. Neither analogy is actually valid in this context because there are very few similarities, if any, that can be drawn between surgery and the analogies presented.


This point was made by Hume in relation to arguments from design. As Hume notes, an analogy is only as strong as the similarities between the two concepts being compared. If the similarity is weak, then the conclusion drawn will be weak. With regard to the success of Aquinas’ design argument, how strong do you think the analogy between an archer firing an arrow at a target and the regularity of natural order within the world is?


A similar criticism can be made of Aquinas’ approach to religious language as analogical. The strength of this approach rests on the comparison, and thus relation between, God and humans. Aquinas himself in the majority of his work defends the stance that God is not self- or directly evident to humans due to their finite minds, and humans are material and within space and time whereas Aquinas believed God is transcendent, outside space and time. Could a successful analogy between humans and our experiences within the created world ever be strong enough to enable us to talk confidently and meaningfully about God’s nature?


Watch Out for Traps


Don’t forget to use key terms. One way that students can improve answers is to use and define relevant key terms accurately. For Aquinas, these include terms such as realist, cognitivist, inductive, a posteriori and necessary being, as well as the opposite terms such as anti-realist, non-cognitivist, deductive, a priori and contingency. Correct application of such terms and understanding of the wider philosophical approach or specific concept they refer to will strengthen your exam responses across the specification.


Don’t forget to use examples or biblical references. Make use of the examples to explain your answers, as it demonstrates that you understand the ideas. You could use the examples that Aquinas used, such as the following:




	•    The archer and the arrow – things lacking intelligence require direction from something intelligent.



	•    The ox and its urine – you can attribute qualities to God due to a causal relationship.



	•    The lion’s strength and God’s strength – creatures and God have metaphorical similarities in proportion to their status.



	•    An eclipse is not a true miracle despite uneducated people expressing awe and wonder at the event.






Add your own if you are confident.


There are also several biblical references that guided Aquinas’ thinking, which you can use to explain and defend his ideas. Become familiar with these so that you can express them yourself. For example:




	•    Genesis 1:26, ‘Let us make mankind in our image, in our likeness’, as the basis for comparison, and as justification for philosophy and human reason as a source of truth



	•    Romans 1:20, ‘For since the creation of the world God’s invisible qualities – his eternal power and divine nature – have been clearly seen, being understood from what has been made, so that people are without excuse’, as justification for an a posteriori approach to truth



	•    various biblical references to support supernatural revealed truths, such as Jesus as God’s incarnation or God as Trinitarian



	•    biblical examples of miracles, such as John 11: 38–44, the resurrection of Lazarus.






Don’t confuse Aquinas’ notion of God as a necessary being with that of Anselm. Although Anselm and Aquinas both use the terms ‘necessary’ and ‘being’ in relation to their arguments for God’s existence, they arrive at these points from different angles and therefore they have slightly different meanings. For Aquinas, God must be necessary because experience and reasoning point to something existing that never comes into existence and never goes out of existence, and which must therefore be eternal and fixed. Anselm arrives at God as the necessary being because by definition God, as that which nothing greater than can be conceived, cannot be contingent. For Anselm, God cannot be thought of as non-existent without resulting in a logical self-contradiction. However, for Aquinas it is the notion of an infinite regress of contingent things that is illogical (of nothing, nothing comes, ex nihilo nihil fit), so there must be a necessary being to begin and sustain everything.


Don’t waste time. Don’t waste valuable time writing about Aquinas’ life, as it is his ideas and arguments that you need to be familiar with, not his biography. However, it helps to know that he was a medieval Christian who believed that the God of classical theism existed and was the creator of the world, and that sacred scripture revealed the full truth.


Describing criticisms is not evaluation. Remember that in part a) AO1 questions you could be asked to explain criticisms, challenges or objections to something. Therefore, merely describing criticisms of Aquinas’ ideas is not AO2 analysis and evaluation. Analysis comes from identifying strengths and weaknesses in Aquinas’ ideas, and evaluation develops from this analysis by then considering how successful or unsuccessful these are and weighing them up to reach a justified conclusion. It helps, for example, to consider whether the ideas or different aspects of the ideas are coherent, credible, persuasive or logical.




STRENGTHEN YOUR GRASP




	1.  Make a table for each of the ideas listed in the ‘Know Aquinas’ Key Ideas’ section, with three columns: description, strengths and weaknesses. Fill each table with useful bullet point notes and information, including examples and the names of relevant scholars.



	2.  Write out a paragraph summarising why each of the ideas listed in the ‘Know Aquinas’ Key Ideas’ section are either successful or unsuccessful. Use the tables you made for activity 1 to help you in deciding a line of argument and reaching a justified conclusion. After you have written your paragraphs, look over them all and try to spot any patterns. Do you think some of Aquinas’ ideas are stronger than others? Are there common themes or reasons as to what you think are strengths or weaknesses? Being aware of these will help you to be able to evaluate and justify your point of view.











Exam Guidance AO1





For part a) AO1 knowledge and understanding questions, as Aquinas spans multiple themes within the specifications at both AS and A Level, you could be asked to outline (AS only), explain or examine any of his ideas, challenges to his ideas, or the wider theme and topic area where he is referred to in the Board’s specification. To help you revise, ensure you read thoroughly the ‘Know Aquinas’ Key Ideas’, ‘Understand Aquinas’ Arguments’ and ‘Know Criticisms of Aquinas’ sections in this book, covering inductive arguments for God’s existence, religious language as analogy, and miracles. The material covered in these sections would feed into AO1 discussion of the following:




	•    Aquinas’ three ways. Depending on the specific question wording, you may need to focus on breadth or depth, or provide a mixture of the two. However, if you are discussing one of Aquinas’ ideas in depth, ensure that you do not miss out any premises when explaining the argument, and use examples or biblical references where you can. If you are discussing Aquinas’ ideas in breadth, you may wish to provide context and demonstrate insight into his wider philosophical approach and style: for example, his medieval Christian belief system. When responding to a broad question about the nature of inductive or a posteriori arguments, you may wish to use Aquinas’ ideas to illustrate how inductive logic and a posteriori knowledge of motion, cause and contingency feature in his arguments.



	•    Aquinas’ fifth way. Depending on the question focus, you could include key AO1 concepts that would demonstrate breadth, such as observable natural order, direction from an intelligent being and Aquinas’ use of analogy. To demonstrate depth, in addition to the above you might also wish to refer to Aquinas’ approach, philosophical method and underlying Christian assumption that God is the creator. When responding to a broad question about the nature of inductive or a posteriori arguments, you may wish to discuss Aquinas’ rejection of the idea that the regularity we experience in the natural world to best fulfil the telos of things came about by sheer fortune or chance, and explain that he sought to demonstrate it was more rational to conclude there was a designer.



	•    Aquinas on miracles. Depending on the question asked, you could include in your response reference to Aquinas’ understanding of what a miracle is, his realist stance in believing miracles to be real events that differ from the typical, rather than someone’s perspective, his hierarchical ranking of miracles with biblical examples, and how he developed his view from Augustine to take into account the issue of hidden or known knowledge of the cause of such an event. Depending on the depth required, it might be beneficial to link back to Aquinas’ view of God as the creator and sustainer of the world, and therefore Aquinas’ belief that God planned for miracles to occur within the natural order. As such miracles cannot be events that go against nature, they just appear to do so to us because we do not understand the full picture of the natural order. This perspective enables Aquinas to maintain his understanding of God as immutable (unchanging) because to understand a miracle as an event that goes against nature as created by God in the first instance would imply that God has changed his plans, which raises questions and potential problems regarding God’s omniscience (being all-knowing).



	•    Religious language as analogy; attribution and proportion. In this instance, depending on the question and the depth or breadth required, you might wish to include the context of Aquinas’ solution to the problems of religious language, how he believed that religious language can be meaningful in a realist and cognitive way through via positiva, and the assumption of a causal link between the world and God underpinning Aquinas’ ideas. Ensure you are able to explain effectively the different types of analogy and how they work with reference to Aquinas’ examples. Depending on the wording of the question, you might want to refer to how Aquinas’ ideas were developed by Ian Ramsey (see Chapter 30).









Exam Guidance AO2





For AO2 evaluation questions, you may be presented with a one-sided statement, regarding Aquinas’ key ideas as identified in the specification, or a theme/topic to which his key ideas relate. 




	•    Aquinas’ arguments for God’s existence. Depending on the question, you might want to refer to both the specific strengths and weaknesses of the different arguments in question as well as the wider strengths and weaknesses of Aquinas’ inductive and a posteriori approach, analysing the overall success and impact of his argument. You might want to weigh up the success of these arguments in light of scientific discoveries, or specific criticisms, such as his use of analogy. You could also include comparisons to alternative arguments from different scholars in the same specification theme, and contrast their strengths and weaknesses to analyse how persuasive or convincing Aquinas is, within context. Remembering Aquinas’ prior assumptions, starting point and approach will be beneficial in evaluating his ways for God’s existence, especially when in contrast to challenges or alternatives. Remember, it could also be relevant to include an aspect of evaluation and analysis about Aquinas’ inductive and a posteriori argument as a counter-argument in response to a statement concerning the success or failure of deductive and a priori arguments. Finally, you could refer to Aquinas’ arguments for God’s existence in response to a question about how different religious views on the nature of God impact on arguments for the existence of God, as Aquinas’ arguments can be considered to be based on his Christian beliefs and possibly demonstrate circular logic as a result.



	•    Aquinas on miracles. Depending on the question, your response could include evaluating the success of Aquinas’ definition, in that while he holds a cognitive and realist view of miracles as real events, he denies they are contrary to the laws of nature, which seems to clash with the common understanding of what a miracle is. Further, the logic of Aquinas’ definition can be considered. Is it coherent and logical for Aquinas to claim that miracles are real events that appear to us to be contrary to the natural order, insofar as they are not typical events and the cause is completely hidden to us, yet at the same time to claim that such miracles are completely possible in accordance with the natural order, as planned by God? According to Aquinas’ view, could not any rare event then be considered a miracle, provided humans did not understand the cause? This raises further issues regarding Aquinas’ point that the cause of miracles must be hidden to us for an event to be considered a true miracle; in the twenty-first century, we have far more scientific understanding of rare natural events that previously Aquinas might have considered a miracle. Would Aquinas no longer consider the parting of the Red Sea in Exodus a miracle because we now understand about wind speed, tides, tsunamis and other factors that can cause water to part and rise up temporarily? You could also consider how agreeable his definition is for other theists in contrast to atheists and in light of objections.



	•    Religious language as analogy; attribution and proportion. Depending on the question, you might want to consider the problems that Aquinas identified in using via negativa, univocal and equivocal language to discuss God, and how successful his solution is. In terms of Aquinas’ own logic and philosophical argument, his basis in the assumption that God created the world and that there is a causal link from which to justify an analogical approach, and the relevance this has for theists and atheists today, would be relevant. However, your response could also evaluate his solution in light of more modern problems of religious language, such as the challenge of falsification, and evaluate his cognitivist approach and how persuasive that is, in different contexts.








[image: ]


Evaluating Aquinas Today


In an exam, you could be asked to evaluate the adequacy or success of any of Aquinas’ ideas as named in the specification. You can draw upon this section for ideas as you prepare, but note that Aquinas’ theories cannot be addressed here in detail. You will be required to reach a judgement on the views that you present, but you do not need to reach the same conclusion as this reflection.


There are many thinkers who believe that, despite Aquinas’ medieval Catholic worldview and subsequent underlying religious assumptions, he had tremendous impact on philosophical thought and actively contributed to the reshaping of Western philosophy and the Western approach to the natural sciences. As a vocal supporter of the a posteriori approach using observable sense experience and logical inductive reasoning, especially concerning his cosmological and teleological arguments, Aquinas has been credited with foreshadowing the scientific revolution and requirement for empirical evidence and falsification, which reflects an awareness that at best our theories are merely probable. Therefore, many might argue that Aquinas’ inductive arguments for God’s existence are by their nature more persuasive than deductive arguments, as they can rationally persuade us that God’s existence is at least possible, if not probable, unlike ontological arguments, which can be considered to fail completely if the premises can be shown to be false.


In addition, Aquinas’ arguments for God’s existence are still incredibly relevant, and are considered by many to be compatible with modern-day scientific support due to their a posteriori use of evidence. For example, the evidence for the Big Bang theory supports and is compatible with Aquinas’ cosmological arguments, and the mathematical probability of the universe developing in such a way as to be suitable for life to flourish supports, and is compatible with, Aquinas’ teleological argument. The fact that there have since been modern developments of Aquinas’ cosmological and teleological arguments in the Kalam, Anthropic and Aesthetic arguments also suggests that there was something of value to them in the first instance.


However, by modern-day standards, many of Aquinas’ theories could be considered to fall short of satisfactory evidence due to the inductive leap he makes, going from where the premises might reasonably lead to the conclusion that the God of classical theism must therefore exist. While philosophical reasoning might go some way towards making the existence of a powerful being a rational proposition, there is no evidence to say that it is specifically an omnipotent, omnibenevolent, omniscient deity, who also happens to be God as understood as the God of Christian theism. Many of the objections to cosmological and teleological arguments raised by later scholars such as David Hume are widely considered to be successful, especially in terms of how the problem of evil can so effectively challenge the teleological argument, from both a logical and an evidential perspective.


In addition, Aquinas’ reliance on a causal link between God and the world as an underpinning principle of multiple theories, such as religious language as analogical and his ideas on miracles, upon closer inspection can be considered to be unfounded, which in turn leaves many of his ideas with no legs to stand on. If we appreciate the extent to which Aquinas was certain that God was the creator of the world, his arguments begin to look more and more circular.


That said, Aquinas remains one of the greatest scholastic philosophers, responsible for reconciling Aristotelian philosophy with Christian thought, and his belief that human reason was universal to all fundamentally influenced ideas at the time about what truths could and could not be known, by whom, and by what means.
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