
[image: Images]



Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.





[image: Images]



To
the memory of
ETIENNE GILSON
preceptor and friend



PART ONE



Prologue: About This Book and Its Author




CHAPTER 1


For Whom This Book Is Intended

THIS BOOK’S SUBTITLE STATES for whom the book is intended but, being brief, it fails to be sufficiently accurate. Although not misleading, the title does not help you to decide whether it points a finger at you.

The dictionary meaning of the word “pagan” identifies a large section of the population—all those who do not worship the God of the Christians, the Jews, or the Muslims. However, when the dictionary goes on to equate one who does not worship the God of the Christians, Jews, or Muslims with an irreligious person, it is speaking in parochial Western terms. Among the earth’s population are many who do not worship the God of the Christians, Jews, and Muslims, but who are not irreligious persons.

So, to make the subtitle more precise, I should call attention to the fact that the pagans in question are the heirs of what we regard as distinctively Western civilization. They have been born and brought up in the civilization that has been the cultural environment of the three great religions of the West—Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. While living in the culture that has been the home of these three great religions, these Western pagans have chosen to remain outsiders—non-believers in and non-worshipers of the God believed in and worshiped by many of their fellow citizens. Sharing fellowship with them in the same civic and cultural community, they do not share fellowship with them in any religious community.

While the subtitle is not explicit on the point that the pagans to whom this book is addressed are Western men and women who do not share the religions beliefs of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, it is explicit that they are 20th-century men and women. Why that restrictive qualification?

In one sense, of course, the answer is obvious. There would be no point in writing a book for Western pagans of an earlier century—for persons who are not alive to be its readers. But that is not the point of stressing “20th-century” in the title. Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle, Marcus Aurelius, Epictetus, and Cicero were Western pagans. The Western peoples of pre-Christian antiquity were all pagans in the sense defined. Many remained pagans during the early centuries of the Christian era; and from the 16th century on, the number of pagans living in communities that were predominantly Christian or Muslim has steadily increased.

The number of pagans in the West today may be larger than in any previous century. It is not the number of them that matters, but their state of mind. The pagans of our day have had their minds formed by some acquaintance with 20th-century science, especially 20th-century cosmology and 20th-century subatomic physics. The cosmology and physics of classical antiquity, which provided the conceptual framework, the imagery, and the vocabulary employed by ancient pagans in their thinking about God, must be completely cast aside in any discourse about God addressed to 20th-century pagans. That conceptual framework, imagery, and vocabulary persisted throughout the Middle Ages and well into modern times; in fact, to the end of the 19th century. The cosmology of Newton as well as that of Aristotle is now completely antiquated, no longer a medium of intelligible and persuasive communication.

Not only must an effort to talk intelligibly and persuasively about God to 20th-century pagans employ an imagery and vocabulary consonant with the cosmology and physics of our day; it must also be responsive to the critical cautions that modern philosophical thought has imposed upon any discourse that attempts to be metaphysical or theological.

Modern philosophers from the time of David Hume and Immanuel Kant onward have pointed out difficulties encountered in thinking and talking about God. Their predecessors did not seem to be aware of these difficulties, but they are difficulties that can no longer be disregarded. Modern thinkers have spotted illicit steps of inference that went unnoticed in earlier centuries. They have demanded a degree of critical acumen, of subtlety, and of sophistication in the use of language not recognized by their predecessors. This is especially true of the 20th-century school of thought that goes by the name of linguistic and analytical philosophy.

The 20th-century pagans to whom this book is addressed may not be explicitly aware of these considerations, but to whatever extent their minds have been formed by what is taught in the colleges and universities of our day, either directly by undergoing such instruction, or indirectly through the popularization of such teaching, their state of mind is different from that of Western pagans in antiquity, in the Middle Ages, or even in the early centuries of the modern period.

The reader who has come this far may still feel impelled to ask whether he or she is included in the audience for whom this book is intended. Does the fact that you were willing to identify yourself as a 20th-century Western pagan automatically put you in that circle? The answer to that question is no. Does the fact that you would not so identify yourself exclude you from it? The answer to that question is also no. Those two negatives require explanation.

An eminent apologist for the Christian religion, as well as a great mathematician and experimental scientist, Blaise Pascal, helps to provide the needed explanation. He divided all mankind into three groups. In his view, these comprised:

1. Those who know God and love him

2. Those who do not know God but seek him

3. Those who neither know God nor seek him

Clearly, persons in the first of the three groups are not pagans; they may be either religious Christians, religious Jews, or religious Muslims. They are persons who believe in God and participate in the worship of him. Persons in the second and third group do not believe in the God worshiped by religious Christians, Jews, and Muslims. By that negative criterion, they are all pagans, but with this important difference: Persons in the second of Pascal’s groups, while not believing in God, are openminded pagans—at least to the extent of their being willing to consider the question whether God exists. Those in the third group are resolutely committed pagans, as resolutely committed as are the religious persons in the first of Pascal’s group.

It would be folly to address a discussion of God to such resolutely committed pagans—persons who not only disbelieve in the existence of God but who have also closed their minds on the subject; and who for one reason or another have no interest in the question whether God exists and are, therefore, unwilling to devote any time or effort to the consideration of such matters. They are the 20th-century pagans for whom this book is not intended.

Is it intended, then, only for the 20th-century pagans who fall into Pascal’s second division? Only for those who are not religious Jews, Christians, or Muslims, but who, at the same time, have some residual curiosity about the God in whom many of their fellow citizens believe? Precisely because of that lurking curiosity, which underlies their interest in the question of God’s existence, and their willingness to make some effort to consider it, this book is addressed to them. They—the openminded pagans of our day and of our culture—constitute the primary audience for which it is written.

But it is not only for them. The non-pagans who belong in Pascal’s first division may also find this book of some interest, not all of them, perhaps, but certainly some—those who would say that some of their best friends are pagans and who would, therefore, be interested in learning how their pagan friends might be persuaded that God exists. They are not the audience to whom this book is primarily addressed, for they are not persons to be persuaded. They are already convinced and committed. Nevertheless, they may learn something about the underpinnings of their own belief by following the steps to be undertaken in the process of persuading their pagan friends whose minds still remain open.



CHAPTER 2


What Readers Can Expect from This Book

“THEOLOGY” IS THE NAME for thinking about God. In the tradition of Western civilization, such thinking began with the ancient Greeks. It is to be found in the philosophical writings of Plato and Aristotle, dating from the 5th and 4th centuries B.C.

Though the popular religion of the ancient Greek cities was polytheistic, devoted to the worship of many divinities, the Greek equivalent of the word “God” was used by Plato and Aristotle in the singular and with a capital letter—by Plato in the tenth book of his dialogue, The Laws; by Aristotle in the eighth book of his Physics and the twelfth book of a work that has come to be called his Metaphysics. In all three texts, the conclusion reached by purely philosophical thought is an affirmation of God’s existence. In the Physics, Aristotle comes to this conclusion in the context of thinking about the physical universe as a whole; in the Metaphysics, in the context of thinking about the diverse ways in which things can be said to exist.

Plato’s and Aristotle’s thinking about God was doubly pagan. Not only was it unaffected by the religious beliefs of the ancient Jews, with which these Greek thinkers seem to have been unacquainted; it was also unaffected by the popular religious beliefs of their fellow citizens. For these reasons, calling it “pagan” is equivalent to saying that it was purely philosophical thinking about God.

The one point of resemblance between Plato’s and Aristotle’s books about God and the books of the Old Testament lies in their monotheism. In all other respects, they are almost totally dissimilar. Regarded by the ancient Jews as Sacred Scripture, as writing inspired by God revealing himself to man, the books of the Old Testament do not contain man’s philosophical thinking about God. If philosophical thinking about God is theological, then the books of the Old Testament are not theological books, even though they are replete with references to God.

I say all this to make clear what readers can expect to find in this book—purely philosophical thinking about God, which aims to discover and to assess whatever reasons can be found for affirming that God exists, as Plato and Aristotle affirmed God’s existence many centuries ago. Like their books about God, this too is a theological book. In the sense in which their thinking about God was pagan (unaffected by current religious beliefs), this book, intended for 20th-century pagans, aims to engage in thinking about God that is not only philosophical but also pagan.

What has happened in the twenty-five centuries that have elapsed since the time of Plato and Aristotle makes the foregoing characterization of this book’s aim not as simple or plain as it might at first appear to be. This is a theological book, but not in the sense in which the Summa Theologica, written by Thomas Aquinas in the 13th century, is theological. That work in Christian theology is a systematic exposition of the articles of Christian faith, an explanation of Christian beliefs about God, both in himself and in his relation to creatures.

A little earlier, similar works were written by the great Jewish theologian Moses Maimonides and by the great Muslim theologian Avicenna, both of whom influenced Aquinas. All three were influenced by Aristotle’s philosophical thought about God as well as by the Sacred Scriptures which they respectively believed to be the revealed word of God.

Though philosophical thought entered into the writing of these great theological works in the 12th and 13th centuries, they were primarily and predominantly controlled by the Sacred Scriptures in which their writers believed and from which they derived their religious beliefs—their articles of religious faith. That is why such works are appropriately described as works of sacred theology. They were not written by pagans nor were they intended for pagans.

A somewhat different kind of theological writing emerged in the 12th and 13th centuries. Another great Arabic thinker, Averroës, tried to write a purely philosophical book about God. It was written in response to a book by al-Ghazali, entitled The Destruction of Philosophy, which attempted to defend the purity of the Islamic faith from the incursions of philosophical thought. The response was entitled The Destruction of the Destruction. Though Averroës relied heavily upon what he had learned from Aristotle, he was not a pagan, nor was his book written for pagans, but for those who, like himself, participated in the religious community of Islam.

In addition to writing the Summa Theologica, avowedly a work in sacred theology, Thomas Aquinas wrote another large treatise entitled Summa Contra Gentiles. It was intended for “unbelievers,” specifically for the Moors and Jews in Spain, who were “unbelievers” or “infidels” only in the sense that they did not believe in the divinity of Jesus Christ. They could hardly be called “unbelievers” without qualification, since they shared with Aquinas the religious belief that the books of the Old Testament were the revealed word of God, the God worshiped in all three religious communities—that of Judaism and of Islam as well as that of Christianity. The gentiles to whom Aquinas addressed his work were hardly pagans in the sense that Plato and Aristotle were pagans.

The Destruction of the Destruction, written by Averroës in the 12th century, and the Summa Contra Gentiles, written by Aquinas in the 13th century, came to be called works in “natural theology” rather than works in “sacred theology” because they tried to derive their controlling principles from reason rather than from religious faith. To the extent that they succeeded in this effort, these works represent philosophical thinking about God. But neither Averroës nor Aquinas was explicitly aware of how much their philosophical thinking was imbued with Islamic or Christian religious beliefs.

While both were disciples of Aristotle, neither understood or recognized the difference between their state of mind when they tried to engage in philosophical thought about God and Aristotle’s state of mind four centuries before the advent of Christianity and ten centuries before the advent of Islam. Their religious beliefs colored, directed, and controlled their philosophical thinking about God in spite of all their efforts to appeal to reason alone. The reason they employed was not the pagan reason of Aristotle, but reason altered—or, as it is sometimes said, elevated and illuminated—by the light of their religious faith. Hence their so-called natural theology was not purely philosophical thinking about God, thinking unaffected by any religious beliefs whatsoever.

What I have just said about the natural theology of Averroës and Aquinas applies also to the natural theology we find in the writings of such eminent 17th-and 18th-century philosophers as Descartes and Leibnitz. Both were men of Christian faith. The philosophical thinking of both was profoundly affected by that faith; and so their contribution to natural theology did not represent purely philosophical thinking about God. It was not written by pagans, nor intended primarily for pagans.

Since the 17th and 18th centuries, innumerable works in natural theology have been published, written in the main by men of Christian faith and intended for their fellow Christians. What characterizes all of them, as what characterized the earlier works of Averroës, Aquinas, Descartes, and Leibnitz, is their claim to affirm the existence of God on the basis of reason alone—reason totally unaided, unaffected, and above all unenlightened by religious beliefs.

As I have already said, that claim is, in my judgment, invalid. At least, it is exaggerated. Moreover, if the term “natural theology” is properly applied to such works, to distinguish them from works in “sacred theology” which do not claim to be based on reason alone, then I must discard the term “natural theology” as inapplicable to my own work.

The book I am writing is not a work in natural theology, because natural theology as it has been developed in the West since the beginning of the Christian era has not been written by pagans for pagans. Since this book will try to do what natural theologians so far have not done (base its thinking about God on reason alone, unaffected by Western religious beliefs), it should perhaps be described as a work in “philosophical” rather than in “natural” theology.

During the modern period, from the 18th century on and especially in our own time, a great deal of philosophical thinking about God has been done, the main thrust of which has been severe criticism of the reasoning to be found in Christian natural theology, leading to rejection of the claim made by natural theologians that the existence of God can be affirmed on the basis of reason alone. There is no question that such books, adversely critical of the thinking done and the conclusions reached by natural theologians, are purely philosophical works; but since they reject the claim that tenable reasons can be found for affirming God’s existence, they might be more appropriately described as anti-theological rather than as theological works.

This book will, I hope, turn out to be not only purely philosophical but also affirmatively theological rather than anti-theological. That, in brief, is what the reader can expect from this book, neither more nor less. Its closest affinity is with Aristotle’s philosophical thinking about God, but coming twenty-five centuries later, it cannot help being affected by all the thinking about God that has occurred in the intervening centuries.

I have in mind not only the thinking done in Western sacred theology and in Western natural theology, but also the modern and recent philosophical thinking that I have described as anti-theological. In addition, as I remarked in the preceding chapter, a book intended for 20th-century pagans must be couched in terms that reflect 20th-century science, especially its subatomic physics and its cosmology. In this respect, it will have little resemblance to Aristotle’s thinking and writing about God.

Having now clarified the character of this book in relation to other kinds of writing about God, there are a number of points I would like to comment on briefly because I think they will be helpful to the reader. They should at least safeguard him or her against certain misunderstandings.

First of all, it must be pointed out that if this book fails to uncover tenable reasons for affirming God’s existence, such failure does not mean (a) that God’s existence is disproved, (b) that God’s existence cannot be proved, (c) that it is incorrect to think that God exists, or (d) that it is erroneous to believe that God exists. Failure to prove God’s existence concerns only the reasonableness of belief in God. Belief in God may be unreasonable without thereby being false.

Religious persons in the Middle Ages repeatedly said “Credo nisi absurdum est” (I believe even though it is absurd, that is, unreasonable), or “Credo quia absurdum est” (I believe because it is absurd). Another mediaeval maxim—faith seeking understanding—presents the other face of the relation between faith and reason. Resting on articles of faith as its basic premises, sacred theology undertakes to do all it can to make what faith affirms as intelligible and as reasonable as possible.

When we use such epithets as “atheist” and “agnostic,” we are referring in the first instance to a person who denies God’s existence or disbelieves in God without disproving God’s existence; and in the second instance, to a person who, whether or not believing in God, maintains that God’s existence can be affirmed by religious faith alone, and not by reason.

This calls for some comment on the distinction between “knowledge” and “belief.” When we understand the demonstration of a conclusion in mathematics, we say that we know that conclusion to be true, not that we believe in it. Only persons who do not understand the truth that two plus two equals four or that all right angles are equal would be compelled to say that they believe rather than know these mathematical propositions to be true. They may hold such beliefs on the authority of their teacher or their textbook, but without understanding what makes the proposition true, they cannot say that they know it.

Similarly, when we understand the grounds for affirming a conclusion of experimental or empirical science, we can say that we know it rather than that we believe it to be true. Though the word “know” has a somewhat different connotation when we apply it to a conclusion of experimental or empirical science, as contrasted with a conclusion demonstrated by mathematical reasoning, it is nevertheless the right word to use rather than “believe.” Only persons who adopt a scientific conclusion solely on the authority of someone else (without any understanding of the evidence and reasoning that supports it) should say that they believe rather than know its truth.

When we come to thinking about God, especially about God’s existence, the word “know,” as applied to conclusions demonstrated in mathematics or to scientific conclusions established experimentally or empirically, may require more certitude than is attainable. Hence it may be necessary to use the word “believe” with certain qualifications attached to it.

In the preceding pages, religious belief has been repeatedly referred to. It has also been said that purely philosophical thinking about God should be unaffected by religious beliefs, the articles of a creed that is affirmed respectively by religious Jews, Christians, or Muslims, and affirmed as a matter of faith on their part, not as the result of argument, reasoning, or inferences of any sort.

If argument, reasoning, or inference leads us to affirm the existence of God because we have thereby found tenable reasons for doing so, should we say that we know that God exists or that we believe it? If the tenable reasons we have found fall short of the degree of certitude that justifies us in using the word “know” for mathematically demonstrated and empirically established truths, then we must have recourse to the word “believe,” always remembering to add the qualification that the belief we have adopted differs from religious belief in that the truth thus affirmed is affirmed on the basis of reason alone. This is not to say that religious beliefs are ipso facto unreasonable, but only that they are not based on reason alone and that they may be adopted even if they are unreasonable. The whole concern of a purely philosophical theology is with the reasonableness of the belief that God exists.

A third point to be noted follows directly on what has just been said. In the three monotheistic religions of the West—Judaism, Christianity, and Islam—the proposition that God exists is not an article of faith or religious belief. The first article of faith in all three religions is that God has revealed himself to us in Holy Writ or Sacred Scripture. This, of course, entails the affirmation that the God who has revealed himself exists. But it goes far beyond that proposition to something that can never be proved, or even argued about, something that is always and only an article of faith or religious belief: namely, the fact of Divine revelation.

In the opening pages of the Summa Theologica, Aquinas pointed out that the proposition “God exists” is a preamble to faith, not an article of faith. As a preamble to faith, it is something for philosophers to think about. Those who are not able or who do not wish to think about the existence of God can, of course, affirm the proposition “God exists” as a matter of religious belief, consequent upon the prior affirmation by faith, and by faith alone, that God has revealed himself to us in Sacred Scripture.

It is in no way improper to argue about whether belief in God’s existence can be established by reason alone, or at least thereby made reasonable. But it would be quite improper to argue about the reasonableness of the first article of religious faith, that Sacred Scripture represents God’s revelation of himself to us. That belief can be neither proved nor disproved, nor is it really a proper subject of argument pro and con.

Finally, a word to the reader about the course of the discussion in the chapters to follow. The following chapter concludes the Prologue. Part Two is concerned with errors to be avoided in any thinking about God that aims to be purely philosophical and to avoid coloration or direction from religious beliefs. Part Three then sets the stage for constructing philosophical arguments for the reasonableness of belief in the existence of God. It does so by paying special attention to the uniqueness of the word “God” as a name, the meaning of which we must establish, and to the uniqueness of the proposition “God exists” as a proposition to be affirmed by reason and by reason alone.

With the stage set, Part Four offers the best of the traditional arguments for belief in the existence of God, and explains not only why it is the best, but also why it fails. That having been done, Part Five takes account of the stumbling block that was not surmounted by the best of the traditional arguments and then advances an argument that appears to avoid the pitfalls that beset other arguments.

Finally, in Part Six, as an Epilogue, we are concerned with the severe limits of philosophical thinking about God and, therefore, with the question of its significance, especially in relation to Western religious beliefs that this purely pagan approach has tried to keep from intruding up to this point.



CHAPTER 3


What Readers Should Know About the Author

THE READER WILL, I think, soon see why I deem it appropriate to say something about myself as background relevant to understanding this book.

I was born of Jewish parents. Only my father was religiously orthodox, but he was also religiously tolerant. He did not try to impose his orthodoxy upon my mother who, with my grandmother, worshiped in what was then called a reform synagogue, the Sunday school of which I attended in my early years. I also attended religious services on the Sabbath with my mother and grandmother, and became acquainted with the liturgy—the chants and prayers, especially the Kaddish, or prayer for the dead, and the readings from the Torah.
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