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FOR ANNIS FLEW

“Take them, Love, the book and me together”





PUBLISHER’S FOREWORD

This new edition of Antony Flew’s God and Philosophy has stirred up a tempest—whether it has cosmic significance or is only in a teapot is for the reader to judge. Interestingly, news of the reissuance by Prometheus Books of this classic work—with a new introduction by Professor Flew—has become the center of international controversy. Theists had jumped the gun prior to publication, proclaiming that one of the world’s leading atheists had abandoned his position and embraced belief in God. Much of this has been based on hearsay, almost like rumors of a death-bed conversion, so to speak. Some theists applauded the fact that Flew “was no longer an atheist”; other unbelievers had denied that he had retracted his atheism.

Allow me to set the record straight by detailing the sequence of events.

Prometheus Books, which has published many books by Antony Flew, wrote to him sometime ago, asking him if any of his out-of-print books could be republished. He recommended God and Philosophy. We agreed to publish the book anew but suggested that he provide an introduction, adding any new material that had become relevant since the first publication of the book in 1966, and its later republication in 1986 under the title God: A Critical Enquiry.

His earlier book is herein published in its complete form in this edition. In it Professor Flew approaches the question of the existence of God with an open mind and with the “Stratonician presumption of atheism”; that is, that the burden of proof rests with the believer. He critically analyzes the many arguments and evidence adduced historically by theists in support of the God hypothesis and maintains that they are inadequate. “The universe,” Flew concludes, “is itself ultimate…. The principles lie themselves ‘inside’ the world.” Thus the case for theism has failed.

Prior to the publication of this edition, Professor Flew was interviewed on a television program, Has Science Discovered God?, which was viewed on both sides of the Atlantic, and it implied that Flew had now abandoned atheism. Gary Habermas, an evangelical Christian philosopher at Jerry Falwell’s Liberty University, also interviewed Flew by telephone and reiterated this interpretation of Flew’s position. Richard N. Ostling, a journalist for the Associated Press, released a news story in which he claimed that “Flew has concluded that some sort of intelligence or first cause must have created the universe.” He also pointed out, however, that Flew made it clear that the God he was thinking of was “very different from the God of the Christian and far away from the God of Islam, because both are depicted as omnipotent Oriental despots, cosmic Saddam Husseins.” Moreover, Flew did not believe in immortality of the soul, a doctrine dear to theists. The London Times also ran a feature declaring a change in his views. Other philosophers who interviewed Flew concluded that though he still rejected theism he might be sympathetic to deism. Meanwhile, Professor Flew had sent a letter to Philosophy Now (August/September 2004), in which he stated: “Anyone who should happen to want to know what I myself now believe will have to wait until the publication, promised for early 2005, by Prometheus of Amherst, New York, of the final edition of my God and Philosophy with a new Introduction of it as ‘an historical relic.’ My own commitment then as a philosopher who was also a religious unbeliever was and remains that of Plato’s Socrates: ‘We must follow the argument wherever it leads.’”

And so the question is, does Antony Flew now believe in God or not? Much of this discussion was based upon an earlier draft of the introduction. There were four drafts submitted to Prometheus. The upshot of this entire controversy is this: Professor Flew was going through a period of reexamination of what he should add to his original book. He said there were new arguments and evidence that had been offered for the belief in God and that these should be taken into account, such as the views of Richard Swinburne in defense of Christianity, the big bang controversy, “fine tuning” the intelligent design argument, deism, etc. The point is, the entire process represented work-in-process, and Professor Flew benefited from peer review (pro and con) prior to publication. Accordingly, it is up to the readers of his final introduction published below to decide whether or not he has abandoned his earlier views.

Prometheus Books is delighted to present what by now has become a classic in the philosophy of religion.

Paul Kurtz
Professor of Philosophy
State University of New York at Buffalo





INTRODUCTION

God and Philosophy was first published, in simultaneous hardcover and paperback editions, in London in 1966 and in New York in 1967. Hutchinson put out a paperback edition, with a new preface, in London in 1975. After these had all gone out of print Open Court of La Salle, Illinois, reissued the same book in 1984. So how can there be room for a new and unrevised edition two decades later?

Perhaps the most dramatic answer can be derived from a consideration of the definition of the word “God” originally provided by Richard Swinburne, which has since become standard throughout the entire English-speaking philosophical world:


A person without a body (i.e. a spirit) present everywhere, the creator and sustainer of the universe, able to do everything (i.e. omnipotent), knowing all things, perfectly good, a source of moral obligation, immutable, eternal, a necessary being, holy and worthy of worship.1



Swinburne himself is a leading member of the Church of England which, after several decades of continuous decline in its active membership, formally abandoned the doctrine of hell as extreme torture for all eternity.2 So for him and for his fellow Anglicans the problem of evil is only—only!—the problem of reconciling the putative perfect goodness of omnipotence with the occurrence of, at least, all the evils of this world that cannot be shown to be consequences of human sins. But, immeasurably greater than any actual this-worldly evils, allegedly there have been, are, and will be the everlasting tortures of the damned.

Whatever may be the contemporary teachings of any other organization of professing Christians, the British Roman Catholic Cardinal Cormac Murphy-O’Connor recently insisted, in an article entitled “We Need to Be Saved,”3 that what we need to be saved from is the reality of hell. It should perhaps be noted here that not only the God of Islam but also the God of Christianity was originally conceived on the model of an Oriental despot—such as Saddam Hussein—insistent that his subjects should be always obedient to, and forever praising of, their master.

But how did the great philosophical theologians of the past contrive, at least to their own satisfaction, to dispose of the problem of evil? Readers of God and Philosophy will discover that it was done by developing trains of philosophical argument. These ultimately derive from Plato’s (to my mind totally unacceptable) identification in The Republic of the form of the good with the form of the real. One most striking consequence of the acceptance of that identification was provided by Aquinas:


[I]n order that the happiness of the saints may be more delightful to them and that they may render more copious thanks for it, they are allowed to see perfectly the sufferings of the damned… the Divine justice will be the direct cause of the joy of the blessed, while the pains of the damned will cause it indirectly… the blessed in glory will have no pity for the damned.4



The first subsequent scientific development of which any intending successor to God and Philosophy would need to take into account is that physicists are no longer all agreed that everything, including time, began with one big bang. That the big bang theory no longer concludes that time began is now mainstream science.5 The fact that multiverse theory is now a leading view among cosmologists today is also established.6

A second development of which any successor to God and Philosophy will need to take into account is the fine tuning argument. Taking what are presently believed to be the most basic laws of physics as given it has been calculated that, if the value of even one of the fundamental physical constants had been to the very slightest degree different, then no planet capable of permitting the evolution of human life could have evolved.

Whatever the merits or demerits of this fine tuning argument in the context of attempts to construct a natural (as opposed to a revealed) theology, it must at once be allowed that it is reasonable for those who believe—whether rightly or wrongly—that they already have good evidencing reasons for accepting the teachings of any one of the three great revealed theistic religions—Judaism, Christianity, and Islam—to see the fine tuning argument as providing substantial confirmation of their own antecedent religious beliefs.

A third development of which any successor to God and Philosophy will need to take into account is best approached by way of the final chapter of The Origin of Species. There Darwin wrote:


Analogy would lead me one step further, namely, to the belief that all animals and plants have descended from some one prototype…. Therefore I should infer from analogy that probably all the organic beings which have lived on the earth have descended from some one primordial form, into which life was first breathed.7



This left a problem for his scientific successors, or rather two problems, that he himself apparently believed to be insoluble. These problems were, first, to provide a naturalistic account of the development of living things from nonliving matter, and then of the development from living matter unable to reproduce itself to living creatures able to reproduce themselves genetically. I am myself delighted to be assured by biological-scientist friends that protobiologists are now well able to produce theories of the evolution of the first living matter and that several of these theories are consistent with all the so-farconfirmed scientific evidence.8

A fourth and very recent development of which any successor to God and Philosophy will need to take into account is the publication of Roy Abraham Varghese’s The Wonder of the World: A Journey from Modern Science to the Mind of God.9 This work provides an extremely extensive presentation of the inductive argument from the order of nature to God as its Intelligent Orderer. It is an argument that becomes progressively more powerful with every advance in humankind’s knowledge of the integrated complexity of what used to be called the “system of nature.”

A fifth development demanding our attention here was David Conway’s revival of what may fairly be described as “the classical conception of philosophy.” That conception was, in his words:


[T]he view that the explanation of the world and its broad form is that it is the creation of a supreme omnipotent and omniscient intelligence, more commonly referred to as God, who created it in order to bring into existence and sustain rational beings such as ourselves who, by exercising their intellects, can become aware of the existence of God and thereby join their Creator in the activity of contemplating God, in which activity God is perpetually and blissfully engaged.10



Conway further contends that this Aristotelian god, of whose existence and nature he believes it is possible to learn by the exercise of unaided human reason—as a finding, that is to say, of natural as opposed to revealed theology—this being nevertheless possesses “most of the usual defining characteristics of omnipotence, omniscience, immateriality and so on.” But to assert this is, he insists, a very different thing from maintaining that the teachings of any one of the three great monotheistic systems of religion—Judaism, Christianity, and Islam—include any items of self-revelation by that or any other god.

The concept of God presented by Conway is thus Deist rather than a concept adapted to the needs of any one of those three main systems of a revealed theism. Deists believed that the existence of their God could commend itself by its own inherent reasonableness without either being supported by appeals to alleged divine self-revelation or imposed by religious institutions. Deism is usually taken to include an insistence that God, once the work of creation is completed, although perhaps sometimes providing rather distant and detached endorsement of the principles of justice11 has no interest in or concern about human behavior.

The writings of Aristotle himself contain no popularly intelligible definition of the word “God” and most certainly no concept of an omniscient and omnipotent personal being unceasingly observing human thought and human conduct, much less a concept of such a being demanding our obedience and threatening us with the penalty of an eternity of extreme torture for what he insists on perceiving as our unnecessitated and unforgiven disobedience.

The closest that Aristotle’s God comes to prescribing or proscribing any kind of human thought or human conduct, and it is almost as far as it could possibly be from actually doing so, is when in the Nicomachean Ethics, not Aristotle’s God but Aristotle himself, tells us that “the divine life, which surpasses all others in blessedness, consists in contemplation,” and goes on to suggest that this God is likely to view favorably those engaging in this activity.12

A twentieth-century example of such intellectual contemplation, though there is no reason to believe that it was encouraged by Aristotle’s writings, was provided by Einstein:


Certainly it is a conviction, akin to a religious feeling, of the rationality or intelligibility of the world [that] lies behind all scientific work of a higher order…. This firm belief, a belief bound up with deep feeling, in a superior mind that reveals itself in the world of experience, represents my conception of God.13



In view of the lack of concern with human behavior attributed to Aristotle’s God, the five Aristotelian arguments that Aquinas famously offered as proofs of the arguments to the first mover, the first cause, the necessary being, and so on are surely today more appropriately to be recruited as arguments for the existence of a Spinozistic “God or Nature” who leaves nature and its creatures (including its human creatures) entirely to their own devices and who is quite certainly not in constant watch through his ever-open windows into every human being’s soul. For what scope is there for creatures in such a universe to defy the will of their creator? What room even for a concept of such defiance? For a creator to punish creatures for what by the hypothesis that creator necessarily and as such (ultimately) causes them to believe and to do would be the most monstrous, perverse, unjust, and sadistic of performances. Absent revelation to the contrary, the expectations of natural reason must surely be that an omnipotent creator would be as detached and uninvolved as the gods of Epicurus. Indeed some Indian religious thinkers not prejudiced by any present or previous Mosaic commitments are said to describe their monotheistic god as being, essentially and in the nature of the case, “beyond good and evil.”

Had Aristotle offered a popular definition of his God it would surely have been very different from that of Richard Swinburne. For it would surely not have stipulated that its referent is not only omnipotent and omniscient but also “perfectly good, a source of moral obligation… holy and worthy of worship.” For the contention that our universe was created and is sustained by an omnipotent and omniscient spirit who is good, in any everyday commendatory understanding of the word “good,” is surely flatly incompatible with the occurrence of innumerable undeniable and undenied evils within that universe (to say nothing of the unending tortures supposedly in store for the damned in “the next world”). Attempts by Christian thinkers to resolve this contradiction have been described as attempts to solve the problem of evil.

This otherwise intractable problem was by Aquinas and, centuries later, by G. W. Leibniz resolved by following Plato’s identification in The Republic of the form or idea of the good with the form or idea of the real. This identification enabled Leibniz in his Theodicy to reveal that a universe in which human beings are predestined to an eternity of torture is the “best possible of all possible worlds.”

There is an enormous yet rarely recognized difficulty with the very conception of “a person without a body (i.e. a spirit).” This difficulty needs to be at least mentioned here. The idea that the universe was created and is sustained by a superbeing of this kind originally became established among peoples who were convinced that the universe is full of such incorporeal personal spirits. And still today, throughout the whole world, a great many people believe that their own personal spirits could conceivably, and perhaps actually will, survive their own individual personal deaths.14

Certainly the familiarity and the intelligibility of talk about minds and about souls does entitle us to infer that we possess both a concept of mind and a concept of soul. But these particular semantic possessions are most emphatically not what is needed if doctrines of the possible independent existence and perhaps immortality of souls or of minds are to be cognitively meaningful.

The crux is that, in their everyday understandings, the words “minds” and “souls” are not words for sorts of what philosophers call substances. They are not, that is to say, words for entities that could significantly be said to survive the deaths and dissolutions of those flesh-and-blood persons whose minds or souls they were. For to construe the question whether she has a mind of her own, or the assertion that he is a mean-souled man, as a question, or an assertion, about hypothesized incorporeal substances is like taking the loss of the Red Queen’s dog’s temper as if this was on all fours with the loss of his bone, or like looking for the grin remaining after the Cheshire Cat itself has disappeared.

To this philosophical objection to the very idea of a future life the response has sometimes been, very understandably, that the Christian teaching involves a resurrection of the flesh. But, without a substantial soul to maintain the continuing identity of the deceased person with that of the putatively resurrected person, the latter would be a mere replica of the former. Anyone inclined to think that this objection is factitious and inept should ask themselves whether if—per impossible—it became possible to construct such a perfect replica of Hitler, Stalin, or Mao Tse-tung and to arrange for that replica to suffer a billion or two years of hard labor—a sentence an infinity short of eternity—justice would eventually have been done to the actual Hitler, Stalin, or Mao Tse-tung.

More recently John Gaskin has extended a similar critique to God, as defined by Swinburne. In a substantial article, “Gods, Ghosts and Curious Persons,”15 Gaskin maintained that:


The original point of departure was that in the historically dominant and all but irreducible minimum understanding of what God is (and must be) to a Jew, Christian or Muslim, God is always spoken about, and spoken to, as a sort of person; a person moreover who is emphatically not pure mind, but who also acts; who is an agent but without a body (“without body, parts or passions” in the Anglican formula); and who is always about to do anything anywhere. The tension is obvious. Body acts are carried out by persons acting with their own bodies: PK acts, if there are any, are carried out by embodied persons. All that a person can do or bring about in the physical world consists in, or is an indirect act resulting from, such direct acts. The absence of a body is therefore not only factual grounds for doubting whether a person exists (There’s no one there!). It is also grounds for doubting whether such a bodiless entity could possibly be an agent.



Finally mention must be made of the radically new and extremely comprehensive case for the existence of the Christian God made by Richard Swinburne in his Is There a God?16 This case is far too elaborate to be adequately treated in a studiously brief survey of the present sort. Indeed anyone planning to produce an entire book about the philosophy of religion today might well judge it necessary to devote an entire chapter to Swinburne’s work.17 Suffice it to say only that in Is There a God?, he offers the religious hypothesis18 as explaining everything that a secular natural science has to leave as an inexplicable brute fact. But while this religious hypothesis cannot in principle be either verified or falsified by any experience and consequently cannot meet Popperian standards of scientific respectability, it is, like the fine tuning argument, something that those who already judge that they have good reason to have reached theistic conclusions may very reasonably see as further and very strong confirmation of these conclusions.


NOTES
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15. Published as a “Guest Article” in Philosophical Writings, no. 13 (Spring 2000): 73. I wish to add, in the comparative terseness of footnotes, that I am well content to leave the discussion of this new problem in philosophical theology to a generation later than mine.
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17. Such a treatment would also require, among other things, an examination of Swinburne’s Providence and the Problems of Evil (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1998).
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PREFACE

This book is in the first place an attempt to present and to examine the strongest possible case for belief in God. The word God is being understood in the very substantial sense in which it has been employed in the mainstreams of the three great traditions of Mosaic theism—the mainstream traditions, that is to say, of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. The book later goes on to consider the best warrant which might be offered for accepting the Christian candidate as an authentic and unique revelation from that God. Discussion of this sort is today widely discredited. People with pretensions either to deep wisdom or to worldly sophistication will tell us that everyone knows that you cannot either prove or disprove the existence of God, and the fundamentals of any religion belong to the province of faith rather than of reason. They could not be more wrong. There is no need to press more than a few paragraphs into chapter 1 in order to discover how grotesque is the claim to a universal knowledge of such alleged impossibilities.

The claim about the different provinces of faith and reason is presumably to be construed as implying that it is either impossible or unnecessary to offer any sort of good reasons: either for making a commitment of religious faith, as opposed to refraining from making any such commitment; or for making any one particular commitment, rather than any other. If this is the correct interpretation—and unless it is, the claim would seem to lack point—then it must be recognized how enormously damaging to faith this contention is, and how extremely insulting to all persons of faith. For it makes any and every such commitment equally arbitrary and equally frivolous. They are all made, it is being suggested, for no good reason at all; and every one is as utterly unreasonable as every other.

In the present book both the cases for and the cases against are deployed by the author, although materials are drawn and often quoted word for word from many other sources. It is, of course, a matter of integrity and sincerity of intellectual purpose to try to make out all cases as strongly as possible. For, if we truly desire to learn the truth, then we must consider opposing positions at their strongest. That is why we have in our courts of justice rival advocates each doing the best they can for, respectively, plaintiff and defendant.

Since—it is no secret—my own eventual verdict on Christian theism is negative, it may be thought that I would have done better at least to concentrate on some single, standard apologetic statement by some committed Christian. When, now nearly twenty years ago, I originally began work on what eventually became this book I did ask several Christian friends to name the work or works which they believed provided the most formidable advocacy. They found great difficulty in thinking of anything which seemed to them to be even halfway adequate, and there was almost no overlap between the different lists eventually provided. Certainly there have been periods in which a quiz of this sort would have got a much more unanimous and helpful response. That in our time it did not may be seen as an indication both of the prevalence of the obscurantist assumptions just now dismissed and of what the men of old would have berated as the decadence of contemporary theology.

If reviewers or readers still feel that the arguments examined here do not represent the full strength of the case for Christian theism, and I am sure that many will, then I hope that they will ask themselves where in print that better case is already to be found. Perhaps, having asked themselves that question and been dissatisfied with the answer, someone will now at last take up my challenge to develop a systematic and progressive apologetic really beginning from the beginning. I first made this challenge in my preface to the first edition, which appeared under the title God and Philosophy. No one took it up. So I can only hope that the current reissuing will be less ineffectively provocative. But I must here be more emphatic than I was there about “really beginning from the beginning.”

To be successful the provoked response must satisfy that requirement. It must, that is to say, address itself as if to a person who, though as intelligent and sympathetic as could be wished, has never even heard tell of God. The first task, therefore, before asking whether the relevant concept of God does in fact have application—whether, that is, there is such a Being as the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Israel—is to explain the desired sense of the term ‘God’; and to show that what we have here is a coherent and possible concept which could truly be said to have application. It is only if and when this initial and traditionally evaded hurdle is satisfactorily overcome that we shall really be in a position to see how such a Being could be identified, and what possible evidence would settle the question of His or Her or Its existence. In connection with this first and prior question of meaning and conceptual legitimacy it does not matter whether such evidence is in fact humanly attainable. But if there is no conceivable way in which the question of existence could be rationally decided, then it becomes exceedingly hard to maintain that the Mosaic theist has propounded a concept of God which could, much less in fact does, have application.

The final prefatory job is to give warning of, and to try to justify, certain conventions followed throughout. The first consists in giving all references in parentheses in the text, in accordance with principles explained on the first page of the bibliography. These parentheses may well irritate some readers. But that irritation should be offset against the compensating advantage of being able by this means to avoid altogether the expense, distraction, and untidiness of footnotes. A second convention is to print all the many quotations in the same style as the rest. This surely makes for easier reading, as well as reducing the too familiar temptation to skip what are, or ought to be, essential parts of the argument. In quoting from early sources spelling and punctuation have been modernized. This has, of course, involved some economizing on the use of italics. But where these have, in other places, been supplied this is always stated.

Since a limited number of typographical devices has to do a rather larger number of different jobs we have tried to avoid squandering our resources. We have not, for instance, put foreign words—whether alien or naturalized—in italics; for this practice seems to be point-lessly pedantic. We have, on the other hand, been scrupulous always to indicate the occasions when we are talking about a word, as opposed simply to using it in talking about something else. All words thus mentioned are given in italics. The reasons for this piece of fastidiousness are explained in chapter 2. Anything embraced by double inverted commas is a specific and verbatim quotation. Single inverted commas have to do two different jobs: that of expressing distaste for the word or expression so enclosed; and that of marking a piece of direct speech which is not a quotation from anyone in particular.

ANTONY FLEW
Department of Philosophy
York University
Downsview, Ontario M3J 1P3
CANADA

January 1984





1

THE OBJECTS OF THE EXERCISE

1.1 The main purpose of the present work is to develop and to examine a case for Christian theism; and in so doing to provide an introduction to the philosophy of religion, and thus to philosophy in general. The secondary purpose marries very happily with the primary aim: for not only do arguments about God and immortality play an often crucial part in the writings of most of the classical philosophers; but other arguments which are distinctively philosophical also seem to be much more frequent in religious apologetics and counter-apologetics than in other areas of controversy. (See, for instance, even in the present chapter, 1.6, 1.8–1.14, and 1.25.) To attempt our main objective is to refuse to accept a thesis attributed to Karl Barth, probably the most outstanding Protestant theologian of our times: “Belief cannot argue with unbelief: it can only preach to it!”

1.2 To concede such a claim would be to despair not only of reason but of human solidarity. It would be to accept a sort of religious racism; in which the saved and the damned are, at least in this most crucial respect, different kinds of creatures. It would be to recognize a cold war of the mind; in which there can be no room for genuine and fruitful dialogue between the enlightened and the unenlightened. Of course the only sufficient reason for rejecting these or any other conclusions is not that they are unfashionable or disagreeable, but that they are false. If we really were radically different under the skin this fact, like any other fact, would have to be accepted; although it is perhaps just worth remarking that if it were a fact it would still, simply as a fact, not constitute a warrant for treating aliens without consideration.

1.3 However, the Barthian claim appears to be either false or question-begging. Taken at its face value it is clearly false. For at that level its truth would be inconsistent with the existence of the whole tradition of argued Christian apologetic: a tradition which begins with some of the teachings of Saint Paul, proceeds through the writings of Justin Martyr and the contra Celsum of Origen, reaches a medieval climax in the Summa contra Gentiles of Saint Thomas Aquinas, and is still continuing in the modern world in innumerable books and pamphlets, lectures and articles, talks and sermons. If, alternatively, the Barthian claim is to be interpreted as accepting the obvious truth that belief has for centuries in fact argued with unbelief, but as urging that this whole effort has been in some way radically misguided, then that claim here and now is question-begging. Furthermore, and paradoxically, the question is begged against the believer. For in this interpretation what is clearly implied is that there is literally nothing to be said for the Christian religion; or, presumably, for its theistic presuppositions. It means that there is no reason at all for believing that that religion is true, or that the object of its worship actually exists. A judgement of this sort may in the end have to be accepted as a conclusion, but it is not one which any intellectually responsible person—least of all a Christian theologian—can assume as a starting point.

1.4 A similar estimate may, less surprisingly, often be detected behind the attitudes of many of our secular contemporaries; those who regard any question of the truth of religious beliefs as beyond the pale of rational discussion. This view takes many forms, usually coming as the unstated accompaniment of some offer of psychological or sociological explanation. But the implications are always both question-begging and offensive. It is obviously question-begging simply to assume that beliefs for which reasons are in fact constantly being deployed must be false. Yet, especially if the barb is wrapped in a lot of decent talk about respecting people’s religious convictions, it may seem rather less obviously offensive to make the complementary assumption that none of those who hold these beliefs are capable of fielding any presentable arguments in their defense. Nevertheless, surely, the truest way of showing respect for some conviction which you do not share is to pay it the compliment of an argued rejection?

1.5 It is perhaps worth noticing in passing that Sigmund Freud, who developed his psychoanalytic account of the persistence and appeal of religious beliefs under the significant title The Future of an Illusion, was himself always scrupulous to distinguish questions about the evidences for such beliefs, or about their truth or falsity, from questions about their psychological origins. It is only when and because he is, maybe too easily, satisfied of the “incontrovertible lack of authenticity [of] religious ideas” that he begins to fix his “attention on [their] psychical origin.” It is then that he suggests that they are one and all “illusions, fulfilments of the oldest, strongest and most insistent wishes of mankind”: in his own sense of illusion, in which a belief is “an illusion when wish-fulfilment is a prominent factor in its motivation,” whether or not it is in fact an error. “The secret of their strength is the strength of these wishes” (Freud, pp. 51–55).

1.6 The thesis of the undiscussability of the content of religious beliefs is sometimes supported by claiming that this is a sphere in which people are peculiarly apt to be irrational; and that all or most of the reasons put forward here are so many rationalizations. This might seem to imply an unrealistically generous estimate of performance elsewhere. But even if the premises were to be conceded, still the conclusion would not follow. For the presence of irrationality must always imply the possibility of rationality. To be irrational precisely is to refuse to consider relevant evidence although knowing it to be relevant, to accept one position while refusing to accept its plain logical consequences, or while insisting also on holding something else flat inconsistent with it, and so on. But wherever any of these conceptions have application, there their correlatives would have had application too: whatever performances happen in fact to be irrational could instead have been rational. A similar argument applies in the case of rationalizations. For much as rational and irrational are, like larger and smaller or concave and convex, inseparably correlative terms: so the notion of rationalization is derivative from and parasitical upon that of real reason. Anyone who is in a position to denounce a rationalization as such must know how to recognize a real reason when he sees one; for it would be impossible to explain what a rationalization would be save in terms of the implied contrast with a real reason. To the extent that you are to be able to say that this is not the real McCoy, you need always first to know what the real McCoy would have to be. The upshot, therefore, is at most that sensible discussion may here be unusually difficult, not that it must be impossible.

1.7 Another argument for the stronger conclusion, and perhaps a more persuasive one, urges that, notoriously, you cannot hope to prove or disprove the existence of God; and that religion in general belongs to the province of faith not of reason. But this supposedly notorious fact is not one which can be taken for granted without discussion. Many of the greatest philosophers—Aquinas, Descartes, Leibniz, and Berkeley among them—have presented what they considered to be proofs; and it has been and remains an essential part of the doctrine of the most powerful and the most numerous of all the Christian denominations “that the one and true God our creator and Lord can be known through the creation by the natural light of human reason” (Denzinger § 1806). This dogma was formally defined by the First Vatican Council, and the definition is encased within the anathema clause: “If anyone shall deny… let him be cast out.” The implication is that it is an essential doctrine; that to deny it must be to deny Roman Catholicism; and that a disproof of this alleged possibility of certain knowledge would constitute a refutation of the whole system, considered as a system and not as a mere list of loose and separate dogmas (8.12). As regards disproofs there are indeed various complications here, and these we shall be noticing later as occasion arises. For the present it is enough to insist on the difference between carrying conviction and producing proof. This vital distinction is often collapsed, particularly when people say such things as: ‘It is useless to argue with him, for you will never be able to prove to him that he has been wrong.’ It may, regrettably, be perfectly true that he is so bigoted that even the best of arguments leave him unmoved; and hence that he puts himself outside the pale of rational discussion. Yet conviction is one thing and proof another: his bigotry can no more invalidate a proof, than its validity can guarantee his acceptance (P. Edwards [2]).

1.8 The idea that faith and reason are both sovereigns in two quite separate realms is, again, one we shall have to examine thoroughly later, along with other related notions, in chapter 8. Questions about the need, scope, and direction of faith—regarded thus as a substitute for knowledge—properly arise only when the evidence is exhausted: To quote the astringent words of John Locke: “I find every sect, as far as reason will help them, make use of it gladly: and where it fails them, they cry out, ‘It is a matter of faith, and above reason’” (Locke, IV [xviii] 2). For the moment it must suffice to say why the popular picture of faith taking over when reason has gone as far as it can is not appropriate. This picture is one of faith as a road beginning at the railhead of reason. One is reminded of the signs reading simply ‘Jeepers: Creepers’ which are supposed to have been erected by US units serving in the jungle during World War II: the left arm pointed back along a track barely negotiable in a jeep; while the right arm directed you on into the undergrowth.

1.9 What is most importantly wrong about all such pictures is that they provide for only one route of faith, which single route the traveller already knows to lead to his destination. This does not fit our situation as it actually is. There are many historic faiths competing for allegiance, and the range of alternative possibilities is theoretically limitless. Furthermore to talk in this way about going beyond reason is presumably tacitly to presuppose that you do not, in any secular sense, know—nor perhaps have any good reason to believe—that the assertions of your chosen faith are correct. But if this is the situation then we have neither the unique road of faith nor the knowledge that that road leads to our destination, truth. Hence all such images are totally inappropriate and misleading when applied to precisely that predicament which they are here supposed to illustrate.

1.10 The reasons which make this so are often obscured or neglected. Partly this is a matter of mere parochialism. Because you happen to live in a country in which some one historic faith predominates you overlook that there are innumerable other possibilities: it is one thing to show, if you can, that it is reasonable to make some venture of faith; it is another, and maybe even more difficult, to show that the faith we need is the one which for you is The Faith. Again, people sometimes claim to know the propositions of their faith. This is, in the present context, a most unfortunate usage. For to know, in the ordinary and more exacting sense, it is not enough merely to feel absolutely certain and to act accordingly. It is necessary also for your belief to be in fact right, and for you to have sufficient reason to warrant your confidence. However convinced you may have been that your candidate would win the election it would be incorrect to say that you had known this, if either he did not in the event win, or if you had in any case had no good reason for believing that he would. The man who ‘knows’ but who ‘knows’ wrong, or the woman who ‘knows’ but is unable to produce any grounds for her conviction, does not, in this ordinarily exacting sense, know at all. That is why the word know when applied in such cases has to be wrapped in emasculating inverted commas (7.7). If and insofar as faith is to be thought of as going beyond all reason, in the sense that it has to involve believing what you do not, and perhaps cannot, know to be true; then, if it is to be in any way reasonable, there must still be reasons of some sort, first for embarking on such a venture at all, and then again for choosing to launch out in one direction rather than in any other.

1.11 Having thus cleared some of the initial obstacles to the entire project we can now consider how to set about the job of developing and examining a case for Christian theism, and what anyone might reasonably hope to gain from working through such an exercise. The first problem is so to delimit the subject that it becomes rather less unmanageably broad. This is the point of making it Christian theism rather than the Christian religion. The question of the existence of a God, possessing the main characteristics attributed within that religion, is both narrower and fundamental. Clearly no questions arise about such things as a true doctrine of baptism, proper forms of worship, the appropriateness of petitionary prayer, and so on, unless this issue is first settled—or assumed to be settled—in the affirmative. The qualification Christian goes in: not because we want to explore the significance or truth of distinctively Christian claims about the internal economy of a supposedly triune God; but because it helps to indicate the sort of sense in which the term God is here employed.

1.12 This is important. God is a term which is used in many ways, some of them highly idiosyncratic. One curious result is that there appears to be more consensus than there is. It is comparatively easy to secure very wide verbal agreement on the existence of God. But much of this is exposed as unreal when we probe the different meanings given to the key word. Albert Einstein was once asked—‘to settle an argument’—whether he believed in God. He replied that he believed in Spinoza’s God (Sommerfeld, p. 103). No doubt many orthodox Christian and Jewish readers were reassured to think that the great physicist was at one with them in this most fundamental matter. But Spinoza, and consequently Einstein, did not mean the same by the word God. In Spinoza’s usage God and Nature were synonyms; and he was expelled from the Synagogue of Amsterdam because his God was therefore not the active, personal, creator God of Abraham, Isaac, and Israel. It is indeed not for nothing that he has been denounced, and hailed, as an atheist and a spiritual father of atheists.

1.13 Another consequence of this confusion of senses is that what would better be seen and treated as different questions about the existence of God, in radically different interpretations of the word God, are often regarded and presented as problems about the nature of a being whom all are agreed in accepting as a reality. Once this is appreciated it emerges that everyone is, in some accepted senses of God, an atheist. Those who charged the early Christians with atheism were not necessarily ignorant. The accused, like all of us today, did in fact deny among others Zeus and the rest of the Olympians. It would be easier to realize these things, and to see the whole situation more clearly, if the term atheist did not carry strong overtones of disapproval along with its purely descriptive meanings. As it is this provides one more reason why rather than confess even to themselves their actual atheism many prefer to join in the chorus of belief, while perhaps giving the word God some conveniently barmecidal interpretation: not, of course, that this is the most substantial of possible disincentives to candor.

1.14 It is perhaps instructive to compare the case of democracy. The term democracy now carries such prestige that it has become quite difficult to find any regime which does not profess to be democratic. It would be a mistake to think that such pretensions are necessarily disingenuous: even when they come from the lips of spokesmen for states in which all organizations and all channels of expression are controlled by one centralized party, and where elections with a choice of candidates are unknown. It would be an even greater mistake to conclude that since different people may thus nourish different conceptions of democracy, the vital political differences between them somehow do not matter. The point is that these different people sometimes employ a common prestige word quite ingenuously to commend very various arrangements; and that word has for them different descriptive meanings. In such cases their unanimity about the desirability of democracy is bogus, and any agreements hinging on the use of that term are bound to turn out to have been illusory. However, none of this is to deny the manifest truth that sheerly dishonest employments are also lamentably frequent.

1.15 We shall as we proceed be giving further definition to our conception of Christian theism, particularly in chapter 2. But we should say at once that and why it will be conservative. There are two main reasons. The first is that it is a conservative conception which is the received doctrine, which has been and is proclaimed as the official view by most organized Christian denominations. In particular such conservatism is the orthodoxy of what is, all things considered, by far the most impressive of these, the Roman Catholic Church. This denomination has certainly by far the longest continuous history as an organization. It is, equally certainly, at present still by far the most numerous. Its doctrinal commitments are extensive and definite. For good and ill it has overwhelmingly the greatest impact on the affairs of the world. And, at least in the English-speaking countries, it seems to be the church of the future: the one with the largest capacity for growth, both by direct adult conversion and by other means. “The conversion of England may possibly come about, as Belloc said, because we shall outbreed the Protestants” (Cardinal Griffin, quoted in The Tablet 22/ix/56).

1.16 The second reason for concentrating in an introductory book on a conservative conception is that most of the more way-out, off-beat, individualistic interpretations are in various ways derivative from mainstream views. It is, for instance, in the last degree unlikely that anyone would have been preaching the eat-your-cake-and-throw-it-away Christianity of Dr. John Robinson’s notorious bestseller Honest to God, not to mention the more consistently radical doctrines of Dr. Paul van Buren’s The Secular Meaning of the Gospel, if churches had not over the centuries been built up on the basis of much more old-fashioned and meaty dogma. Again, the attractions to their adherents of such new-fangled doctrines seem to be not so much in their own right but rather as substitutes for more traditional views. They appear to appeal to people who have been brought up in and have become dissatisfied with conservative Christian beliefs, rather than to sheer outsiders. Of course, neither of our reasons for concentrating on a conservative interpretation of Christian theism provides any sort of ground for rejecting alternative views as wrong; or even for thinking that they are less truly Christian, in the different sense of coming nearer to the actual teaching of the Jesus of history. Perhaps there are specially strong grounds for hesitation on this latter score in the two particular cases mentioned. But this is not our business here.

1.17 The second problem is to ensure that justice is both done and seen to be done to the case for Christian theism. This is at the present time peculiarly difficult. There have been periods when one could point to a standard line of apologetic, directed toward people living within a certain particular climate of opinion. The classical example is the Summa contra Gentiles, written in the second half of the thirteenth century, and apparently intended to be a manual for missionaries working among the sophisticated Moors of Spain. Again for eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century England it would not be too unfair to pick out as representative the sorts of arguments epitomized around the turn of the century by Archdeacon Paley’s Natural Theology and Evidences of Christianity. But there seems to be no similar work belonging to our own time and place, accepted almost universally as standard and authoritative. When the present writer enlisted the help of various Christian friends in the attempt to meet this difficulty it turned out that there was scarcely any overlap between the lists of books which they were kind enough to suggest. These books were all helpful to different degrees and in various ways: we shall be finding occasion to mention several of them as we go along. But it became clear after studying these and many other works that we should have to draw contributions from many sources, welding them together as best we could.

1.18 This is bound to be much less satisfactory than using one standard source, examining its whole argument in detail. The present exercise would be abundantly vindicated if it were to succeed in provoking someone to write such a book: which might open a dialogue between Christians and non-Christians as such; a sort of dialogue which has been in recent years, and perhaps always, far too rare. Yet to ask for such a single book may be to cry for the moon. The periods and places where treatises of this sort were not only written but also found sufficiently general acceptance to be regarded as standard apparently satisfied two conditions. First, there was a common background of philosophical ideas: for both Aquinas and his Arab contemporaries Aristotle was “the master of those that know.” There is some reason to think that this condition is on the way to being satisfied in the English-speaking countries. One can, for instance, quote from the introduction to Mr. John Wilson’s Language and Christian Belief: “I happen to teach divinity to the Sixth Forms of a public school: and it is quite plain that the types of questions which the boys ask cannot be answered satisfactorily by anyone who is not philosophically able to do so, since they are (although this may not always be evident to the boys themselves) precisely those types of questions which modern philosophers ask” (Wilson, p. xiv). It is for this reason that books like Bishop Gore’s Belief in God and A. E. Taylor’s Does God Exist?, excellent though they perhaps were for the twenties and the thirties, cannot do the job today.

1.19 The second condition is that there should be sufficient agreement among theologians for a standard line of apologetic to be possible. The main but not the sole crux here concerns the status and possibility of natural theology. Natural is here contrasted with revealed: natural theology is defined as “the knowledge of God (and immortality) which is logically independent of revelation.” Now, as we have seen, the Roman Catholic Church is categorically and definitively committed to natural theology. Among Protestant theologians Karl Barth and his followers equally decisively reject the whole idea; while many others who certainly would not go as far as this obviously have little heart for the enterprise. For the laity ‘You cannot prove the existence of God’ has become a catchphrase. Yet there are signs to suggest that the tide may be turning. For instance, a contributor to Soundings, a volume of Anglican essays which was on other grounds regarded as rather daring, wrote: “Christian theology without metaphysics (that is, for our purposes, natural theology) is an illusion. However much some theologians may wish to avoid the issue by speaking of revelation there comes a point when the question can no longer be evaded: Why believe in God at all? If the only grounds for belief in the Christian revelation are part of that alleged revelation, the theologian has cut himself off from people who wish to think about their beliefs. If there are no grounds for believing that a Christian scheme is preferable to some non-Christian one, the choice between some other religion (or none) becomes arbitrary, irrational, even trivial” (Root, p. 13). One could not say fairer or clearer than that; and until the point is again generally taken there can be no prospect of a generally accepted systematic apologetic.

1.20 We have stated the main aim of the book, and tried to meet objections that it is unattainable. We have also explained some of the difficulties, and indicated how we propose to tackle them. It only remains, before getting on with it, to show that this aim is worthwhile. It might seem as if this third task belonged in order before the second. But it is considerations used to establish the worthwhileness of the aim which provide the starting point for chapter 2, and hence the argument is in place immediately before that chapter. For the committed Christian what is at issue is the rationality of that commitment. “We do not deny our own faith, because we become controversialists; and in like manner we may employ ourselves in proving what we already believe to be true, simply in order to ascertain the producible evidence in its favour, and in order to fulfill what is due to ourselves and to the claims and responsibilities of our education and social position” (Newman [2], II [vi] 2). Less prejudicially: “It seems to me that the right course for anyone who cannot accept the mere voice of authority, but feels the imperative obligation to ‘face the arguments’ and to think freely, is to begin at the beginning and to see how far he can reconstruct his religious beliefs stage by stage on a secure foundation, as far as possible without any preliminary assumptions and with a resolute determination ‘to know the worst’” (Gore, p. 12). With appropriate alterations the same could be said to and by those who explicitly deny Christian theism.

1.21 Today, however, we have to take account of a third group, which may even in some nominally Christian countries be larger than the other two combined. This is the group of those who, whatever they may themselves say and even believe, are in fact obviously just not interested in religious doctrines. When this practical indifference is given an expression in words the doctrinal questions are apt to be dismissed as somehow meaningless, irrelevant, and unprofitable. Religious indifference is, of course, no new phenomenon: there can have been few generations in our era in which preachers were not making complaints on this score. What, if anything, is peculiar about today is the extent of the indifference; and that it is not seen by so many of those who feel it as in any way foolish, limited, or unrealistic.

1.22 It is not felt to be foolish: since for most of those concerned the terror of damnation is not even an anxiety repressed, though liable to burst out in moments of stress or danger; much less a constant stimulus to a continuing quest for salvation (safety). For indifferents of this kind it will require a great effort of imaginative sympathy fully to enter into Cardinal Newman’s spiritual autobiography, the Apologia pro Vita Sua: there “took root in my mind… the fact of heaven and hell, divine favour and divine wrath, of the justified and the unjustified”; from the age of sixteen “I have held with full inward assent and belief the doctrine of eternal punishment, as delivered by our Lord himself… though I have tried in various ways to make that truth less terrible to the imagination”; so always “the simple question is, Can I (it is personal, not whether another, but can I) be saved in the English Church? am I in safety were I to die tonight?” (Newman [1], pp. 6 and 231).

1.23 There has been no substantial change in the Roman Catholic doctrine, though nowadays it often is presented in a form “less terrible to the imagination.” See, for instance, the chapter by Dr. J. P. Arendzen on ‘Eternal Punishment’ in that standard compilation The Teaching of the Catholic Church, edited by Canon G. D. Smith and printed under the Imprimatur of authority. (This chapter was first published as Number 33 in a series of booklets under the general title ‘The Treasury of the Faith’: A remarkable treasure this one.) Among Protestants the doctrine seems usually to have been either abandoned or much weakened. There is, to put it no stronger, a wide difference for the imagination, between Dante’s nightmare visions of Hell and the housemasterly warning: “The fact (if it is a fact) that to adopt unchristian standards of morality in this life is likely to result in severe discomfort in the next, is very important, and hardly a matter for concealment” (Wilson, p. 86). But though these and other observations about the climate of opinion may help to explain why the idea of eternal punishment is not psychologically alive for contemporary indifferentists, they do nothing to diminish the force of the traditional prudential argument. If there is any chance at all that we are in danger of unending misery, then knowledge which might show us how this is to be avoided must become overwhelmingly important.

1.24 A second traditional motive for inquiry is, here as elsewhere, plain curiosity. How preposterous, it might well be argued, to devote your whole life to studying the genetics of the fruitfly drosophila melanogaster while having no time for questions about the putative Creator of the entire Universe. Yet concentration on the sciences to the exclusion of natural theology is perhaps not altogether without excuse. In the sciences there is no doubt at all but that progress is possible. With a scientific hypothesis you can know where you stand. Determinate consequences follow from it. If these do not in fact obtain then that hypothesis—at least in its first unqualified form—can be definitely rejected as false. If they do obtain, then we can at least be reasonably sure that we are on our way. The same does not appear to apply with the more sophisticated theistic statements. It seems to be impossible to specify anything in the world which, if it were to occur, would constitute a disproof. Such immunity from falsification can be bought only at a price. The price is that the meaning of such utterances becomes unclear. “And it is this lack of clarity,” as John Wilson acutely observes, which is one of the reasons why “many intelligent people are now neither convinced of, nor hostile to, Christian belief, but merely uninterested in it” (Wilson, p. 15). “The physical sciences have challenged religion rather than conflicted with it. They have challenged it by setting up a standard of verification which religion has lacked…” (ibid., p. 59).

1.25 If statements about God are supposed to be statements of fact, as they obviously are, and if nothing which might conceivably occur in the world could show them to be false, then, surely, neither their truth nor their falsity could possibly be directly relevant to that world and what happens in it. It is a measure of the distance which we have traveled that A. E. Taylor, writing in 1939 and revising his manuscript in 1945, should have seen this immunity to falsification not as an embarrassment but as a strong polemical point: “If it were really true… that ‘science’ disproves the existence of God, it would follow that we are in a position to say, ‘if God exists and directs the course of nature and history, certain events must occur about which in fact we find that they do not occur.’ But that is just what we are not in a position to say. There is no definite event of which we can say ‘this event must be observable under conditions which we can specify, if there is a divine control of the course of events and a divine purpose behind them, and therefore since the event is not observed to occur under these conditions there is no God and no Providence’” (Taylor, p. 18).

1.26 Yet even if all this is allowed there remain at least two ways in which Christian theism is quite sufficiently important to demand a thorough doctrinal examination. The first we have mentioned already. The fact, if it be a fact, that some of its teachings are not even in principle exposed to falsification in this world has no tendency to show that its claims about eternity are empty. Second, though it may be impossible to deduce any presently testable factual conclusions, it is certainly possible, or thought to be possible, to derive prescriptions and proscriptions. (Chiefly for this reason certain philosophers have tried to analyze the meaning of religious utterances entirely in normative, as opposed to descriptive or would be descriptive terms. This bizarre enterprise may indeed represent the true religion of Kings-men. It is a mockery of the faith of the Saints and the Fathers. [Braith-waite and Toulmin (1), 212–21; and compare Mascall (2), pp. 49–62].)
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