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Introduction
is difficult to say what the philosophy of religion is . One
might define it as 'philosophizing about religion' . But people
disagree about the nature of philosophy and religion , so this
definition has its drawbacks. Philosophy of religion is now a
very flourishing branch of philosophy. Thirty years or so ago ,
specialists in philosophy of religion were a rare breed. But
they are now very common , and they publish a lot . Many of
them would describe themselves as philosophers of religion .
Yet it. would be rash to conclude from this that we can e asi ly
define 'the philosophy of reli gio n It is not , for exa m ple a
d iscipl ine dist ingui s hable from others as chemistry is from
nee dle wor k
In this book I do not attempt the perilous task of defining
philo so phy of religion' . My intention is to offer an intro
ductory look at some of the topics traditionally thought to fall
within its scope. The most prominent of these is the existence
of God, so much of what follows is devoted to that issue and
to matters which arise in connection with it. I also consider the
rel ationshi p between morality and religion , the concept of
miracle , and the notion of life after death .
It is inevitable that my own views will become clear as the
book proceeds, for it is hard to discuss any philosophical issue
without taking sides, or seeming to do so. But I have tried to
wri te so as to help readers take up some sides for themselves. I
have also t rie d to write on the assumption that readers have
little or no philosophical background . This book is therefore
a basic introduction for those who are approaching the
p hilo so p hy of religion for the first time . Its bibliography will , I
h ope , allow them to take matters further.
A great deal more than I discuss could be brought in under
the heading of philosophy of religion . There are , for example ,
matters arising from the comparative study of religion and
IT
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Introduction

from various beliefs peculiar to specific religions. But a com
plete treatise on the philosophy of religion would be long and

in an introduction. In any
has to start somewh ere
What follows is a very heavily revised version of a text
published by Oxford University Press in 1 982 . I was asked to
provide a second edition of that text, but I have effectively
ended up writing a new book, though chunks of the old
one remain. I am grateful to Catherine Clarke and Oxford
University Press for inviting me to provide this revised edition
and for patience in waiting for the finished product. The
1 982 text was dedicated to my teachers Dan Williams, Illtyd
Trethowan , and Simon Tugwell. The dedication was appro
priate at the time, but the new one reflects the help and
support which I have received since then .
complicated, and space is limited

case, o n e

.

I

Philosophy and Religious Belief
WHAT

should be the role of philosophy with respect to
religious belief? The question is hard to answer since people
have different ideas as to what constitutes philosophy and
religion. A traditional answer, however, is that philosophy can
help us to see whether or not religious beliefs are worthy of
acceptance . 1 The idea here is that philosophers can single out
particular religious beliefs and ask questions like 'Is this belief
rationally defensible?' or 'Can this belief be supported by
argument or appeal to evidence?' Lying behind such ques
tions is the assumption that religious beliefs are either true or
false and that their truth or falsity can be settled or discussed
at an intellectual level.
Is this assumption right? Much of what follows is concerned
with arguments for the existence of God, so it is worth noting
at the outset that, at least with respect to belief in God , many
have urged that the assumption is mistaken . Why? One answer
which has been gi ven is that belief in God is neither true nor
false since 'God exists' or 'There is a God' are not meaningful
statements and are therefore incapable of being defended or
refuted . Another answer given is that, though 'God exists' or
'There is a God' are perfectly meaningful , those who believe
in God have no need to show that their belief can be justified
at the bar of reason . To start our explorations in the philosophy
of religion , let us therefore begin by looking at these positions.

Verification and God
One can begin to understand the first position by noting the
work of a famous group of philosophers who , in the 1920s,
began to gather in Vienna around a writer called Moritz
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Schlick (1882-1936). The group became known as the Vienna
Circle, and it included Otto Neurath (1882- 1945), Friedrich
Waismann (1896-1959), and Rudolf Carnap (1891-1970).
These men were influenced by Ludwig Wittgenstein ( 1 88g
I9SI), from whom they claimed to derive a theory of meaning
known as the verification principle . From this they drew
drastic and far-reaching conclusions.
They held that meaningful statements fall into two groups.
FIISt , there are mathematical statements (e .g. 2 + 2
4),
tautologies (e .g. 'All cats are cats') , and logically necessary
statements (e.g. 'Not both P and not-P'). Second, there are
factual statements which can be confirmed through the use of
the senses, especially through the methods used in sciences
like physics, chemistry, and biology. In this way the Vienna
Circle tried to locate sense and meaning along with experi
ence. And in doing so , it stood in a well-known philosophical
tradition. Effectively, it was agreeing with the Scottish phil
osopher David Hume ( 1 711-76). 'If' , says Hume , 'we take in
our hand any volume ; of divinity or school metaphysics, for
instance , let us ask, Does it contain any abstract reasoning
concerning quantity or number? No. Does it contain any ex
perimental reasoning concerning matter of fact and existence?
No. Commit it then to the flames: for it can contain nothing
but sophistry and illusion . ' 2
The verification principle became the most distinctive
doctrine of logical positivism , which is what the school of
thinking represented and influenced by the Vienna Circle
came to be called . But the principle was not always stated in
the same way . Some early formulations take it as a principle
about 'propositions' . Later ones refer to 'statements' and
'sentences'. A distinction was also made between what has
been called the 'weak' and the 'strong' version of the . veri
fication principle . The weak version became the most popular.
It held that (forgetting about mathematical statements,
tautologies, and truths of logic) a statement is factual and
meaningful only if sense experience can go at least some way
to confirming it. But in the early days of logical positivism it
was the strong version of the verification principle that was in
=
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vogue . Waismann stated it thus: 'Anyone uttering a sentence
must know under what conditions he calls it true and under
what conditions he calls it · false . If he is unable to state these
conditions, he does not know what he has said. A statement
which cannot be conclusively verified cannot be verified at all .
It is simply devoid of any meaning. '3
The history of the verification principle is too complicated to
follow in detail here . But we can note that all its proponents
held that the p ri ncipl e ' s implications were dev as tating for
belief in God . Take , for example , Carnap. 'In i t s metaphysical
use ' , he observes, 'the word "God" refers to something beyond
experience . The word is deliberately divested of its reference
to a physical be ing or to a spiritual being that is immanent in
the physical . And as it is n ot gi ven a new meaning, it becomes
meaningless. '4 Another illustration of logical positivist methods
of dealing with the existence of God can be found in A. J .
Ayer's book Language, Truth and Logic. 'The term "god" ' ,
says Ayer,
is a metaphysical term. And if 'god' is a metaphysical term , then it
cannot even be probable that a god exists. For to say that 'God exists'
is to make a metaphysical utterance which cannot be either true or
false . And by the same criterion , no sentence which purports to
describe the nature of a transcendent god can possess any literal
significance . 5

Note that Ayer is not just denying the existence of God in this
passage : he is dismissing the question of God's existence
altogether. His position , and that of Carnap, is that, since
we cannot get to God by means of empirical research, it is
meaningless to say that there is a God. The argument is: ( 1 )
If we cannot verify the existence of God empirically, i t is
meaningless to say that there is a God; (2) We cannot verify
the existence of God empirically ; (3) So it is meaningless to
say that there is a God .

Falsification and God
At this point some thinking relate9 to that just noted ough t
briefly to be mentioned . Here one can introduce the name
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of Antony Flew, with whom the emphasis changes from
verification to falsification . According to the verification
principle , religious statements , including 'There is a God',
are meaningless simply because it is not possible to verify
them. Flew does not support the principle in this form, but in
'Theology and Falsification' 6 he asks whether certain religious
statements might not be suspect because no sense experience
counts against them.
Flew begins by relating what he calls a 'parable' . 7 Two
explorers come upon a clearing in the jungle. The first ex
plorer maintains that there is an invisible gardener who looks
after it. The second denies this suggestion. Various tests (such
as keeping watch , using bloodhounds and electric fences) are
applied to check whether there is a gardener. All the tests fail
to show the gardener's presence , but the first man continues to
believe in the gardener's existence. He says, 'But there is a
gardener who has no scent and makes no sound , a gardener
who comes secretly to look after the garden which he loves. '8
The second man rejects this move and suggests that there is no
difference between the first man's gardener and no gardener
at all .
At this point Flew applies his parable to religious state
ments. Religious believers make claims. They say , for in
stance , that there is a God who loves human beings. But
apparently they are unwilling to allow anything to count
against these claims. The claims seem unfalsifiable . Are they,
then , genuine claims? Flew does not dogmatically declare that
they cannot be , but he evidently has his doubts. 'Sophisticated
religious people' , he says , 'tend to refuse to allow , not merely
that anything actually does occur, but that anything con
ceivably could occur, which would count against their theo
logical assertions and explanations . But in so far as they do
this their supposed explanations are actually bogus , and their
seeming assertions are really vacuous. '9 Flew does not talk in
this passage about falsification by sense experience , but it
seems reasonable to suppose that this is what he has in mind.
The tests which he mentions for checking the gardener's
presence could all be called 'sensory'. And from Flew's
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example of the gardener it should be fairly clear that, in
raising the issue of falsification, he has the question of God's
existence pretty much in mind. He seems to be suggesting that
those who believe in God are unwilling to allow any sense
experience to count against their belief, and he seems to be
wondering whether this does not render it unintelligible or
lacking in content.

Verification, Falsification,

and God

What, then , shall we say at this point? Is the statement that
there is a God meaningless because it is unverifiable or
unfalsifiable?
Writers such as Carnap, Ayer, and Flew surely have one
strong point in their favour. This is that we often regard
verification and falsification as ways of distinguishing sense
from nonsense . If I say that my dog is a brilliant philosopher,
you will rightly doubt whether I am talking any sense at all
until I point to something about the dog's behaviour that
might give some sort of (funny) meaning to my assertion . And
you would be j ustly and similarly sceptical if (a) I say on
Tuesday that it will rain on Wednesday , (b) by Thursday it has
not rained , and (c) on Thursday I insist that I was right on
Tuesday.
Another point which may be made in favour of what
Carnap, Ayer, and Flew say might be put in the form of the
slogan 'God-talk seems prima facie puzzling' . By this I mean
that many things said about God just do strike people as
obscure or even unintelligible. Nobody with a basic command
of English will have problems in making sense of sentences
like 'There are elephants in Africa' or 'The British Prime
Minister has j ust called a general election' . But many people
will be puzzled by sentences like 'God is transcendent' or 'God
is immanent' . It is, of course , true that there are perfectly
intelligible statements which few can understand. Such is
the case with , for example , various statements accepted by
physicists and other scientific specialists. But talk about God is
not j ust employed by some select band of experts. It is usually
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presented as something of importance to everyone , and it is
found on the lips of all sorts of people . And it is a fact that
many who are presented with it find themselves simply at sea.
They do not appear to be able ·to make sense of it. One might
say that they are lacking imagination, or something like that .
But to imagine something is to be able to form a picture of it.
And God is not supposed to be picturable.
Yet it is one thing to accept these points and another to
agree that the writers so far introduced in this chapter have
done anything to establish that there could not be a God . And
when we critically examine what they do say , it soon becomes
clear that they have not done this.
To begin with, we may challenge a premiss which the writers
we have j ust been noting seem to embrace. They seem to
think that we can only ask whether God exists when we have
settled the question 'Is God's existence possible?' And that is
a view which we may reasonably reject. Why? Because it
depends on the unreasonable assumption that a thesis must be
shown to be possibly true before we can discuss whether it is
actually true. As modem logicians know very well , proving
that a thesis is possibly true may be very difficult apart from a
study of reasons for believing that the thesis in question is
actually true . And proof that a thesis is actually true is proof
that the thesis is possibly true . One may therefore consider
someone's reasons for believing a thesis without worrying in
advance about whether the thesis could possibly be true. And
this suggests that one may consider someone's reasons for
believing that God exists without worrying in advance about
whether or not there could be a God.
In reply to this argument someone may insist that a state
ment is only meaningful and factual if it is conclusively veri
fiable or falsifiable by means of sense experience. But that is
another unreasonable assumption . For it seems possi ble to
make intelligible and factual universal statements like 'All
people spend part of their lives asleep' or 'All cats are mortal' .
The first statement here is, as far as we know , true. Yet there
is no way in which one could conclusively show that it is true
by means of sense experience. For it is always possible that
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one will one day come across someone who needs no sleep at
all . As for the second statement, that too seems true . But it
cannot be conclusively falsified. For however old the cats of
one's experience may be, they may die one day . Therefore, it
is wrong to appeal to conclusive verifiability and falsifiability as
criteria of meaningfulness for factual statements.
It might be argued that the weak version of the verification
principle serves to. establish the impossibility of God's exist
ence once and for all. ·But this view is open to the initial
objection that the weak version of the verification principle
does not even satisfy its own criterion of meaningfulness.
If one accepts it, then one has to say that a statement is
only factual and meaningful if some sense experience or
observation statement makes it probable or counts in its
favour. But what sense experience or observation statement
can count in favour of the claim that a statement is only factual
and meaningful if some sense experience or observation
statement makes it probable or counts in its favour?
It has been urged that the verification principle is acceptable
because it only takes up the ordinary understanding of words
like 'factual' and 'meaningful' . Schlick , for example , said that
it is 'nothing but a simple statement of the way in which
meaning is actually assigned to propositions in everyday life
and in science . There never has been any other way , and it
would be a grave error to suppose that we have discovered a
new conception of meaning which is contrary to common
opinion and which we want to introduce into philosophy. ' 10
But this remark seems to overlook the fact that many people
find meaningful and factual a whole lot of statements which do
not seem confirmable only by means of sense experience.
Take , for example , religious people and the way they regard
as both factual and meaningful statements about God and life
after death which , on their own admission , are not confirmable
by means of sense experience. And consider the following
statement given as an example by Richard Swinburne: 'Some
of the toys which to all appearances stay in the toy cupboard
while people are asleep and no one is watching, actually get up
and dance in the middle of the night and then go back to the
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cupboard leaving no traces of their activity.' 11 If someone
were to say this, talking, let us suppose , about a particular
cupboard , we might be utterly incredulous. Swinburne's
example is a frivolous one . But it would be stretching things to
say that the statement he asks us to consider is meaningless,
that it could be neither true nor false . It might be replied that
we could not understand a statement unless we knew how it
could be shown to be true or false . It might be added that
knowing how to show a statement to be true or false means
knowing what available sense experience would make it
either probable or improbable . But people also seem able
to understand statements without being able to say what
available sense experience would make it likely or unlikely
that they are true . To take another example of Swinburne :
A man can understand the statement 'once upon a time , before there
were men or any other rational creatures, the earth was covered
by sea', without his having any idea of what geological evi dence
would count for or against this proposition, or any idea of how to
establish what geological evidence would count for or against the
proposition. 12

The truth of this observation is just what someone could well
refer to if it were said that Antony Flew's comments about
falsifiability make it obvious that statements about God are
clearly meaningless . Someone who holds that there is a God
might not be able to specify what would count against the
truth of the asse rtion. But it does not follow from this that the
assertion is meaningless. I cannot specify what would count
against my belief that people with lung cancer are in danger of
death . For I am not a medical expert , and I cannot predict the
future . But the statement 'People with lung cancer are in
danger of death' is hardly meaningless. It is something one
says on the basis of past experience . But people who say it
need not specify what would count against their assertion in
order to suppose that what they say is not meaningless.
So the verification principle in the forms in which we have
considered it does not show that there could not be a God.
Nor does it seem that God's existence has to be ruled out
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because it cannot be falsified. Even A. J. Ayer came even
tually to admit that this is so . In response to an argument
originating from Alonzo Church, he acknowledged that the
verification principle cannot be formulated in any satisfactory
way. He also accepted that the same applies to criteria of
meaning stated in terms of falsification.13

Other Moves
Yet might there not be other ways of maintaining that we need
not consider whether belief in God can be defended with
reference to reason or argument? This question brings us
to the second position mentioned at the beginning of this
chapter: that though 'God exists' or 'There is a God ' are
perfectly meaningful sta te ments, those who believe in God
have no need to show that their belief can be j ustified at the
bar of reason.
One version of this position is associated with a number
of Protestant thinkers, especially Karl Barth ( 1 886- 1 968),
according to whom there are theological objections to natural
theology. By 'natural theology' I mean the attempt to show
that belief in God's existence can be defended with reference
to reason or argument which ought to be acceptable to any
one , not simply those who already believe in God's exist
ence. Advocates of natural theology include such famous
philosophers as Anselm of Canterbury (1033 -II09) , Thomas
Aquinas (c.1225-1274), Rene Descartes (1596-1650), G. W.
Leibniz (1646-1716), and John Locke (163 2 - 1704) . Barth ,
however, rejects the whole idea of natural theology. In his
view natural theology is irrelevant when it comes to the issue
of belief in God.
Why? First, says Barth , human reason is corrupt and cannot
reach to a proper knowledge of God. Instead of relying on
natural human reason, people should turn to revelation . And
they should recognize that God is so utterly different from
anything creatu re ly that their only proper ground for talking
about God lies in what God himself has said. More precisely,
it lies in what Christ has taught. 'God as our Father, as the
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Creator' , Barth urges, 'is unknown in so far as He is not made
known through Jesus.' He continues :
Jesus· message about God ·the Father must not be regarded as if Jesus
had expressed the familiar truth , that the world must have and really
has a creator, and then had ventured to designate this Creator by the
familiar human name of 'Father'-not as if on his part he intended
what all serious philosophy has named as the highest cause , or as
the hi ghest good , as esse a se or as the ens perfectissimum , as the
universal, as the ground of meaning and the abyss of meaning, as
the unconditioned, as the limit, the critical negation or the origin ;
intended it and dedicated it by the name of Father, not altogether
unknown to religious language , gave it a Christian interpretation and,
as it were baptism . To that we can but say that this entity, the
supposed philosophical equivalent of the Creator God , has nothing to
do with Jesus' message of God the Father, with or without the name
of Father attached. 14

Many people have urged that 'the God of the philosophers'
has little connection with 'the God of religious faith' . And that
is roughly Barth's position. According to him , it is also the
position of the Bible , which is another reason he gives for
taking his view of natural theology .
But Barth's is not the only form of the general view with
which we are now concerned. In recent years there have been
notable related approaches deriving from the influence of
Ludwig Wittgenstein ( 1 889 - 1 951 ), on the one hand , and the
work of certain Calvinist thinkers , on the other. Here , in
particular, we may note some arguments of D . Z. Phillips and
. Alvin Plantinga .
According to Phillips , the project of justifying belief in God
by means of reason is misguided both because it springs from a
mistaken view of the nature of philosophy and because it does
not engage with the true nature of religious belief. In Phillips's
view, belief in God is intelligible and acceptable on its own
terms, and is not something which stands in need of support by
ratio n al or philosophical argument. 15
With respect to belief in God and the nature of philosophy,
Phillips invokes what Wittgenstein says in his Philosophical
Investigations. In particular, he sets much store by the following
comments:

·
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A philosophical problem has the form: 'I don't know my way about . '
Philosophy may i n no way interfere with the actual use of language ; it
can in the end only describe it . . For it cannot give it any foundation
either . It leaves everything as it is. 16

Phillips also invokes a distinction made by Wittgenstein
between 'surface grammar' and 'depth grammar' . 17 Roughly
speaking, this is a distinction between what utterances or
sentences might seem to mean by virtue of thei r appearance
and what they really mean." For example, consider the sen
tence 'I have a pain in my foot' . From a grammatical point of
view, this resembles 'I h ave a key in my pocke t' But we would
be quite wrong if we took pain to be some sort of physical
object with a precise physical location. Here, then , we can
distinguish between what the first sentence seems to mean and
what it re aily means. It might seem to mean that if surgeons
were to cut my leg open , they would find a pain-shaped thing.
But it actually means something quite different .
Now , says Phillips , the role of philosophy with respect to
belief in God is not to ground it in something called 'reason' .
Philosophy should analyze or describe the nature of belief in
God. Or, as Phillips himself writes:
.

If the philosopher wants to give an account of religion , he must
pay attention to what religious believers do and say . . . The whole
conception , then, of religion standing in need of justification is
confused . . . Philosophy is neither for nor against religion: 'it leaves
everything as it is' . . . It is not t he task of the philosopher to decide
whether there is a God or not , but to ask what it means to affirm or
deny the existence of God . 18

And , so Phillips goes on to suggest , when philosophers h ave
done this, they will see that, contrary to what surface indica
tions have led many people to suppose , belief in God is not
the sort of thing for which 'rational' support or justification is
required. If I say 'I have a pain in my foot' , it would be wrong
for me to defend what I say by urging you to bring in the
surgeons and by telling them to look in my foot for a pain. By
the same token , says Phillips , 'There is a God' is not the
sort of utterance which needs to be defended by 'rational'
arguments of the sort employed by supporters of natural
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theology and the like. For example, Phillips argues, belief in
God is not a hypothesis based on grounds. It is not open to
falsification, and it is not held tentatively.
The believer's hope is not hope for anything, moral improvement , for
example . . . It is simply hope , hope in the sense of the ability to live
with himself . . . To see the world as God's creation is to see meaning
in life: This meaningfulness remains untouched by the evil in the
world because it is not arrived at by inference from it. 19

Nor is it true , adds Phillips that belief in God is a belief which
is based on empirical evidence. God , he says, is not an
empirical object which migh t or might not exist .
,

One will never understand what is meant by belief in God if one
thinks of God as a being who may or may not exist .. . let us assume ,
for a moment , that the reality of God is akin to the reality of a
physical object . It will then make sense to assume that one day we
will be able to check whether our belief is true . Let us assume,
further, that such a day comes, and that we find that there is a God
and that He is as we had always thought Him to be. What kind of a
God would we have discovered? Clearly, a God of whom it would
stil l make sense to say that He might not exist . Such a God may, as a
matter of fact, never cease to exist . . A God who is an existent
among existents is not the God of religious belief.2 0
.

According to Phillips , ' God exists' is not an i ndicative state
ment. 'Talk of God's existence or reality' , he explains, 'cannot
be considered as talk about the existence of an object . '2 1
Following up o n this h e writes:
To ask whether God exists is not to ask a theoretical question. If it is
to mean anything at all, it is to wonder about praising and praying;
it is to wonder whether there is anything in all that . This is why
philosophy cannot answer the question 'Does God exist?' with either
an affirmative or a negative reply .. . 'There is a God' , though it
appears to be in the indicative mood , is an expression of faith . 22

Alvin Plantinga's position seems to have little to do with the
philosophy of Wittgenstein , but his approach to j ustification
and belief in God leads him to a conclusion comparable to that
of Phillips (though it is also very different in certain important
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respects). For , in his view (as in that of Thomas Aquinas) ,
those who believe in God are perfectly within their intellectual
rights even if they are wholly unable to cite any kind of
argument or evidence in favour of the truth of their belief.
According to many people, and as Antony Flew argues, 'If it
is to be established that there is a God , then we have to have
good grounds for believing that this is indeed so. Until and
unless some such grounds are produced we have literaUy no
reason at all for believing; and in that situation the only
reasonable posture must be that of either the negative atheist
or the agnostic. '23 According to Plantinga, however, there are
no good arguments which force us to accept this position. He
does not think that one needs to know about arguments for
God in order to be warranted in believing in God.
The position Plantinga adopts is that belief in God can be
thought of as 'properly basic' . By this he means that it is
rational in the same way and for the same reason as basic
perceptual beliefs , memory beliefs, and the like , which do not
rest on further, more secure , beliefs. He doubts whether any
really convincing arguments can be given for such beliefs , but
he does not think that this entails that thqse who accept them
are unreasonable in doing so . And he thinks the same with
respect to those who accept without argument that God exists.
He suggests that , j ust as we start to argue with people without
trying to defend certain beliefs, we can begin with belief in
God and not be required to argue for it with reference to other
beliefs which others insist are more rational or believable .

Reason and Belief in God
How should we respond to all this? Should we , for instance,
conclude that there is indeed something mistaken in the
attempt to ground belief in God in rational discussion or
argument? Should we conclude that, even if it is not whoUy
misguided, the attempt is at least unnecessary?
Take, to begin with, Barth's interpretation of the Bible .
This has a lot to be said for it. Biblical writers do not engage in
what most people would understand as a rational defence of
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belief in God . They seem uninterested in asking whether or
not God exists and why, if he exists, we should believe in his
existence. There is not a. single argument for God's existence
anywhere in the Bible , though there are arguments to the
effect that the gods of the heathen are vain delusion . Biblical
authors normally presuppose the existence of God . For them it
does not need arguing. And the same can be said of many ,
perhaps most , people who believe in God .
.
For this reason , so we may add , Phillips also has a case
when he observes that belief in God is not a theoretical or
hypothetical conclusion based on grounds or empirical evi
dence . The average church-goer would be very surprised at a
sermon beginning 'Today we will consider whether or not it is
reasonable to believe in the existence of God ' . And there are
differences between believing in God and believing in a
hypothesis or in something for which one has evidence . In
most cases , hypotheses are entertained tentatively. But those
who believe in God do not normally speak as though it might,
after all , turn out that there is no God . Then again , evidence
for the existence of something often consists of empirical data
produced by empirical objects which , at least in principle , we
can come across directly. Yet God is not usually thought of as
an empirical object to be directly encountered . Under some
philosophical influence , we might fantasize ourselves con
firming our belief that such and such is evidence for tigers
being around by capturing tigers or by photographing them .
But nobody suggests that we can capture God or photograph
him .
In other words , both Barth and Phillips have drawn atten
tion to important features of belief in God as it is actually.
held by those who believe . And what they have to say about
believers and their belief in God is also correct in other ways.
·
Barth asserts that God is radically distinct from creatures , that
he is, in Barth's language , 'wholly other' . Phillips says that
God is not a physical object or a being among beings. Both
ways of talking latch on to a major tradition of theological
discourse . In the Bible we find it said that God is incom
parable . 'To whom will you liken me and make me equal , and
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compare me, that we may be alike?' 'You thought that I was
one like yourself. But now I rebuke you , and lay the charge
before you. '25 In many post-biblical writers we find it said that
God is not a being but the source of being, or Being Itself. We
also find it said that God is a 'necessary being' or a being
whose nature and existence cannot be distinguished . 26
Can it be , however, that one may reasonably believe in the
existence of God without being able to justify one's belief?
Here again there is much to be said in favour of Phillips's
position and also that of Plantinga . For one thing, someone's
belief that such and such is the case is not to be dismissed
as 'unreasonable' j ust because the person cannot produce
evidence for the truth of the belief. Children may not be able
to produce evidence for the belief that such and such people
are their parents . But they need not be believing unreasonably
in believing that certain people actually are their parents.
Some philosophers would reply that one is entitled to believe a
proposition only if it is self-evident or incorrigible or evident
to the senses. But , as Elizabeth Anscombe notes , such a
stipulation fails to allow for the fact that 'the greater part of
our knowledge of reality rests upon the belief that we repose
in things we have been taught and told' . 27 It also fails to allow
for the fact that, when we have done with reasoning and the
production of evidence or grounds for beliefs, we are left with
belief that is not based on reasons, evidence , or grounds . 28
One might reply that authors like Phillips and Plantinga
have no way of ruling out even the wildest of beliefs . If those
who believe in God are rationally entitled to do so without
supporting reasons and the like , why should the same not be
true of all people , regardless of what they believe? But Phillips
and Plantinga need not be especially embarrassed by this
question. Phillips is not denying that people can make mis..,
takes and believe what is false . He is not committed to saying
that anything goes . And Plantinga can observe that the fact
that he does not accept views about belief su·ch as those of
Flew quoted above does not commit him to anything more
than a rejection of the views of Flew . It does not oblige him to
deny that, on the basis of beliefs one is entitled to, one can
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dismiss certain other beliefs . An obj ector might say that , if
Plantinga is right , any belief must be deemed to be rational
unless we have a criterion to determine what can properly be
believed without further evidence or grounds. But Plantinga
can reply that one need not have any such criterion to be
entitled to say that certain beliefs are false-just as one need
not have a criterion of meaningfulness to be entitled to reject
as meaningless some such utterance as 'T'was brillig; and the
slithy toves did gyre and gymble in the wabe' . 29
For reasons such as these , then , we may defend Barth,
Phillips , and Plantinga. Some have dismissed them in a rather
peremptory fashion , but they are by no means so easily dis
posed of. 30 Students of philosophy of religion should study
their writings with care and sympathy. At the same time,
however, we may wonder whether what they maintain is
justification for holding that we may happily reject or dismiss
any attempt to ground belief in God in any kind of reasoning
or argument.
To start with , consider once again what Barth says con
cerning the Bible . As I have suggested, his position may be
supported to some extent. But we should not conclude that
concern with argument or evidence for God's existence is
positively condemned by biblical authors. The fact that these
authors do not argue systematically for God's existence does
not mean that they are hostile to those who do . And there are
sketches of arguments for God's existence even in the Bible.
St Paul says that Gentiles are 'without excuse' for failing to
recognize that 'what can be known about God is plain to them'
since 'from the creation of the world his invisible nature,
namely his eternal power and deity , are clearly perceived in
the things that have been made'. 31 What exactly St Paul has in
mind here is uncertain. But he is clearly not appealing to any
special revelation. His line seems to be that anyone should be
able to see that there is a God, and that this is clear from the
nature of the world around us . It is, perhaps, significant that
the First Vatican Council cites St Paul in promulgating its
teaching that 'God, the source and end of all things , can be
known with certainty from the consideration of created things,
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b y the natural power o f human reason' , a teaching that was
undoubtedly intended as a mandate for proponents of natural
theology. 32
The above reference to revelation brings us to a second
objection to Barth . This is that he leaves us with no way
of deciding between competing . alleged 'revelatimis'. As a
Christian , Barth begins and ends with Christian revelation.
But members of other religions are equally firm in holding
to what they take to be revelation . So to which of the 'rev
elations' are we to turn? Barth seems to have no answer to this
question , and , for this reason alone , we may welHe€1 inclined
to wonder whether there is not something very questionable in
what he suggests. There is a long tradition among Christians of
holding that the articles of faith (i . e . the teaching of creeds
such as the Apostles' Creed) are ultimately unprovable . You
can find this view in, for example, Aquinas, according to
whom 'to be imperfect as knowledge is of the very essence of
faith' .33 But Aquinas also holds that matters of faith can be
supported to some extent by argument and defended from the
charge of absurdity in the same way .
A defender of Barth might obj ect to Aquinas's position by
repeating Barth's claim that huinan reason is corrupt . But to
say this, and to add that all we can do is rely on revelation ,
leads to considerable difficulties. If the point being made is
that truths of Christi�mity are above argument, then it cannot
even consistently be argued for. People who argued the matter
would at once seem to contradict themselves. If truths of
Christianity ·cannot be argued for, then it cannot be argued
that there are truths of Christianity which cannot be argued
for. Not , at least , if the thesis being argued for counts as a
truth of Christianity. More significantly, however, to say that
all human reasoning is corrupt is to block the way to any
reflection on Christianity-even reflection derived from
austerely Christian premisses. If our reasoning is totally
corrupt , then we cannot even reflect on the true nature of
Christian doctrines and indicate their significance for each
other. If our reasoning is totally corrupt , we can presumably
do little useful work in areas like biblical scholarship and the
·
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analysis of the historical factors leading to the advancement of
Ch ri st i a n doctrines by Church Co u nc ils and the like.
It might still be said that God is 'wholly other' and that this
rules out the sort of inquiry to which Barth is opposed. Yet is
it so obvious that God is wholly other? The Bible insists that
God should not be confused with any creature. But it also
talks about him by describing him in terms also used to de
scribe what is not divine . It says, for example, that he acts,
that he is good , that he has power, knowledge , and so on. And
this is how people speak of God in general . Even those who
say such things as that God is 'Being Itself' speak like this.
May we not therefore suggest that the nature of belief in God
does raise questions about j ustification or grounds? If it is said,
for example , that God is good, why should we use the word
'good' and not the word 'plastic' or 'mammalian'? If it is said
that God acts� why is that more accurate than saying that he
sleeps or that he lives in a flat in London?
Phillips might reply that belief in God does not raise ques
tions of j ustification once its nature is properly understood.
But , as many of his critics have observed , Phillips seems to
misrepresent what it can mean to believe in God , and , in
doing so , manages to bypass the fact that , in some of its forms
at any rate , belief in God does raise questions like 'How do
you know?' or 'What is the evidence for that?' Contrary to
what he writes , for example , it surely is the case that 'There is
a God' is a statement in the indicative mood, at least for most
believers. It states that there is a subj ect of whom certain
attributes can truly be predicated . In that case, however, we
can ask what reason there is to suppose that there actually is
such a subject. And we can ask this question even if we accept
what we have seen Plantinga to be saying. He denies that one
must proceed with reference to argument and the like in order
to be entitled to believe in God rationally. As we shall find in
Chapter 4, however, he does not deny that one can argue
successfully for God's existence. He also holds that belief in
God is grounded in experience , and can be defended against
the arguments of those who have tried to show that it is
somehow unreasonable . 34
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The upshot would therefore seem to be that it is by no
means improper to consider whether belief in God can be
defended by means of argument, reasons , evidence , or the
like . The existence of God does not have to be ruled out in
advance because of appeal to verification and falsification. Nor
do we have to conclude that there is something intrinsically
wrong in going beyond the conviction that God exists and
asking whether it really latches on to reality.
Yet might it not be said that there are other reasons for
refusing to ask this question? In the next chapter we will
pursue the issue with reference to a problem often discussed
by philosophers of religion , a problem which concerns some
of the writers mentioned in this chapter. It centres on the
possibility of talking significantly about God in the light of
the way people normally speak about him . More precisely, it
springs from the fact that talk about God seems to pull in two
different directions .

2

Talking about God
'I L O V E you' , says the lady. 'Do you really mean that?' ,
asks her boy-friend. 'No' , the lady replies. The boy-friend is
speechless, and not without reason . The lady seems to be
saying nothing significant. What she gives with one hand, she
takes back with the other.
Some people have felt that those who believe in God are
rather like the lady j ust referred to . And , in their view, this
means that belief in God raises an insurmountable problem for
anyone who supposes that one can reasonably be asked to .
look at any defence of the view that there actually is a God .
This problem is thought to derive from two facts. The first is
that people who speak of God do so by attributing to him
certain properties (usually ones implying perfection or ex
cellence) which are normally attributed to things in the world.
The second is that God is also often said to be very different
from anything that comes within the range of our experience .
On the one hand, God is said to be, for example , good or
·
wise. On the other, it is said that God is unique and that our
talk of him fails to do him j ustice .
Here , then, is the problem . If one says that God is very
different from anything else , can one really talk significantly
about him at all? How can one say that God is good or wise,
but not in the sense that ordinary good and wise things are? Is
there not a real dilemma here for those who believe in God?
Are they not caught between the stools of meaninglessness
and misrepresentation?

Causation and Metaphor
One answer which has been given to these questions is that
talk about God is perfectly intelligible since it is grounded in
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God's activity . The idea here is that God can b e said to be
thus and so because he has brought it about that there are
things which are thus and so.
Suppose we discover a corpse which has clearly been
savagely mutilated by someone. We might describe what we
find as 'horrifying' or 'outrageous' , and we might quickly go on
to apply both these terms to the person responsibl e for what
we have found. Our j ustification for doing so lies in the fact
that what has been brought about can fairly be described as
'horrifying' or 'outrageous' .
In other words, we sometimes describe causes in the way
that we describe their effects. And , in the light of this fact,
some have suggested that we can significantly talk about God
by noting his effects and then describing him as we describe
them . Thus, for example , it has been argued that we can say
that God is good because he is the cause of things that are
good , or that God is wise because he is the cause of wisdom as
we encounter it in people .
Yet , though it is easy to see the logic of the reasoning
present in this line of thinking, there are at least two problems
with it. For is it true that causes always literally resemble their
effects? And , even if it is, will we not soon be reduced to
absurdity if we try to make sense of talk about God by de
scribing him as we describe his effects?
The answer to these questions is 'No' and 'Yes' respectively.
It is j ust not the case that causes always literally resemble their
effects. People who are responsible for a state of j ustice might
reasonably (though not necessarily) be truly described as just.
And we may readily assume that the parents of a human baby
are themselves human. But criminals can give birth to saints.
And makers of ice-cream are not themselves made of ice
cream . As for the view that positive discourse about God
can be grounded on the fact that he is like what he causes,
what of the fact that, if God exists, he has presumably
caused a material world containing coloured objects? Are
we to say that , since he has done this, God is material and
coloured? Few who believe in God would be happy with that
conclusion .

22

Talking about God

It may be said , however, that those who believe in God
should be understood as speaking by means of metaphor,
which brings us to another way sometimes advanced of trying
to make sense of talk about God. We may summarize it as
follows.
When we form positive statements about God, we must
somehow mean what we say. We must mean that God is what
we assert him to be . But he must also be very different from
anything in the universe . We need , then , to speak positively
about him without denying the difference between God and
creatures. We can do this if we think of our talk about God
as metaphorical. When you use a metaphor, you refer to
something by means of words which you can also u se in talking
about something very different. One can speak of the 'ship of
State' without implying that the government floats on water.
One can cali people 'worms' without being committed to
the assertion that they crawl on the ground. By the same :
token , then, one can speak about God by using words which
name or describe things in the universe , and one can do
so metaphorically without being committed to absurd con
sequences concerning the similarity between God and his
creatures.
Or so the argument goes. And one can defend it up to a
point. It is indeed a fact that vastly different things can be
called by the same name or described in the same way. Poetry
flourishes because of this. But we cannot say that all talk of
God is metaphorical. For with metaphorical language one can
always raise a question about literal truth . One can ask , for
example , whether the State is really a ship or whether one's
friends are really worms. And if we say that all talk of God is
metaphorical , then we should have to deny that God is really
what many would say that he really is .
This may not seem obvious at first. Someone might say ,
'God is a mighty fortress' . We then ask, 'Is that really true? Is
God made of stone , for example?' The answer will probably
be: ' Of course not . I am speaking metaphorically. ' Here it
would seem that nothing anyone might wish to affirm of God
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is being denied. And we m ight well see some point in asserting
that God is a mighty fortress .
· But suppose someone now says 'God is alive' or 'God is
good'. Again we ask , 'Is that really true? Is he really alive and
good? Or are we now using a figure of speech?' If the state
ments are metaphorical , one ought to be able to reply .'No, it
is not really true. God is not really alive and good. We are just
using a figure of speech. ' But can one reply in such a way? Not
if one has anything recognizable as a traditional belief in God,
for that surely holds that God is literally alive and good , and
that it is not just a figure of speech to call him such. Those
who believe in the living and good God do not take themselves
as able to assert 'It is not really the case that God is alive and
good' as they might take themselves as able to say 'It is not
re a l l y the case that God is a mighty fortress'.
.

Negation and Analogy
Defenders of belief in God have not been unaware of the force
the prob lems raised above , and they have consequently
tried to say how one can talk significantly about God without
misrepresenting h im and without recourse to nothing but
met apho r In particular they have frequently appealed to the
importance of negation and analogy.
The appeal to n e gatio n is best thought of as an attempt to
preve nt people from misrepresenting God . Those who make it
emphasize t he u nknow abi l i ty of God and argue that, though
one can talk sign ifican t l y about God , one can o n l y do so by
sayi n g what he is not. A notable advocate of negation is
Mai m on id es ( I I 35 - 1204) , who writes as follows:
of

.

There is no necessity at all for you to use positive attributes of God
with the view of magnifying Him in your thoughts . I will give
you . . . some illustrations, in order that you may better understand
the propriety of forming as many negative attributes as possible, and
the impropriety of ascribing to God any positive attributes. A person
may know for certain that a 'ship' is in existence , but he may not
know to what object that name is applied, whether to a substaRce or
.

.

·
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to an accident ; a second person then learns that a ship is not an
accident ; a third , that i t is not a mineral ; a fourth , that it is not a plant
growing in the earth ; a fifth , that it is not a body whose parts are
joined together by nature ; a sixth , that it is not a fiat object like
boards or doors; a seventh , that it is not a sphere ; an eighth, that it is
not pointed ; a ninth, that it is not round shaped; nor equilateral ; a
tenth, tha t it is not solid . It is clear that this tenth person has almost
arrived at the correct notion of a 'ship' by the foregoing negative
attributes . . In the same manner you will come nearer to the
knowledge and comprehension of God by the negative attributes . . . I
do not merely declare that he who affirms attributes of God has not
sufficient knowledge concerning the Creator . . . but I say that he
1
unconscio usly loses his belief in God .
.

Historically speaking, however, it is analogy that has most
interested those who agree that even a unique God can
be spoken about significantly. In this connection it is even .
possible to speak about 'the theory of analogy' . In order to
understand what that amounts to , though , one needs to be
familiar with some technical terminology .
Suppose I say that Fido and Rover are both dogs . And
suppose that what I am talking about are indeed canine
animals. I am therefore saying that in some clear respect Fido
and Rove r have something in common , so that 'dog' means
the same thing when applied to each of them. To say that Fido
is a dog and that Rover is a dog is to say exactly the same
thing of each of them.
But now consider a different example. Suppose I say that
something or other is a bat and that something else is also
a bat. Let us call what I am talking about A and B . Must 'is a
bat' mean exactly the same thing in 'A is a bat' and 'B is a
bat'? Not at all . For A may be an obj ect with which cricketers
hit balls . And B may be a mammal with wings. The word 'bat'
can be app l i ed to two things without meaning the same thing
at all .
In more

technical language , the difference we have just
noted between 'is a dog' and 'is a bat' can be expressed by
saying that the word 'dog' in 'Fido is a dog' and 'Rover is a
dog' is being us e d univocally , while 'bat' in 'A is a bat' and 'B
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is a bat' is being used equivocally . To apply a word univocally
to two things is to say that they are exactly the same in some
respect, that the word means the same in both its applicatio ns .
To apply words equivocally, however, is to use the same words
in completely different senses.
Now, according to the theory of analogy, there is a third
way of applying the same word to different things, a way
which it is important to keep in mind when we are thinking
about how one may sensibly talk about God. The idea is that
one can use words analogically. The analogical use of words
is supposed to lie somewhere between the univocal and the
equivocal.
We can see the theory of analogy classically applied to God
in the work of Aquin as , who explicitly raises the question 'Are
words u sed univoca l ly or equ ivocal ly of God and creatures?'
His answer comes in th re e stages .
First, says Aqui n as , God is infinite and incomprehensible,
so there is an enormous difference between God and crea
tures, and the same term ·cannot be applied to God and to
creatures univocally. Take , for example , 'God is wise'. What
the attribute word 'signifies in God' , Aquinas says, 'is not
confined to the meaning of our word but goes beyond it.
Hence it is clear that the word 'wise' is not used in the same
sense of God and human beings , and the same is true of all
other words, so they cannot be used univocally of God and
creatures. '2
On the other hand, Aquinas observes, words applied to God
and creatures cannot always be used equivocally. If we always
used words equivocally when talking about God, then, says
Aquinas, 'we could never argue from statements about crea
tures to statements about God'. 3
Aquinas goes on to conclude that 'words are used of God
and creatures in an analogical way' . What does he mean
by saying this? He distinguishes between different kinds
of analogy , but his basic point is that certain terms can be
applied both to God and to creatures , neither univocally nor
equivocally, but because of some relation between God and
creatures . And the relation which Aquinas has in mind is
causal. We can say , for example , that God is good and that
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some human being is good, because goodness in human beings
can be said to exist in God inasmuch as creatures and their
properties derive from God as the first cause of all things .
It is important to note that Aquinas does not mean by this
that , for example , 'God is good' simply means 'God causes
goodness in creatures' . He does not subscribe to the first
approach to talk of God noted above . His point is that we
can sometimes use the same words in speaking of God and
creatures because of certain similarities between God and
creatures which , so he thinks , can be inferred because of the
fact that creatures derive from or are caused by God . For
Aquinas , causes and their most special effects are intimately
connected. They are not simply instances of obj ects or events
which we observe to be constantly conjoined , as the phil
osopher David Hume suggested. 4 The effects in question flow
from their causes (rather than from something else) because
the causes are things of certain kinds with definite ways of
being or working ; the cause imposes its character on things. 5
Aquinas therefore concludes that , because creatures come
from or are brought about by God , they reveal or reflect
something of what he is. And on this basis , says Aquinas , God
can (in principle) be named from his creatures , i . e . spoken of
by means of words which we use in describing them. 6 For
Aquinas , causes can be thought of as exerting themselves or as
imposing their character on things . This leads Aquinas to think
of the world as something in which we can see something of
what God is like . You cannot give what you have not got , and
though what you give may not look like you , it will still reflect
what you are. By the same token , so Aquinas reasons , God's
world reflects what he is , and we might well suppose that he
can be spoken of in the way in which we speak of some of his
creatures. He might , for example , be said to be living . and
good .

Negation, Analogy, and God
Does the appeal to negation and analogy serve to allay the
doubt that reasons for belief in God are j ust not worth looking
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at? Given the way that people talk of God, is the q u es t i on of
his existence a real non-starter? Are writers like Mai m on i d e s
and A q ui nas simply wast i ng our time?
Talking of God by means of negation has considerable
justification once one reflects on the way in which God has
been understood within the Judaeo-Christian tradition . He has
regularly been thought of as the Creator, as the source of all
things other than himself. As Aquinas puts it , 'The word
"God" signifies the divine nature : it is used to mean something
that is above all that is, and that is the source of all things and
is distinct from them all . This is how those that use it mean it
to be used . '7 And, if that is how the word 'God' is used, it
seems right to say that we can speak truly in saying what
God is not. It is true , for example, to say that God is not
anything bodily (i.e� physical or materi al). If God is the source
of the un i ve rs e , he can not be so mething bodily, since anythi ng
bodily is part of the universe and cannot therefore account for
there b e i ng a universe . Only so methi n g which is not a bod y
could account for there be i ng a un iverse of physical obj ects.
But the position that one can talk significantly about God
only by means of nega tio n is still difficult to defend . Here
there are at least two poi n ts to note .
The first concerns the claim that it is possible to approach
some understanding of God simply by say ing what God is not.
Maimonides evidently thinks that this claim is true . But say i ng
only what somet h i n g is not g ives no indication of what it
actually is. And if one can only say what God is not, one
cannot u n derst and him at all . We can come to make true
statements about things by means of negation . It is , fo r
example , true to say 'The moon is not a pie ce of che e se ' . And
someti mes we can guess what so me thi ng is when someone
"
denies o n l y one th ing about it. If a mother wh o has j ust gi ven
birth is told 'It's not a bo y' , she will know at once that her
baby is a girl. Yet it still remains that, except in rather special
cases, if we know only what some thing is not , we do not know
what i t is. Suppose I say that there is some th i n g in my roo m,
and suppose I reject every sugges tion you make as to what i s
act u al ly there . In that case , you w i l l get no idea at all abo u t
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what is in my room. A nd , going back to the above quotation
from Maimonides, it is simply wrong to say that someone who
has all the negations mentioned in it 'has almost arrived at the
correct notion of a "ship" '. Such a person could equally well
be thinking of a wardrobe or a coffin.
The second point is that people who talk about God do
not normally want to talk about him only in negations . They
usually want to say that some things are definitely true of him.
They make positive affirmations about God. They say, for
example , ' God is the Creator' , 'God is powerful' , 'God has
knowledge' , 'God is everywhere' , 'God is eternal' , and 'God is
good' . Sometimes, indeed, what looks like a positive assertion
about something may be no such thing. In certain circum
stances, 'You are a great help' may mean 'You are no help at
all' . But all the assertions j ust mentioned not only look to be
positive ones about God; those who subscribe to them would
normally understand them to be such . As Aquinas drily puts it:
'When people speak of "the living God" they do not simply
want to say . . . that he differs from a lifeless body. '8
If a rigid reliance on negation is not without its drawbacks,
however, the theory of analogy is more promising. For there is
a lot to be said for the view that the same word can be literally
applied to different things neither univocally nor equivocally.
This point can be illustrated by quoting a useful passage at the
beginning of Wittgenstein's Philosophical Investigations.
Consider for example the proceedings that we call 'games' . I mean
board-games, card games , b all-games, Olympic games , and so on .
What is common to them all?-Don't say: 'There must be something
common , or they would not be called "games" '-but look and see
whe ther there is anything common to them all.-For if you look
at them you will not see something that is common to all, but simi
larities , relationships, and a whole series of them at that. To repeat:
don't think , but look!-Look for example at board-games , with their
mul t ifari o us relationships. Now pass to card-games ; here you find
many correspondences with the first group , but many common
features drop out, and others appear. When we pass next to ball
games , much that is common is retained, but much is lost. -Are they
all am us i n g' ? Compare chess with noughts and crosses. Or is there
-
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always winning and losing, or competition between players? Think of
patience . . . . And we can go through the many , many other groups
of games in the same way ; ca.n see how similarities crop up and

disappear. <J

What Wittgenstein brings out very clearly is that at least one
word can be used significantly in different but related senses
without it being true that the word is being used figuratively.
And, following the clue offered by his example, we quickly
come to see that many words can be used significantly in this
way. Take , for instance, 'good' . You can have good food and
good books, not to mention good people, good wine, and a
good night's sleep. Or again , there is Aquinas's illustration,
the word 'healthy' . As Aquinas says, a human being can be
healthy, and so can a comp lex ion or a diet. In saying that a
human being, a co m ple xion , and a diet are healthy, one is
spe aki ng lite ra l l y , but one is not saying that they are exactly
alike . Nor is one saying that they are different as mammalian
bats are different from wooden ones.
It seems wrong, then , to hold that the same words literally
applied must always bear exactly the same meaning or be used
on some occasions in ways that are without sense . And it
therefore also seems wrong to insist that nobody can talk
significantly about God since words applied to him do not
mean exactly what they do when applied to other things. To
put it another way, the problem raised at the beginning of this
chapter is not obviously insurmountable ; j ust because people
do not apply words to God and to creatures either univocally
or equivocally, it does not follow that they cannot talk about
God significantly and literally. That is what the theory of
analogy is basically saying, and in this it is surely right.

Saying what is Said of God
But we are still left with a difficulty . Even if we grant that the
univocal/equivocal distinction can be supplemented, we can
still ask why particular words are used in talking about God
and whether they are capable of being used significantly and
literally . We may accept that the word 'game' can be used
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literally to describe things which do not have a common
feature , but we would also agree that not j ust anything can be
called a game . Rescuing a drowning child is not a game ; nor is
performing a surgical operation . So there is still a general
problem for talk about God . Some reason must be given for
choosing the terms which are actually applied to him . This
point is nicely put by Patrick Sherry who suggests that:
It is not j ust a matter of saying that there must be some grounds for
ascribing perfections to God . We must also insist that if we ascribe
the same terms to God and creatures, then there must be a con
nection betw�en the relevant criteria of evidence and truth . Thus the
grounds for ascribing terms like 'love', 'father' , 'exist' and 'life' must
bear some relationship to the grounds used for our normal everyday
application of these terms. Similarly, even if 'God created the world'
expresses a unique relationship, its truth conditions must bear some
resemblance to our familiar uses of terms like 'make' or 'depends on'
(which is not to say that we and must expect to be able to verify the
doctrine of Creation empirically here and now). 10

In other words , it looks as though the terms used in talking
about God must be j ustified in some way if they are not to
appear arbitrary and empty of meaning . And the question is,
can they be? Aquinas, for example , thought that they could .
He held that one can come to a knowledge of God and that
one can significantly apply to God words which apply to
creatures because there is some positive reason for doing so .
But is Aquinas right in adopting this position? Could anybody
be right in adopting it?
At this stage in the discussion it is difficult to say, for we
have not yet touched on any particular reasons for believing in
God or affirming anything of him . For the moment , however,
this does not matter. In this chapter we have been asking
whether reasons for belief in God are worth looking at in view
of some things that are said of him . For all we have see n so
far, the answer is 'Yes' .
In the next chapter we shall consider a problem which has
led many people to a different conclusion . Before moving on,
however, it is worth briefly making a final point . Even from
what we have seen already, it should be clear enough that
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people who believe in God seem committed to thinking of him
as something decidedly out of the ordinary . Some would say
that he is essen tially mysterious. But does this mean that he
could not exist? And does it mean that there could never be
reasons for belief in God?
Affirmative answers have been offered to both these ques
tions . It has been suggested that if God is really mysterious,
then we cannot understand what is being said when he is
talked about, in which case it is nonsense to affirm his exist
ence . It has also been said that if God is really mysterious,
then it is pointless to try and find reasons for holding that he
exists. But these views . are not very plausible . One does not
have to know exactly what a word means in order to have
some understanding of it or use it significantly. I may not
know what a volcano is exactly, but I can still talk sensibly
about volcanoes. And I can reasonably say that Jones has
malaria without being clear as to what exactly I am saying. In
other words, I can wield words significantly without being able
to define them . As Peter Geach puts it , 'I certainly could not
define either "oak-tree" or "elephant" ; but this does not
destroy my right to asse rt that no oak-tree is an elephant . ' 1 1
This point does nothing to show that there is a God ; but it
does suggest that i n order to speak meaningfully about God , it
is not necessary that one should understand exactly the import
of one's statements about him . It may not be possible to define
God ; one may not be able fully to comprehend him . But this
does not mean that one cannot talk significantly about him ;
nor does it prevent one from asking whether he is there in the
first place .

3

God and Evil
MA N Y

of the questions considered in the last two chapters are
concerned with the intrinsic possibility of God's existence ,
with whether there could be a God. One outcome of our
discussion is that it is advisable to ask whether there is any
reason to believe in God , and in Chapter 4 we will begin to do
this by turning to one of a series of arguments for God's
existence. For the moment , though , I want to consider what
many people regard as the clearest indication that there could
not be a God. I refer to what is commonly called 'the problem
of evil' .

What is the Problem of Evil?
The problem of evil is usually understood as a problem for
classical theism (sometimes just called theism) , supporters of
which are commonly called theists. According to classical
theism, God is all-knowing, all-powerful , and ali-good . In the
world around us, however, we discover a great deal of naturally
occurring pain and suffering (natural evil) . We also find a
great deal of moral evil: morally culpable actions (or refusals
to act) which diminish both those who are morally bad and
those around them . The problem of evil is commonly seen as
the problem of how the existence of God can be reconciled
with the pain , suffering, and moral evil which we know to be
facts of life . And it has often been said that they cannot be .
Thus it has been urged that the problem of evil constitutes
grounds for disbelief in God.
The argument here has taken two forms. First , it has been
said that evil is evidence against there being a God: that evil
shows the existence of God to be unlikely . Second, it has been

God and Evil

33
held that evil is proof that there could not be a God. The idea
here is that theists are caught in a contradiction . They cannot
say both that there is evil and that God exists. Since they can
hardly deny that there is evil, it follows that God does not
exist. As H. J. McClosky declares:
Evil is a problem for the theist in that a contradiction is involved in
the fact of evil , on the one hand, and the belief in the omnipotence
and perfection of God on the other. 1

Notable Responses to the Problem of Evil
One approach to the problem of evil offered by people who
believe in God has been to deny the reality of evil and to say
that , in spite of appearances, evil is an illusion , an 'error of
mortal mind'. This is the view of Christian Science , according
to which , in the words of its founder, 'Sin , disease , whatever
seems real to material sense , is unreal . . . All inharmony of
mortal mind or body is illusion , possessing neither reality nor
identity though seeming to be real and identical . '2
Another approach focuses on the notion of evil as punish
ment. The idea here is that evil can be seen as punishment
which is j ustly inflicted by God. There are elements of this
view in St Augustine , connected with his theory of the Fall of
Adam and Eve . In Albert Camus's novel The Plague it is
dramatically expressed by the character of Fr. Panneloux , who
preaches a sermon which begins with the startling words:
'Calamity has come upon you my brethren , and, my brethren ,
you deserved it . '
A much more common line of argument , however, i s that
the existence of some evil is a necessary means to some good .
One version of this argument can be found in Richard
Swinburne's book The Existence of God. According to
Swinburne , natural evil provides, among other things, an
opportunity for people to grow in knowledge and under
standing. He writes :
If men are to have knowledge of the evil which will result from their
actions or negligence laws of nature must operate regularly; and that
,
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that there will be what I may call 'victims of the systt:m' . . . if
to h av e the opportunity to bring about serious evils for
themselves or others by actions or negligence , or to prevent their
occurrence , and if all knowledge of the future is obtained by normal
induction , that is by induction from patterns of similar events in the
past-then there must be serious natural evils occurring to man or
animals . 3
means
men

are

Swinburne considers the possibility of God giving us the
necessary knowledge by somehow informing us of the way
things are and what we can do about it . He suggests that
God might inform people verbally about such matters . But
according to Swinburne this would mean that nobody could
fail to doubt God's existence and everyone would be forced to
accept God and to act as he wished . Furthermore, none of us
would be able to choose to acquire knowledge of the world for
ourselves. 'I conclude' , says Swinburne ,
that a world in which God gave to men verbal knowledge of the
consequences of their actions would not be a world in which men had
a significant choice of destiny , of what to make of themselves , and of
the world. God would be far too close for them to be able to work
things out for themselves. If God is to give man knowledge while at
the same time allowing him a genuine choice of destiny, it must be
normal inductive knowledge . 4

A related view can be found in the work of John Hick , one
of the most prominent contemporary writers on the problem
of evil. Echoing what he believes to be the position of the
early Church Father St Irenaeus (c. I 40-c.202) , Hick argues
that the existence of evil is necessary for the perfect devel
opment of human beings . Hick understands evil in the light of
God's desire not to coerce people into accepting him . He
suggests that people are sin-prone creatures, created as such
by God , but able , in a world containing evil , to rise to · great
heights because they are given the opportunity to become
mature in the face of evil . He writes:
Let us suppose that the infinite personal God creates finite persons to
share in the life which He imparts to them . If He creates them in his
immediate presence , so that they cannot fail to be conscious from
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the first of the infinite divine being and glory , goodness and love ,
wisdom , power and knowledge in whose presence they are , they will
have no creaturely independe�ce in re latio n to their Maker. They will
not be able to choose to worship God , or to turn to Him freely as
valuing spirits responding to infinite Value. In order, then , to give
them the freedom to come to Him , God . . . causes them to come into
a situation in which He is not immediately and overwhelmingly
evident . to them . Accordingly they come to self-consciousness as
parts of a universe which has its own autonomous structures and
'laws'

.

. A
.

ships would

world without problems, difficulties , pe r i l s

be

,

and hard

morally static. For moral and spiritual growth comes

through response to challenges ; and in a paradise there would be no
challenges. s

Notice how much emphasis is placed in this argument on
human freedom . Such an emphasis is the main feature of
another famous theistic response to the problem of evil : the
free-will defence , which tries to show that God's existence is
compatible with moral evil. It can be stated as follows.
Much evil can be -attributed to human agents. This evil need
never have occurred, but if there is to be a world of free
human agents , it must be possible for them to bring about
moral evil . If they were thwarted in doing so , they would not
be really free . Now it is better that there should be a world
containing free agents than that there should be a world full of
robots or automata . In creating people , therefore , God was
faced with an alternative . He could either have created a
world lacking moral evil, or he could have created a world
where moral evil was a genuine possibility. If he had created
the former he could not have created a world containing free
agents . In fact , he created the latter, and this means that there
is a genuine and unavoidable possibility of moral evil. In
creating the world he did create, God was making the better
choice, because a world containing free agents is better than a
world without them .
For the record , it is worth noting that some writers have
tried to extend the free-will defence in order to deal with
pain and suffering , which often occur apart from what people
do or do not do . According to these writers, we may account
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for such evil as the result of free choices made by non
human creatures. It has been argued , for instance , that we
may account for it as the work of fallen angels who are
able , through their free decisions , to wreak havoc on the
material universe. One can find this view in the writings of St
Augustine. 6 It can also be found in C. S. Lewis's The Problem
of Pain and in Alvin Plantinga's God, Freedom and Evil.
Lewis says that it seems to him
a reasonable supposition that some mighty created power had already
been at work for ill in the universe . . . before ever man came on the
scene . . . This hypothesis is not introduced as a general 'explanation
of evil' ; it only gives a wider application to the principle that evil
comes from the abuse of free-will. 7

According to Plantinga, it is possible that
natural evil is due to the free actions of nonhuman persons; there is a
balance of good over evil with respect to the actions of these non
human persons; and it was not within the power of God to create a
world that contains a more favourable balance of goo d over evil with
respect to the actions of the nonhuman persons it contains. 8

Illusion and Punishment
Do the above responses show that it is not unreasonable to
believe in God in spite of the evil that apparently exists? In
trying to discuss this question , we can start with the first of the
views noted above: that evil is an illusion .
Many have been attracted to this suggestion . And they
have, as a consequence , often been helped in trying to cope
with life . But the suggestion is surely grossly counter-intuitive.
Can any rational person seriously hold that, say , the bunger of
a starving child is simply an illusion? And even if one could
rationally defend this odd conclusion , there is another dif
ficulty . As Peter Geach nicely puts it: 'If my "mortal mind"
thinks I am miserable , then I am miserable , and it is not an
illusion that I am miserable . ' 9 As others have pointed out ,
even if evil is an illusion , it is a painful one , and it is therefore
false that evil is nothi n g but illusion.
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Our first response to the problem of evil is therefore un
successful. And the same can be said of the second. For it
s_e ems hard to believe that all evil is something deserved .
Take , for example , the case of Down's syndrome . Are we to
say that newly born babies with this condition have done
anything for which it can be regarded as justly inflicted pun
ishment? Questions like this have been pressed very hard, and
. with good reason . The eighteenth-century Lisbon earthquake
killed about 4,000 people , and some tried to make sense of it
by calling it 'divine retribution' . Voltaire ( 1694- 1 778) replied:
'Did God in this earthquake select the 4 ,000 least virtuous of
the Portuguese?' The question , of course , is to the point.
Disease and other misfortunes do not seem to be obviously
distributed in accordance with desert. Even the Bible admits
as much. 10
God and Evil

Evil and Consequences
Yet what of the kind of argument represented by Swinburne
and Hick? Some would object to it on moral grounds. Take ,
for example , D . Z. Phillips. He asks: 'What then are we to say
of the child dying from cancer?' His reply is: 'If this has been
done to anyone , it is bad enough , but to be done for a pur
pose, to be planned from eternity-that is the deepest evil. If
God is this kind of agent, He cannot justify His actions, and
His evil nature is revealed. ' 1 1 Phillips thinks that it is morally
wicked to defend God's goodness by appealing to the fact that
evil might be viewed as something he wills as a necessary
means to certain goods. And, as Phillips himself observes, this
is also the conclusion which Dostoevsky's character Ivan
Karamazov reaches in his famous speech to Alyosha in The
Brothers Karamazov:
And if the sufferings of children go to swell the sum of sufferings
which was necessary to pay for truth , then I protest that the truth is
not worth such a price . . . I don't want harmony. From love of
humanity I don't want it . . . Besides, too high a price is asked for
harmony; it's beyond our means to pay so much to enter on it. And
so I hasten to give back my entrance ticket, and if I am an honest
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man I am bound to give it
I don't accept , Alyosha ,
ticket . 1 2

b ack as soon

as

possible . It's not God that

only I most respectfully return Him

the

Is Phillips wrong in taking the line that he does? 13 It is very
hard to see how we are to settle the question , for what is
now at stake is a fundamental moral option , something that
Wittgenstein calls an 'absolute j udgment of value' . 14 Swinburne
and Hick are prepared to allow that consequences can morally
j ustify God in bringing about or permitting the evil that exists.
Phillips is not. But there seems no way of showing that either
side is right or wrong . It is not, for example , as if the parties in
this debate disagree about some empirical matter which might
finally be settled by further investigation . One side is saying
that the whole attempt to j ustify God in terms of consequences
is simply intolerable (Phillips calls it 'a sign of a corrupt
mind' 15 ) . The other side holds that it is not intolerable .
Yet we do , of course , normally accept that someone who
permits or actively causes pain and suffering can sometimes be
viewed as good. We would , for example , praise someone for
cutting off someone's leg in order to save that person's life ,
even if the operation caused great pain to the patient . At this
point, therefore , we may wonder whether the evil which we
encounter in the world could possibly be regarded as a nec
essary means to some good . Can we, for instance , say that
pain and suffering could be necessary means to some good?
A problem with Swinburne's and Hick's affirmative answer
to this question is that we might well think it possible for God
to have brought about a world of free human people without
placing them in an environment such as that provided by this
world, in which people suffer as they do . One might therefore
ask why God did not at the outset place people in a world free
from the possibility of pain and suffering. Swinburne thinks it
good that people should have the opportu n ity to wreak havoc
or to refrain there from and strive to bring about what is good.
And it may well be true that if people are to have this op
portunity , then something like our world is necessary. But is it
really good that people should have such an opportunity? One
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might say that without it they cannot be morally good . And it
is true that there are virtues which could not be present in a
paradise . There could not be courage , for example , for that
presupposes danger. Maybe there could also be no prudence
or temperateness, for these virtues seem to presuppose the
possibility of harm to people. But there seems no reason why
people in paradise should not be able to love and do good ,
even though their failure to do so would not result in anything
like the pain and suffering which we come across in this world.
Hick maintains that a paradise would be morally static, and
one can see what he means . But it also makes sense to say that
a paradise containing people would be a very good thing, and
that God could bring it about without producing a world
containing the pain and suffering found in our world. It makes
sense , in fact , to say that a paradise containing people would
be better than a world such as ours. What would be lacking
would be the need for people to strive to prevent pain and
suffering. There would be no struggle to deal with pain and
suffering and to overcome it. But that would , surely, be a very
good thing-better, indeed , than there being a world in which
to be a person is to be involved in a need to struggle to deal
with pain and suffering and to overcome them . A paradise
would have no martyrs. But who wants martyrs? Even martyrs ,
presumably, do not want a world in which there are martyrs.
On the other hand , there is an obvious sense in which the
occurrence of goodness is inevitably bound up with evil. For
much that we can regard as evil is a necessary condition of
good. Pain and suffering are not inexplicable . We may not
know what, on a given occasion , accounts for an example of
pain or suffering. But there will be something which does
account for it: something, furthermore, that does so because it
is doing well . As Herbert McCabe puts it , 'there can never be
a defect inflicted on one thing except by another thing that is,
in doing so , perfecting itself' . 1 6
In other words, if we are to have a material world of the
kind in which we live , in which some things thrive at the
expense of others (in which , for example , lions can live
because there are other animals on which they can feed) , there
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will inevitably be much that we can think of as evil . In this
sense , it may be argued , goodness and evil are bound up with
each other. And , so it may be added, the fact that God
permits evil or is somehow responsible for it is no proof of his
badness. One may think that if a material world like ours
cannot exist without a great deal of pain and suffering, then
God shopld never have created such a world. But can it be
proved that , in creating a world like ours, God is positively
bad? We would not normally call an agent bad j ust because
the agent in question brings about a good which involves the
occurrence of what can also be viewed as bad . Some people
argue that some pain and suffering is clearly pointless and that
this is enough to show either that God does not exist or that it
is unlikely that he exists. Hence , for example , William Rowe
suggests that the intense suffering of a fawn trapped in a forest
fire would · be an instance of apparently pointless suffering
which could have been prevented by God and which would, .if
it occurred , be evidence against God's existence . He then goes
on to suggest that instances like this seem to abound in nature
and that reason therefore suggests that the truth lies with
atheism. 17 But the instance cited by Rowe is not obviously a
case of pointless suffering. It is a consequence of there being
a world which operates according to physical laws rather than
a series of miracles. And the same would be true of any
instance similar to that cited by Rowe . In any case , how can
we be sure that what seems to us pointless really is so? It
might even be argued that we ought not to expect to be able to
see the point of all suffering. For what falls within the plan of
an omnipotent, omniscient God will be something understood
only by what is omnipotent and omniscient. 1 8

Freedom
For reasons such as these , then , the theist may suggest that
pain and suffering do not present an unanswerable case against
God's existence . And, with reference to moral evil , those who
believe in God may also get some mileage out of the free-will
defence . It is a premiss of the defence that a world of free

·
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agents is better than a world of automata. Most people would
accept this premiss, and it is certainly true that we norma l l y
think well of those who allow their fellow human be i ngs a
measure of autonomy and freedom . The oppressive parent and
the tyrannical lover, the dictator and the bully, tend to be
regarded as less than fully admirable. Might it not therefore be
said that, if God is really good, he could actually be expected
to allow his creatures freedom? And might it not be said that
he could actually be expected to allow them to act as they
choose , with all the possible implications for the production of
evil that this might imply?
It has been suggested that God could have made a world
containing only free agents who always acted well and that the
non-existence of God follows from the fact that actual free
agents have failed to act well. One can find this suggestion in
the work of J. L. Mackie . Accordin g to him:
·

If there is no logical impossibility in a man's freely choosing the good
on one , or on several occasions, there cannot be a logical imposs
ibility in his freely choosing the good on every occasion . God was not,
then , faced with a choice between making innocent automata and
making beings who in acting freely, would sometimes go wrong: there
was open to him the obviously better possibility of making beings who
would act freely but always go right. Clearly his failure to avail
himself of this possibility is inconsistent with his being both omni
potent and wholly good. 1 9

But, though it seems true that there is no contradiction in
volved in the notion of people always freely acting well, can
God ensure that real people will act well without compro
mising their freedom? In order to ensure that people always
act well, God would p resuma bly have to cause them always to
act well. But if God did that, would it not be true that people
were not , in fact free?
On at least one view of freedom, the answer will be in
the negative . I refer here to what is sometimes called 'liber
tarianism' . According to this , people's actions are free only if
no cause apart from themselves brings it about that they act as
they do. But should we accept that a free action cannot be
·
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caused by God? One might, at any rate , note that those who
believe in God have reason for saying 'No'. For, as Antony
Flew puts it, the contr11ry position conflicts with 'the essential
theist doctrine of Divine creation' . And the reason for saying
so , as Flew goes on to observe , is that the doctrine of divine
creation 'apparently requires that , whether or not the creation
had a beginning, all created beings-all creatures, that is-are
always utterly dependent upon God as their sustaining cause .
God is here the First Cause in a procession which is not
temporally sequential . '20
There are theists who do not think of creation in these
terms. In their view , something can exist and be as it is with
out being totally dependent on God's causal activity. And for
those who think in this way , it will seem natural to suppose
that free actions, and other things as well , can exist uncaused
by God. In words of John Lucas:
Not everything that happens can be attributed directly to the detailed
decision of God . Although He knows how many hairs I have on my
head , He has not decided how many there shall be. He distances
Himself from the detailed control of the course of events in order,
among other things , to give us the freedom of manoeuvre we need
both to be moral agents and to go beyond morality into the realm of
personal relations. 2 1

But the traditional or classical notion of God (what we can
identify as classical theism) seems to rule this position out.
Traditionally speaking, all things apart from God are there
because God makes them to be there , not just in the sense
that he lays down the conditions in which they can arise , but
also in the sense that he makes them to be for as long as they
are there . And on this account , all that is real in creatures is
caused by God , including their activity . As Aquinas puts it:
Just as God not only gave being to things when they first began, but is
also-as the conserving cause of being-the cause of their being as
long as they last . . . so he not only gave things their operative powers
when they were first created, but is also always the cause of these in
things. Hence if this divine influence stopped , every operation would
stop. Every operation , therefore , of anything is traced back to him as
its cause. 22
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If we are working with this view , we have to agree that God is
causally operative in the existence of all things all the time that
they exist. And this must mean that he is causally operative in
all the actions of human beings, for these are as real as any
thing else we care to mention.
In that case, however, must it not follow that there is no
such thing as human freedom? If 'X is caused by God' entails
t hat X cannot be a free action , then it does . But theists do not
have to accept this entailment, and they have reason for
refusing to do so . For how do we proceed when deciding
whether or not people have acted freely on a given occasion?
We look to see if there is any identifiable thing in the world
which has impinged on them to determine their behaviour.
But God, by definition , is no such thing. If classical theists are
right, he is th e cause of there being such things and the cause
of them continuing to be . And if that is what God is, then it
makes sense to say that his being the cause of human actions
need not render such actions unfree .
If Fred kills Bill under the influence of drugs or hypnotism ,
we say that he has not killed Bill freely . But that is because
there is something in the world alongside and outside Fred
maki n g him do what he does. This would not be so , however,
in the case of God causing an action of Bill . If God is the
cause of th ings in the world existing and continuing to exist, he
cannot be part of the world and he cannot act on them from
outside as th ings in the world act on each other. He will , in
fact , be the necessary condition of them being and being what
they are . Or, as Herbert McCabe puts it: 'The creative causal
power of God does not operate on me from outside , as an
alternative to me ; it is the creative causal power of God th at
makes me me. '23 And , if that is true, then it makes sense to
say that even though my actions are caused by God , they can
still be my free actions. As one might also say: 'We are not
free in spite of God, but because of God. '24 This account
certainly insists that some human actions are free . But it does
so without committing its proponent to the view that free
human actions cannot be caused by God, for it is saying that
there being such actions depend on God .
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One may wonder, however, whether theists who make this
move are not now caught in a dilemma that has not been
mentioned so far. For suppose it is true that God is the cause
of human actions and that this can be so even though some
human actions are free. Would it not also be true that God is
the cause of moral evil? And would he not be this though able
to arrange that there is no moral evil? Most people who
believe in God say that his creation and sustenance of crea
tures is itself grounded in freedom . God does not have to
create . But if that is so and if God is the cause of moral evil,
should we not conclude that he is proved to be bad on two
separate counts? For would he not be bad (a) by being the
cause of moral evil and (b) by being the cause of evil which he
could have refrained from causing?
Confronted by these questions, a defender of the view that
God is good though he causes free human actions might
suggest that God is j ustified in producing moral evil because of
some concomitant good . But there does not seem to be any
concomitant good when it comes to moral evil . The evil of
a lamb's being eaten by a lion might be balanced by the
flourishing of the lion . But with moral evil there is no flou
rishing at all . Those who are guilty of moral evil sometimes do
damage to others . And they always damage themselves. For,
in being guilty of moral evil , they are failing as moral agents .
Good may accidentally arise from someone's being guilty of
moral evil , but evil acts in themselves have no good aspect.
There is a fairly traditional theistic response to these ob
servations. According to this, human moral failure cannot be
thought of as something for which God is responsible because
it is, in a sense , nothing at all . The idea here is that , in being
the maker and sustainer of the universe, God can only be
responsible for what is real and that human moral failure is
somehow unreal.
But that idea is surely very counter-intuitive . What, we
may ask , could be more real than human moral failure? The
founder of Christian Science said that evil is an illusion . And
we have seen why that suggestion is unacceptable . Should we
not therefore say that moral evil is perfectly real and that God
m ust cause it if he is the cause of free human actions?
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It is worth asking, however, what kind of reality is involved
i n there be i n g human moral failure. Could it be , for instance ,
that there are human moral failures in the sense that there are
cats? Are human moral failures substances of any sort? Are
they things which we can intelligibly take to be created or
sustained by God?
The answer would seem to be 'No'. Human moral failures
occur whe n people perform or refrain from performing certain
actions. But they are not substances. They are what we have
when people (who are substances) fail to aim for a good for
which they should aim . But if that is so, it actually does make
sense to say that they are , in a way, nothing at all . They are
what we have when there is a gap between what is there and
what ought to be there. And, if that is so, one might well
argue that they cannot be caused by God . For a gap of this
sort is not the kind of thi ng which we can think of as being
cau sed by anything o r anyone . It is a matter of absence , of .
wh at ought to be there but is not. And, for this reason , the
theist may d e n y that God is the cause of moral evil . If moral
evil is an abse n ce of a certain good, it is not something which
can be caused by anything, whether divine or human . People
may be moral l y evil , and their evil may be attributed to them .
If I am morally evil , then I am at fault . I have gone wrong.
B ut this is not t o say that, when people act badly, they cause
(bring about) so m eth ing which we can call moral evil (as
som eone can be said to be a cause or producer of a substantial
th ing ) . By the same token , so we may argue, even though God
causes free human actions, it does not follow that he causes
something which we can call moral evil. It follows that he has
brought it about that there are actions of various kinds. But it
does not follow that, if the actions are evil, he has brought
about an yth ing which can be considered as an intrinsically evil
th ing- a blot on the landscape , as it were. All that follows is
that he has brought it about that there are people who fail to
be as good as t hey could be . As McCabe , again , writes:
I could not , of course , act unjustl y unless I existed and we re sustained
being by G od . I could not do it un less every positive ac t i on I took
were sustained in being by God . My desire for riches is a po si tiv e
in
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Someone boiling with envy and malice cannot be described
j ust as lacking something. And bad moral qualities can be
ascribed to people just like good ones. Fred might be de
scribed as j ust. But he might also be described as unjust. In
this sense , so we may say , moral failure is a positive matter.
But envy, malice, and comparable drives still involve failure to
be as good as one could be . What worries us about them is the
fact that they make people less than they should be , that those
in their grip are settling for a lesser good.
Looked at from this perspective , the serious question facing
someone . who says that God causes free human actions is not
'Is God the cause of moral evil?' It is 'Why has God . not
caused more moral goodness than he has?' . Moral evil may be
seen as a matter of what ought to be there but is not . So we
need not worry about what causes it. But we may well wonder
why there is not more mQral goodness than there is or has
bee n . And we may consequently wonder whether God can be
good since he has not produced more moral goodness than he
has. We may wonder whether God is guilty by neglect.
Some would say that he is (and that he cannot , therefore , be
good) . But that response assumes that God is under some
obligation to produce more goodness than he does . And it
seems hard to show that God (whether or not we believe him
to exist) should be conceived as under any such obligation. For
how would one show this?
One might think in terms of analogies . If I am a teacher and
if my pupils end up knowing nothing more than they knew
when they came my way , then I might be reproached for
failing in my obligation to teach them something . Or, to take
another example , nurses are obliged to do certain things ,
and they may be chided if they do not do them. But it is
surely absurd to think of God as having a job in which he
contracts to produce a given result. Such a notion of God

God and Evil

47
would, at any rate , be quite at odds with traditional ways
of conceiving him . And if we think of God as maker and
sustainer of the universe , it is absurd to suggest that there is
any quantity of goodness which he ought to produce. It might
be said that God is obliged to produce the best possi ble world.
But the best possible world is not someth ing makeable . Talk
of a 'best possible world' is as incoherent as talk of a 'greatest
prime number' . As C. J. F. Williams observes:
It is a consequence of God's infinite power, wisdom and goodness
that, for any world we can conceive him creating, it is possible to
conceive him creating a better world. More than that-for this has
nothing to do with what we can or cannot conceive-for any world
which God can create , there is another, better world which he could
also have created. 26

The Goodness of God and the Problem of Evil
If what I have said so far is right, the problem of evil does not
rule out the possible existence of God. To the charge that
theism is incompatible with acknowledgement of evil's reality ,
one may reply that, for all we know, the evil in the world may
be justified as necessary for certain goods . If it is said that evil
makes it unlikely that God exists, one may respond by saying
that we may well be in no position to determine what might be
produced by an omnipotent , omniscient , good God, and we
can give some reason for saying that the nature of the world as
we find it gives no solid reason to suppose that God is not
good . At this point, however, it is worth pointing out a further
line of defence open to someone who thinks it possible or
likely that there is a God in spite of the existence of evil .
It hinges on the question 'What do you mean by "God is
good"?'
Those who believe that God's existence is impossible or
unlikely because of the reality of evil usually mean 'Given the
reality of evil, it is impossible or unlikely that there is a God
who is morally good ' . And many of those who defend belief in
God work on the same assumption . But suppose we now
introduce a new question into the discussion. Suppose we ask
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whether the theist is bound to regard God as morally good .
Once we do this , a whole new line of defence is open to
someone who thinks it reasonable to believe in the existence
of God along with the existence of evil. For, clearly, if belief
in God is not necessarily belief in the existence of a morally
good agent, then the problem of evil cannot even get off the
ground in so far as it is taken to be a problem concerning
God's moral goodness. As some philosophers would say, it
turns into a pseudo-problem . And then , of course , it is not
necessarily a reason for ignoring any positive case offered
for believing in God . For if the problem of evil depends on
thinking of God as a morally good agent and if theists do not
have to regard him as such , then the problem is not necessarily
a problem for belief in God.
So do we have to say that belief in the existence of God is
belief in the existence of a morally good agent? Do we have to
suppose that the goodness of God is moral goodness? Here , it
seems to me , there are grounds for replying in the negative �
One may, of course , say that if God is good, then he must
be morally good , since , if he is not, we cannot mean anything
in calling him good. It might also be argued that God must be
morally good since moral goodness is the highest form of
goodness known to us and cannot, therefore , be lacking in
God. B ut theologians have taught that God is good without
holding that his goodness is that of a morally good agent. They
·
have said , for example , that God is good because he somehow
contains in himself the perfections of his creatures, all of which
reflect him somehow. And it is implausible to hold that moral
goodness is the only goodness there is. There are good chairs,
good radios, good dinners, good essays, good books, good
poems, good maps, good all sorts of things. And to say that
moral goodness is the highest form of goodness we know is
precisely to beg the question in the context of the present
discussion . If we can know that God exists and if God's
goodness is not moral goodness, then moral goodness is not
the highest form of goodness we know . There is the goodness
of God to be reckoned with .
A common obj ection to this suggestion is to say that God
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must be th ough t of as morally good since God is a person and
since persons are good in so far as they are morally good . On
this account, God is at least as good as I am w he n I am good .
And, so the argument usually goes, he is actually a lot better. I
am sometimes morally bad, but, so many have urged, God
always gets it right. He is a perf�ctly morally good person . 27
Yet a Christian , at any rate , might wonder about the ex
pression 'God is a person' . It does not occur anywhere in the
Bible . The Christian God is the Trinity, of Father, Son ,
and Spirit. And although Christians say that there are three
persons in the Trinity, they do not mean that God is three
persons in one person . So why should they hold that God is
a person?
Perhaps they should say that God is personal and that 'God
is a person' says nothing mo re than that . Even if we accept
that point, however, there is surely something odd in the
suggest io n that to call God good must be to say that he is .

morally good . For if we are talking of the maker and sustainer
of creatures , must it not , rather, be true that God can be
neither morally good nor morally bad?
I presume at thi s point that a morally good agent is someone
exemplifying virtues of the sort listed by Aristotle (384-322
sc) : the cardinal virtues of prudence , justice , temperateness,
and courage . We might also (as, of course , many do) say
that an agent i s mo rally good if he or she acts over time in
accordance with certain duties or obligat ions. It has been said
that a morally good agent is simply a subject who does no
morally bad action . But since that can be true of a dog,
something more seems required. To deem an agent to be
morally good, we need positive grounds . for attributing to that
agent virtue or obedien�e to duty or obli gation A n d th i s ,
of course , means that if something is such that virtue . or
obedience to duty or o bl igation cannot intelligibly be attri
buted to it , we have no reason to think of it as either morally
good or mo ral ly b ad .
. So consider now the sense in which the cardinal virtues
can intelligibly be ascribed to God. Can we think of him as
exe mplifyi ng prude nce , temperateness, or courage? Not if
.
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these virtues are what Aristotle thought them to be , dis
positions needed by h uman beings in order to flourish as
human beings . Christians wi ll not find it amiss to speak of
God as j ust. But they cannot mean by this that God gives
others what he owes them (commutative j ustice) , for the
notion of him being indebted to them makes no sense . As
source of everything creaturely, God cannot receive gain by
what is creaturely and then return it. If we are entitled to call
him just, it can only be because he can be said to act in
accordance with his own decrees (this not implying anything
about the content cf those decrees) or because he gives to his
creatures what is good (this not implying that he gives the
same to every creature) . This, in fact , is the view of God's
j ustice found in the Old Testament . The justice (or righteous
ness) of God is not there a matter of distributive justice . It is a
matter of "him acting in accordance with his declared will for
lsrael . 28
It might be sai d that some creatures are such that God ought
to give them certain things , e . g . that he ought to reward
virtuous people with happiness j ust because they are virtuous
(assuming we draw some distinction between 'being virtuous'
and 'being happy' ) . At this point, however, we come to the
issue of God's duties or obligations, and the point to make
here is that we have good reason for resisting the suggestion
that God has any duties or o bligations. Could he , for instance ,
have duties or obligations to himself? Should he , for example ,
strive to keep himself healthy? Should he try not to let his
talents or abilities go to seed? One might say that God has
obligations to others: that he is, for example , obliged to
reward good people with happiness . But this suggestion also
makes no sense . What can oblige God in relation to his crea
tures? Could it be that there is a law which says that God has
obligations to them? But what law? And where does it come
from? Is it someth ing set up by someone independently of
God? But how can anyone set up a law independently of God?
Is God not the maker of everything apart from himself?
Someone might say that there are duties and obligations
binding on God and that this just has to be accepted. But why

51
should we believe this? What , indeed , are we to suppose
ourselves to believe in believing this? Perhaps we sho ul d
be think ing that there are moral laws with which God is
presented , j ust as he is presented with logical laws. And
perhaps we should say that, just as God has to accept that a
given law of logic holds, so he must accept that there are
certain courses of action which he must either refrain from or
adopt. But the cases cited here are not parallel. We can speak
of God as 'bound' by laws of logic. But this does not mean
that he is bound by any command to do what can be done .
And it does not mean that he has a duty or obligation to do
anything we care to mention . To say that someone has a duty
or is obliged to do something is already to suppose that the
person in question is bound by some law or other. But why
shoul d we suppose that God is bound by some law or other?
One m igh t say t hat God is bound by moral laws bi ndi ng on
all of us . One might say , for example , that God is bound (or
duty bound or obliged) not to murder innocent people . But
God, of course , cannot murder innocent people . He cannot be
singled out and accused of doing anything which , were Fred to
do it, would get him condemned for murder in a court of law.
God has no fingerprints. He cannot be proved to have held
any gun against someone . Nor can he be seen by anyone to
have do n e so . He can be said to have willed what happens
when someone gets murdered (for the person would not have
been murdered had God not willed it somehow) . B ut can he
be thought to be bound by a moral law forbidding him to will
as he does? What would the law be? Perhaps it would ru n : 'No
human being and no god may conspire in the bringing about of
the death of an innocent person . ' But that law cannot be truly
thought to have been obeyed by the God who makes and
sustains the universe . For he has most manifestly conspired in
the deaths of many innocent people . Had God de-created th e
universe in 1 066, many innocent people who have died since
then would not have died . So God conspired in their deaths.
An objector might say that he did so with morally cogent
reasons recognized by him as such . It might be argued , for
example , that he did so because he knew that this wou ld have
God a,d Evil
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resulted in an obj ectively better s t a t e of affairs than some
alternative state of affairs . But can it b e held that there having
occurred all that has happened since 1 066 is better than there
having been nothing since 1 066? One might say that , given
1066 and what followed, there have been more good things
than there would have been if history had ended in 1 066 . But
would that mean that a world with 1066 and what followed is
objectively better than a world ending at 1066? We can count
good things , but can we evaluate between the world ending at
1 066 and the world going on until now so as to say that one of
them is , in some absolute sense , better than the other? And
what is a 'state of affairs' ? How many of them can you number
around you as you read this book?
Quite apart from such musings , however, the argument
is flawed because it presupposes that God has a duty or
obligation to do this, that, or the other. One has duties and
obligations as part of a definite , describable context . A nurse ,
for example , has certain duties in the light of such things as
hospitals , drugs, sickness, doctors , death , and patients . A
parent has obligations against a background of families,
children , and society . And so on for other examples. In that
case , it makes sense to deny that God has duties and obliga
tions . In the light of what context can he be said to have them?
There would seem to be no context at all , and the notion of
him having duties and obligations is therefore an idle one . If
anything , it should be said that God must be the cause of
duties and obligations , for , if God is the Creator , he must be
the cause of there being situations in which people have such
things (i . e . our good is something deriving from God since he
makes us what we are) .
Someone might reply that God does have obligations as a
parent . Before you produce a child , someone might argue , it is
indeed true that you have no obligations to it (because it is not
there) . But , having produced the child, you do have obliga
tions . And , so the argument might continue , this is how it
must be with God . Having fathered me, he is bound to act
towards me in certain ways . But this argument would simply
miss the point . Let us suppose that God does have obligations
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towards his creatures . How is he to fulfil them? He can only
do so by bri nging it about that certain events come to pass.
But he can only do that by ·willing the existence of things. And

how can he be obliged to do that?

Reasons for the Existence of God?
A great deal more could be said about the problem of evil .
But we now need to move on . Before we abandon the prob
lem of evil altogether, however, it is worth pointing out a
further line of defence open to someone who thinks it possible
or likely that there is a God in spite of the existence of evil .
We can call it the 'Reasonableness of the Existence of God
Defence' since it proceeds from the view that it is reasonable
to believe in God.
As we have seen , someone who thinks that the existence of
evil renders the existence of God impossible or unlikely is
arguing as follows :
Evil e xists .
If evil exists , it is impossible or unlikely that God exists .
Therefore , it is impossible or unlikely that God exists .

Now this a rgu me n t is valid , though that is not to say that its
p re misses and conclusion are true . But suppose one had very
good reason for believing that God exists. In that case one
would certainly have reason for saying that God's existence is
possible. One would also have reason for denying that evil
makes it unlikely that God exists , since one would already
have good reason to believe that God does exist . One might
therefore offer the following argument :
God exists .
Evil exists.
Therefore , both God and evil exist and the existence of
evil does not make it impossible or unlikely that God
exists.
Now there may be no good reason for believing in the
ex istence of God. But if people thought they had a good
reason, they would be j ustified in using the second of the
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arguments in response to the a ssertion that belief

in
a dv ance because of the problem of
evil . Those who want to rej ect belief in God without reference
to reasons for belief in God might find such a move tiresome ;
but they could only show that it was unreasonable by shifting
their grb und . In other words, they would now have to start
engaging with the believer's reasons for believing in the
existence of God .
At this point in our discussion , therefore , perhaps we can
join them. To begin with , we shall turn to a line of argument
whose philosophical career has been long and various . It
centres on the meaning of the word 'God' and is usually
referred to as the 'Ontological Argument' .
God can be d ismissed in

4

The Ontological Argument
' W H A T's in a name?', asked Juliet. It could be said that
defenders of the ontological argument think there can be quite
a lot. Before we see why, however, I ought to point out that
there is actually no single argument which alone deserves to be
called 'The Ontological Argument'. For reasons of convention
and convenience I retain the title as a chapter heading. I also
sometimes use . the expression 'the ontological argument' . But
'the ontological argument' is best taken as referring to a group
of related arguments .

Ontological A rguments
( a) Anselm
The most famous form of the ontological argument is to be
found in St Anselm's Proslogion, chapters 2 and 3 , where
Anselm offers a reductio ad absurdum argument ( i . e . an argu
ment whose aim is to show that a proposition is true because
its denial entails a contradiction or some other absurdity) .
To begin with , says Anselm , we need to consider what God
is. The answer that Anselm comes up with is that God is
'something than which nothing greater can be conceived'
(aliquid quo nihil maius cogitari possit) . This, he observes , is
what 'we believe' God to be. 1
But suppose someone says that there is no God . That
person, says Anselm , 'understands what he hears , and what he
understands is in his intellect (in intellectu ) ' From this Anselm
concludes that God exists even in the intellect of one denying
his existence . 'Even the Fool [ in Psalms 1 3 and 5 2] , then , is
forced to agree that something than which nothing greater
.
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can be conceived exists in the intellect , since he understands
this when he hears it, and whatever is understood is in the
intellect . '
But does God exist i n any other sense? According to
Anselm , the answer must be 'Yes' . God , he argues , must exist
not only in the intellect but in reality (in re) . Wh y? Because ,
says Anselm, 'Et certe id quo maius cogitari nequit non potest
esse in solo intellectu. Si enim vel in solo intellectu est potest
cogitari esse et in re quod maius est. '
What does Anselm mean here? The text can be translated in
two ways (people rarely seem to see that there are two possi
bilities here) :
( 1 ) And for sure , that than which a greater cannot be
conceived cannot exist only in the intellect . For if it is
only in the intellect it can be thought to be in reality as
well , which is greater.
(2) And for sure that than which a greater cannot be
conceived cannot exist only in the intellect . For if it is
only in the intellect , what is greater can be thought to be
in reality as well .
Either way, however, it is clear that Anselm is arguing that
something can be thought to be greater than something existing
only in the intellect and that something than which nothing
greater can be conceived therefore does not j ust exist in the
intellect.
That is as far as Anselm gets in Proslogion 2 . But the
argument continues in Proslogion 3 . Suppose I understand
that a certain person exists . Then , so Anselm would say , the
person exists in my intellect . And if the person exists outside
my intellect , the person exists both in the intellect and outside
it But such a person need not be such that he or she cannot be
thought not to exist. I can perfectly well acknowledge the
existence of someone without supposing that there is no
possibility of that person not existing. By the same token ,
Anselm seems to assume , even if we know that God exists
both in the intellect and outside it, it does not follow that there
is no possibility of God not existing. 2 If we think that God is
.
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such that there is no possi bili ty of him not existing, we need to
know more of him t h an that he exists both in the intellect and
outside it. And the burden of Proslogion 3 see ms to be to
3
show that we do know this of him .

How? .Because, says Anselm , it can be thought that there is
something which cannot be thought not to exist and because
God must be such a being if he is something than which
nothing greater can be oonceived. Why? Because, Anselm
argues, it can be thought that there exists something that
cannot be thought not to exist. And such a thing would be
greater than someth ing which can be thought dot to exist.
Something can be thought to exist that cannot be thought not to exist,
and this is greater than that which can be thought not to exist. Hence,
if something than which a greater cannot be conceived can be thought
not to exist, then something than which a greater cannot be conceived
is not that than wh ich a greater cannot be conceived , which is absurd.

(b ) Descartes, Malcolm, and Plantinga
So much , then , for Anselm's version of the ontological argu
ment. But the argument also has several other notable forms.
In particular, there are the forms defended by Descartes,
Norman Malcolm , and Alvin Plan tinga .
Descartes's argument comes in the fifth of his Meditations
on First Philosophy. Here Descartes says that by the word
'God' we mean 'a supremely perfect being ' . And this defini
tion of 'God' , he continues, allows us to conclude that God
really exist s .
Why? Because , Descartes argues, existence is 'a certain
pe rfection ' . If God is by defi n i tion something supremely
perfect and if existence is a perfection , it follows that God , by
defin ition , exists and th at to deny th at this is so is to contradict
oneself. Or, in Descartes's words:
Existence can no more be separated from the essence of God than the
fact that its three angles equal two right angles can be separated from
the essence of a triangle, or than the idea of a mountain can be
separated from the idea of a valley. Hence it is just as much a
contradiction to think of God (that is, a supremely perfect being)
lacking existence (that is, lacking a perfection ) , as it is to think of a
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mountain without a va l l e y . . . I am not free to think of God without
existence (that is, a supremely perfect being without a supreme per
fection) as I am free to j m agi ne a horse with or without wings. 4

Malcolm's version of the ontological argument begins by
trying to remove certain difficulties . 5 Philosophers often object
to the ontological argument by saying that it wrongly treats
existence as a perfection which things may have or lack.
Malcolm agrees with this criticism , and he allows that Anselm
is subject to it. According to Malcolm , Anselm supposes that
existence is a perfection in his statement of the ontological
argument in Proslogion 2. But Malcolm thinks that in
Proslogion 3 Anselm has an ontological argument that does
not assume that existence is a perfection . In Proslogion 3 , says
Malcolm, Anselm is saying not that God must exist because
existence is a perfection , but that God must exist because the
concept of God is the concept of a being whose existence is
necessary. As Malcolm sees it , Proslogion 3 considers God ·as a
being who , if he exists, has the property of necessary existence.
Since , however, a being who has this property cannot fail to
exist, it follows that God actually exists.
If God , a being a greater than which cannot be conceived, does not
exist then He cannot come into existence . For if He did He would
either have been caused to come into existence or have happened to
come into existence, and in either case He would be a limited being,
which by our conception of Him He is not. Since He cannot come
into existence , if He does not exist His existence is impossible . If He
does exist He cannot have come into existence . . . nor can He cease
to exist, for nothing could cause him to cease to exist nor could it just
happen that He ceased to exist. So if God exists His existence is
necessary . Thus God's existence is either impossible or necessary .
It can be the former only if the concept of such a being is self
contradictory or in some way logically absurd. Assuming that this is
not so , it follows that He necessarily exists. 6

This argument is criticized by Plantinga . But Plantinga also
argues that it can be salvaged if restated with the help of the
philosophical notion of possible worlds , a notion popularized
through the writings of certain modal logicians. 7 Roughly
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spe aking, a possible world is a complete way things could be .
For Plantinga , our world is a possible world . So too is a world
exactly like ours but in which , for example , Alvin Plantinga is
a farmer instead of a philosopher. Working with this notion of
possi ble worlds, Plantinga reformulates Malcolm's argument in
the following two propositions.

1 . There is a possible world, W, in which there exists a
being with maximal greatness.
2. A being has maximal greatness in a world only if it
exists in every world. 8
According to Plantinga, this argument establishes that in
every world there is a being with maximal greatness. Unfortu
nately, however, says Plantinga , the argument does not
establish that there is a God in the actual world. It establishes
that there is something with maximal greatness. But being
maximally great only means existing in every possible world. It
does not mean having the attributes traditionally ascribed to
God .
A s I have said , however, Plantinga thinks that the onto
l�gical argument can be defended . And at this point he begins
his defence . If he is right in his assessment of Malcolm's
argument , it follows that there is a possible world where a
being has maximal greatness, which entails that the being
exists in every world . But it does not entail that in every world
the being is greater or more perfect than other inhabitants of
those worlds . Plantinga therefore introduces the notion of
'maximal excellence' , which he thinks of as a possible property
connected with maximal greatness .
The property has maximal greatness entails the property
has maximal excellence in every possible world.
Maximal excellence entails omniscience, omnipotence, and
moral perfection . 9
Now, says Plantinga, maximal greatness is possibly
exemplified. There is a possible world where there is a being
who is maximally great . In that case , however (and in view of
the understanding of maximal greatness just introduced) , in
any possible world this being has maximal excellence . And it

6o
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follows from this that in our world there is a being who has
maximal excellence , which is to say that there is actually a
God whose existence follows from his essence and who can
thus be thought to exist in reality by reasoning that counts as a
form of the ontological argument.

How Successful is the Ontological Argument?
Is the ontological argument cogent? Let us consider the
question by turning to its various versions .

Anselm and Gaunilo
After the appearance of the Proslogion a monk called Gaunilo
of Marmoutier wrote a reply to Anselm and virtually accused
him of absurdity . 10 According to Gaunilo , if Anselm is correct ,
then it .i s not only God's existence that can be established by
reasoning akin to Anselm's.
For example: they say that there is in the ocean somewhere an island
which , because of the difficulty (or rather the impossibility) of finding
that which does not exist , some have called the 'Lost Island ' . And
the story goes that it is blessed with all manner of priceless riches
and delights in abundance , much more even than the Happy Isles,
and having no owner or inhabitant , it is superior everywhere in
abundance of riches to all those islands that men inhabit. Now , if
anyone should tell me that it is like this, I shall easily understand what
is said , since nothing is difficult about it. But if he should then go on to
say , as though it were a logical consequence of this: You cannot any
more doubt that this island that is more excellent than all other lands
exists somewhere in reality than you can doubt that it is in your mind ;
and since it is more excellent to exist not only in the mind alone but
also in reality, therefore that it must needs be that it exists. For if
it did not exist, any other land existing in reality would be more
excellent than it, and so this island , already thought by you to be
more excellent than others, will not be more excellent. If, I say ,
someone wishes thus to persuade me that this island really exists
beyond all doubt, I should either think that he was j oking, or I should
find it hard to decide which of us I ought to judge the bigger fool . 1 1

There is one reply that Anselm could offer against this
objection. 1 2 For he never talks about something that is in
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fact greater than anything else of the same kind . H e talks
about God as som ething than which nothing greater can be
conceived . Gaunilo con ce ntrates on the notion of an island
which is better than all other i s l an ds. But Anselm focuses on
the notion of God as something that cannot be surpassed
in any respect. It might thus be suggested that Anselm and
Gaunilo are t alk in g at cross-purposes.
A defender of Gaunilo might , however, accept this point
and still try to preserve the thrust of his argument. What if we
take it as urgi n g that, if Anselm's argument works , then it is
possi b le to establish the existence , not of the island which is
better than all others, but of the island than which no more
perfect island ca n be conceived?
The move has seemed plausi b le to many, but it need not
really be taken as showing that Anselm is mistaken in his
argument . For it depends on assuming the co herence of the
concept of an island than which no island more perfect can be
conceived . Yet , no matter what description of an island is
provided , it is always possible that something could be added
to it so as to give an account of a better island . As Plantinga
puts it:
No matter how great an island is, no matter how many Nubian
maidens and dancing girls adorn it, there could always be a greater
one with twice as many, for example . The qualities that make for
greatness in islands-number of palm trees, amount and quality of
coconuts , for example-most of these qualities have no intrinsic
maximum. That is, there is no degree of productivity or number of
palm trees (or of dancing girls) such that it is impossible that an island
display more of that quality. So the idea of a greatest possible island
is an inconsistent or incoherent i d ea ; it's not possible that there be
such a thing. 13

Perhaps , then , we might conclude that Anselm's position
survives the attack of Gaunilo's island argument . Might it
not be refuted on other grounds , however? At this point it
is worth referring to Immanuel Kant ( 1 724- I 8o4) , for it is
commonly claimed that Kant provided a bsol u tely decisive
objections to the ontological argument.
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Kant and the Ontological Argument
Kant has two main obj ections to the ontological argument, the
first of which he expresses as follows :
If, in an identical proposition, I reject the predicate while retaining
the subject, contradiction results; and I therefore say that the former
belongs necessarily to the latter. But if we reject the subject and
predicate alike , there is no contradiction ; for nothing is then left that
can be contradicted. To posit a triangle, and yet to rej ect its three
angles, is self-contradictory; but there is no contradiction in rejecting
the triangle together with its three angles. The same holds true of the
concept of an absolutely necessary being. If its existence is rejected ,
we reject the thing itself with all its predicates ; and no question of
contradiction can then arise. There is nothing outside it that would be
contradicted , since the necessity of the thing is not supposed to be
.
derived from anything external; nor is there anyth ing internal that
would he contradicted , since in rejecting the thing itself we have at
the same time rejected all its internal properties . . . I cannot form the
least concept of a thing which, should it be rejected with all its
predicates, leaves behind a contradiction . 1 4

Is this reasoning acceptable? The text I have quoted is not,
perhaps , a terribly clear one . One may wonder what exactly
Kant is driving at . But his main point seems clear. Kant is
presumably saying that the statement 'God does not exist'
is not self-contradictory . Whereas Descartes would say that
denying God's existence is like denying that triangles have
three sides, Kant is arguing that 'God does not exist' could be
true , even if it is , in fact , false . On Kant's view , to define
something is to say that if anything matches the definition ,
then it will be as the definition states . But whether anything
does match a given definition is a further question .
Is that right? Considered as a response to Descartes's
form of the ontological argument , the answer is surely 'Yes' .
Descartes supposes that the concept of God is the concept of
something having the perfection of existence . But even if we
accept that this is so , it does not follow that there actually is
any such thing as Descartes takes God to be . From a given
perfection's being part of the concept of a thing, it does not
follow that the thing actually exists. Or, to put it another way ,
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one may define a thing how one likes, but it is always a further
question whether or not there is anything corresponding to the
definition .
One may, wonder, however, whether Kant's argument
really engages with what Anselm writes. For is it true that
An selm proposes to define God into existence? Readers will
fi nd that most people writing on Anselm assume that he does.
But we m ay, in fact, challenge this assu mptio n Early in the
argument of Proslogion 2 Anselm introduces a premiss assert
ing existence ('Something than which nothing greater can
be conceived exists in the intellect'). And his question in
Proslogion 2 i s not whether we can move from a definition of
God to the reality of God , but whether we can reasonably
suppose that so me thi n g than which nothing greater can be
conceived exists only in the intellect.
What of Kant's second objection , however? This is stated by
him in the following (famous) passage :
.

.

'Being' is obviously not a real predicate ; that is, it is not a concept
of something which could be added to the concept of a thing. It
is merely the positing of a thing, or of certain determinations,
as existing in themselves. Logically, it is merely the copula of a
judgement . . . If, now , we take the subject (God) with all its
predicates (among which is omnipotence) , and say 'God is' or 'There
is God ' , we attach no new predicate to the concept of God , but only
posit the subj ect in itself with all its predicates, and indeed posit it as
being an object that stands in relation to my concept. The content
of both must be one and the same . . . Otherwise stated , the real
contains no more than the merely possible . A hundred real thalers do
not contain the least coin more than a hundred possible thalers. 15

Kant seems to be saying that , although the o n to l ogical
argument holds that 'existing' is a quality, attribute , or charac
teristic which God must have , when we say that something
exists , we are not ascribing to it any quality, attribute , or
characteristic. And although this suggestion is often rej ected,
it seems to me to be correct . Or, to put it another way,
exist(s)' can never serve to tell us anything about any object or
individual . By 'object' or 'individual' I mean something that
can be named . On my account , then , Brian Davies (the writer
'-
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of the book you are reading) is an object or individual; and to
say that existence (or being) is not a predicate is to say that ,
while there are predicates which do give us information about
Brian Davies (predicates truly ascribing properties to him)
exist(s)' is not one of them. If 'Brian Davies snores' is
true , someone who comes to know this learns something about
Brian Davies. 'Brian Davies snores' says something about
Brian Davies. This , however, is not the case with 'Brian
Davies exists' .
One reason for thinking this lies in the fact that the contrary
supposition leads to paradox . If 'exists' ascribes a property to
Brian Davies in 'Brian Davies exists' , then it looks as though
'Brian Davies does not exist' denies that he has this property.
If Brian Davies does not exist, however, how can it be true of
him that he lacks a property? Hence the paradox. 16 On the
assumption that 'exists' gives a genuine property of individuals,
affirmative existential statements (e . g . 'Brian Davies exists')
would seem to be necessarily true , and negative existential
ones (e .g. 'Brian Davies does not exist') would seem to be
necessarily false .
One may feel , however, that this hardly shows that 'exists'
does not express a property of individuals . At this point,
therefore , let us note that the work done by 'exist' in sentences
of the form 'A's exist' can equally well be done by the word
'Someone' or 'Something' . 'Faithful husbands exist' can j ust as
well be rendered by 'Someone is a faithful husband'. Nothing
is thereby lost . 1 7 But 'Someone is a faithful husband' can
hardly be taken to be about any particular individual . We may
assent to it because we know of certain faithful husbands ; but
the falsity of the proposition would not follow even if all
husbands known to us were to become unfaithful. 111 Given that
'Someone' in 'Someone is a faithful husband' is doing the work
of 'exist' in 'Faithful husbands exist ' , it would therefore seem
that the work of 'exist' is not to tell us anything about any
individual .
That appearances here are not deceptive is best brought out ,
however, by noting the way in which statements of existence
can be viewed as statements of number. The way forward at
this point is, I think, indicated by Gottlob Frege ( 1 848- 1925)

· --

.
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and remarks made by him in The Foundations of Arithmetic,
where he attacks the suggestion that numbers are properties of
o bj ects
· . To begin with , Frege draws attention to the difference be
tween propositions like 'The King�s carriage is drawn by four
horses' and 'The King's carriage is drawn by thoroughbred
horses' . Going by surface appearances, one might suppose that
'four' qualifies 'horses' in the first proposition as 'thoroughbred'
does in the second. But that , of course, is false . Each horse
which draws th e King ' s carriage may be tho ro ugh bred but
each is not four. 'Four' in 'The King's carriage is drawn by
four horses' cannot be telling us anything about any individ
ual horse . It is telling us how many horses draw the King's
carriage .
So, Frege argues , statements of number are prim a ril y
answers to q uesti on s of the form 'How many A's are there?' ;
and when we make them, we assert something not of an object
(e .g. some particular horse) but of a concept . 'While looking
at one and the same external phenomenon' , he writes , 'I can
say with equal truth both "It is a (one) copse" and "It is five
trees" , or both "Here are four companies" and "Here are 5 00
men" . ' He continues :
.

,

Now what changes here from one judgement to the other is neither
any individual object , nor the whole , the agglomeration of them , but
rather my terminology. But that itself is only a sign that one concept
has been substituted for another. This suggests . . . that the content of
a statement of number is an assertion about a concept . 1 9

Frege then reinforces his point by means of the example
'Venus has o moons' . If number statements are statements
about objects , about which object(s) is 'Venus has o moons' .?
Presumably, none . If I say 'Venus has o moons' , there 'simply
does not exist any moon or agglomeration of moons for any
thing to be asserted of; but what happens is that a property is
assigned to the concept "moon of Venus" , namely that of
including nothing under it' . That is, if 'one' is a property
of an object and if numbers greater than one are properties of
groups of objects, 'nought' must be ascribable to non-existent
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objects . B ut t o ascribe a property to a non-existent object is
not to ascribe it to an y th ing .
Now , says Frege ; 'In this respect , existence is analogous to
number. Affirmation of existence is in fact nothing but denial
of the number nought . ' 20 And if Frege is right about number,
that is correct. Indeed , we can strengthen the claim . For
statements of existence are more than analogous to state
ments of number; they are statements of number. As C. J. F.
Williams puts it,
Statements of number are possible answers to questions of the form
'How many A's are there?' and answers to such questions are no less
answers for being relatively vague . Nor do they fail to be answers
because they are negative. In answering the question 'How many A's
are there?' I need not produce one of the Natural Numbers. I may
j ust say 'A lot' , which is tantamount to saying 'The number of A's is
not sm a.ll' , or 'A few' , which is tantamount to saying 'The number of
A's is not large'. If I say 'There are some A's' , this is tantamount to
saying 'The number of A's is not o ' . Instead of saying 'There are a lot
of A's' I may say 'A's are numerous' , and instead of saying 'There
are some A's' I may say 'A's exist'. All these may be regarded as
statements of number. 2 1

Statements of existence , then , are statements of number.
They are answers to the question 'How many?' , and , considered
as such , they do not ascribe properties to objects . And , if that
is correct , Kant is right to resist the suggestion that we can
argue for God's existence on the assumption that existence is a
quality, attribute , or characteristic which God must have . The
question , however, is 'Does this criticism engage with the
ontological argu ment?' The answer, I think, is 'Yes and no' .
It clearly engages with the ontological argument as Descartes
presents it. Descartes is manifestly passing from a definition of
God to the conclusion that God exists by means of the premiss
that existence is a perfection which God , by definition , must
possess. He even invokes the analogy of a triangle, as Kant
does . But , contrary to what is often suggested, we are not
obliged to say that Anselm argues in this way . Everything here
hinges on the proper translation of his words 'Et certe id quo
maius cogitari nequit non potest esse in solo intellectu. Si enim

The Ontological Argumen!
vel in solo intellectu est potest cogitari esse et in re quod maius
est. '

As I noted above , we can translate this passage thus: 'And
for sure that than which a greater cannot be conceived cannot
exist only in the intellect. For if it is only in the intellect it can
be thought to be in reality as well, which is greater. ' And if
that is the right translation , then Kant's point about existence
or being would seem to hold against Anselm, who would seem
to be treating 'being in reality' as a perfection or great-making
quality, as Descartes does. But Anse l m is not making this
move if the proper translation of our Latin text is 'And for
sure that than which a greater cannot be conceived cannot
exist only in the intellect. For if it is only in the intellect , what
is greater can be thought to be in reality as well . ' If t h at is
what Anselm is saying, his argument is: ( 1 ) on the assumption
that that than · which nothing greater can be conceived is only
in a m i n d , something greater can be conceived ; (2) for some
thing greater can be thought to exist in reality as well ; ( 3 ) the
assumption is therefore contradictory: either there is no such
thing even in the intellect, or it exists also in reality; (4) bu t it
does exist in the mind of the fool ; (5 ) therefore that th an
which nothing greater can be conceived exists in reality as well
as in a m i n d . If we want to contest this argument, we should
not worry abo ut the premiss 'Existing in reality as well as
in the un de rsta nding is greater than existing in the under
standing alone , i . e . than not existing' . We should concern
ourselves with a ski ng whether it is true that we can conceive of
something than which no thi ng greater can be conceived and
whether, if t h at than which nothing greater can be conceived
exists only i n the mind , something which is greater can be
conceived to exist -also in reality.

(c) Malcolm and Plantinga
Thus we come to the version of the ontological argument
defended b y Malcolm and Plantinga. From what I have said
above, the reader will see that it is arguably wrong of Malcolm
to re ad Proslogion 2 as holding that existence is a perfection .
He is also arguably wrong in supposing that Proslogion 3 is a
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separate attempt to prove God's existence . But these points of
interp ret ati on need not det ai n us . Malcolm 's argument may
not be Anselm's, but it is still an argu m e n t and we can ask if
it is cogent.
The first thing to be said is that Malcolm seems to be
making an acceptable point in saying that, although existence
is not a perfection, necessary existence can be thought of as
being such. In speaking of a thing having 'necessary existence ' ,
Malcolm i s thinking o f something which does not depend for
its existence on anything apart from itself; something, further
more , which cannot pass out of existence. It is plausible to
hold that such a thing would clearly differ from things (e .g.
human beings) which do depend on other things for their
existence . It would also differ from things whose exist�nce
can be threatened by what happens-by the actions of other
things, for instance. And most people would see some point in
saying that a thing of this kind would consequently enjoy a
certain privilege or p�rfection.
But having granted this point , we can yet see , I think , that
Malcolm's argument fails . One reason for saying so can be
seen if we concentrate on its use of the term 'impossible' .
Remember that according to Malcolm : ( 1 ) since God cannot
come into existence , his existence is impossible if he does
not exist ; (2) if God does exist, his existence is necessary ;
(3) God's existence is either impossible or necessary . But
'impossible' here is being used in two senses. First it is being
used to mean 'as a matter of fact unable to come about' : for
when Malcolm first talks about impossibility , he is expressing
the view that, if God is in fact the sort of thing that cannot
come into existence , then if God does not exist , he cannot in
fact exist at all . In the second case , however, 'impossible'
is being used to mean 'unable to be thought . without
contradiction' (i . e . the opposite of 'logically necessary') , for
Malcolm explains that if God's existence is impossible, 'the
concept of such a being is self-contradictory or in some way
logically absurd' . Now Malcolm's conclusion is that God's
existence is necessary , i . e . the opposite of impossible . But
as Malcolm presents this conclusion, it must mean that the
,
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concept of God is the concept of something that is logically
necessary. Thus , from 'God's non-existence is as a matter of
fact impo ssi ble ' , Malcolm reaches the conclusion that 'God's
existence is logically necessary'. But that means that Malcolm
is offering a very poor argument indeed. He assumes what he
purports to prove, i.e. that there is a God whose non-existence
is as a matter of fact impossible .
This point is well brought out by John Hick , who , following
Malcolm , distinguishes between ( a) something that cannot in
fact be brought into existence and (b) something whose non
existence is strictly inconceivable. The first kind of being Hick
calls an 'ontologically necessary being' ; the second he refers to
as a 'logically necessary being' . Then he explains that :
Whether there is an ontologically necessary being . . . is a question of
fact, although of uniquely ultimate fact. Given this concept of an
ontologically necessary being, it is a matter of logic that if there is
such a being, his existence is necessary in the sense that he cannot
cease to exist, and that if there is no such being, none can come
to exist. This logical necessity and this logical impossibility are,
however , dependent upon the hypotheses, respectively, that there is
and that there is not an ontologically necessary being; apart from the
hypotheses from which they follow they do not entail that there is or
that there is not an eternal self-existent being. Hence , there is no
substance to the dilemma: The existence of God is either logically
necessary or logically absurd . 22

Another way of seeing why Malcolm's argument will not do
is to consider the following argument:

A pixie is a little man with pointed ears .
Therefore there actually is such a thing as a pixie .
Now c le arly we would not accept this as an argument for
pixies. Why not? Because it seems to move from a definition
of 'pixie' to the conclusion that there actually is a pixie . But
suppose someone were to reply that if a pixie is a little man
with po in ted ears, then he must be in some sense or he would
not be there to have pointed ears. That too would be an
unjustifiable (if unforgettable) argument. But why? Because it
fails to acknowledge that 'is' can be used in at least two
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different ways . ' Is' can be used in giving a definition , as in
'A novel is a work of fiction ' . Or it can be used to explain
that there actually is ·something or other, as in 'There is an
abominable snowman after all ' . In the first use we are not
really saying anything about something that exists: 'A novel is
a work of fiction' does not say anything about any particular
novel . It explains what the word 'novel' means. In the second
use too there is a sense in which we are not saying anything
about some particular thing. But nor are we explaining what
something (which may or may not exist) is. In 'There is an
abominable snowman after all' we are not describing any
thing; nor are we explaining what we should have found if we
discovered one . We are saying that an abominable snowman is
what something is. In the above argument from 'A pixie is a
little man with pointed ears' to 'There is such a thing as a
pixie ' , the re is a move from a premiss containing the first sense
of 'is' to a conclusion containing the second . Or, as some
philosophers would put it, the argument moves from an 'is'
of definition to an 'is' of affirmative predication . And the
argument is unacceptable j ust because this cannot validly
be done . If it could , we could define anything we like into
existence .
Returning now to Malcolm , we can see at this point that
he . is arguing in the same way as the argument about pixies
j ust discussed. He is saying that if God is (definitionally)
necessarily existent, then there is something which can truly be
said to be necessarily existent. And here lies Malcolm's error.
We can certainly agree that if God is definable as a necessary
being, then God is by definition a necessary being. And if we
can get people to accept our definition , we can easily convict
them of self-contradiction if they also say that God is not a
necessary being. For then they would be saying both that God
is a necessary being and that he is not. But we cannot move
from this conclusion to the conclusion that the definition of
God as a necessary being entails that there is anything that
actually corresponds to the definition of him as necessary. In
other words, we cannot infer from 'God is a necessary being'
that '
is God' is truly predicated of anything. It might
--
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seem that in that case we would have to end up saying 'The
necessary being does not exist' , which might be thought
to involve the same mistake as that involved in saying 'My
mother is not m y mother' . But to deny Malcolm's conclusion ,
all we have to say is: 'Possibly nothing at all is a necessary
being' , which is certain�y not self-contradictory and may even
be true .
So Malcolm's version of the ontological argument is un
successful. And, if Malco lm is properly representing the
argument of An selm 's Proslogion 3 , the same is true of that
argument. But what of Plantinga's argument? It can be briefly
stated thus:
1 . There is a possible world containing a being with
maxi ma l greatne ss .
2 . Any being with maximal greatness has the property of
maximal exce lle n ce in every possible world .
3 · Any being with maximal excellence is omniscient ,
omnipotent , and morally perfect in every world .
4 · Therefore , in our world there is a being who has
omniscience , omnipotence , and moral perfection .
Some philosophers would challenge this argument by attack
ing the whole notion of possible worlds, but the intricacies of
this debate cannot be entered into here and, in any case ,
Plantinga can restate his argument without reference to it. Let
us instead concentrate on Plantinga's belief that, from the
fact that it is possible for there to be som ething having the
property of maxi mal greatness and from the fact that our
world is a possible world, it follows that in our world there
is something omniscient , omnipotent, and morally perfect.
Should we accept this inference?
We might say that, without a proof of God's existence , we
need not accept that it is possible for there to be something
having the property of maximal greatness . In other words, and
as Aquinas argued , we might deny that we have a concept of
God from which we can proceed to a demonstration of God's
existence . 23 But since what is actual is also possible (i . e . since
what is the case can be the case) , let us agree that our world is
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a possible world. Let us also agree that a being with maximal
greatness is possible and that it is therefore possible that there
is a b ei ng with maximal excellence in every possible world .
Does it really follow that there is actually any being with
maximal excellence? One might insist, as many logicians do ,
that if it is possible that something is necessarily the case , then
the something in question is necessarily the case . So one might
argue that if there could be a being with maximal excellence in
every possible world, then it is necessarily the case that there
is a being with maximal excellence in every possible world ,
including our own .
On the othe r hand , one might wonder whether it really is
possible for there to be something with maximal excellence in
every possible world. One might also argue that the fact that
maximal excellence is possible does not entail that anything is
actually maximally excellent. For one might maintain (a) that
what is merely possible j ust does not have any real existence
not , at least, in the sense in which God is normally thought to
have existence , and (b) that a God who exists in all possible
worlds does not have any real existence either. To show the
existence of God , one might suggest , it seems that one needs
more than the possibility of God. From the fact that God is
possible, one might argue , it follows only that he is possible ,
not that he is actual . 24 One might add that knowing that God
is possible depends on knowing that he is actual , which would
mean that proof of God's existence should proceed not from
the concept of God, but from reason to believe that there is
something which matches the concept of God.

Conclusion
People e ncount e ring the ontological argument for . the first
time usually feel that it has little to do with belief in God as we
find i t in practice . They also tend to feel that the argument
seems like a trick or an exercise in philosophical conj uring. In
this chapter I have defended some versions of the argument,
and I have tried to highlight grounds for challenging some of
them . But the argument , in some of its forms, is a subtle one ,
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and it is not easily defeated . Readers are now invited to make
up their own minds as to whether or not a viable form of the
argu ment can be stated . They may well decide that it cannot.
But, even if they do this, they need not conclude that there are
no good philosophical grounds for believing in God. For, as
we shall see in the next few chapters, it has been held that
belief in God's existence can be defended with reference to
non-ontological arguments.

5
The Cosmological Argument
W E often say that something exists because something else
would not be there if the first thing did not exist . A doctor, for
example , may argue that a patient has a particular virus
because the person is displaying certain symptoms . I now
want to turn to a similar argument for the existence of God ,
commonly called 'the cosmological argument' . This has a long
history , . and versions of it have been offered by writers from
the early Greek period to the present time . Many people who
believe in God find it to be the most appealing argument of
all .

God and the Beginning of the Universe
There are many things which we know to have come into
being. People are a case in point. And these things raise a
perfectly natural question. What brought them into being?
What got them going? When we are dealing with what has
begun to exist , we do not assume that it 'j ust happened' .
We suppose that something produced it, and we ask what
that could be .
This familiar way of reasoning brings us to one major version
of the cosmological argument . It is particularly associated with
a group of writers in the Middle Ages and earlier, a group
which belonged to the Islamic kalam tradition of philosophy .
So we can call it 'the kalam cosmological argument' (kaliim
is Arabic for 'speech ' ) . But, though the name may sound
unfamiliar, the argument is not . It is commonly advanced at a
popular level . Whether they know it or not , it is the kalam
argument that people are basically offering when they say, as
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they often do . that they believe in God because 'something
must have started it all' or because 'things cannot have got
going by themselves' .
The fundamental idea here is that God must exist because
the universe must have had a begin ni ng and beca use o n l y
God could have brought this about. Together with this idea
goes the belief that everything that has a beginning of exist
ence must have a cause . In the words of one of the kalam
argume nt ' s most recent defenders:
Since everything that begins to exist has a cause of its existence , and
since the universe began to exist, we conclude, therefore, the universe
has a cause of its existence . . . Transcending the entire universe there
exists a cause which brought the universe into being . . . But even
more: we may plausibly argue that the cause of the universe is a
personal being . . . If the universe began to exist, and if the universe
is caused, then · the cause of the universe must be a personal being
who freely chooses to create the world . . . the kalam cosmological
argument leads to a personal Creator of the universe . 1

The reader may wonder why it should be thought that if the
begin ni ng of the universe was caused to be, 'the cause of
the universe must be a personal being' . Defenders of the
kalam argument would say, however, that only something like
free, intelligent choice can account for the coming to pass of
what, li ke the beginning of the universe, cannot be explained
in terms of unfree , non-intelligent, physical processes . The
occurrence of such processes depends on the universe being
there in the first place . So the cause of the beginning of the
universe, if there is one , cannot be an unfree, non-intelligent,
physical process. According to defenders of the kalam argu
ment, that leaves only one other kind of cause to be respon
sible for t h e universe coming into being. The cause , so the
argument runs, must be a personal being.
But is it true that whatever has a beginning of existence
must have a cause? That it is true can readily be regarded
as something of a philosophical commonplace . Hence , for
example , we find Thomas Rei d ( 17 10-96) writing:
That neither existence, nor any mode of existence, can begin without an

efficient cause. is a principle that appears very early in the mind of
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But som e philosop hers have argued that there is no way
of proving that whatever has a beginning of existence has a
cause . Here we might mention David Hume . According to
him , the ideas of cause and effect are distinct, and it is possible
for something to arise without a cause . As Hume himself
expresses the point :
As all distinct ideas are separable from each other, and as the ideas of
cause and effect are evidently distinct, 'twill be easy for us to conceive
any object to be non-existent this moment, and existent the next ,
without conjoining to it the distinct idea of a cause or productive
principle. The separation , therefore , of the idea of a cause from that
of a beginning of existence is plainly possible for the imagination , and
consequently the actual separation of these objects is so far possible
that it implies no contradiction or absurdity. 3

Yet , though many have found this to be an attractive
argument , it is also open to question . Hume seems to be
saying that since we can imagine a beginning of existence
without any cause , it follows that there can be a beginning
of existence without any cause . But that is false . As F. C.
Copleston observes , 'even i f one can imagine first a blank , a s i t
were , and then X existing, i t b y n o means follows necessarily
that X can begin to exist without an extrinsic cause' . 4 The
same point has been made by Elizabeth Anscombe . In her
words :
If I say I can imagine a rabbit coming into being without a parent
rabbit , well and good: I imagine a rabbit coming into being, and our
observing that there is no parent rabbit about . But what am I to
imagine if I imagine a rabbit coming into being without a cause?
Well , I just imagine a rabbit coming into being. That this is the
imagination of a rabbit coming into being without a cause is nothing
but, as it were , the title of the picture . Indeed I can form an image
and give my picture that title . But from my being able to do that,
nothing whatever follows about what it is possible to suppose 'without
contradiction or absurdity' as holding in reality . 5
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In reply to Anscombe , you might say that you can imagine
something coming into existence at some time and place and
there being no cause of this. But how do you know that the
thing in question has come into existence at the time and place
at which you picture it as beginning to exist? You have to
exclude the possibility of it having previously existed elsewhere
and by some means or other come to be where you picture it
as beginning to exist. Yet how are you to do that without
supposing a cause which justifies you in judging that the thing
really came into existence, rather than just reappeared , at one
particular place and time? Recognizing that we are dealing
with a genuine beginning of existence is something we are
capable of because we can identify causes. As Anscombe
writes: 'We can observe beginnings of new items because we
know how they were produced and out of what . . . We know
the ti me s and places of their be ginnings without cavil because
we understand their origins. '6 In other words , to know that
something began to exist seems already to know that it has
been caused . So it seems odd to suppose that there really
could be a beginning of existence without a cause . Even Hume
seems to have felt this , in spite of what he argues about cause
and effect. In a letter written in 1 754 h e says: 'But allow me to
tell y ou that I never asserted so absurd a Proposition as that
anything might arise without a cause: I only maintain'd that ,
o ur C e rtainty of the Falsehood of that Proposition proceeded
neither from Intuition nor Demonstration ; bu t from another
Source . ' 7 In a similar vein C. D. B ro ad ( 1 887- 1 97 1 ) explains
that 'whatever I may say when I am trying to give Hume a run
for his money , I cannot really believe in anything beginning
to exist without being caused (in the old-fashioned sense of
produced or generated) by something else which existed before
and up to the moment when the entity in question began to
exist' . 8
So the kalam argument is evidently on to something. We
might reasonably suppose that beginnings of existence arise
from causal activity . And if the universe began to exist,
perhaps we should conclude that the same is true of it. But
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this , of course , brings us to another question . Did the universe
have a beginning?
Some have maintained that scientific evidence suggests that
the universe began to exist a finite time ago . According to one
author, for instance:
There is no doubt that the models best substantiated today are ones
which show the Universe expanding from a 'big bang' some 1 4 ,000
million years ago . These models successfully predict not merely
the density and rate of recession of the galaxies , but the ratios of the
various chemical elements to each other an d to radiation in the
universe , and above all the background radiation . 9

One may wonder, however, whether evidence of this kind
shows that the universe actually had a beginning. Might we not
regard it as evidence only of the date of the 'big bang'? And
might we not ask whether the universe might not have existed
in some sense before that , or before any stage to which science
can reach at the moment?
At this point , certain philosophers will argue that , abstract
ing from scientific considerations, there are rational arguments
which ought to lead us to conclude that the universe really did
have a beginning. 10 It has been urged, for example , that if
the universe had no beginning, then an infinity of years or
generations will have been traversed by now and that this is
impossible . Another argument holds that if the universe never
began , infinity is being constantly added to as time goes on ,
which is impossible . Yet another argument hinges on the
'
notion of infi nity and the possibility of removing a past event .
If the universe had no beginning, then the number of past
events is infinite. But, so our third argument runs , the number
of members of an infinite ·set is unaffected by the addition or
·
subtraction of one . There are as many odd numbers as even
numbers. And there are as many odd numbers not counting
the number 1 as counting it . So , the argument concludes , if the
universe had no beginning, a past event could be removed ,
and we would still be left with the same number of events
which is surely unbelievable .
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Not all philosophers have accepted such arguments , how
ever. Some , for instance , have said that if the universe never
had a beginning, there will -have been no infi ni ty of past events
to have been traversed before today. It has also been said that
if the universe never had a beginning, then there is no reason
to suppose that infinity is being added to in any objectionable
sense . Why not? Because, so the argument suggests , if the
universe had no beginning, there is no definite number of past
moments or events being added to as time goes on, for there is
no definite number to which addition is thereby made .
The chief issue at stake in all the arguments for and against
the thesis that the universe began is whether or not there
can be an infinite set of actual thi ngs (e.g. past events) .
Readers will have to consider how they should react to this
problem . They should note, however, that they will surely be
say ing something odd if they conclude that there might be an
infinite set of actual th ings since it is possible that every event
has a predecessor (which is one way of expressing the claim
that the universe never had a beginning) . 'It is possible that
every event has a predecessor' could mean either (a) there
might have been more past events than there have been or
(b) it might have been the case both that a certain set com
prised all the events that occurred and also that an additional
event occurred. Now (a) is arguably true . But it does not
entail that the universe never began . (b) , though , is simply
contradictory. 1 1
Even if this is so , however, and even if we grant that the
beginning of the universe was caused , should it also be agreed
that we therefore have a good argument for the existence of
God? Could not a cause of the beginning of the universe be
something other than God? Must it be 'a personal being' , as in
the argument outlined above?
If the universe was caused to come into being, it presumably
could not have been caused to do so by anything material . For
a material object would be part of the universe , and we are
now asking about a cause distinct from the universe . For this
reason, some philosophers would deny that we should speak
of a personal being as accounting for the beginning of the

So
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universe . That is because , in their view , to be a personal being
is to be something wholly material .
However, i t would . be widely accepted that , i n accounting
for what happens , there are only two alternatives available .
On the one hand , we can invoke an explanation of a scientific
kind, thereby appealing to laws of nature reporting the way in
which certain physical effects are brought about by certain
physical causes operating involuntarily. On the other hand ,
we can appeal to personal explanation in terms of the free
choice or choices of a rational agent . And if we agree that the
universe was caused to be , it is only personal explanation
that we are able to invoke . Given that the universe cannot
have been caused to be by anything material , and given that
the universe was caused to be , the cause of the universe
coming to be cannot be thought of except in terms of personal
explanation. For this reason, defenders of the kaHim argument
are justified in saying that the cause of the universe coming to
be must be something personal .
Bui even if we find the kaHim argument persuasive , we may
still wonder whether it counts as a good argument for the
existence of God . For it is usually said that to believe in God is
not just to believe that something brought it about that the
universe began to be . Those who believe in God normally
assert that he is responsible for the fact that the universe
continues to be . Hence , for example , Aquinas , though he
believed in God, found no difficulty in holding that , as far as
philosophy can show , the universe might never have had a
beginning. 1 2
So can it be argued that' the universe's continued existence
should lead us to conclude that God exists? With this question
we come to some other notable versions of the cosmological
argument, starting with what I shall call 'the argument from
contingency' .

The Argument from Contingency
Consider the fact that you are reading this book. That is a
happy fact, and we may both be grateful for· it. But it is also
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something which did not have to be , not just in the sense that
you might never have picked the book up, but also in · the
sense that someone who denied that you are reading the book
would not be guilty of self-contradiction. 'X is reading An
Introduction to the Philosophy of Religion' is not like 'Some
circles are square'. One may be wrong to assert that it is false ,
but one would not be committing a logical error. 'X is reading
An Introduction to the Philosophy of Religion' is not , as we
might put it, true out of logical necessity. It is only contingently
true .
B u t what i f someone says 'The universe exists'? Would it
be contradictory to say 'It's false that the universe exists'?
According to the argument from contingency, it would not.
Proponents of the argument hold that 'The universe exists' is
contingently true , not true of logical necessity. And they
hold this to be the case whether or not the universe had a
beginning. In other words, according to the argument from
contingency , the mere fact that the universe exists is some
thing which , logically, does not have to obtain .
But i n that case , s o the argument continues , there must b e a
reason for the universe being there . If 'The universe exists' is
only contingently true , something must account for the fact
that it is true . There must be a cause of the universe existing.
And, says the argument, the existence of this something can
not be a merely contingent matter. The cause of the universe's
existence must be necessary . It must lie in a being of which we
can say that to deny its existence is to contradict oneself. And ,
so the argument from contingency concludes, we can call this
being 'God' . Or, as Leibniz, for example , puts it: 'There must
exist some one Being of metaphysical necessity , that is, to
whose essence existence belongs . ' 1 3
I f the argument from contingency i s correct , i t would seem
that we can show not only that God exists, but that he must
exist, i . e . that his non-existence is strictly impossible . And for
many people this is one of the chief virtues of the argument.
The argument from contingency also insists that where there is
the possibility of something not existing, but where the thing
actually exists, then one will finally account for its existence
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full rein to our desire that everything should be accounted for
com pletely . They would add that the argument from con
tingency tidies things up nicely, since it ends with a truth
which j ust cannot be other than it is.
But, even if we are swayed by such considerations, there are
problems-ones which readers might already have noticed in
their reading of Chapter 4· These concern the two main
proposals of the argument from contingency: ( 1 ) that 'The
universe exists' is contingently true , and (2) that 'God exists' is
true of necessity.
Take first 'The universe exists' . If that is true (whether
contingently or otherwise) , it can only be because to say
that something 'exists' is to ascribe to it a genuine property ,
quality , or characteristic. But , as we saw in Chapter 4, we
have reason for denying that this is so . It is not true of things
that they 'exist' , as if 'existing' were attributable to them as,
for example , being bald might be attributable to someone .
And if that is the case , it is not true of the universe that it
'exists' . 'The universe exists' is logically on a par with declara
tions like 'Socrates is scarce' or 'Socrates is numerous' .
Now consider 'God exists' . According to the argument from
contingency , this asserts a truth about God, considered as a
distinct subj ect . Not only that . The argument from contingency
treats 'God exists' as a necessary truth , as a proposition which
cannot consistently be denied. According to the argument
from contingency , to deny that God exists would be like
affirming that Socrates both is and is not Greek. In that case ,
however, the argument seems to be suggesting that j ust as, for
example , being three-sided is true of any particular triangle, so
existing is true of God . But that is again to presume that to say
that something exists is to ascribe to the thing a property ,
quality , or characteristic. It is to presume , for example , that
'God exists' and 'God is good' are logically on a level. One
may deny this, however, just as one may deny that 'The
universe exists' tells us anything about the universe. And if
.
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that is correct , one would be right to deny that it is true of
God that he 'exists' or that 'God exists' is ultimately self
contradictory. According to the argument from contingency ,
'God exists' is logically on a level with 'Socrates is bald'. It is
supposed to tell us what is true of something. But it does not
do that. And if it does not do that, neither does it tell us what
is necessarily true of anything ( in this case , God ) .
So perhaps there is indeed something wrong with the argu
ment from contingency. But notice that even if the reasoning
of the last few parag raph s is correct , it does not follow that we
cannot ask whether or not there is a God ( wheth er God
exists ) . Nor does it follow that we cannot ask this question by
reflecting on the universe . To say that 'Socrates is scarce' or
'Socrates is numerous' does not tell us anything about Socrates
is not to say that there is no such person as Socrates. And , by
the same token , to say that 'God exists' does not tell us
anything about God is not to deny that anything is divine . Nor
is it to deny that we may rightly conclude that something
is divine (if you like , that God exists) by reflecting on the
universe . At this point , therefore , we may move on to a final ,
major version of the cosmological argument , a version which
we may call 'the first cause argument' . According to this, we
are j ustified in believing in God since we are j ustified in raising
certain causal questions about the universe as a whole .

The First Cause Argument
Perhaps the most famous version of the first cause argument is
to be found in the first three of the so-called Five Ways offered
by Aquinas in the Summa Theologiae though here , of
course , we have three arguments, not one . We may therefore
start by turning to these and asking what they are all about .
-

(a) The First Three Ways
In general , Aquinas's Five Ways employ a simple pattern of
argument . Each begins by drawing attention to some general
feature of things known to us on the basis of experience . It is
then suggested that none of these features can be accounted
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for in ordinary mundane terms and that we must move to a
level of explanation which transcends that with which we are
familiar.
Another way of putting it is to say that, according to the
Five Ways, questions we can raise with respect to what we
encounter raise further questions the answer to which can only
be thought of as lying beyond what we encounter.
Take , for example, the First Way, in which the influence of
Aristotle is particularly prevalent. 14 Here the argument starts
from change in the world. 15 It is clear, says Aquinas, that
there is such a thing, and he cites as an instance the change
involved in wood becoming hot when subjected to fire . 16 How,
then , may we account for it?
According to Aquinas , anything changing is changed by
something else . Omne quod movetur ab alio movetur. This, he
reasons, is because a thing which has changed has become
what it was not to begin with, which can only happen if there
is something from which the reality attained by the thing
as changed somehow derives . Therefore , he concludes, there
must be a first cause of things being changed . For there cannot
be an endless series of things changed by other things, since if
every change in a series of connected changes depends on a
prior changer, the whole system of changing things is only
derivatively an initiator of change and still requires something
to initiate its change . There must be something which causes
change in things without itself being changed by anything.
There must an unchanged changer.
The pattern of the First Way is repeated in the rest of the
Five Ways and therefore in the Second and the Third Ways.
According to the Second Way , there are causes and effects in
the world . There are , as Aquinas puts it, causes which are
related as members of a series . In that case , he adds, there
must be a first cause , or someth ing which is not itself caused to
be by anything. For causes arranged in series must have a first
member.
In the observable world causes are found to be ordered in series; we
never observe , nor ever could, something causing itself, for this
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would mean it preceded itself, and this is not possible . Such a series
of causes must howeve r stop somewhere ; for in it an earlier member
causes an intermediate and the interme d i ate a last . . . Now if you
eliminate a cause you also eliminate its effects, so that you cannot
have a last cause , nor an intermediate one , unless you have a first .

According to the Third Way there are things which are
generated and perishable (e .g. plants) and things which are
ungenerated and imperishable (in Aquinas's language , on
generated and imperishable things are 'necessary' beings or
things w}\ich 'must be'). 17 But why should this be so? The
answer, says Aquinas, must lie in something ungenerated,
imperishable and dependent on nothing for being as it is .
Now

any necessary being either does or does not owe its necessari

ness to something else . But

just as we must stop somewhere in a
series of efficient causes, so also in the series of necessary be i n gs
which get their necessity from outside themselves. We must stop
somewhere and postulate a per se necessary being, the source of
others being necessary. 1 8

(b) Some Criticisms
What should we make of these arguments? Various criticisms
have been levelled at them . Let us for the moment note some
of these criticisms without comment . We can the n consider
their value and the value of the first three Ways th emse lves
The first concerns Aquinas's principle that nothing ch a nges
itself. This principle has been attacked on various groun d s. It
has been said that we ca n easily point to things that do change
themselves ; that we ca n point, for instance , to people and to
animals. It has also been said that Aquinas's principle conflicts
with Newton's first law of motion. According to Anthony
Kenny , this law 'wrecks the argument of the First Way . For at
any given time the rectilinear uniform motion of a body can be
explained by the principle of inertia in terms of the body's own
previous motion without appeal to any other agent. ' 1 9
Kenny also offers another criticism of Aquinas's First Way.
The Way, says Kenny , depends on the false assumption that
something can be made to be actually F only through the
.
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murde rs . ' 20 'The falsificatio ns of t h e principle ' , Kenny adds,
'are fatal to the argument [sc. of the First Way] . For unless the
principle is true , the conclusion contradicting the possibility of
a self-mover does not follow. If something can be made F by
an agent which is merely potentially F, there seems no reason
why something should not actualize its own potentiality to
F-ness. ' 21
Kenny also advances what he regards as a decisive refuta
tion of the Second Way. Aquinas accepted certain medieval
views about the nature and influence of heavenly bodies, and ,
in his view, things like the generation of people involve the
causal activity of the sun . Kenny concentrates on these facts ,
suggesting that they can be used to criticize the Second Way.
As he puts it:
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Aquinas believed that the sun was very much more than a necessary
condition of human generation . The human father, he explains . . . in
generation is a tool of the sun . . . The series of causes from which the
Second Way starts is a series whose existence is vouched for only by
medieval astrology . . . The First Way starts from an indisputable fact
about the world ; the Second starts from an archaic fiction . 22

Another reason offered for rejecting Aquinas's position
brings us to what is sometimes called 'the problem of infinite
regress' . Aquinas seems to be saying that there is a sense in
which there cannot be an infinite series of causes ; that the
buck, so to speak, must stop somewhere . He says that there
cannot be an infinite series of changed changers, caused
causes , or necessary beings each of which owes its necessity to
something else . But people have asked why there cannot be an
infinite series of causes. They have also asked how Aquinas
can avoid contradicting himself. If, for example , nothing
causes itself, how can there be a first cause which does not
itself require a cause other than itself?
It has also been maintained that there is simply no need
to ask the sort of question which Aquinas evidently finds
important . In the first two Ways, he seems to be saying that
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we should seek to account for general features of the world
such as change , causes , and effects . In the Third Way he
seems to be saying that the . continued existence of so mething
ungenerated and incorruptible requires a cause . But why'!
According to some people , features such as these should just
be accepted as brute fact. In a famous radio debate with
Frederick Copleston, Bertrand Russell (187 2- 1 970) was asked
whether he would agree that the universe is 'gratuitous'. The
reply was: 'I should say that the universe is j ust there , and
that's all . '23 Following a similar line of thought , John Hick
writes: 'How do we know that the universe is not 'a mere
unintelligible brute fact'? Apart from the emotional colouring
suggested by the phrase , this is precisely what the sceptic
believes it to be; and to exclude this possibility at the outset is
merely to beg the question at issue . '24
(c) A re the First Three Ways Cogent?
Perhaps the first thing to say at this point is that some of the
criticisms levelled against the first three Ways are either unfair
or inconclusive . Take , for example , Kenny's claim that the
Second Way can be rejected because it depends on theories in
medieval astrology. This claim is not very plausible . Aquinas
may have held odd views about cosmology, but the Second
w_ay is concerned with causes and effects in the world in
general . It does not , as such , offer specific causal theories
about what in the world causes what. In a sense , it is concerned
with causality itself
It might be replied that, even if �e accept this po int, it is
still true that something not actually F can make something
potentially F become actu a lly F. But this argument can also be
criticized . It is clearly true , as Kenny says, that kingmakers
need not be kings and that dead men do not commit murders .
But the First Way does not subscribe to the principle that only
what is actually F will make something potentially F actually
F. And it would be odd if it did . Apart from the fact that
Kenny's counter-examples are so obvious that one could
reasonably expect a thinker of Aquinas's stature to have
a nticipated them, the principle conflicts with medieval views
.
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about the temperature of the sun which Aquinas endorses
in commenting on the Greek philosopher Aristotle (384322 sc ) . 25 Furthermore , i f Aquinas maintained that only what
was actually F could make things become F, he would be
committed to saying that, for instance , God is hot , cold ,
pink, and fluffy. For Aquinas holds that God accounts for the
changes that occur in the world . But Aquinas would clearly
not want to talk of God being hot, cold , pink, or fluffy. For a
start , he would say that God is not a body. 26 As is clear from
the text of the First Way , what Aquinas wants to say is that
only something actual will bring about a change to being F in
something that is potentially F. The First Way also seems to
imply that only something with the power to make something
F can ultimately account for something becoming F. But
this view is evidently not affected by Kenny's examples. A
kingmaker need not be a king, but he must have the power to
make kings. Murderers cannot be corpses, yet they must have
the power to kill.
But what of Kenny's claim that Newton has disproved the
principle that nothing changes or moves itself? And what of
the problem of infinite regress? What , too , of the obj ection
that we need not account for change , for causes and effects in
the world, and for the fact that the world continues to be?
The reference to Newton does not , in fact, seem to rule out
what Aquinas intends to assert . Newton's first law of motion
holds that a continuing uniform rectilinear motion of a body
does not require explanation in terms of a changer or mover
acting on the body. But such motion would not be an example
of what Aquinas means by 'change' . For Aquinas , we have
change when genuine alteration occurs in a subject . But the
uniform rectilinear motion of Newton's first law , if it ever
occurred (and we have no reason to believe that it could
occur) , would be an instance of constancy or lack of change in
a subj ect . Such constancy , of course ; might come to an end as
a body with uniform rectilinear motion comes, for example, to
accelerate or change direction . And that would be an instance
of what Aquinas means by 'change' . But he and Newton
would then be in agreement . For Newton would also have

The Cosmological Argument

89

looked for a cause of this change outside the body itself, and
his first law says that such change is produced by an external
force .
In reply to this point, someone might observe that i t does
nothing to meet Kenny's other objection to the principle that
nothing changes itself-i .e. the objection based on the fact
that people and animals seem to be self-changing. But it is not
obvious that appare�t self-changers, like people and animals,
count as exceptions to what Aquinas has in mind. He does not
mean that the world does not contain things which can be
thought of as somehow changing themselves. He does not, for
example, deny that people can be responsible for change
in themselves, or that animals can be so. To stick with the
instance of animal change , his position is that , as Christopher
Martin puts it,
a dog can only start barking in virtue of some non-barking aspect that
it has. But this non-barking aspect cannot be just 'its aspect of non
barking': if the barking cannot cause itself, then neither can the non
barking, as such . It has to be some other actually existing aspect of
the dog that causes the barking. So though the dog does initiate its
own change in a sense , strictly speaking it is one aspect or part of the
dog which initiates a change in another aspect or part . Thus the dog
does not initiate its own change in what Aquinas would call the chief
or principal sense of this expression : and he claims that this holds
good for all material things. 27

Even if Aquinas is right here , however, one may wonder
whether there has to be a first unchanged changer. And one
may wonder whether, even if it is true that there are effects
brought about by causes , plus ungenerated and imperishable
things co nti n u i ng to exist , there has to be a first cause of these .
Why not say, for example , that everything changing has a
changer and that the series of things causing change and being
changed goes on ad infinitum? And why not say something
similar for every case of cause and effect and every case (if
there are any) of a thing which , without being generated or
corruptible , continues to be?
One may, of course , wish to say exactly such things. Hume ,
for example, seems to want to say them . 'Did I show you
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the particular causes of each individual in a collection of
twenty particles of matter' , he writes , 'I should think it very
unreasonable , should you afterwards ask me , what was the
cause of the whole twenty . This is sufficiently explained in
explaining the cause of the parts. ' 28 More recently , we find a
similar line of thinking presented by Kai Nielsen , who says:
Why could there not be an infinite series of caused causes? An infinite
series is not a long or even a very , very long finite series. The person
arguing for an infinite series is not arguing for something that came
from nothing, nor need he be denying that every event has a cause.
He is asserting that we need not assume that there is a first cause
that started everything. Only if the series were finite would it be
impossible for there to be something if there were no first cause or
uncaused cause. But if the series were literally infinite , there would
be no need for there to be a first cause to get the causal order started ,
for there would always be a causal order since an infinite series can
have no first member. 29

The idea here seems to be that if each member in a seri � s is
supported by another member, the series will somehow be
able to stand on its own .
But there are reasons for resisting this idea . For, as James
Sadowsky puts it:
It is j ust as difficult for any supporting member to exist as the
member it supports. This brings back the question of how any
member can do any causing unless it first exists. B cannot cause A
until D brings it into existence . What is true of D is equally true of E
and F without end. Since each condition for the existence of A
requires the fulfilment of a prior condition , it follows that none of
them can ever be fulfilled . In each case what is offered as part of the
solution turns out instead to be part of the problem. 30

As Sadowsky also observes , to suggest otherwise is a bit
like saying 'No one may do anything (including asking for
permission) without asking for permission' . And Sadowsky's
observation can be pertinently pressed by a defender of
Aquinas should it be suggested that the possibility of infinite
regress is grounds for dismissing the first three Ways . 3 1
Take , first , the case of change , and suppose that there
is indeed an infinite series of things changing and causing
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change . It will still be true of the whole series that it is
changing, for if parts of a thing are in process of change , the
thing itself is in process of change . If we agree that nothing
changes itself, it follows that the whole series is changed by
something else . And this something else cannot be thought of
as itself undergoing change . If it could, it would already be
part of the series of things changing and causing change .
A similar line of argument is applicable to the suggestion
that there might be an infinite series of causes each of which is
an effect of another cause. If that were the case , everything in
the series would be an effect, and so would the series as a
whole. And that would raise the question 'What is the cause
of the series? The answer to this question cannot lie in
something which is itself an effect of another cause distinct
from itself. Such a thing would already be part of the series of
effects. Or it would be a member of a new and different series,
which would raise the same problem over again.
Finally, there is the case of what is ungenerable and
imperishable . If anything is like that and if it is caused to be as
it is, perhaps the cause lies in something else which is also
ungenerable and imperishable and also caused to be as it is.
But the whole collection of such things would also be caused
to be as it is. And we may therefore ask what accounts for the
series as a whole . Once again, the answer cannot lie in some
thing within the series . It will have to lie in something which is
not caused to be as it is. If it is ungenerable and corruptible , it
will not be so because of the agency of something else .
Yet should we seek to account for the changing universe
with its causes and effects? As we have seen, some will reply
that the universe is 'j ust there ' . And readers content with that
reply must conclude that, even if the arguments of Aquinas
can be defended from some criticism, they are ultimately
unsuccessful . In support of their position , they might even
observe that their thinking is in line with at least one famous
view of causation , a view usually associated with Hume .
As well as maintaining that we can imagine a beginning of
existence without a cause , Hume also argues that it is possible
to conceive of an effect without conceiving of the cause of that
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effect , and he concludes that given any supposed effect E
which is normally said to be caused by C , we can yet affirm E
without implying that C ever existed at all . 'When we look
about us towards external objects , and consider the operation
of causes' he observes, 'we are never able, in a single instance ,
to discover any power or necessary connection ; any quality,
which binds the effect to the cause , and renders the one an
infallible consequence of the other. 7 32
On the other hand , we do not normally assume that changes
j ust happen or that things are just there . We seek to account
for them in terms of something else . We should not say , for
example , that the house j ust happened to collapse or that trees
are j ust there . . We also seek to account for the continued
existence of things. As we have seen, Anthony K e nny is
critical of . Aquinas for accounting for procreation in terms of
medieval cosmology . But even in the twentieth century , we
know that procreators in the act of procreation depend on all
sorts of things for their activity . They need air to breathe . And
for that they depend on the earth holding in its place by
gravity and the sun's rays keeping it from freezing. And for
reasons such as this we might wish, after all , to side with
Aquinas and with those who have propounded versions of the
cosmological argument similar to his . For, as Peter Geach
points out: 'If the world is an object, it again seems natural
to ask about it the sort of causal questions which would be
legitimate about its parts. If it began to exist , what brought it
into existence? In any case , what keeps it from perishing,
as some of its parts perish? And what keeps its processes
going?' 33
Someone might observe that the universe keeps going
because it is its nature to do so . But it cannot have the nature
it has unless it continues to exist, so its continuing to exist can
hardly be explained in terms of its nature . As David Braine
writes:
The continuance of the very stuff of the Universe , the fact that it goes
on existing, is not self-explanatory. It is incoherent to say that the
very stuff of the Universe continues to exist by its very nature since it
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has to continue to exist in order for this nature to exist or to
operative . Hence , nature presupposes existence . 34
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In the end , the questions raised by Geach are perhaps
the key ones to consider when passing a verdict on the
cosmological argument . The first is certainly crucial .to the
kalam form of the argument. The others are at the heart of
the first cause argument. At this point, therefore , I leave them
for the reader to consider, as we now move on to other
reasons which have been given for believing in God.

6

The Argument from Design
P E O P L E concerned to offer grounds for belief in God have
often resorted to the so-called argument from design , some
times called the 'Teleological Argument' . So I now want to
tum to this argument. Like the ontological and cosmological
arguments, it comes in different forms . To begin with , there
fore, I shall say something about these forms.

Versions of the A rgument from Design
One of the earliest statements of the argument comes in
De Natura Deorum . 1 Here , a figure called Lucilius
asks: 'What could be more clear or obvious when we look up
to the sky and contemplate the heavens, than that there is
some divinity of superior intelligence?' The point Lucilius
seems to be making is that the operation of the universe must
be somehow controlled or caused by intelligence . And this
idea is at the heart of all versions of the argument from design .
But what is it about the operation of the universe that
convinces people that the universe bears the mark of divine
intelligence? Here we need to distinguish two different notions
of design . First , there is design in the sense of regularity .
Instances of this would be a succession of regular marks on
paper, a musical score , the arrangement of flowers in a garden
at Versailles, or the repeated and predictable operations of an
artefact of some kind (e . g . a clock which chimes every hour) .
On the othe r hand , there is design in the sense of purpose . We
s hould be working with this sense of 'design' if we talked
about something being 'designed' because it had parts put
together for some end or other, as in the case . of a radio or
television set.
Cicero's
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With this distinction in mind , we can now note two lines of
argument offered by people who claim to see in the universe
evidence of design : the first states that the universe displays
design in the sense of purpose, the second that it displays
design in the sense of regularity.
Perhaps the most famous form of an argument from design
qua purpose is that defended by William Paley ( 1 743 - 1 8o5 ) in
his book Natural Theology; or Evidences of the Existence and
Attributes of the Deity, Collected from the Appearances of
Nature. 'In crossing a heath', says Paley,
suppose I pitched my foot against a stone, and were asked how the
stone came to be there , I might possibly answer, that , for anything I
knew to the contrary , it had lain there for ever; nor would it perhaps
be very easy to show the absurdity of this answer. But suppose I
found a watch upon the ground , and it should be inquired how the
watch happened to be in that place , I sho u ld hardly think of the
answer which I had before given, that , for anything I knew , the watch
might have always been there . Yet why should not this answer serve
for the watch , as well as for the stone ? 2

Paley's reply is that the parts of a watch are obviously put
together to achieve a definite purpose : 'When we come to
inspect the watch , we perceive (what we could not discover in
the stone) that its several parts are framed and put together
for a purpose , e.g. that they are so formed and adj usted as to
produce motion , and that motion so regulated as to point out
the hour of the day . ' 3 And , so Paley goes on to suggest , the
universe resembles a watch , and must therefore be accounted
for in terms of intelligent and purposive agency . Suppose we
introduce the term 'teleological system' and suppose we say
that something is a teleological system if it has parts which
operate so as to achieve one or more goals. In that case ;
Paley's view is that watches imply purpose because they are
teleological systems . And his argument is that there are
systems of this kind in nature , which are not ascribable to
people , but which are ascribable to purpose of the kind
displayed by people .
One version of an argument from design qua regularity is
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defended by Richard Swinburne , who calls it a 'teleological
argument from the temporal order of the world' . That there
is temporal order is, says Swinburne , very evident . This is
explained as follows:
Regularities of succession are all pervasive . For simple laws govern
almost all successions of events. In books of physics, chemistry, and
biology we can learn how almost everything in the world behaves.
The laws of their behaviour can be set out by relatively simple
formulae which men can understand and by means of which they
can successfully predict the future. The orderliness of nature to
which I draw attention here is its conformity to formula, to simple,
formulable , scientific laws. The orderliness of the universe in this
respect is a very striking fact about it. The universe might so naturally
have been chaotic, but it is not-it is very orderly. 4

From all this , Swinburne concludes that some explanation
is called for. And his suggestion is that the temporal order
of the universe is explicable in terms of something analogous
to human intelligence . In Swinburne's view , there are only
two kinds of explanation : scientific explanation (in terms of
scientific laws) and personal explanation (in terms of the free ,
conscious choices of a person) . According to Swinburne , there
can be no scientific explanation of the universe's temporal
order, since
in scientific explanation we explain particular phenomena as brought
about by prior phenomena in accord with scientific laws ; or we
explain the operation of scientific laws (and perhaps also particular
phenomena ) . . . [ yet ] from the very nature of science it cannot
explain the highest level laws of all ; for they are that by which it
explains all other phenomena. 5

As Swinburne sees it , therefore , if we are to account for
the fact that there are such laws, we will have to appeal to
personal explanation . Someone (i . e . God) has brought it about
that the universe exhibits a high degree of temporal order.
And , so Swinburne adds , the likelihood of this supposition
is increased by the fact that God has reason to produce an
orderly world. For example , says Swinburne , order is a
necessary condition of beauty, and it is good that the world is
beautiful rather than ugly.
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Kant and the Argument from Design
It is often argued that a decisive refutation of the argument
from design can be found in some observations of Kant. All
forms of the argument seem to suppose that the universe really
contains order independent of our minds. As Kant sees it,
however, we would impose order on whatever universe we
were in , for only so could we think and reason as we do .
According to Kant , we are unable to experience 'things in
themselves' . We are presented in experience with an un
differentiated manifold, and we order our experience of things
in themselves as our understanding imposes such categories as
unity and plurality , cause and effect. Working with this view,
some thinkers have suggested that the argument from design
fails because , to put it as simply as possible , order is 'mind
imposed' rather than 'God-imposed' .
Kant's account o f categories is a complex one which readers
should study when seeking to assess the argument from design .
But it is not unproblematic, and wi th an eye on the argument
from design , there are at least two points that might here be
raised regarding it .
First, it is not clear that Kant's account of the world and
human experience is coherent. On Kant's picture there is
the world as we experience it plus something behind that ,
something in relation to which the world as we experience it is
a construction or product of our minds. This view involves
positing a world of which we can have no experience , in order
to contrast it with the world we ordinarily talk about , and
many philosophers would regard such a move as pointless. As
one writer puts it , 'How can we talk sensibly of the existence
of a world independent of order, when to talk at all is to
impose order?' 6
Second, if one accepts Kant's position about the world of
our experience and the world beyond it, one should call into
question what one would normally not call into question ,
namely, that we have reason to accept the presuppositions
and results of empirical inquiry. In an empirical inquiry
we claim to be dealing with things that are in various ways
ordered , things that would be so even if nobody were there to

The Argument from Design
experience the m . We would not normally say , for instance ,
that all biological analyses would cease to be true if the human
race were suddenly wiped out. But if it is rational to accept
the findings and methods of empirical inquiry , then it seems
rational to accept the design argument's premiss that order is
discovered, not imposed.

Hume and the A rgument from Design
Even though they might not feel that Kant has overturned the
argument from design , many philosophers would say that the
argument has been well and truly refuted by someone else. I
refer here to Hume , whose discussion of the argume n t from
design is one of the things for which he is best known . In his
Dialogues concerning Natural Religion and in A n Enquiry
concerning Human Understanding Hume makes eight basic
points against the argument from design . So let us now turn to
these .
(a) Hume's A rguments
Hume's first point concerns what we can deduce from an
effect . 'When we infer any particular cause for an effect' , he
says, 'we must proportion the one to the other, and can never
be allowed to ascribe to any cause any qualities , but what are
exactly sufficient to produce the effect . '7 Now , Hume adds, if
design needs to be explained , then explain it; but only by
appealing to a design-producing being. To say that this being is
God is to go beyond the evidence presented by design .
Hume's second point hinges on the fact that the universe
is unique . 'When two species of objects have always been
observed to be conj oined together' , he writes, 'I can infer, by
custom , the existence of one wherever I see the existence of
the other; And this I call an argument from experience . ' 8
But , Hume continues, this notion of inference cannot be
invoked by supporters of the argument from design . Why not?
Because , says Hume , the universe is unique , and we therefore
have no basis for inferring that there is anything like a human
designer lying behind it. 'Will any man tell me with a serious

The Argument from Design

99

countenance' , he asks , 'that an orderly universe must arise
from some thought and art , like the human ; because we have
some experience of it?' His answer is that, if someone were
to tell him this, the person's claim could not be backed up.
'To ascertain this reasoning' , he explains, 'it were requisite,
that we had experience of the origin of worlds; and it is not
sufficient surely, that we have seen ships and cities arise from
human art and contrivance . '9
But suppose we agree that there is a designer whose
existence may be inferred from the way things are. Would
not such a designer also call for explanation? Hume's next
argument is that the answer to this question is 'Yes' . 'If
Reason be not alike mute with regard to all questions concern
ing cause and effect' , he urges, 'this sentence at least it will
venture to pronounce , that a mental world, or universe of
ideas requires a cause as much as does a material world or
universe of objects. ' 10 In fact, says Hume, positing a designer
of the world leads to an infinite regression : 'If the material
world rests upon a similar ideal world' , he says , 'this ideal
world must rest upon some other; and so on , without end . ' 1 1
H e continues :
Naturalists indeed very justly explain particular effects by more
general causes ; though these general causes themselves should remain
in the end totally inexplicable : But they never surely thought it
satisfactory to explain a particular effect by a particular cause , which
was no more to be accounted for than the effect itself. An ideal
system , arranged of itself, without a precedent design , is not a whit
more explicable than a material one , which attains its order in a like
manner; nor is there any more difficulty in the latter supposition than
in the former. 12

Hume's fourth point is made in the form of a question . 'And
why not become a perfect anthropomorphite?' he asks. 'Why
not assert the Deity or Deities to be corporeal, and to have
eyes, a nose , mouth , ears , &c. ?' 13 As we saw in the case
of Paley, some people argue from human artefacts to the
existence of a designer whom they deem to be accountable for
the universe considered as one gr.e at artefact . They do not
suppose , however, that this designer is exactly like the people
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responsible for human artefacts. For example , they normally
deny that this designer has a body . But , so Hume argues, they
should not do that if they want to be consistent . They should
regard the cause of the universe's design as something in every
respect like human artificers. Following a somewhat similar
line of argument, Hume goes on to suggest that the defender
of the argument from design has no reason for denying that
there may not be a whole gang of gods working together to
produce design in the universe . 'A great number of men' , he
says, 'join together in building a house or ship, in rearing
a city, in framing a commonwealth : Why may not several
Deities combine in contriving and framing a world?' 14
Finally, says Hume , there remain three other objections to
the argument from design. The first is that the universe might
easily be regarded as a living organism such as a plant, in
which case the argument from design fails since it depends on
comparing the universe to a machine or artefact of some kind.
The next is that the order in the universe might easily be the
result of chance . The last objection is that the argument from
design fails because the universe shows plenty of signs of
disorder.
(b) Has Hume Refuted the Argument from Design?
Hume has a strong point in saying that we should not postulate
more than is necessary to account for a given effect. We may,
of course , sometimes reasonably argue that some cause has
characteristics other than those sufficient to produce some
effect . If I know that X is made by a human being, I may
reasonably suppose that its maker has two legs and a human
heart . But I might be wrong. The maker may have one leg and
an artificial heart . One might therefore wonder why, if the
order in the universe needs explanation , it follows that this
explanation will be all that God is said to be . He is often said
to be eternal , but does it follow, for instance , that a source of
order needs to be eternal?
Hume's point about the uniqueness of the universe also has
something to recommend it. That is because in reasoning from
effect to cause we often depend on knowledge of previous

The Argument from Design

101

instances . I f you receive a postcard from Paris saying 'Weather
here , wish you we re nice , Love , Me' , you will probably be
very puzzled . But if I receive such a card , I shall know that
it comes from a certain friend who always writes that on
his holiday postcards to me. What is it that enables me to
conclude as I do, while you would be merely baffled? It is
that I have past experience of my friend and his curious
ways , while you (probably) do not. Yet, even though we have
experience of human designers and what they produce,
nobody supposes that anyone has experience of the origin of
universes and of causes which bring them about. And since
that is so , we might wonder how one can reason from the
universe we inhabit to a designing cause.
What of Hume's other arguments? These , too, have merit.
It is true , for example, that designers of our acquaintance are
bodily creatures with bodily attributes. It is also true that
products which are designed frequently derive from groups of
people working togeth er. Since the argument from design is
an argument from an a logy (since it holds that the universe
resembles designed things within it and must therefore have a
cause like theirs) , we might therefore wonder how it could
possibly j ustify us in ruling out the idea that evidence of design
in the universe is evidence for what is bodily or evidence
for the existence of several co-operating designers. And if
designers may be thought of as themselves exhibiting order,
we might also wtinder why we should suppose that appe ali ng
to God as a designer of what we find in the universe counts as
any kind of explanation for the order we find in the universe .
If God is an instance of something orderly , how can he serve
to account for the order of orderly things ?
Yet this is not to say th at Hume has succeeded in refuting
t he argument from design. Indeed , we now need to note that
defenders of the argument have a number of replies which
t hey can make in response to his various criticisms of the
argument.
Take first his point about not ascribing to a cause anything
other than what is e xact ly sufficient to produce its effect.
Hume seems to think that even if we may causally account
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order in the universe by inferring the existence of some�
thing distinct from the universe , the most we can conclude is
that the order is produced by a design-producing being . He
does not think that we are entitled to say that we have any
evidence of God's existence. Yet reason to suppose that order
in the universe has a cause outside the universe is reason to
suppose that the cause of the order in the universe is powerful ,
purposive , and incorporeal . It will need to be powerful to
achieve its effect. It will necessarily be incorporeal since it lies
outside the universe . Since it is not a material thing and since
what it produces is order, we may suppose that it is able to act
with intention. For order is naturally explained by reference
to intention unless we have reason to suppose that it has
be e n brought about by something material, i . e . something the
effects of which are not the result of choice or planning on its
part.
So we are entitled to infer more than an order-producing
being if, as the argument from design holds, we are right to
ascribe order in the universe to a cause outside it. A nd if it
should be said that more is supposed to be true of God than
that he is powerful , incorporeal , and purposive , a defender of
the argument from design can reply that God is normally said
t o be at least this and that the argument from design therefore
provides at least some support for his existence . Suppose I am
wondering whether John has been in my room. I may conclude
that he has because I find a note signed 'John' saying 'I was
here' . If someone then tells me that the note is not evidence of
John's presence because John is six foot tall and the note is not
evidence for someone of that height having been in my room ,
I can reasonably reply that it still counts as evidence for John's
presence since he is able to write and since I can recognize his
writing. By the same token, a defender of the argument from
design may say that even if the argument does not establish
that God exists with all the attributes commonly ascribed to
him , the fact that it supports the claim that something with
some traditional divine attributes exists is reason for thinking
of it as latching on to some evidence of God's existence .
But what of Hume's suggestion that the argument from
for
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design fails because the univ � rse is unique? Though , as I have
said , it has something to recommend it, this suggestion , too , is
open to question . For it is wrong to assume that no question
about the origin of something u n i q ue can re asonabl y be raised
and answered. Nor is this something which we would normally
suppose . · Scientists certainly try to account for va rio us t hings
·
which are unique. The human race and the un i ve rse itself are
two good examples.
In any case , one may deny that the universe is unique . To
say that the universe is un i q ue is not to ascribe to it a property
which cannot be ascribed to anything else. It is to say that
there is only one universe. And even if there is only one
universe, it does not follow that the universe is unique in its
properties, that it shares no prope rt ies with lesser systems.
'If you were the only girl in the world and I were the only.
boy , as the once popular song envisaged, there would still be
two human beings. And , so we may say, there are lots of
things like the universe even if there is only one universe . For
the universe shares with its parts properties which can be
ascribed to both the universe and its parts . It is, for example,
in process of change , as are many of its parts, and it is com
posed of material elements, as people and machines are . As
the version of the argument from design which invokes the
notion of regularity holds, the universe is also something
ex hib i ting regularity , as, once again, is the case with people
and machines .
This brings us to Hume's third argument: that a designer
requires a designer as much as anything else does, and that
a rguin g for a designer lands one in a problem of infinite
regress. Does that line of reasoning serve to rule out the
argument from design?
It seems to assume that if one explains A by B , but does not
offer to explain B , then one has not thereby explained A . And
one may doubt whether that assumption should be accepted .
As one o f the characters i n Hume's Dialogues says , 'Even in
common life , if I assign a cause for any event ; is it any
objection . . . that I cannot assign the cause of that cause ,
and answer every new question , which may incessantly be
'
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started?' Even scientific explanations work within a frame
work in which certain ultimate laws are j ust claimed to hold .
But there is , perhaps , a better response that can be made to
Hume at this point. For why should we suppose that what is
responsible for order must exhibit an order which stands in
need of a cause distinct from itself? Sources of order are
sometim�s things with an order caused by other things . A
factory machine devised to regulate a flow of bottles would
be a case in point . But thoughts are also sources of order
exhibiting order. And we do not need to seek independent
causes which account for the fact that they exhibit order . For
they would not be thoughts if they did not . Hume maintained
that thoughts are a series of ideas which succeed one another
in an orderly way ; thus he holds that they have a temporal
order which requires a cause if any order does . But thoughts
are not j ust ordered by virtue of temporal succession . Each
thought is intrinsically ordered, for thoughts have a logical
structure which philosophers can analyse and try to explicate .
Confronted by Hume's third obj ection , therefore , defenders of
the argument from design can reply that design in the universe
derives from the mind of God conceiving it. They may then
suggest that it therefore derives from an order which does
not , qua order, stand in need of an ordering cause . Like a
human designer's thoughts which lead to something designed ,
so , it may be argued , the thoughts of a divine designer are
essentially ordered if they exist at all .
But defenders of the argument from design will not want to
say that God is exactly like human designers, which brings us
to Hume's 'Why not become a perfect anthropomorphite?'
and 'Why not many gods?' arguments . Though one can see the
force of these arguments , they do not !nlcceed in showing that
the argument from design is mistaken . For there are a number
of replies open to someone who wishes to defend some version
of the argument against them.
First, it can be said that the designer of the universe cannot
himself be corporeal without himself being part of the system
of things for which the design argument proposes to account.
Versions of the argument from design are normally concerned
1 04
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to account for material order in the universe . But they cannot
do this by appealing to yet another instance of such order.
Second, it might be pointed out that the argument from
design does not have to conclude that the designer of the
universe shares all the attributes of the causes whose opera
tions provide the justification for inferring him in the first
place. This is because arguments from analogy do not have to
assert that since A accounts for B and since C resembles B ,
something exactly like A must also account for C.
Suppose that my office is cleaned by Mrs Mopp. She is fat
and cheerful, and she has a limp. I observe her cleaning my
office week after week. She always comes in at 10.30 a.m. , just
before I leave for my coffee-break.
Now suppose I am told on Mo nd ay afternoon that Mrs
Mo pp has resigned . Nobody comes to clean my office at 1 0.30
on Tuesday but when I return from my coffee-break I find
that my room has been cleaned in the usual way .
What can I infer? That a cleaner has been around , of
course . But I do not need to infer that the cleaner was a fat ,
cheerful woman with a limp. For all I know, the office could
have been cleaned by a thin, miserable man with two strong
legs.
The point which this example illustrates is applicable both to
Home's 'anthropomorphite' argument and to his question
'Why not many gods?' Human beings imposing order have
bodies; but this does not bind us to ascribing a body to every
thing that can be thought of as responsible for order. It is
often the case that order is imposed by groups of human
beings ; but this does not mean that every instance of order
must be produced by a collection of individuals.
In other words, as Richard Swinburne observes, the
argument from design may be held to employ a common
pattern of scientific reasoning which can be stated as follows :
,

A's are caused by B's. A *s are similar to A's. Therefore-given that
there is no more satisfactory explanation of the existence of A *s
they are produced by B * s similar to B's. B*s are postulated to be
similar in all respects to B 's except in so far as shown otherwise, viz.

1 06

The Argument from Design

except in so far as the dissimilarities between A's and A *s force us to
postulate a difference . 1 6

On the basis of this pri n ciple Swinburne proceeds to defend
his version of the argument from design against Hume's fourth
point. He writes:
For the activity of a god to account for the regularities, he must be
free , rational , and very powerful. But it is not necessary that he , like
men , should only be able to act on a limited part of the universe , a
body , and by acting on that control the rest of the universe . And
there is good reason to suppose that the god does not operate in this
way. For, if his direct control was confined to a part of the universe,
scientific laws outside his control m ust operate to ensure that his
actions have effects in the rest of the universe . Hence the postulation
of the existence of the god would not explain the operations of those
laws: yet to explain the operation of all scientific laws was the point of
postulating the existence of the god. The hypothesis that the god is
not e mbodied thus explains more and explains more coherently than
the hypothesis that he is embodied . 1 7

As a reply to Hume , this seems correct . And, with an eye on
the suggestion that there might be many divine designers,
it can be supplemented by appeal to the famous principle
commonly called 'Occam's razor' . According to this , 'Entities
are not to be multiplied beyond necessity' . That, too , is
commonly invoked in scientific contexts , and a defender of the
argument from design might therefore argue that though there
is reason to believe in one designer god , there is no reason to
believe in more than one , though there might possibly be more
than one. In this connection it is perhaps worth noting that
Hume himself seems to accept a version of Occam's razor. 'To
multiply causes, without necessity' , he says, 'is indeed contrary
to true philosophy. ' 18
Let us now pass quickly on to Hume's last three obj ections
to the argument from design: that the universe can be thought
of as a living organism, that chance might account for order
in the universe , and that the universe contains much dis
order. Are these objections decisive? It seems to me that it is
certainly possible to doubt that they are .
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Even if we press the analogy between the universe and a
living organism , we still seem confronted by regularity in the
universe . I have said little about this so far, but it does seem
true that the universe behaves in regular and predictable ways,
as Swinburne much stresses . It is therefore open to defenders
of the design argument to draw attention to what Swinburne
is talking about and to emphasize the simila rity between
machines and the universe . For it is characteristic of a machine
that it behaves in regular and predictable ways and obeys
scientific laws. Defenders of the argument from design might
even add that their appeal to a designer helps to explain more
than an appeal to the generative power of living organisms in
accounting for the order in the universe , an appeal which
Hume seems to be making in sugge s ti ng that the analogy
between the universe and an organism is a pro b l e m for the
argument from design . For living organisms rep roduce regu
larity because they are already things that display it. Thus it
m igh t be said that living organisms cannot explain all the
regularity in the universe since they depend on some form of
regularity themselves.
Hume's poi nt about chance is that over the course of time
there will be periods of order and periods of chaos , so that the
universe may once have been in chaos and the present ordered
un ive rs e may derive from this state . In reply to this point ,
however, it can be sa id that Hume is only noting a logical
possibility which need not affect the fact that the universe is
not now in chaos, which cal ls for explanation . It might also
be said that an ex plan ati on of the universe which does not
refer to chance grows more credible as time goes by. Thus
S wi n b urn e suggests that 'If we say that it is chance that in 1 960
matter is behaving in a regular way , our claim becomes less
and less plausi ble as we fin d that in 1 96 1 and 1 962 and so on it
continues to behave in a regular way ' . 19 In any case , why
should it be thought that if something comes about by chance
there is no cau sa li ty or planning afoot? Suppose that the Pope
sneezes in Rome at exactly the time that the US President
sneezes in Washington . Must we suppose there is a cause of
this coincidence of sneezes? Surely not . It is a matter of

The A rgument from Design
1 08
c h ance . But we would not be inclined to suppose that the
Pope's sneezing and the President's sneezing lack causal
explanations .
What of Hume's final point? In one sense it is clearly right :
the universe contains disorder since there are , for example,
pain-producing events of a natural kind (the sort of disorder
which.Hume actually has i n mind). But this fact need not deter
defenders of the argument from design unless they wish to
hold that every particular thing works to the advantage of
other particular things, which they do not want to do anymore
than anyone else does . They only want to say that there is
order in need of explanation ; and disorder qua pain-producing
natural events can plausibly be taken as j ust an illustration
of order. One can , for instance , argue that pain-producing
natural events exhibit order in that their origins can often be'
traced and their future occurrence predicted with a fair degree
of success .

Is the A rgument from Design Reasonable?
It seems, then , that if they are taken individually , Hume's
arguments against the design argument admit of reply . But
a supporter <:>f Hume might accept this conclusion and still
urge that Hume has knocked a massive hole in the argument.
Consider the following imaginary dialogue :
A . Brown has stabbed Jones to death .
B . Prove that .
A . Brown had a motive.
B . That does not prove that Brown stabbed Jones . Many
people had a motive for killing Jones.
A . Brown was found at the scene of the crime .
B . That fact is compatible with his innocence .
A . Brown was found standing over Jones holding a
blood-stained knife .
B . He may have picked it up after the murder was
committed.
A . Brown says he stabbed Jones .
B He may be trying to cover up for somebody.
.
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Now B 's points here, taken individually, might be all quite
correct. But though A may be wrong about Brown , a reason
able person would surely conclude that, when A's points
are taken together, they put a question mark over Brown's
innocence. Suppose, then, it were said that Hume's arguments ,
if not all decisive individual ly , together make it reasonable to
rej ect the argument from design? Evidently, a great deal turns
here on the initial strength of the design argument. So let us
now consider this by turning to the two forms of the argument
distinguished at the outset of this chapter.

The Argument from Purpose
The argument from purpose in nature (which I shall henceforth
call 'Paley's argument') is an argument from analogy. It rests
on the premiss that certain things in nature really are like
human artefacts . So if it is to convince , there must be more
than a passing resemblance between human artefacts and
things in nature . The trouble is that there are notable dis
similarities between human artefacts and things in nature .
For example , human artefacts, even in cases of automated
production , result quite directly from intentional actions. But
this is not so in the case of things in nature . Our eyes, for
instance , while we were developing in the womb, originated
from genetically controlled processes that themselves had
natural causes , and so on, back as far as we can determine .
These processes might have been the result of design , but if
so, the design seems to have been woven into the fabric of
nature , so to speak . 20
Defenders of Paley's argument sometimes say that it is
reasonable to think of certain things in nature as if they were
machines. They sometimes say that it is reasonable to think of
the universe as a machine . But nothing in nature seems to
come about as machines do . And we have no reason to think
that the origins of the universe resemble the conditions under
which machines are produced. In addition to such facts, one
might also ponder the question of what it makes sense to
ask of a machine and what it makes sense to ask of things
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in nature or of the universe as a whole . Confronted by a
machine , we can always ask 'What is it for?' But does it
make sense to ask this question when confronted by natural
phenomena or the universe as a whole? Does it, for instance ,
make sense to ask 'What are dogs for?' . Does it make sense
to ask 'What is the universe for?' One might say that dogs
have a role in a structure which contains them . It might be
argued that they serve a purpose when viewed against their
background . But even if that is so , it is hard to see that the
same can be said of the universe . Against what background
might the universe be thought of as serving a purpose?
On the other hand , Paley is surely right about one thing. We
would think of a watch as displaying purpose . Might we not
therefore argue thus : 'Given that there are things in nature
which , like watches, display purpose , we should conclude to
something outside nature lying behind them'?
A common reply is: 'No . We know about watches, and we
know that they are designed by watchmakers . But we have no
comparable knowledge about watch-like things in the universe
which are not produced by people . We know about the origins
of watches , so from any given watch we can safely infer a
watchmaker. But we cannot make any such inference concern
ing the origins of watch-like things which simply arise in
nature . Since our universe is the only one we know , we have
nothing on which to base an inference concerning the things it
throws up. ' Yet this line of reasoning does not really engage
with what Paley actually says . He does not presume that we
are entitled to ascribe to a watch a purpose only on the basis
of our knowledge of watches and watchmakers . He thinks that
our ascription would be j ustified even if we had never seen a
watch . In his view , watches suggest watchmakers because their
workings are purposive or functional . He thinks that watches
imply purpose since they are teleological systems in the sense
defined above (things with parts which operate so as to achieve
one or more goals) . And his argument is that there are systems
of this kind in nature which are not ascribable to people
but which are ascribable to purpose of the kind displayed by
people.
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s uppo rt of this view , perhaps the first thing to say is that
few people know about the processes of watchmaking through
personal acquai n t an ce Our assumption that watches have
watchmakers is not , in general , based on what we know of
watchmakers and the way they turn out their products. We
can, however, say that there are teleological systems in nature
the origin of which cannot be ascribed to human beings. For
there are various things in nature which are not made or
planned by people but which do have parts which function so
as to result in something specifiable . The obvious examples are
biological . Kidneys, for instance , perform to secrete urine .
Eyes exist for sight. And the heart moves as it does so that
blood may circulate . With respect to things like these we
naturally talk about the j obs they do. And we presume that
the characteristic result of their performance comes about
because they are performing their functions properly, and not
by virtue of chance or external , random constraint . It makes
sense to say that kidneys are for the secretion of urine , that
eyes are for sight, and that hearts are for the circulation of the
blood. In cases like these there is a terminus which is more
than accidentally connected with the conditions under which it
is realized. In such cases we naturally speak about one thing
working thus and so in order that such and such should occur.
In this sense the re are teleological systems in nature which are
not the product of human beings . Human beings depend on
them being th e re .
The q uesti on , o f course, i s whether this has any theistic
significance. Does it, for instance , allow us to infer the exist
ence of something analogous to human intention or purpose?
A com mo n reply is that it does not , since teleological systems
in nature can be accounted for in terms of natural selection as
explained by Charles Darwin ( 1 809 - 82) and his successors
(not to mention his predecessors) . 21 The argument here is that
there are teleological syste m s in the natural world because of
conditions favouring the development of species which arise
due to chance factors at a genetic level. Natural selection is
supposed to rule out design , since , according to the theory , the
living o rgani sms we find are those which survive the struggle
In

.
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for existence due to useful variations . What accounts for the
appearance of design is the disappearance of the unfit . There
are no hostile witnesses .to testify against design . They have all
been killed off.
Even if this theory is true, however, it does not undermine
the drift of Paley's argument. Suppose I am a 'creationist' .
That i s t o say , suppose I believe that every member of a given
species either is directly created by God or is a descendant
of a member of that species. If I come to believe in the
evolution of species by natural selection , must I conclude that
the species that exist cannot be thought of as designed? By no
means. For I can consistently assert that something may arise
by mechanical means while also being designed. As Anthony
Kenny observes:
If the argument from design ever had any value , it has not been
·
substantially affected by the scientific investigation of living organisms
from Descartes through Darwin to the present day. If Descartes
is correct in regarding the activities of animals as mechanistically
explicable , then a system may operate teleologically while being
mechanistic in structure . If Darwin is correct in ascribing the origin of
species to natural selection , then the production of a teleological
structure may be due in the first instance to factors which are purely
mechanistic. But both may be right and yet the ultimate explanation
of the phenomena be finalistic. The only argument refuted by Darwin
would be one which said: wherever there is adaptation to environ
ment we must see the immediate activity of an intelligent being. But
the argument from design did not claim this ; and indeed it was
an essential step in the argument that lower animals and natural
agents did not have minds. The argument was only that the ultimate
explanation of such adaptation must be found in intelligence ; and if
the argument was correct, then any Darwinian success merely inserts
an extra step between the phenomena to be explained and their
ultimate explanation. 22

And to Kenny's point one might add another. This is that
although natural selection might give us some account of the
emergence of teleological systems, it is logically debarred from
giving us a full account . As Peter Geach writes:
There can be no origin of species , as opposed to an Empedoclean
chaos of varied monstrosities , unless creatures reproduce pretty much
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after their kind; the elaborate and ostensibly teleological mechanism
of this reproduction logically cannot be explained as a product of
evolution by natural selection from among chance variations , for
unle ss the mechanism is presupposed there cannot be any evolution . 23

Geach is saying here that there is much involved in the devel
opment of living beings that cannot be explained by the theory
of evolution. And, as far as I can gather from the scientists , he
is right in this. Natural selection can only occur if creatures
bear offspring which closely resemble their parents without
resembling them too closely. If offspring are exactly like their
parents, natural selection cannot lead to the development
of new characteristics. If offspring do not closely resemble
their parents, then even if parents have highly adaptive
characteristics and bear many more offspring than others, their
offspring will not be likely to inherit the characteristics , and
the process will stop . So there can be no origin of species
unless creatures reproduce pretty much after their kind . And
the mechanism of this reproduction is complex and ostensibly
teleological .
Yet even if this is so , it still does not follow that natu re
implies a non-human purposer. Some would say it does, since
any teleological system must be accounted for by intelligence
or the like . But why should we believe that view? It has a
certain plausibility if we take it to mean that wherever there is
irreducible purpose , there is a designer. For, as Kenny also
says,
It is essential to teleological explanation that it should be in terms of a
good to be achieved ; yet the good which features in the explanation,
at the time of the event to be explained , does not yet exist and indeed
may never exist. This is difficult to understand except in the case
where the good pre-exists in the conception of the designer: the mind
of the designer exists at the appropriate time , even if the good
designed does not. 24

But the point of a process need not be its final stage . In an
Aristotelian universe , the cycles of the stars and of generation
in living things would have a point (mirroring God's eternal
life) even if it never reached a final stage . And must we sup
pose that there is irreducible purpose which has no designer in
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the natural world? That is , must we assume that teleological
systems in n ature are exam p les of irreducible purpose , or can
they be explained as due to some naturalistic , non-purposive
factor? Those who say they cannot sometimes reply that ,
unless we agree with them , we must ascribe the existence of
teleological systems in nature to chance . But this assumes that
if they are not due to .chance, they must be planned . And that
is not obviously so . We may presume that a thing must be
planned if it does not emerge by chance . But do we contradict
ourselves in supposing that something might arise in a perfectly
predictable way without anything analogous to forethought?
This question leads us straight into the version of the argument
from design which focuses on the notion of regularity. So let
us now turn to that.

The A rgument from Regularity
To begin with , of course , the argument starts with a premiss
which few modern people would wish to dispute . The universe
does contain a high degree of order, in that scientific laws
can be framed and expectations reasonably made about the
behaviour of things over a very wide area of space and time .
Even when we cannot formulate a law to account for some
phenomenon , we tend to assume that there is one . This is not
to say that there is a rigid causal nexus such that the state of
the universe at any given time necessitates its state at a later
time. Nor is it to say that , given certain conditions , then such
and such effects must follow . It is not even to say that there is
temporal order to be discerned everywhere in the universe.
But it is to say what we certainly believe : that, as 3winburne
insists, there are very many obj ects making up the universe
and behaving in a generally uniform way. 25
But should we seek to account for this fact? The regularity
version of the argument from design holds that we should
account for it with reference to an intelligent cause , i . e . a
cause that is intelligent but not part of the universe . This
suggestion is open to the reply that, while we may think
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that order requires explanation of a certain kind , there is no
guarantee that there is any such explanation. Our expectations
regarding what must account for what might prove unfulfilled
in perhaps all cases. On the other hand, it is not always
reasonable to speculate on the basis of this possibility. And
when we are confronted with orderly arrangements of things ,
and unless we have positive reason to account for them
without reference to intelligence, we simply do seek to account
for them with reference to intelligence . Numbers on a set of
fifty pages could be set down in a totally random way ; but
once we discover that they can be regularly translated into
something strongly resembling a language, we presume that
we are dealing with a code. Bits of machinery could be piled
up in a formless and inert heap; but when we come across bits
that operate together so as to do something repeatedly and
predictably , we presume that they form some kind of artefact.
Musical notes could be written down in a totally random way ;
but if they can be read so as to produce a symphony when
played, we call the notes a score .
In other words , unless we have a definite reason for ruling
out explanation with reference to intelligent agency, it is
reasonable to postulate such agency when confronted by
order, i . e . when it is consistent to suppose that the existence of
the order is not logically necessary. But if this is so and unless
we have a definite reason for ruling out explanation with
reference to intelligent agency, then it seems reasonable to
postulate intelligent agency when confronted by the order in
the universe . For that might never have been there at all , and
yet it is there to a high degree . Someone may always observe
that the order in the universe is j ust there and is not the pro
duct of intelligence . Order in the universe might be regarded
as brute fact in need of no explanation . But granted that we
normally attempt to account for order in terms of i ntelligence
when we lack a definite reason for not doing so , such a reply
seems arbitrary. A supporter of Hume might say that when we
postulate intelligence in accounting for order, we do so only
when we are confronted by examples of what we know to be
produced by inteHigence. But that is j ust what the present
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version of the argument from design can be said to do . As we
saw earlier, it can be seen as appealing to the fact that the
ordered universe taken . as a whole is not unique , in that it
shares characteristics with its parts of such a kind as to make it
re asonable to say that if intelligence can be invoked to account
for what is true of these parts, then intelligence can be invoked
to account for what is similarly true of the whole. And the
intelligence in question will clearly have to be extra-mundane .
For it is the whole mundane order that would have to be
26
accounted for by it .
Might it not be said that there is definite reason for ruling
out explanation of the universe's order with reference to
intelligence? The trouble is that it seems hard to know what
kind of reason this could be. When we allow that a certain
kind of order is definitely not to be explained with reference to
intelligence , we already know that some natural laws, and not
intelligence , have brought it about . We rule out intelligence
when we think that what we are dealing with could not be
otherwise than it is . Thus we can deny intelligent causation of
the ridges in the sand which remain when the tide has gone out
because we (or, at least , some of us) can definitely account for
them with reference to physical laws such as those which
govern the m ov ement of wind and waves. But in the case of
the order in the universe , it is precisely in physical laws that
the order to be accounted for resides. And this order might
well be thought of as something which need not have been
and , the re fore , as something standing in need of explanation .
As Ralph Walker puts it:
What i s remarkable i s that i t should b e s o easy for u s t o discover
laws-not just simple causal laws , but more sophisticated higher
order laws that enable us to find unity within widely diverse natural
phenomena . . . We prefer simple hypotheses , and mathematically
simple ones in particular ; how providential , then, that so many funda
mental laws of physics and chemistry arc expressible as elementary
arithmetical relationships. How convenient for us that the periodic
table should turn out so neatly, and that gravitational attraction
should require no more complex function than the inverse square !
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There was no transcendental necessity that things should be so readily
comprehensible . 27

As Walker goes on to allow , one might say that there is
nothing remarkable about all this, since if our ways of thinking
about the world did not yield results, we would abandon them.
But that is to presume that we could stop thinking of the world
as we do . And even if we could, there would still remain the
fact that there just is enormous regularity of the kind to which
Swinburne alludes. Nature keeps on working in such a way as
to meet our expectations. Why, then, should this be so?
One answer which has b een given to this question is that
there is nothing surprising and in need of explanation in the
fact that we observe a universe displaying temporal regularity .
For if it did not display such regularity, we would not be there
to observe it. Yet , though we could only be aware of the
universe as orderly if there were quite a degree of order in it ,
this does not dispose of the fact that there is order, and it does
not show that this is not something puzzling and in need of
explanation . The point is well brought out by Swinburne, who ,
with the present obj ection in mind , introduces what seems to
me a de v astating analogy .
Suppose that a madman kidnaps a victim and shuts him in a room
with a card shuffling machine . The machine shuffles ten packs of
cards simultaneously and then draws a card from each pack and
exhibits simultaneously the ten cards. The kidnapper tells the victim
that he will shortly set the machine to work and it will exhibit the first
draw, but that unless the draw consists of an ace of hearts from each
pack , the machine will simultaneously set off an explosion which will
kill the victim , in consequence of which we will not see which cards
the machine drew . The machine is then set to work , and to the
amazement and relief of the victim the machine exhibits an ace of
hearts drawn from each pack . The victim thinks that this extraordinary
fact needs an explanation in terms of the machine having been rigged
in some way. But the kidnapper, who now reappears, casts doubt on
this suggestion . 'It is hardly surprising' , he says, 'that the machine
drew only aces of hearts. You could not possibly see anything else .
For you would not be here to see anything at all , if any other cards
had been drawn . ' But of course the victim is right and the kidnapper
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is wrong. There is something extraordin ary in need of explanation in

ten
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being d rawn . The fact that t h i s peculiar o rder

condition of the d raw being pe rce ived at

all

makes

no less extraordinary and i n need of explanation .

28
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c e ss a r y

what is perceived

In response to what Swinburne says , one might reply that if we
are to see at all , then there must be order . For seeing depends
on there being .o rder to see . But it still remains that there is
order to see in the universe . And , as Swinburne goes on to
say , this is what concerns those who defend the argument from
design . 'Maybe only if order is there can we know what is
there , but that makes what is there no less extraordinary and
in need of explanation . '29
Stil l , perhaps one can always refuse to ask why the universe
exhibits the order it does . And those who do refuse to ask this
question are unlikely to be swayed by any available argument
to the contrary. But the position of those who want to ask it
is still a plausible one . And this conclusion is strengthened
by the fact that if we accept it, we can appeal to what is
less in need of explanation than the fact of there being vast
temporal regularity. For if we allow that this regularity is not
explicable scientifically, we could account for it in terms of
something analogous to decision . And the attempt to account
for regularity or order in terms of decision is intrinsically more
satisfying than the attempt to avoid accounting for it by saying
that it is simply there .
The point I have in mind here is usefully brought out by
Peter Geach in his book Providence and Evil. He reports a
story of how a Tsar sought to account for the fact that a
soldier always stood on guard in the middle of a lawn in the
palace grounds. The Tsar was told that it had always been
so , that there was a standing order for it. 'Fhis explanation
did not satisfy him . Finally he discovered that a sentimental
Tsaritsa had once put a man on guard there to prevent a
snowdrop from being trampled on , and the order had never
been countermanded . As Geach observes , 'The Tsaritsa's
capricious will was a satisfying explanation beyond which we
need not look . '30 And with respect to the regularity version
of the argument from design , it is significant that what its
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advocates think of a s explicable i n terms of God is actually
something which resembles what we would otherwise seek to
explain in terms of intention .- Suppose we have many packs
of cards some of which prove to be arranged in suits and
seniority . We could reasonably infer that the unexamined
packs are similarly arranged, and we would account for the
gro uping observed and inferred not in terms of chance but in
terms of intention . By the same token, so one may argue ,
we have reason for inferring that , given the temporal order
of the universe, an order on the basis of which we infer
further unobserved order, we again have something for which
intentional explanation is legitimate .

Conclusion
I have been argu ing in this chapter that there is considerable
life in both versions of the argument from design . Readers
may well d i sagree but at least they now have something with
which to disagree. Whether they agree or not , there can be
little doubt that discussion of the argument from design will
continue for a long time to come . But this is not the place to
try to take matters further. Instead we shall turn to a wholly
different approach to God's existence from those mentioned
so far. Unlike defenders of the cosmological argument and the
argu ment from design its supporters hold that God is not
something whose existence we can believe in by inference .
They believe God to be something experienced.
,

,
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should be clear enough by now how various people have
held that argument can be offered to show that it is reasonable
to say that there is a God. But it has also been held that the
reasonableness of belief in God can be defended , not with
reference to argument, but with reference to experience ,
and it is to this view that I now wish to turn. The question
currently at issue is therefore this: Can it be reasonable to
believe in God on the basis of experience?

God and Experience
To begin with, we should ask what is meant by saying that it is
reasonable to believe in God on the basis of experience And
the answer , perhaps, can be given by means of a contrast .
Sometimes we learn that something exists through inference
or deduction from something other than itself. Thus, for
example , I might infer that there is a bear in the area because
of a trail of destruction which I observe , without actually
meeting the bear.
·
But we often discover that things exist because , as we put it,
we have 'first-hand experience' of them . Thus, for example, I
might simply walk right into the bear.
According to the position now in question , (a) God can be
directly and non inferentially encountered as an obj ect of
experience , and (b) one has reason to say that there is a God if
one has encountered him in this way. The idea here is that
there is such a thing as a veridical awareness of God which can
be taken by those who have it as reason for belief in his
existence .
.
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And this line of thinking, we should note , is sometimes
developed into an argument based on testimony . What if you
have no consciousness of havi n g had any experience of God?
Then , so it has been said , you can rely on the testimony of
those who say that they have experienced God. I may never
have met the Pope , but the testimony of those who have is
reason for me to believe that he is real enough . In a similar
way, so it has been suggested , the testimony of those who say
"
that they have experience of God (or that they have had it) is
reason for anyone to believe in his existence.

Objections to the Above View
A number of reasons have been given for rejecting the view
that God can be reasonably said to exist since there is direct
awareness or experience of him . To begin with , I shall simply
reproduce without comment those most often advanced .
I . Experience cannot be taken as giving reasonable grounds
for belief in God , since the notion of God is an impossible
one . There could not be a God and, therefore , there could not
be an experience of God.
2 . Experience is frequently deceptive. We often say that we
are aware of X or that we experience the presence of X, when
argument or further experience forces us to conclude that we
were mistaken. Thus we note the whole area of mistaken
identification (e.g. taking Jones for Smith) , misinterpretation
of evidence (e .g. regarding apparently converging railway lines
as really meeting) , and hallucination (seeing objects which
are not there to be seen). Any claim based on experience is
therefore suspect
3 · People who claim an experience of God may be mis
takenly identifying the object of their experience , or they may
be hallucinating or insane . Furthermore, people claiming an
experience of God may well be influenced by some psycho
logical or social pressure leading them to believe that there is a
God . In any case , any proclaimed experience of God must be
rejected at the outset (a) because there are no agreed tests for
verifying that there has in fact been an experience of God , (b)
.
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because some people report an experience of the absence of
God , and (c) because there is no uniformity of testimony on
the part of those who claim to experience God .

Are the Objections Decisive?
For the moment let us consider the merits of the above ob
j ections individually. Do any of them show that it cannot be
reasonable to believe in God on the basis of experience?
The first obj ection can , perhaps , be fairly quickly dealt with
at this stage . More often than not, it reflects the views of
people who think that God's existence is intrinsically im
possible . I considered some questions relevant to this view in
Chapters 1 - 3 , and I argued that they do not show that there
could not be a God. Furthermore , it is possible , as I argued in
Chapters 5 and 6, to offer a reasonable case for belief in God.
So it is at least not evident that there could not be a God , and
it is therefore not evident that there could not be a reasonable
belief in God based on experience just because there could not
be a God . And even if people were to say that they think they
have hit on some internal inconsistency in belief in God (or in
a belief w h ich could only be true if belief in God is true) ,
others who believe that they have experienced God might
simply reply that there must be something wrong with any
purported proof that belief in God is inconsistent or somehow
demonstrably false . If I have actually encountered something,
I have grounds for maintaining that the thing I have en
countered is a possibly existing being. By the same token , so it
might be argued , the fact that God is an object of experience
is reason enough for denying that belief in God is contra
dictory or that it could not be true for some other reason .
What of the second obj ection? The main argument against it
is that we have no reason to suppose in advance that any claim
that something is so is suspect if it is based on experience . On
the contrary . It seems right to say that experience can be a
source of knowledge . Claims based on experience may be
withdrawn by the people who make them , but this does not
show th at they can never be correct . The argument from the
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fact of revision cannot be used to deny in some absolute sense
the possibility of knowing by experience . Fred may hallucinate
when under the influence of d rink and he may emphatically
state that there is a goblin in the room. Subsequently he may
withdraw his statement. When under the influence again ,
however, h e may withdraw his retraction . The fact that we
would normally ignore his second retraction is evidence for
our conviction that retraction by itself settles nothing about
the truth of what is retracted .
Furthermore , even i f i t i s possible to be mistaken with
a claim based on experience , not all such claims need be
mistaken. A general argument from illusion or from the
possibility of mistaken identification or misinterpretation of
evidence cannot always be rationally used in assessing the
correctn�ss of all assertions based on experience that some
thing is the case . Context is very important here. It might be
reasonable to challenge Fred's assertion about the goblin, but
if I am assured by my doctors to be in good health , with
normal eyesight , of average sanity and intelligence , it might
well be unreasonable for me to doubt that , when I seem to see
a train bearing down upon me at a crossing, there really is
such a thing. We need to r emember what is involved in our
notions of mistaken identity, misinterpretation of evidence ,
and hallucination Mistakenly to identify X is to have an
experience of X and erroneously believe that X is something
other than X (e .g. to take Jones for Smith) . It must therefore
be possible to have an experience of X and correctly believe
that it is X (it must be possible to come across Jones and
identify him correctly) . To mi sinterpre t evidence is to be
aware of something and to draw mistaken conclusions about it.
It must therefore be possible to be aware of something and to
draw correct conclusions about it. To have a hallucination . is
mistakenly to believe that something is present to one . It must
therefore be possible to believe correctly that so mething is
present to one
In short, there seems good reason to say that some claims
can be reasonably upheld on the basis of experience . At a
theoretical level, we can argue about the existence of Martians
,

.
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until we are blue in the face . But thinking one is meeting
them when they land may settle the matter once and for all .
Sometimes one may just have to say that one sees that some
thing is the case. And, of course, if one couid not reasonably
do this, then one could not even reasonably say that the
objections made against claims based on experience are worth
taking seriously. For how does one know that there are any
such objections? Only by supposing that at least some things
that seem directly given to one in one's experience are there in
reality. We certainly make mistakes about reality because we
fail to interpret our experience correctly. But if we do not
work on the assumption that what seems to be so is sometimes
so , then it is hard to see how we can establish anything at all
and how we can correct beliefs that are in some way mistaken .
When all suitable qualification has been made, rational inquiry
seems to presuppose that it is generally reasonable to say that
what directly seems to be so is so.
A similar kind of argument to that of the last few para
graphs can be used in reply to the third objection to the view
that belief in God can be reasonably based on experience . We
must surely admit in general terms that if people claim an
experience of God, they may be mistakenly identifying the
object of their experience . Since it seems reasonable to believe
that people sometimes hallucinate and are sometimes insane ,
and since it seems reasonable to believe that it is possible to
believe things because of psychological or social pressures,
one must, presumably, also allow that i t is possible that a
particular claim to experience of God may spring only from
hallucination , insanity, or the effects of psychological or social
pressures. But several points need to be added.
From 'It is usually or often or sometimes the case that-P' we
cannot deduce that it is always the case that-P. So Fred may be
as mad as a hatter and as drunk as a lord , and it may still be
true that on some particular occasion he got it right and was
reasonable in believing something on the basis of experience .
From 'It is usually or often or sometimes the case that-P' we
cannot even infer that it might possibly always be the case. It
might be that most men are below the average height. But it
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cannot possibly be that all men are below average he ight .
Furthermore , the truth o f a belief is not affected b y the factors
that bring the belief about . Suppose that Fred says he believes
in God on the basis of experience , and suppose that some
psychologist or sociologist can produce a plausible account of
how Fred got into the state of believing in God. It still does
not follow that Fred is wrong or that his experience can never
give him grounds for asserting t h at something is the case .
It is sometimes said that reports of experience of God
generally come from people who are in an unusual state or
who are psychologically abnormal and that this e n t itles us
to disregard the claim that experience of God is a fact. As
Bertrand Russell once put it : 'From a scientific point of view,
we can make no dist i nction between a man who eats little and
sees heaven and the man who drinks much and sees snakes . ' 1
But even if someone who claims to have experience of God is
in an unusual state , or even if the person is psychologically
abnormal, might it not be possible that experience of God
requires an unusual state or psychological abnormality , j ust as
an aerial view of Paris requires that one be in the unusual state
of being abnormally elevated? It might be said that those who
are psychologically abnormal display evidence of misper
cep tion with respect to matters other than God and that this
creates a presumption against any claim they might make to
expe rience God. But that is to assume that what leads to
misperception with respect to what is not God must also lead
to misperception with respect to God .
If, then , we point to possibilities of hallucination and so
forth , perhaps the most we can demand is a bias in favour of
disregarding particular claims to experience God . Given clear
evidence that Fred normally misinterprets the objects of his
experience , that he regularly hallucinates, that he is insane or
largel y influenced by psychological or social pressures, it might
be reasonable to conclude that he is probably mistaken on any
given occasion . If people regularly hallucinate , they regularly
believe that things exist when they do not . One might there
fore argue that it is possible that in the case of any further
claim of theirs that something is the case , they are mistaken.
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B ut does this show that no person can reasonably believe in
God on the basis of his or her experience? Since it appeals to
special cases , the answer must be 'No' . The fact that some
people are amazingly prone to get things wrong is not suf
ficient reason for me to suppose that I am getting things wrong
on some given occasion .
It may be said, however, that there are no agreed tests for
distinguishing experience of God from illusion or mistaken
identification . And it is often urged that if something is said to
be the case , it must be possible to state tests which can be
conducted by several people as a means of confirmation . Some
philosophers would add that these tests must be empirical , and
they would argue that since God is not an empirical entity , it
follows that experience of God should never be claimed to
have occurred.
But these points are not enough to discredit the view that
one can reasonably believe in God on the basis of experience .
First, the truth of a claim that something is the case is in
dependent of any agreed tests used to corroborate it. Second ,
there are grounds for denying that any possibly true claim that
something is so must be a statement of empirical fact con
firmable in principle empirically . Here I would refer the reader
back to the discussion of Chapter 1 .
In addition to these points, there is something further
that needs to be said about the question of agreed tests and
experience of God . For are there really no agreed tests for
picking out a genuine experience of God? Not everyone agrees
about what would count in favour of a claim to have experi
enced God. But claims to experience things other than God
are frequently disputed . Universal agreement is tare . If, then ,
we are to speak about agreed tests being required in order for
one to be reasonable in making a certain claim , we cannot
demand that the agreement involved be universal ; not , at
least, without putting a question mark over many assertions
that may well be rationally believed . And once this point is
allowed , it seems far from clear that there are no agreed tests
for distinguishing a genuine experience of God from some
thing else . Those who believe that there actually is experience
·
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of God frequently say something about its effects on the one
having the experience , the content of the experience , and the
results to be expected in the beha viour of the one having the
experience. It is said , for example , that an experience of
God is accompanied by a unique sense of humility, of crea
tureliness, of fear and awe mingled with a strong sense of
passivity and dependence . The object of the experience is
usually said to be holy, awe-inspiring, loving, and so on . It is
commonly accepted that an experience of God will lead people
to some kind of conversion or to some kind of change of
attitude or increased perspicacity. One may not think that any
of these points shows that experience of God is a fact; but at
present we are asking whether there are any agreed tests
regarding experience of God. And it seems that there are .
We come , then , to the observation tha t people sometimes
report an experience of the absence of God, and that those
who claim an experience of God give no uniform testimony
concerning the nature and obj ect of their experience . But
these observations do not get us very far either. There are
people who say that they are struck by the absence of God in
their experience . And there are people who never give the
notion of God a second thought. But the fact that some
people's account of their experience does not square with
other people ' s account of theirs does not, by itself, establish
that one of the accounts is wrong or unreasonable . A number
of people may have good evidence that a certain animal is to
be found in the j ungle because they have seen it. Let us
suppose that a second group of people go into the j ungle to
look for the animal in question . They search for a very long
time but do not find it. Can we conclude from this that the first
group of people did not have reasonable grounds for affirming
that the animal was actually there? Obviously not . And . if
'uniformity of testimony' means 'absolute agreement' , then
there is no reason to believe that no claim to have experienced
God can be rational because those who claim experience of
God do not provide uniformity of testimony concerning the
nature and obj ect of their experience . Two astronomers can
agree about the existence of a star, and they can be reasonable

Experience and God
128
in holding that it exists even though they see it from different
locations and with different instruments. And two doctors can
be presented with a virus , and be reasonable in believing in its
existence without agreeing about its nature . If A and B claim
on the basis of experience that something is the case , but
disagree about the nature of the experience and the nature of
what is experienced , it does not follow that one of them
cannot be right and the other wrong.

What Is Experience of God?
This does not mean that the position we are now considering is
without difficulties, however. Take, to begin with, the phrase
'experience of God ' . What is it supposed to make us think of?
The answer seems to be that it is very hard to say.
One reason for this is that 'experience of God' is an ex
ceedingly odd expression . You can see the oddity of it by
asking what would be meant by sentences like 'I had an ex
perience of David Hume' or 'I had an experience of London ' .
That is not the sort of thing we say. We talk about learning by
experience , and we happily make assertions like 'I had a funny
experience the other day ' , 'He is a man of wide experience' , or
'I need an experienced secretary' . But 'experience of God' is
syntactically peculiar, and this is so even if we deny that 'God'
is a proper name like 'Fred' or 'London' . Those who think that
'God' is not a proper name have said that it is a title-term (like
'Caesar') or a general term (what Aquinas calls a nomen
naturae) like 'man' (in 'Some man is an· animal') . But 'I had an
experience of Caesar' or 'I had an experience of man' is as odd
as 'I had an experience of Hume' and the like . Perhaps this
does not matter much , for language is flexible, and we might
expect talk about God to differ greatly from other kinds of
talk. But there is a prima facie difficulty here , and it is com
pounded by what those who believe in experience of God say
in order to give us a grasp of what they are referring to .
One thing said ·frequently is that experience of God is
something like sense experience . You can encounter a donkey ;
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you can also encounter God. Yet objects of sense experience
are material , whereas God is supposed to be incorporeal .
Objects of sense experi ence have definite locations , but God
is supposed to be everywh ere Claims to have encountered
obj ects of sense experience can be checked and refuted by
means of tests which seem inappropriate in the case of God. If
I say that there is a donkey in the sitting room and that I have
seen it, you can go and look for yourself. But where is one
supposed to look for the presence of God? If I say that the re is
a dog in the kennel and that I have seen it, your observation of
an empty kennel will count agai nst my claim. But what is the
equivalent of an empty kennel when it comes to God? The
comparison be twee n se n se expe rience and expe ri ence of God
seems a myste ry rather than an explanation . The difference
between God and physical objects renders it baffling, rather
than illuminating.
Another point often stressed by defenders of the notion of
experience of God is that what it amounts to can be under
stood by noting that it is sharply to be distinguished from
inference. But , once again, there are problems with this
explanation . For can we draw a rigid distinction between
inference and experience? After all , inference can sometimes
be spoken of as an experience . But , though an experienced
logician is someone who has successfully performed many acts
of inference, it does not follow that 'an act of inference' is an
'experience'. However, the everyday experience of anyone can
be said to involve inference , if only because we have somehow
to interpret our sensations . When I see a black , hairy , barking
anima i , I call it a dog without hesitation . But simply bumping
into dogs will not allow us to recognize them for what they
are . Something more complex is involved , something involving
the work of reason . That is why new-bom babies, who have
plenty of sensations , do not know that they are lying in a cot ,
that nurses are fussing over them, and so on . It is significant
that those who distinguish experience · of God from inference
sometimes slip into the language of inference in developing
their position . A good example is H. D. Lewis . In explaining
what he means by 'our experience of God' he writes:
.
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see that in the l ast resort the world

chance
w h i c h is

some extrao rdinary

or

j ust

happen

.

.

.

j ust

cou ld not exist

All t h a t

we

by

encounter

points to a Reality
complete and self-co ntained a n d which is
the ultimate ground or condition of all the conditioned limited reality
we find ourselves and the world around us to be. 2

In this connection Lewis refers to 'one leap of thought in
which finite and infinite are equally present and which cannot
be broken up into steps which we may negotiate one by one'. 3
We have here a sense of contingency , 'not j ust a feeling . . .
but a conviction or insight , a sense that something must be ,
a cognition in more technical terms' . 4 But this is a way of
speaking which is most at home on the lips of people like
defenders of the cosmological argument, which is explicitly a
matter of inference . It seems to be idling when coming from
someone who thinks of God as an obj ect of experience as
opposed to inference .
Finally we come to a third way sometimes given of ex
plaining what experience of God is. According to t h i s it is
analogous to experience of people . The basic idea here is that
people are essentially non-corporeal , that they are known to
each other by a kind of direct apprehension , and that God
resembles them in this . He is also essentially non-corporeal ,
and he can be known by a non-inferential act of awareness.
As H . P . Owen, for instance , writes: 'Our direct knowledge
of God takes the form of an intellectual intuition which is
analogous to our intuition of other human persons in so far as,
firstly, it is mediated by signs , and , secondly, it terminates in a
spiritual reality. '5
But this, once again, is a dubious explanation . For one thing
there are reasons for denying that people are essentially non
corporeal . The analogy now at issue trades on views about
persons such as those associated with Descartes , according to
whom I am essentially an incorporeal substance contingently
connected to my body and able to survive without it. We shall
return to such views in Chapter I I , but for the moment we can
note that they have been subject to serious challenge in both
ancient and modern times. They have been much criticized ,
,
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for example , b y writers like Aristotle and Wittgenstein . And
for this reason alone we need to be cautious about granting the
premiss that the people of whom we are aware in day to day
life are analogous to God since they are esse nti ally incor
poreal. To say no more than this is not, of course, to do justice
to those who think of people as essentially incorporeal : if they
are misguided , this should be argued at length , and not just
assumed. But it has been argued at le ngt h and the contro
versial nature of the view be i ng condemned should at least be
acknowledged. In any case , the God/people analogy has other
drawbacks which make it un he l pful as a means to under
standing what experience of God is. Here on e might briefly
allude to at least two points.
First , even if people are the d ise m bod ied substances of
Cartesian thinking, even if they are only in some ways incor
poreal , they always , as we encounter them, come with their
bodies, and knowing that they are there involves knowing that
their bodies exist. God , on the other hand, is supposed to be
radically incorporeal. He has no body at all . Once again ,
therefore , w e may wonder how our encounter with people can
possibly throw light on what an encounter with God might
be .
Second , our dealings with people allow us to count them.
We can speak of meeting ten people in a room or five on a
bus. We can also speak of meeting just one person . But what
entitles us to say that we have met one person rather than
ten or five? An obvious answer is that in coming across one
person, we come across a physical unit distinguishable in some
way from others . In other words, our ability to count the
people we meet involves reference to material factors. But
although God is nothing material , he is also said to be one .
Those who speak of experience of God do not suppose that
they are talking about an encounter with five , ten , or twenty
deities. But if the analogy between coming across people and
coming across God is stressed , that is surely a possibility for
which they should allow . In so far as they do not , then the
usefulness of the God/people analogy is the more difficult to
comprehend .
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Recognizing God
So there is a case to . be made for saying that the appeal to
experience of God is hard to evaluate simply on grounds of its
obscurity. But it also has other drawbacks to which we can
now turn . These have to do with the question of recognition .
If I know by experience that such and such exists, then I
must be able to identify it correctly when I come across it. If,
for instance, my experience can tell me that there is a spider in
the bath, then I must first be able to recognize a spider when I
see one, and I must be able to distinguish it from other things
(I must know the difference between spiders and philosophers,
for example) . By the same token, it would seem that if anyone
is in a position to know by experience that God exists (where
God is supposed to be an object of experience) , then ·he or
she must be able to recognize God and distinguish what is
encountered from other possible obj ects of experience .
Now can anyone be in such a position? All theists agree
that in some sense one can , since the end for human beings
is union with God , and that would seem to entail a direct
knowledge of him . Hence , for example , Aquinas explains that
though our knowledge of God is indirect in this life , if 'the
created mind were never able to see the essence of God , either
it would never attain happiness or its happiness would consist
in something other than God' . 6 But Aquinas does not think of
seeing God's essence on the model of encountering an object
outside oneself, as defenders of the notion of experience of
God seem to do. Nor does he think of it as the basis of a case
for the reasonableness of belief in God . And that is just as
well if we bear in mind what God is said to be in traditional
theism. For that seems to suggest that we cannot recognize
God as an object of experience .
Consider , for instance , the assertion that God is the creator,
the maker of heaven and earth . What recognizable property of
an object is being the creator? God is also said to be omni
present, infinite , omnipotent, and eternal. But how, simply by
virtue of an awareness of an object of experience , can any
thing be recognized to be that? Among other things, God is
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said to be omniscient . But how can anybody recognize omni
science simply by encountering so mething omniscient? Maybe
one can infer that someone is omniscient ; but that is not what
we are now considering. At present we are concerned with
recognizing a property as something belonging to what one
encounters and known by experience rather than inference .
A possible answer to these difficulties lies in the suggestion
that some things must be discovered for the first time and that
God is such

a

thing . But though one may be in a position

to know that one has met one's first African elephant or
whatever, if one knows what one has met , one must be able
to

recognize it for what it is. And that brings us back to

where we were in the last paragraph . Some would reply that

that one h as co me across God comprises a self
expe rie nce of certainty. One can know one h as
encountered God sim ply by virtue of the experi e nce . But this
line of thinking seems to presuppose that knowledge is a
special state of mind to be recognized in the having of it.
On the contrary , what determines whether or not I know
something is how things stand in relation to the way I take
them to be .
Here we need to distinguish between feeling sure and being
righ t Those who speak about a self-guaranteeing experience
of certainty usually mean that we can introspectively dis
tinguish between knowledge and mere belief. With knowledge
we are certain , and that is the end of the matter. With belief
we are somewhat unsure . But my feelings of certainty cannot
be t he arbiter of what I really know, for feelings of certainty
can occur when one is wrong about that of which one feels
certain . One may be convinced that p, and it may well be that
p. But one's knowing that p cannot be deduced from the
conviction .
In any case , 'I just know' is not a proper answer to 'How do
you know?' That question is looking for reasons apart from
one's convictions, reasons which entitle one to say that one
knows . If I am asked how I know that my pen is on the desk ,
it is no reply to refer to my conviction that I j ust know it. I will
need to be able to say things like 'I can see it' , 'The light is
knowledge

gu arant ee ing
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good' , ' I ' m not drunk' , 'You can pick it up' , 'I put it there' ,
and so on . It is considerations like these that make sense of my
claim to know about the pe n Some will reply that this is false ,
since ' knowledge' is hard to define , and here they have a
point. 'Knowledge' is notoriously hard to define . But my not
being able to define X does not preclude my reasonably
maintaining that X is not such and such . And I have excellent
grounds for denying (a) that knowledge is a special state of
mind recognizable in the having of it and (b) that experience
of God occurs since people are convinced that this is what they
have had.
.

The Sighted, the Dependent, the Ineffable, and
the Mystical
At this . point, perhaps , enough has been said to indicate some
of the difficulties with the notion of experience of God. But
there still remain four considerations frequently advanced in
its defence , and it would be well to say something briefly about
each before concluding.
(a) The A rguments
According to the first , the notion of experience of God
becomes plausible once we recognize that just as some people
are physically sighted (i.e. able to see) , so some may be able
to 'see' the reality of God , whereas others are merely blind
to it.
According to_ the second , there is such a thing as a non
inferential recognition that everything apart from God is
absolutely and intrinsically dependent, from which it follows
that experience of God can be taken as a fact, since directly to
apprehend the dependence of everything on him is . a way of
directly apprehending him .
According to the third , the difficulty of characterizing the
experience of God counts for nothing against its occurrence ,
since either the experience is ineffable or its object is or both
are.
According to the fourth , there is something called 'the
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experience of the mystics' , and this constitutes impressive
evidence that God is an object of at least some people's
experience.
(b) Comments
It is true , of course , that some people see, whereas others are
blind . But this does not explain how those who have 'sight'
concerning God are in any position to identify the object of
their vision. The points aired above about recognizing God are
· as relevant as ever. Furthermore , it is far from clear that the
blind/sighted analogy will perform the job for which it seems
designed. According to its proponents, it helps us to see how
some might know that something (God) exists, while others
lack this knowledge . They also suggest that it would explain
why some know what God is, while others do not . But people
who are physically blind can know what exists just as well as
the sighted . And it is false that the blind are unable to know
what it is that the sighted see . Blind people can know what a
horse is j ust as well as people with sight. The blind lack
sensations available to the sighted ; but , as noted above ,
we cannot equate knowledge of what things are with the
occurrence of sensations in a person. New-born infants with
perfect vision are as blind as bats when it comes to knowing
what things are .
With respect to the notion of absolute dependence , there
are two things to say . The first is that a conviction that every
thing apart from God is dependent does not by itself warrant
the conclusion that it is dependent . Once again , we must
disti nguish between being sure and being right . Secondly , one
may doubt that dependence can be identified as an intrinsic
property of things. People in an airpla n e depend absolutely for
their survival on the machine which bears them. But they lose
no intrinsic property when they leave it and enter the airport .
They undergo no real change , since dependence is a matter of
relation between things , not a matter of what things are like in
themselves. Whether or not there are creatures who depend
on God would not therefore seem to be something to be
settled by a direct perception of them as dependent (as one
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might directly perceive them to be what they are intrinsically) .
Rather, it would seem that it can be settled only by a knowl
edge that there actually are things which depend on God, a
knowledge that is only derivable from something other than
direct perception of them as dependent. An objector might
note that everything apart from God can have a common
property called 'dependence' . But it is hard to see how any
thing can count as a property if everything in the world , and
the world as a whole , shares it equally. A property possessed
by everything we can name , even if we exclude God from the
list, is surely no property at all . It might be argued that being
dependent on God is not to have any particular property. In
that case , however, one wonders what it can mean to say that
one can , by experience , recognize that something is dependent
on God.
The last two arguments raise numerous issues which cannot
be adequately dealt with in the space available here . Briefly,
however, there are two points worth making about them. The
first is that if God and the experience of him are strictly
ineffable , the obvious thing to do is to stop talking about
them . The second is that if mystics are evidence for experience
of God , they are also evidence against it, since in classic
instances they often deny that God is in any intelligible sense
an object of human experience .
The drift of the first point here should be obvious: one can
hardly construct an argument out of premisses which cannot
be put into words, and an argument for a God of which
nothing can be said is unrecognizable as an argument. If 'we
do not know what' is evidence for 'we do not know what' , then
we do not know what we are talking about .
With respect to the second point , I can only report my
findings to the effect that to read what has been said by the
supposedly standard cases of mystical authors is to find oneself
confronted not only by a wealth of divergent reports and
j udgements, but also by a repeated insistence that since God is
not a creature , he is just not accessible in the way suggested by
defenders of the notion of experience of God . As one example
among many which could be cited , there is the case of St John
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of the Cross ( 1 5 42 -9 1 ) , a textbook 'mystic' if ever there was
one (others in cl u de Meister Eckhart (c. 1 200- 1 3 2 7 ) , Jan Van
Ruysbroeck ( 1 293 - 138 1 ) ,. St Catherine of Siena ( 1 347 -So) ,
and St Teresa of Avila (1512 -82) ) . According to him, union
with God is a matter of faith, and 'no supernatural appre
hension or knowledge in this mortal life can serve as a proxi
mate means to the high union of love with God'. 7 'The S ou l' ,
says St John ,
must be voided of all such things as can enter its capacity, so that,
however many supernatural things it may have it will ever remain as it
were detached from them and in darkness. It must be like to a blind
man , leaning upon dark faith, taking it for guide and light, . and
leaning upon none of the things that he understands, experiences,
feels and imagines. 8

Other readers of mystical texts may have different things to
impart co ncerni ng their content. And their reading may
convince them that there is such a thing as 'the experience of ·
the mystics' and that it is good evidence of God's existence .
But if their conviction is to warrant agreement , it will need to
be j u st ified by extensive documentation and research , as well
as by answers to the problems outlined above .

Experiencing-As
Before we move on to other matters, there is one other line of
tho ugh t linking the terms 'experience' and 'God' which
deserves a mention . This has been advanced by John Hick ,
who takes as h is starting point some passages in Wittgenstein's
Philosophical Investigations . 9
Towards the end of that work , Wittgenstein discusses the
notion of seeing , and he observes that there are different
senses of the word 'see' . One kind of seeing that interests him
is where , after we have looked at something for a while , a new
aspect of it dawns on us , even though what we have been
looking at has not itself changed . The example he cites is the
much reproduced picture which sometimes appears to people
to be a pictu re of a duck , and sometimes a picture of a rabbit
(Jastrow's 'duck-rabbit' ) .

Experience and God
I t is from this picture and others like it that Hick takes his
cue . We can , he says , often see things now in one way , now in
another , even though what we have been looking at does not
really change . What changes is the way we see things . But,
Hick adds , all perception or seeing or experience of things is
really like this. In other words, all experience is a matter of
'seeing-as' . He writes:
It is today hardly a contentious doctrine requiring elaborate argu
mentation that seeing . . . is not a simple matter of physical objects
registering themselves on our retinas and thence in our conscious
visual fields . . . We speak of seeing-as when that which is objectively
there, in the sense of that which affects the retina, can be consciously
perceived in two different ways as having two different characters or
natures or meanings or significances . . . We perceive and recognize
by means of all the relevant senses co-operating as a single complex
means of perception ; and I suggest that we use the term 'experiencing
as' to refer to the end product of this in consciousness . All t;xperi
encing is experiencing as . . . To recognize or identify is to experience
as in terms of a concept ; and our concepts are social products having
their life within a particular linguistic environment . . . All conscious
experiencing involves recognitions which go beyond what is given to
the senses and is thus a matter of experiencing as . 10
.

.

From this conclusion Hick moves to the suggestion that
someone who believes in God can be regarded as experiencing
everything as something behind which God lies. Believers see
the world as a world in which God is present . And since all
expe rie n ce is experience-as , their position is no worse than
anyone else's. 'The analogy to be explored' , says Hick,
is with two contrasting ways of experiencing the events of our lives

and of human history, on the one hand as purely natural events and
on the other as mediating the presence and activity of God . For there
is a sense in which the r.eligious man and the atheist both live in the
same world and another sense in which they live consciously in
different worlds . They inhabit the same physical environment and are
confronted by the same changes occurring within it. But in its actual
concrete character in their respective 'streams of consciousness' it has
for e ach a different nature and quality , a different meaning and
significance ; for one does and the other does not experience life as a
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continual interaction with the transcendent God . . . Ordinary secular
perceiving shares a common epistemological character with religious
experiencing . . . All consciou s perceiving goes be yond what the
senses report to a significance which has not as such been given to the
senses. And the religious experience of life as a sphere in which
we have continually to do with God and he with us is likewise an
awareness in our experience as a whole of a significance which
transcends the scope of the senses
We have learned , starting from
scratch , to identify rabbits and forks and innumerable other kinds of
thing. And so there is thus far in principle no difficulty about the
claim that we may learn to use the concept 'act of God', as we have
learned to use other concepts, and acquire the capacity to recognize
exemplifying instances. 1 1
.

.

.

I n defence of Hick , it can surely be said that he is right to
maintain that, as he puts it, seeing is 'not a simple matter of
physical obj ects registering themselves on our retinas and
thence in our conscious visual fields' . We might express this
truth by saying that seeing is a matter of finding meaning
or significance in things, and meaning and significance are
not physical properties. But Hick's account does not show
that belief in God can reasonably be based on experience .
The major problem here lies in its use of the notion of
experiencing-as.
Clearly there is a use for this idea . Sometimes we find that
something which undergoes no change first appears to us in
one way, then in another. But can we regard all experience as
experience-as? Hick says that we can. He holds that j ust as
one can see-as on some occasions , so one can experience-as on
all occasions. But if Hick is right , it follows that when we
experience something and when we characterize it on the basis
of experience, we might be j ust as entitled to characterize it
differently . We experience something as an X, say. And we
therefore call it an X. But we could , in principle , experience it
as a Y. And we could, in principle , characterize it as a Y.
Surely, however, we must sometimes say that we experience
things and that they are exactly as we say they are. If we coul d
not sometimes say this, then how could we ever, as we often
wish to do and as it often seems reasonable to do , seriously
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convict people of mistakenly identifying things? From the fact
that peop le experience something as such and such , it does not
follow that they are right in what they say is there . One may
often be able to say that something can be experienced either
as this or as that ; but one cannot always say this. On some
occasions 'Here is an X' is either true or false . And on some
occasions 'Here is a Y' is either true or false . And this point is
presumably one that Hick must ultimately aGcept himself. For
he seems clear enough that all experience really is experience
as. He seems clear, in other words, that his thesis about
experience is correct .
So Hick's analysis still leaves us saying that even though
people experience things in a certain way , they can be wrong.
But this means that Hick's account leaves us with no particular
reason for saying that people who claim to experience the
world as God's world are not just deluding themselves. They
hold that the world is God's world. But are they right? Hick
will reply that the world can be experienced as created by
God. But I may experience the world as God's world without
it following that this is what it is. Something other than the
fact that I experience it as such seems to be required .
Where , then , does all this leave us on the question of
experience and God? If my arguments have been correct , it
seems that although various objections can be made to the
view that it is unreasonable to believe in God on the basis of
experience , the whole notion of an experience of God either
collapses into something that looks like the notion of being
convinced by an argument or is just very difficult to under
stand . Experience of dogs and cats and people is one thing;
but experience of what God is supposed to be seems quite
different. It is far from clear that its nature can even be
elucidated , let alone j udged as something to which one could
appeal as providing a reasonable ground for belief in God.
This conclusion is independent of any reason apart from
experience which we may have for believing in God , and , of
course , there are evidently people who would disagree with it .
Whether readers of this book are to be numbered among them
is something they can now go on to consider for themselves.

8

Eternity
THOSE

who believe in God have more to say about him than
that he exists. They ascribe certain attributes to him. As we
have seen , they say that God is good, powerful, and so on . It
now seems appropriate to say something more about God's
attributes, but the subject is such a large one that it is hard to
know where to begin or end for the purposes of a book like
this. I have chosen to deal with it in this chapter by turning to
what many be lievers would take to be a fundamental truth
about God: namely , that God is eternal . God's eternity is ·
currently a much debated question among philosophers of
religion , which gives us another reason for looking at it . As we
shall see , to consider the proposition 'God is eternal' will also
allow us to look a little at the question of God's activity ,
power, and knowledge .

The Meaning of Divine Eternity
What does it mean to call God eternal? Two main answers
have been given . According to the first, 'God is eternal' means
that God is non-temporal or timeless . According to the
second, it simply means that God has no beginning and no
end , that God has always existed and will continue to exist
for ever.
Historically speaking, it is the first of the above notions
of eternity which has been most prevalent. Indeed , one
may call it 'the classical view of divine eternity' . It can be
found in writers like St Anselm , St Augustine , St Thomas
Aquinas, John Calvin ( 1 5 09-64) , Descartes, and Friedrich
Schleiermacher ( 1 768- 1 834) . An especially influential exponent
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of it is Boethius (c.480- 5 24) , whose definition of eternity as
timelessness was a starting p oint for m uch medieval thinking on
eternity. He writes:
Eternity, then ,
life , a l l at once

is

the complete and perfect possession of unending
simul) ; this will be clear from a comparison with
creatures that exist in time . Whatever lives in time exists in the
present and progresses from the past to the future, and there is
nothing set in time which can embrace all at once the whole extent of
its life . . . Whatever, therefore, suffers the condition of being in time ,
even thoug h it never had any beginning, never has any ending and its
life extends into the infinity of time . . . is still not such that it may
properly be called eternal . 1
(tota

The idea here is that God has no beginning or end, no birth
and no death , that he differs from us in that his life is not one
of limited duration . But to this is added the thought of him
not having a life lived in time . The claim, therefore , is that
God h as nothing that we could recognize as a history or a
biography. As Anselm puts it :

You w ere not, the refore , yesterday , nor will You be tomorrow , but
yesterday and today a nd tomorrow You are. Indeed You exist neither
yesterday nor today nor tomorrow but are outside all times (es extra
omne tempus) . For yesterday and today and tomorrow are completely
in time ; however , You , though nothing can be without You , are
neve rtheless not in place or time but all things are in You. For
nothing contains You , but You contain all things. 2

For a supporter of the second view of eternity (which is
something of a modern phenomenon ) , we can refer, once
again, to Richard Swinburne . According to him :
If a cre ato r of the universe exists now , he must have existed at
least as long as the re have been other logically contingent existing
things . . . However, tt"aditionally theists believe not merely that this
spirit , God, exists now or has existed as long as created things , but
that he is an eternal being. This seems to mean, firstly , that he has
always existed-that there was no time at which he did not exist . . .
Let u s put this point by saying that they believe that he is backwardly
eternal . The su pposition that a spirit of the above kind is backwardly
eternal seems ·to be a coherent one . . . The doctrine that God is
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eternal seems to involve , secondly, the doctrine that the above spirit
will go on existing for ever . . . I w i l l put this point by saying that he is
forwardly eternal . This too seems to be a coherent suggestion . 3

In Swinburne's j udgement, it is incoherent to suppose that
God is outside time . But it is coherent to suppose that h� has
always existed and that he always will exist. On Swinburne's
account, there was no time when God did not exist . And there
will be no time when he will not exist. And to say that this is
so is to say that God is eternal . 4

Objections to 'God is Timeless'
Most of the controversy about God's eternity has been about
the notion of eternity as timelessness. So perh aps we had
better pl un ge into the deep end immediately and consider
whether i t is reasonable to talk in terms of a timeless God.
Ma ny arguments have been advanced to the effect that it is
not , and I cannot mention and comment on them all . But we
can look at some of the major ones , the first of which holds
that to speak of God as timeless is incompatible with be li e vi ng
that God is a person .

(a) God as an Acting Person
The argument here is really quite simple . To assert that God is
timeless is also to assert that God is w ho ll y ch ange less or
immutable . But can God be change l e ss or immuta ble if he is a
person? Not according to some w ri te rs , who t herefo re deny
that God is timeless. Thus, for example , in A Treatise on
Space and Time , J . R. Lucas bluntly declares: 'To say that
God is outside time , as many theologians do , is to deny, in
effect , that God is · a person . '5 Lucas evidently supposes that
God is a person and that the theologians to whom he refers
have somehow got it wrong. And the same conclusion is
advanced by Nelson Pike in God and Timelessness . In chapter
7 of the book ('God as a Timeless Person') , Pike considers
whether God can be called a person if he is also said to be
timeless. The conclusion Pike offers is that something timeless
cannot really count as a person .
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A related line of argument which has been offered turns on
the notion of God as something living and acting. For , if God
lives and acts, must he not be changeable and, therefore, not
timeless? According to Grace Jantzen :
A living God cannot be static: life implies change and hence tem
porality. This means that the doctrine of immutability cannot be
interpreted as absolute changelessness, which would preclude divine
responsiveness and must rather be taken as steadfastness of
character. 6

This line of thinking is developed by Nelson Pike and Richard
Swinburne , who (between them) argue that a timeless God
cannot act and create . According to Swinburne :
If we say that P brings about X, we can always sensibly ask when does
he bring it about? If we say that P punishes Q, we can always sensibly
ask when does he punish Q . . . If P at t brings about X, then nec
essarily X comes into existence (simultaneously with or) subsequently
to P's action . . . And so on. 7

According to Pike , if God creates , then he produces or
sustains; but 'the specialized verbs we use when describing a
case of deliberate or intentional production . . . seem to carry
with them identifiable implications regarding the relative
temporal positions of the items produced and the creative
activity involved in their production ' . 8 According to Pike ,
temporal implications 'seem to be there in every case ; they
seem to be part of the "essence" of "produce" ' . 9
But are these arguments decisive? We have already noted
grounds for rejecting the first of them . Why should those who
believe in God want to insist "on the formula 'God is a person'?
As noted in Chapter 3, the formula is not a biblical one . Nor
does it sit easily with the Christian faith in God as a Trinity. It
is also potentially embarrassing for its proponents if they want
·
to say that God is wholly underived . Persons as we understand
them are very much part of the universe . And they are very
much part of what we would be puzzled about if, with de
fenders of the cosmological argument, we wonder why there
should be a universe . If we are right to wonder along these
lines , would we not also be right to ask what accounts for the
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existence of God-if God is a person? One might , of course ,
reply that God is not a person as we are persons. But in that
case, one might wonder why his being a person should rule out
the possibility of his being eternal in the way supposed by the
classical view of divine eternity.
Jantzen, Swinburne , and Pike will presumably say that
they have explained why God cannot be timeless . But their
arguments as noted above are not exactly unanswerable .
Jantzen assumes that nothing immutable can have life . But to
. argue on that assumption is to ignore the possibility (which
defenders of God's timelessness regularly accept ) that God
may be said to live because he brings about effects and does so
'off his own bat' , so to speak-i .e. because he is a source of
change which is itself unchanged by an ythi ng, because he is , as
we might put it, the ultimate ' automo bi l e ' . 10 Wi th respect
to Swinburne, one can agree with part of what he says. If
we observe that God has brought about such and such , it
would seem natural to ask 'When did he bring it about?' But
Swinburne is wrong to suppose that any true answer to this
ques tion entails that God is in time or that God changes
in hi mself. And P i ke , too , is wrong to suppose that God ' s
creati ng must invo lve him in some real change .
Of course , it is true that if, for example , we are told that
someone produced so me t hi ng, we can ask 'When?' But we
can say when God brought things about without supposing
that he changed or occupied time in doing so. For something
is brought about by an agent or someone is p un i s h e d by an
agent ( to take Swinburne's example) when the something
in question is brought about or the person in question is
punished. Suppose , then , we say that such and such has been
brought about by God. Then we ask 'When?' Suppose the
answer is 'At 2 o'clock last Friday'. Does that mean that God
must have been undergoing some sort of process at 2 o'clock
last Frid ay ? Or does it mean that he must have occupied the
time we call '2 o'clock last Friday'? Not at all . It need only
mean that at 2 o'clock last Friday such and such came to pass
by virtue of God . Whether God changed in bringing it about is
a further q ue s tion , as is the q uestion of whether in bringing it
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about he did so as something existing in time . Swinburne says
that ' If P at t brings about X, then necessarily X comes into
existence (simultaneously with or) subsequently to P's action ' .
But that is by no means obviously true i n the sense implied by
Swinburne. If •p· is God , how do we know that his bringing
about can be located in time if that is meant to imply that God
is himself in time? We _m ay know that things are brought about
at different times and that God brings them about-i . e . that
they are there because of God. But this does not entitle us to
conclude that God cannot bring it about that something be
temporally located without himself being temporally located.
In general , Swinburne confuses 'God brings it about that X is
true at t' with 'God , occupying some moment of time , brings it
about at that time that X is true' . And this point is relevant to
Pike's position . For what if we have reason for saying that
something has been brought about and yet that there is reason
for denying that what accounts for what is brought about is
located in time? Then we have reason for denying that the
notion of bringing about always implies that there is something
which , by existing at some time , brings things about . Whether
or not we could have reason for denying this is not to be
decided , as Pike seems to think, by looking at what seems to
be true of familiar cases of bringing about . And if the claim
is that God brings about without being in time , what are
required are not examples of bringing about when it is not
God who is said to bring about.
With respect to all this , an analogy might help. Suppose we
ask how people manage to teach . It seems natural to say that
they do it by uttering words or by using blackboards and so on
(and therefore by undergoing various changes in time) . For
that is how teaching is effected by people . But teaching cannot
be defined as going through certain motions. I can utter true
statements until I am blue in the face. I can fill a thousand
blackboards with letters and diagrams. But none of these
processes will count as teaching unless somebody actually
learns something. For this reason it seems necessary to say
that if I am interested in knowing whether I have taught
somebody something, I am interested not in changes occurring
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in me , but in changes occurring in somebody else . I cannot
teach you except by undergoing change of some kind . But my
undergoing these ch anges does not constitute my teaching you .
Unless you actually learn something, they are simply fruitless
bits of behavi our on my part. Teaching occurs when learning
occu rs , when someone changes from a state of ignorance to a
state of knowledge concerning some truth. In a similar way ,
so we may suggest, God's bringing things about need be
unde rstood only in terms of things coming about , not in terms
of something happening at some time in God. It is a condition
and a limitation of my nature that I can only bring about in
you the change we call 'learning' by, as a matter of fact ,
changing myself as something in time . But there is nothing in
the notion of teaching that requires such a change in the
teache r . There is thus no reason why God should not teach
you by bringing about a change in you without in any way
changing himself. And , more generally, there is no reason why
God should not bring about changes and , in so far as times
depend on changes , times without himself changing or being in
time Y
(b) Love, Freedom, and the Bible
But critics of the notion that God is timeless will now wish to
pre ss oth er objection s. Three , in particular, are especially
popular at the moment. According to the first , the classical
view of et ern ity leaves us with a God who cannot love. Ac
cording to the second , it leaves us with a God who cannot
choose not to create. According to the third , it contradicts the
Bible.
The first objection here is much associated with the work of
writers known as 'process theologians' , including, for example ,
Charles Hartshorne . But it can also be found in the work of
other theologians such as Jiirgen Moltmann and the Latin
American liberation theologian Jon Sobrino , SJ . According to
the classical view of eternity , God is immutable . It therefore
follows that he cannot be affected by anything. According to
the present objection , however, God must actually suffer if
he is truly describable as loving. According to Hartshorne ,
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for example , when God knows us in our j oys, he shares joy
with us , and , when he knows us as suffering, he suffers too .
According to Sobrjno (quoting Moltmann) :
We must insist that love has to be credible to human beings in an
unredeemed world . That forces us to ask ourselves whether God can
really describe himself as love if historical suffering does not affect
him . . . We must say what Moltmann says: 'We find suffering that is
not wished , suffering that is accepted , and the suffering of love . If
God were incapable of suffering in all those ways, and hence in an
absolute sense , then God would be incapable of loving. ' 1 2

Yet is all this really true? In its favour w e may observe that
when people love , they frequently suffer. Love , indeed , may
le ad people to their deaths , for one way of loving is to sacrifice
oneself totally on behalf of those one loves. But why should
one suppose that divine love must be costly for God in a
simila r way? God , after all ; is commonly held to be perfect .
Yet suffering is a limitation , a restriction on one's freedom . To
say that God suffers might therefore be viewed as a way of
asserting that he is vulnerable , defective , and thwarted. It
might be replied that God must be held to be loving and that
love and limitation always go together. But it does not seem
true that love and limitation always go together. One may
display one's love by limiting oneself. But that is not to say
that love and limitation are inseparable . Indeed , one might
argue that love is capable of its fullest development only where
the lover is not limited by anything. One might also observe
that a subj ect may be said to love if the subject in question can
be thought of as willing the good of others . And one might
add that even a timeless God can be said to do that if he is also
the creator and sustainer of the universe. For if God is these
things , must it not be true that he is thereby the source of
much that is good in creatures? Th at this is , in fact , true , has
been a very traditional teaching of religious people. One can
find it , for instance , in Aquinas. As he puts it :
God loves all existing things. For in so far as it is real each is good ;
the very existence of each single thing is good , and so also is whatever
it rises to . We have already shown that God's will is the cause of
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things, and consequently that in so far as it has reality or any good
ness at all each thing must needs be willed by God. God therefore
wills some good to each existing th ing , and since loving is no other
than willing good to someone, it is clear that God loves everything. 13

But perhaps we should reply that if God is timeless, he
cannot truly will anything. This , at any rate , is what the second
objection mentioned above maintains. Why? Because , so the
objection runs, if God is eternal in the classical sense , his will
is unchanging and unchangeable , and he cannot , therefore ,
choose to do anything other than create. If God is immutable ,
so the argument goes, he can only will what he does will. Since
he has evidently willed to create, the upshot would seem to be
that if God is timeless , he was bound to create and, th erefore,
not really free (or not really wil l i ng) in cre ati ng as he has.
Yet this argument moves too q uickly . Up to a point , indeed ,
the argument has merit. For if God is eternal in the classical
sense , and if God is the creator, he is changelessly the creator
of whatever it is that he creates. In other words , give ri that
God has willed to create , creation (on the classical view of
eternity) is somehow inevitable (assuming, of course , that
God's will cannot be thwarted) . But given that God is also free
(as our present objection supposes) , all that now follows is
that God has freely willed to create wh � t , by virtue of his
changelessness , comes about by virtue of his freely willing
to create . Or, as Aquinas succinctly expresses the point :
'Granted that God wills whatever he does from eternity , the
inference is not that he has to except on the supposition
that he does . ' 1 4 In other words, from the fact that God is
immutable , it does not follow that he is bound to create .
Given that God wills to create , it only follows that he change
lessly wills to create .
Yet , so defenders of our third objection to the classical
notion of eternity will now say, all this talk about God's
changelessness is surely of no interest to those who believe in
God as he is depicted in the B ible. According to John Lucas ,
for example , 'the whole thrust of the biblical record' implies
that God changes . The Bible :
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is an accou n t of God both cari ng and k n owing about the worl d , even
the five sparrows, whi c h at o n e time had not ye t bee n , and l a te r had
be en sold fo r two fa rt hi ngs and intervening i n the worl d , do i ng
things , saying things, hearing prayers , and sometimes changing his
mind . 15
,

,

'The changelessness of God', says Lucas , 'is not to be naturally
read o u t of the Bible , but rather was read into it in the light of
certain philosophical assumptions about the nature of God . ' 16
Here Lucas agrees with Richard Swinburne , according to
whom :
The God of the Old Testament, in which Judaism , Islam and
Christianity have their roots , is a God in continual interaction with
men , moved by men as they speak to him . . . If God did not change
at all , he would not think now of this , now of that . . . The God of the
Old Testament is not pictured as such a being . . . The doctrine of
divine timelessness is very little in evidence before Augustine . The
Old Testament certainly shows no sign of it . . . The same applies in
general for New Testament writers. 17

How should one react to this line of argument? Initially ,
perhaps, one might support it by saying that , to some extent , it
can be j ustified, since biblical authors indeed speak of God as
a changing individual . As John L. McKenzie shows , 'The
philosophical concept of eternity [i . e . the classical concept) is
not clearly expressed in either the O .T. or N .T. The Hb . 'olam
and the Gk. aiOn both signify primarily an indefinitely ex
tended period of time beyond the lifetime of a single person . ' 18
In the article on aionlaionios in Kittel's Theological Dictionary
of the New Testament, the New Testament position is summed
up thus:
The unending eternity of God and the time of the world, which is
limited by its creation and conclusion , are contrasted with one
another. Eternity is thought of as unending time-for how else
can human thought picture it?-and the eternal being of God is
represented as pre-existence and post-existence . . . The NT took over
the OT and Jewish view of divine eternity along with the ancient
formulae . There was new development, however, to the extent that
the statements concerning God's eternity were extended to Christ. 19
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Yet defenders of God's timelessness (even those who regard
the Bible as authoritative) have not been slow in observing
that facts such as these do not disprove what they want to
assert. As an example , we may once again refer to Aquinas
an d see how he reasons on the matter.
To begin with , he agrees with the premiss of Lucas and
Swinburne: that the Bible speaks of God as undergoing change
or as being temporal. In his discussion of prayer in the Summa
contra Gentiles he cites Isaiah 38: 1 -5 and Jeremiah 18: 7-8 as
instances in the Bible where change is ascribed to God. 20 He
makes a similar move in his treatment of divine immutability
in the Summa Theologiae. In Ia, 9 , I , obj . 3 , for instance , he
notes that 'Drawing near and drawing away are descriptions of
movements' and that 'scripture applies them to God' in James
4: 8. And in obj . 4 to Ia, 1 0 , 2 we find: 'Past , present and
future do not exist in eternity , which , as we have said , is
instantaneously whole . But the Scriptures use verbs in the
present, past and future tenses, when talking of God . ' In his
replies to these objections Aquinas does not dispute the facts
to which they draw attention .
On the other hand, he does not regard such facts as forcing
us to conclude that God is mutable and temporal . He notes,
for example , that although Scripture speaks of God as chang
ing, it also speaks of him as unchanging. He cites Malachi 3 : 6
('I am God, I change not') . He also cites Numbers 23 : 1 9 and
1 Samuel 1 5 : 29. More significantly, he notes that judgement
must be exercised in reading Scripture and that this should
be borne in mind by anyone invoking its letter as a way of
deciding what can truly be said of God.
In Aquinas's view, Scripture is not a dead thing which wears
its full significance on its face . He thinks that we must treat it
as contemporary and that we need to engage with it using our
best available . resources, so that there is a kind of dialogue
between the words of Scripture and those who read them . This
in turn means that , for him , the truths conveyed by Scripture
can be other than surface i ndications might suggest . He thinks
that Scripture must be interpreted in the light of what we
know .
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One thing this means for him is that we need to distinguish
between a literal and a non-literal reading of scriptural texts . 2 1
I n his view , a biblical text can be read literally when it tells us
what we could not know otherwise and/or when it tells us
something not incompatible with what we know to be the case .
When , on the other hand , it tells us that, for example , God
breathes, we have to interpret in a non-literal sense . Breath ,
in the literal sense , is what we and other animals produce
through our mouths and noses. So bodily creatures alone can
be said literally to breathe , and biblical talk about the breath
of God must be understood accordingly .
And it is the same , Aquinas thinks , with biblical statements
implying a real change in God . According to him , we have
reason to deny that God can change , j ust as we have reason to
deny that God has a mouth or a nose . Hence we find that the
reply to obj . I of Ia, 9 , I (above) runs :
The scripture is here talking of God in metaphors. For j ust as the sun
is said to enter or depart from a house by touching the house with its
rays, so God is said to draw near to us when we receive an influx of
his goodness, or draw away from us when we fail ·him.

The reply to obj . 4 of Ia, I O , 2 is: 'Verbs of different tenses are
used of God , not as though he varied from present to future ,
but because his eternity comprehends all phases of time . ' In
each case Aquinas wants both to respect the truth of Scripture ,
to take its words seriously, and also to be faithful to truths we
know of God apart from what Scripture says.
In short , he thinks that the Bible (and teaching based on it)
contains metaphor or figurative or symbolical language which
needs to be read as such . At this point , perhaps , we might
agree with him . The Bible evidently does contain metaphor
a!ld the like which needs to be read as such . The question ,
however, is 'Should we treat biblical ascriptions of change to
God as metaphorical ? ' As far as I can see , the only way to
answer this question is to consider whether there are positive
reasons independent of the Bible for supposing that God is
immutable . Aquinas and other defenders of the classical view
of eternity think that there are. And we will need to consider
what can be said in favour of this conclusion .
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(c) Simultaneity and Now
Before we do that , however, there are two final objections to
the notion of God as timeless which o ught to be noted. One of
them occurs in a well-known article and book by Anthony
Kenny . The other turns on the tho ught that if God is timeless,
there is a sense in which he cannot really be said to exist . The
objections are connected, since a possible way of responding
to the first might be t hought to leave one unable to cope with
the second.
Kenny's objection holds that the classical yiew of eternity is
incoherent since it entails that past, present, and future are
simultaneous, which , of course, they cannot be . Kenny takes
Aquinas as a standard exponent of divine timelessness . He
then argues as follows:
The whole concept of a timeless eternity seems to be radically inco
herent . . . On St Thomas' view , my typing of this paper is simul
taneous with the whole of eternity . Again , on this vie w , the great fire
of Rome is si m ult a neo us with the whole of e te rnity Therefore , while
I type these words , Nero fiddles he a rt le s s l y on. 22
.

Kenny is thinking of the fact that Aquinas sometimes speaks
as though God , in eternity , is related to the course of history
as someone looking out of a tower is related to a line of figures
passing by . The people in the line come before and after each
other. But to the person looking out of the tower, all are
present together. Or, as Aquinas himself writes:
God is wholly outside the order of time , standing, as it were , in the
high citadel of eternity , which i s all a t one time . The whole course of
time is subj ec t to eternity in one simple glance . So at one glance he
sees everything that is done in the course of time ; he sees everything
as it i'> in itself, not as if it were future relative to his view. It is only
future in the ordering of its causes-though God does see that
·
ordering of causes. In a wholly eternal way he sees e ve r yt h i ng that is
the case at any time , j ust as the human eye sees the sitting down of
Socrates as it is in itself, not in its causes. 23
It

seems to me that, with texts like the one j ust quoted in
mind , Kenny's argument is successful . If it is supposed that
God's eternity stands to history as an observer stands to what
he or she is observing (i . e . in the relation of simultaneity) ,
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then events which occur at different times would seem to be
going on together. If Fred looks out of his tower on Mary ,
Joh n , and Edith passing by, we can say that Fred is looking
out while Mary, John , and Edith pass by (that Fred's looking
out is simultaneous with the others passing by) . If God in
eternity is thought of as an observer and if in a glance he sees
Kenny typing and Nero fiddling, we might say that God sees
Kenny typing as Nero fiddles (that God's vision is simul
taneous with Kenny typing and Nero fiddling and that Kenny's
typing is simultaneous with Nero's fiddling) . But that cannot
be so. For Kenny did not type as Nero fiddled. And Nero did
not fiddle as Kenny typed .
But those who wish to assert that God is timeless (including
Aquinas) need not be thought of as holding that events in time
are simultaneous with eternity. For, as Paul Helm observes ,
'the concept of simultaneity is obviously one which implies
time' . 24 And defenders of 'God is timeless' might simply deny
that God (or God's eternity) is simultaneous with any event at
all . They might say , as Helm goes on to say , that 'if God
timelessly exists he is neither earlier nor later nor simultaneous
with any event of time . He exists time lessly . Z5 Indeed , they
might wish to say something similar even if it is not God that is
in question . For what , say , does 'John is simultaneous with
Fred's sneezing at s .oo p . m . on January 1 st 1 86o' mean ? Do
we have any use for such sentences? We can , indeed , say
things like 'John was breathing while Fred was sneezing' . But
expressing the notion of simultaneity in this way leaves us with
no need to posit subjects which just are simultaneous with
events or times. 2 6
Yet one may now wonder j ust what one would be saying if
one did say that God is not simultaneous with any event or
time-which brings us to the second objection I mentioned at
the start of this section . For would one not be denying that
God exists now? And would this not be equivalent to denying
that God exists , period? After all, one might argue that if God
really is timeless in the terms asserted by Helm , then it must
be false that he exists now-j ust as it must be false that God
existed in 1 066. But how can it be false that God exists now
'
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without it also being false that there is a God at all? One might
that ( 1 ) 'It is now true that God exists' does not entail (2)
'It is true that God exists now' , and that all the theist needs to
endo rse is ( 1 ) . But does this really deal with the problem? 'It
is no w true that God exists' is equivalent to 'God exists', which
is surely either true or false whenever it is propound ed . So it
looks as though if God does not exist when I say he does, he
does not exist . And if God does not exist, how can he be
eternal in any sense? One might hold that , though it exists at
no time at all , the number 6 ex i sts. One might call it a 'non
actual object' . 27 So perhaps there are th ings which can exist at
no time at all . But God is said to be a living subject. His mode
of existence is not usually supposed to be that of a number. So
again we may ask what it can mean to say that, although God
exists, he does not exist as I speak .
But though this line of reasoning may seem to present us
with a formidable obj ection to the notion of God as timeless,
it is not , perhaps, all that formidable. For it rests on the
assumption that ' God exists now' says something more than
'God exists' . And this a ssumpt ion is questionable . Suppose I
assert 'The tower is being built now' . Does this say any more
than 'The tower is being b u i l t'? Surely, it does not. We wou l d
say 'The tower is being built now' to inform someone who
might think that the building of the tower is either over or yet
to start. We would want to rule out pastness and futurity of
the tower building. And we would do this by inserting 'now' ,
which give s some emphasis in that it is intended positively to
exclude pastness and futurity. All the same, what is s aid by
'The tower is being built now' is just that the tower is being·
built. If the tower is being built , we can infer that it has not
been built and that it i s false that it is not being built but will
be being built . The thing being emphasized by 'now' is actually
derivable from 'The tower is being built'. So 'The tower is
being built now' adds noth i ng to 'The tower is being built'.
By the same token, so we might argue , 'God exists n ow '
adds nothing to 'God exists'. One might say that 'now' has
something to do with simultaneity. Suppose I say 'John is
doi n g his homework now' . I am saying that he is doing his
say

\

Eternity
homework as I speak . But 'John is doing his homework now'
is equivalent to 'John is presently doing his homework' or
'John is actually doing his homework' . And the presentness of
an event, we may say , just is the event . 'John is presently
doing his homework' is true if 'John is doing his homework'
is true. And 'John is actually doing his homework' is true
if 'John is doing his homework' is true . The reality of the
present, we may say , consists in the absence of qualifying
prefix. To say that Reagan's presidency is past is to say that
it has been the case that Reagan is president. To say that
Reagan's presidency is future is to say that it will be the case
that Reagan is president. But to say that Reagan is president is
present is just to say that Reagan is president. By the same
token, so we may argue, 'God exists now' is equivalent to
'God exists' .

God Everlasting
So perhaps we may conclude that the classical notion of
eternity is a defensible one (that it can be defended against
some objections, anyway) . But what of the other view of
eternity, the one which holds that God has always existed and
will always exist in time-that God is everlasting? Could that
view of God possibly be true?
In so far as it includes the view that God is a changing
individual , it could not be true if it is true that God is the first
cause of all change , as (so we have seen) one version of the
cosmological argument holds. And those who believe that God
is a changing individual will have to accept what many will find
unbelievable: that a changing individual can be the uncaused
cause of a changing universe . For those who believe that God
is mutable usually believe that he is the cause of the changing
universe and that there is no q u estion of his being caused to
be. People who think of God as changeable might say that he
is j ust an ultimate 'brute fact' which stands in need of no
cause. Others, however, will wonder why it should be thought

Etern.ity

I 57

th at a changeable God can be an ultimate brute fact if the
zx
ch angeable universe cannot be one itself.
Still, perhaps there is no. problem in the notion of some
th ing living in time along with us and carrying on for ever.
Swinburne , for instance, suggests that if it is coherent to
suppose that God exists at the present time , then it is 'co
herent to suppose that he exists at any other nameable time ;
and, if that is coherent, then surely it is coherent to suppose
that there exists a being now such that however far back in
time you count years you do not reach the beginning of its
existence' . 29 He continues: 'We , perhaps, cease to exist at
death . But we can surely conceive of a being now existent such
that whatever future nameable time you choose, he has not by
that time ceased to exist . A being who is both backwardly
and forwardly eternal we may term an eternal being. •3ll Some
philosophers do not like to speak as if times were things to
be singled out . And they have very good reason for their
aversion . For it is hard to maintain that, as well as being able
to individuate subj ects of whom we may assert things , we can
also individuate times as subjects of which we can predicate
attributes or properties , as subjects which can be named . 3 1 But
is it absurd to suppose that something might have been around
for ever or that something might continue to be around for
ever? Might we not say, for example , that something is divine ,
that it used to be the case that something is divine , that it was
never the case that nothing is divine , that it will never be the
case that nothing is divine , and that 'X is divine' is compatible
with 'there is not more than one God'? Will this not express
the idea that God is everlasting?
There is an argument which would . if we accepted it , oblige
us to conclude that there is nothing which has been around for
ever, as God , on the present view of 'God is eternal' , is
supposed to have been around for ever. Those who say that
God is everlasting mean us to understand that God had no
beginning, in the sense that he has existed for an infinite time
past . And , as we saw in Chapter 5, this is a notion which some
would deny on the ground that there cann<? t be an actual
.
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infinite (e .g. an actual infinite number of past years or gen
erations) . Hence , for example , Paul Helm writes :
·
The idea that God exists in an infinitely backward extending time
runs up against the idea of an actual infinite . For such a prospect
requires that an infinite number of events must have elapsed before
the present moment could arrive . And since it is impossible for
an infinite number of events to have elapsed, and yet the present
moment has arrived , the series of events cannot be infinite . 32

One might reply that the idea of God existing in an infinitely
backward extending time does not require an infinite number
of events. Perhaps it j ust requires a finite set of events and one
(infinitely long) event . But events are not infinitely long. They
are what we report when we say such things as 'John knocked
the vase over' . And in any case , even if we can make sense of
an infinitely long event , we will be envisaging at least one
event of which it can be said that it has existed from infinity
(whatever it would mean to say this) . And this (would I t not?)
would seem to require that the one event in question has
existed for an infinite number of moments of time past .
But those who believe that an infinite number of moments
may have elapsed before the present will not find this argu
ment a refutation of the view that God is everlasting. 33 And if
there is, indeed , no problem with the notion of an actual
infinite , there may be no problem with the notion that God
has always existed. We might ask, however what we would be
saying in saying this . For what is asserted of a subject if it is
asserted that the subject 'has always existed'? If the subject is
God , we are saying, surely , that something is divine and that it
always was the case that that thing was divine and that it has
neve � been the case that nothing else was divine . But does this
entail that God is everlasting, as opposed to timeless? No ,
because someone who believes that God is tim e less could
agree with this proposition (as well as with the more complex
one above which resembles it) . Indeed , those who believe that
God is timeless agree with both these propositions .
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Is God Eternal?
Regardless of what we think possible , however, what should
we say about the eternity of God as a matter of fact? Are
there reasons for supposing that God is eternal on either of the
views of eternity just discussed?
Defenders of the classical view have a standard line on this
question . They say that God is unchangeable and that he must
therefore be timeless. 34 The idea here is that to say that
something is changeable is to say that it exists in time, and that
to speak of a thing as timeless is to say that it is unchangeable .
On this account, being changeable , changing, and being in
time go together. To say that something changes is also to say
that it exists in time.
Should we agree with this account? In ancient Greek
thought it was the exception to allow time without change . 35
And this situation is reflected in post-Newtonian physics,
according to which determining simultaneity depends on one's
motion or rest . aut some have held that there can be time
without change. The famous example is Isaac Newton ( 1 642 1 727) . According to him :
Absolute , true , and mathematical time , of itself, and from its own
nature , flows equably without relation to anything external and by
another name is called duration: relative, apparent, and common
time , is some sensible and external ( whether accurate or unequable )
measure of duration by the means of motion , which is commonly used
instead of true time ; such as an hour, a month , a year. 36

On this account , it would not follow that if God is unchanging
or unchangeable , then God is outside time . It would seem to
follow that time is what anything exists in , including God .
But does time require change? Aristotle argues that time is
essentially connected with change , that time is a measure of
change . He does not think that it is identical with change ,
since many things change , whereas 'time is equally everywhere
and with everything' , and since change may be fast or slow ,
whereas 'what is fast and what is. slow is defined by time' . But
he does maintain that without change there is no time .
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When we ourselves do not alter in our mind or do not notice t hat we
alter, then it does not seem to us that any time has passed
Jf the
now were not different but o n e and the same , there would be no
.

.
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time . . . It is manifest , then, that time neither is change nor is apart
from change , and since we are looking for what time is we must s tart
from this fact , and find what aspect of change it is. 37

The solution Aristotle arrives at is that time is 'a number of
change in respect of the before and after' . 38 The precise nature
of this theory is a matter of some controversy, but it certainly
seems clear that for Aristotle change is a criterion of time
passing and that we cannot understand what it would be for
time to pass in the absence of change . This seems a highly
plausible conclusion , whatever Newton might have thought
about ' absolute time ' . Indeed, because this conclusion seems
so plausible, some have argued that change is unreal-the
famous example being John McTaggart ( 1 866- 1 9 25) who ,
convinced that time requires change and convinced that
change is unreal , concluded that time is unreal. It might be
replied that each period of time with an end must be followed
by a period of time and that every instant must be followed by
another. It might then be suggested that if all material things
ceased to exist or if all changing things ceased t o exist , there
would still be time , and that the same holds if we think of the
beginning of material objects or changing things . But this line
of thinking assumes that times, like people , can be named and
individuated as distinct subjects, which seems a dubious
assumption . And even if we grant it, there would be no way of
noting the passage of time in the absence of change , so the
notion of time before and after the existence of changing
things seems an idle one .
This argument has been contested on logical grounds , for it
has been urged that time without things changing is logically
conceivable . Thus , for example , Swinburne has written:
Time , like space , is of logical necessity unbounded . After a n y period
of time which has at some instant an end , there must be an ot h e r
period of time , and so after every instant. Fo; either th e re will be
swans somewhere subsequent to a period T, or there will not. In
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will or will not be swans . 39

161
T.

during which

But even assuming that we can individuate 'periods of time' or
'instants' with 'ends' , why may swans not cease to exist and
there be no time which is the time after which they have
ceased to exist? If swans exist after T, perhaps there is a time
after T at which swans exist. But if there are no swans after T,
we do not have to conclude that there is a time after T. There
m ay just be nothing and no time .
In contesting . this suggestion , Swinburne appeals to an
argument derived from Sydney Shoemaker. He suggests that
'it seems logically possible that there should be a period
of time in which there was nothing existent, preceded and
followed by periods of time in which physical objects existed' ,
and that one could have inductive evidence for the existence of
such periods (i . e . evidence based on samples) .
There could be a world , divided into three regions, A, B , C. On A
physical objects vanish for a year every three years, after which
objects similar to those which disappeared reappear. The objects in B
vanish for a year every four years, and those in C for a year every five
years, similar objects reappearing in the two regions after the year.
These cycles of disappearance will coincide every sixty years. There
would then be a period of a year in which there was nothing existent.
Observers would have inductive evidence of the existence of such a
period. 40

But this example is of no help to Swinburne either. Suppose
obj e cts in A disappea r How do observers know that t h e y have
ceased to exist? If they have ceased to exist , why should we
su ppos e that it is they which are s u bs equ e n t ly sig hted , rather
than rep l i cas ? If they have ceased to exist , why suppose that
there is any way of determining the time of their non-existence
apart from the fact that obj ects in B and C continue to change?
If people in B and C know that A has 'gone' for one year,
what can this mean but that B and C have enjoyed a year?
And what can this mean except that there have been changes
which constitute the measure of time passing in B and C? And
how would one know that there had come a time when A, B ,
.
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ceased to have any members? Swinburne might say that
could infer a t some time that there was a previous period
when nothing existed , a period sandwiched b<�twee n two
periods when there were things . But to talk of a period here
surely makes no sense . How can periods be distinguished
except in terms of what goes on (i . e . except in terms of
changes)? How can there be a period during which there
is nothing at all? One may intelligibly talk of a thing 'dis
appearing' for a while . But one can only do this if one is
able to determine the time of the thing's disappearance with
reference to the existence of changing things in relation . If we
say , for example , that the magician's rabbit 'disappeared' for
ten minutes, we mean that the hands of the clock (and various
other things) moved thus and so and that we saw no rabbit .
If we have reason to believe that God is unchangeable ,
there fore , we have reason to suppose that he is timeless. This
means that it will make no sense to speak of God coming into
existence or passing out of it . It will also mean that the life of
God is one that lacks successive states. One way of expressing
this last notion would be to say that if God is timeless , he has
no duration. And this is how some writers express their belief
in God's timelessness. 41 To say that God lacks duration ,
however, could be taken to imply that God is a transient
being-which is not what traditional defenders of belief in
God's timelessness want to assert .
one

Advantages of 'God is Timeless'
In the light of the above, then , we may perhaps suggest that
the classical understanding of 'God is eternal' has much to
recommend it. In conclusion , it is also worth noting two
further points which can be made in its favour. The first has
to do with the traditional belief that God is unlimited . The
second is connected with an ancient problem <;oncerning God's
knowledge of our actions.
(a) Eternity and Limitation
In order to approach the first point , consider how one might
go about deciding whether or not something is true_gf God.
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Wh ere would one start? Some would start by appealing simply
to what is taken to be teaching which derives from God
hi m self: to 'revelation' l oca ted in the words of some 'inspired'
person or te xt . Others would proceed by asking what , on
philosophical grounds, must be true of God given that we
already have some knowledge concerning him-e .g. that he
has created the universe . Yet another way of proceeding
would be to start with some widely held belief about God, to
consider some other belief about God, and to ask whether the
truth of the second belief coheres or conflicts with the fi rst .
To take a non-theological example , suppose we are won
dering whether it should be said that Jones keeps his promises.
If we already believe that Jones is a normally honest person
and if the choice before us is to accept either ' J o nes keeps h i s
prom ises' or 'Jones does not keep his promises' , we have
reason to endorse 'Jo ne s keeps his promises' . To say that he
does not do this is to say something which does not cohere
well with 'Jones is a normally honest person' .
Suppose , then, the choice before us i s to accept either 'God
is eternal in the classical sense' or 'God is merely everlasting' .
Can we proceed in something like the way we might with
respect to Jones and his promise keeping? The answer, I
think , is 'Yes'. And that is because those who believe in God
are virtually unanimous in maintaining that God is unlimited.
For if we agree that God is unlimited, we have reason for
denying that God is changeable , and , in so far as change entails
loss, we have reason for saying that God is not temporal.
The reason is s i mply that change goes with loss. Things
which change lose what they once had because of the changes
they undergo . For example, it is because I am a changeable
individual that the pleasure I had yesterday is now a thing of
the past. And it is because I am a changeable individual that I
age and lose mental and physical powers that I had at one
time. As Yeats observes , 'The innocent and the beautiful/
Have no enemy but time . '
If, then, the believer wants t o deny that God i s similarly
vulnerable, that he is not limited by losing what he once had ,
whatever that was, an obvious way of doing so would be to
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embrace the classical view of eternity. For that , as we have
seen , clearly denies that there is any successiveness in God . I n
terms of the classical view of eternity there can be no question
of any kind of loss in God . He will simply be and have
whatever he is and has. One may, of course , reply that God
can be free of certain ravages of time without being wholly
immutable . If God has no body , then he cannot, for instance ,
b ecome physically frail , even though he lives a life of suc
cessive states. But he would be losing what he presently
experienced in each of his successive states. And loss such as
this quite inte ll igib ly suggests limitation of a kind , limitation
which those who believe in an unlimited God have reason for
refusing to ascribe to him. The argument here is a purely ad
hominem one It is of use only against someone who wants to
say th at God is unlimited. But it seems quite a powerful
argu ment when considered as directed against such a person . 42
.

(b) God's Knowledge of Human A ctions
The second poi n t which may here be mentioned in defence of
belief in the classical view of eternity is that subscription to
this belief gives one an answer to what many have held to be
an i n so luble problem for those who believe in God .
The problem is one of reconciling belief in God's omni
science (the belief that God is all-knowing) with belief in the
reality of human freedom. As most commonly presented , the
problem can be stated in the form of the following argument:
1 . If God is omniscient , he knows all that will be true in
the future .

2 . If someone knows that p, it follows that p .
3 · I f God knows that some future event will come t o pass ,
the event in question will be such that it �annot but
come to pass.
4· If it is true of some future event that it cannot but
come to pass, then the event is necessary.
5 · If a hum a n action is free , it cannot be necessary.
6. Therefore , if God is omniscient, there can be no
future , fre e human actions.
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This argument holds that those who believe in an o m ni scie nt
God are c aught in a contradiction . People who believe in God
normally want to say that human beings can perform future,
free actions. But, if God is omniscient, must it not be true that
there cannot be any such actions?
From 'Fred knows on Monday that John will propose to
Mary on Tuesday' we might decline to infer 'John will propose
to Mary on Tuesday of necessity' . For we might say that 'Fred
knows that p' does not entail 'p is necessary'. After all , I know
that I have a red shirt, but my having a red shirt is not
necessary. I might never have bought a red shirt.
But if Fred knows on Monday that John will propose to
Mary on Tuesday, John on Tuesday cannot bring it about that
Fred does not know this on Monday. And it therefore looks· as
though, if God knows on Monday that John will propose to
Mary on Tuesday, John cannot on Tuesday bring it about that
God does not know this on Monday. As Richard Sorabji,
echoing many other writers, puts it:
If God were not infallible in his judgment of what we would do, then
we might be able so to act that his prediction turned out wrong. But
this is not even a possibility, for to call him infallible is to say not
merely that he is not, but that he cannot be wrong, and correspond
ingly we cannot make him wrong . . . The restriction on freedom
arises not from God's infallibility alone , but from that coupled with
the irrevocability of the past. If God's infallible knowledge of our
doing exists in advance, then we are too late so to act that God will
have had a different judgement about what we are going to do. His
judgement exists already , and the past cannot be affected. 43

In response to this argument one might wish to reply as
William Lane Craig does. He says that if God knows on
Monday that John will freely propose to Mary on Tuesday,
that is because of what John freely chooses to do on Tuesday.
And if, on Tuesday , John freely chooses to do something
other than propose to Mary , God , on Monday , would have
known that he would do that. 44 But this reply misses the force
of Sorabji's point . God can only know that such and such is
the case if it is true that such and such is the case . But God's
knowi ng at some time that such and such will be the case
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makes it impossible that the such and such should fail to be the
case when it comes to b e the case . 'What will be will be ' does
not mean that what will be will necessarily be . B u t if it is
known at time 1 that such and such will be at time 2 , then
there is nothing to be done at time 2 to ensure that the such
and such in question fails to be.
The problem here arises, of course, from the notion that
God's knowledge is a matter of foreknowledge . But to believe
that God is eternal in the classical sense is to believe that ,
strictly speaking, God has no foreknowledge . It is to believe
that free actions are ones which God just knows (timelessly) .
Hence , for example , Boethius suggests that God's knowledge
is not best compared with human foreknowledge . Rather, it
should be thought of as 'knowledge of a never passing instant'
in that God sees future things 'present to him just such as in
time t hey will at some future point come to be' . 'With one
glance of his mind' , says Boethius, God
distinguishes both those thi ngs necessarily coming to be and those not
necessarily coming to

be,

j ust as you , when you see at one and the

same time that a man is walking o n the ground and that the sun is
rising i n the sky, although the two things are seen simultaneously , yet
you distinguish them , and j udge the first to

5

necessary . 4

be

voluntary , the second

One might take this suggestion to mean that events which
occur at different times really occur at the same time in
eternity. And one might therefore find the suggestion in
coherent. One might also obj ect to it on the ground that
it seems to assert that God can see the future as present ,
whereas the future really does not exist and is not there to be
seen . But Boethius is basically trying to say that when it comes
to God, there is no question of foreknowledge or of . one state
succeeding another. He is saying that with respect to a given
human action , there is no question of God knowing that it will
occur, then of him waiting for it to occur, then of him knowing
that it is occurring , then of him being able to say 'Well , now ,
that's done ' . And for this reason Boethius has an answer to
the argument holding that God's knowledge is incompatible
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with human freedom . In so far as that argument rests on the
noti o n that G o d s knowledge of human a cti on s is a matter of
fore k n o wle dg e it does noth i ng to show that a time less God
cannot be said to know the free actions of people . For a
timeless God could not, strictly speaking, have foreknowledge.
What it means to ascribe knowledge to _God is a difficult
question But to hold that God is timeless allows one to say
that his knowledge of human behaviour is not a matter of
foreknowledge and that it is not something which renders
human behaviour unfree . To know that such and such is
the case does not entail one knowing that the something in
q uestion is necessarily the case . By the same token , if God
simply knows (rather than foreknows) that people act thus and
so, it does not follow that they act as they do of necessity.
'

,

.
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Morality and Religion
W E have so far considered a number of questions relevant
to the central Judaeo-Christian belief that there is a God .
But it is now time to proceed to some other topics to which
philosophers of religion have paid attention . The first is that
of morality and religion. It is impossible for me to do j ustice
to all the issues which could be raised with reference to this
topic, so I shall confine myself to one major question com
monly raised by philosophers: namely, 'Is there a relationship
between morality and religion?'
·

Views on the Relationship between Morality and Religion
Let us begin our consideration of this question by noting
some of the answers that have been given to it. A number
of different ones can be distinguished . Broadly speaking,
however, most of them can be categorized under one of four
theses. These hold respectively ( 1 ) that morality somehow
requires religion, (2) that morality is somehow included in
religion , (3) that morality is pointless without religion , and (4)
that morality and religion are opposed to each other.
(a) Morality as Requiring Religion
Those who take the view that morality requires religion
usually argue that there is something about morality which
should lead us to believe in God . A good example of a wri t er
who thinks in these terms is Kant . As we have seen, he has
little time for the ontological argument for God's existence.
He also rejects other arguments for belief in God . But he does
not conclude that belief in God is irrational . He argues that ,
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since humanity ought to strive for moral perfection and since it
cannot be successful in this unless helped by divinity , God
must exist to ensure th at h um ani t y can achieve that for which
it must strive.
According to Kant , morality requires us to aim for the
Highest Good. 'The achievement of the Highest Good in the
world' , he says, 'is the necessary object of a will determined by
the moral law . . . [which] . . . commands us to make the
highest possible good in a world the final object of all our
conduct. ' 1 In Kant's view, however, to will the Highest Good
means more than simply willing what is in accord with the
moral law. It also means willing a proper return of happiness
to those who pursue moral goodness . W. S. Gilbert's Mikado
thought that the punishment must fit the crime. Kant thought
that there should be reward approp riate to virtue. 'To be in
need of happiness and also worthy of it and yet not to partake
of it' , he maintains, 'could not be in accordance with the
complete volition of an omnipotent rational being . '2
For Kant , then, willing the Highest Good means willing a
correlation between moral rectitude and happiness . But now
comes the snag. For in this life it is impossible to ensure what
morality requires . We may be rational beings ; but we are not
omnipotent. So we have a problem on our hands. The Highest
Good must be possible ; but at one level it seems impossible .
How do we resolve the dilemma? Kant's answer is that we
must postulate the existence of God as able to ensure that
fidelity to moral requirements is properly rewarded . Why?
Because the realization of the Highest Good can only be
guaranteed if there is something corresponding to the concept
of God , i . e . something able to ensure its realization . Or, as
Kant puts it:
The acting rational being in the world is n o t a t t h e s a m e t i m e the
cause of the world and of nature itself. Hence there is not the
slightest ground in the moral law for a necessary connection between
the morality and proportionate happiness of a being which belongs to
the world as one of its parts and as thus dependent on i t . Not being
nature's cause , his will cannot of its own strength bring nature , as it
touches on his h appiness , into complete harmony with his practical
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principles .

Nevertheless . . . in

highest good , such

a

the

necessary

endeavour after the

connection is postulated as necessary : we should

seek to fu rther the h ighest good (which the refore must at l e ast be
possible) . The refore also the existence is postulated of a cause of the
whole of nature , itself distinct from nature , which contains the ground
of the exact coincidence of happi ness with morality . . . As a con
sequence the possibility of a highest derived good (the best world) is
at the same time the postulate of the reality of the highest origi nal
good ,

n amely

the existence of God . . . Therefore ,

n ecessary to assume the existence of God .

3

it is

moral ly

As Kant sees it, then , the fact that morality demands the
realization of the Highest Good and the fact that only God can
see to it that the Highest Good comes about lead to the
conclusion that there is a God . But this argument is not the
only one that has been offered in defence of the view that
morality gives us grounds for belief in God. Many writers have
argued that one can infer the existence of God from the
existence of moral commands or laws. These , it is said, imply
the existence of a moral law-giver or a moral commander.
Thus H . P . Owen writes: 'It is impossible to think of a com
mand without also thinking of a commander . . A clear choice
faces us . Either we take moral claims to be self-explanatory
modes of impersonal existence or we explain them in terms of
a personal God . ' 4 To arguments like this there has often been
added a reference to responsibility and guilt. People often feel
morally responsible , and t hey often feel guilty if they fail to do
their moral duty . But , so the argument goes, this situation
makes no real sense unless moral laws have a personal ex
planation . In fact , it is argued , moral laws inspire guilt and
responsibility because they have a personal basis in the will of
God . Thus Jolin Henry Newman ( 1 80 I - 90) writes: 'If, as is
the case , we feel responsibility, are ashamed , are frightened ,
at transgressing the voice of conscience , this implies that there
is One to whom we are responsible , before whom we are
ashamed , whose claim upon us we fear. ' 5
In recent years, a variation on this position has been devel
oped by Dom Illtyd Trethowan . 6 He eschews talk about a
moral argument for God's existence , for he thinks that people
.
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come to know of God not th rough inference , but by means
of direct awareness or e xpe rience . But he also thinks that
kno wledge of God must be mediated in so me way. that it is
not, so to speak , a matter of meeting God face to face . And
according to Treth o wan , we are d i rectly aware of God in our
moral experience . In this, he s ays , we are confr� nted by God,
since we are confronted by absolute moral obligations and by
absolute value. 'The notion of value', he suggests,
is bound up with the notion of obligation . To say that people are
worth while , that they have value in themselves, is to say that there is
something about them which makes a de man d upon us , th at we ought
to m ak e them part of our own project , identify ourselves with them in
some s011 . . . I propose to say that an awareness of obligation is an
awareness of God . 7

In Trethowan 's view, the most reasonable w ay of accounting
for what we are aware of in mo rality (or in 'moral experience')
is to say that its object is absolute, unconditioned , and the
source of all creaturely value , especially that of people . 'We
have value ' , he explains, 'because we receive it from a source
of value . That is what I mean , for a start , by God . We know
him as giving us value . That is why the demand upon us to
develop ourselves is an absolute , unconditional , demand . '8
(b) Morality as Included in Religion
So much, then, for the view that morality requires religion .
But what of the view that it is i nc l u ded in religion? The basic
idea here is that be i ng moral is part of what being religio us
means.
One e xpre ssion of it asserts that a morally obligatory action
means 'an action that is willed by God'. On this account , from
'God wil ls me to do X' , one can infer 'I am mo rally obliged to
do X'. But this view can itself be broke n up into at least two
distinct pos itio n s . One can appreciate the difference involved
by first considering an example.
Suppose Fred j oins an o rga n i z ation in which there is a
leader who issues orders. The leader says, 'You ought to do
X,; and everybody agrees with him . But Fred replies, 'Yes, I
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ought to do X , but not because the leader tells me to . He is
right in what he says, but the fact that he says it does not make
it right. '
Now one version of the view we are at present concerned
with is rather like the view of the new member in the above
example. It holds that God always wills what is morally
obligatory , but the mere fact of God's willing it does not by
itself make anything morally obligatory . On this view , the
moral value of an action can be deduced from the fact that
God wills it, but an action (or a refraining from an action) is
not morally obligatory just because God wills it.
According to the other version of the present view , this is
not the case. On this version an action (or a refraining from
action) is morally obligatory by virtue of being willed by God.
On this account, whatever God wills is the morally right'
thing to do just because God wills it. People who defend this
account sometimes argue that if one thinks that there are
moral reasons that oblige one to refuse to do what God wills ,
then one has not understood what morality is all about . On
their view, there is no moral standard against which God's will
can be j udged. God's will creates moral standards .
(c) Morality as Pointless without Religion
Our t h ird view concerning morality and religion does not have
any major philosophical advocate so far as I know , though
seeds of it might be traced in the writings of Friedrich Nietzsche
( 1 844- 1900) , especially The Genealogy of Morals. But its drift
is one that is encountered in non-philosophical contexts, which
certainly makes it worth mentioning. It resembles what I once
found ascribed to a Trappist monk, who was quoted as saying
that if he did not think that heaven existed , he would leave his
monastery . It holds that the demands of morality . are only
worth adhering to if there is a God who will reward one for
obeying them and punish one for infringing them.
On this view, therefore , there is no intrinsically moral
j ustification for moral codes or norms. If there is reason for
being moral, that can only be because it pays in terms of post
mortem consequences. Notice , however, that it is important
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not to confuse this conclusion with that of Kant . It may look
as though Kant finds morality pointless except on the pre
sum ption of a God to ensure that justice prevails. But the
appea rance would be deceptive . Kant thinks of morality as
binding per se , and he therefore postulates God. Expo nen ts of
the present view work from the opposite direction . They have
time for morality only because of what they expect in the light
of God's existence .
(d) Morality as Opposed to Religion
All the above views hold that there is no real opposition
between a moral point of view and a rel igiou s one . But ac
cording to some people this is mistaken . Both philosophical
and theological writers can be invoked to illustrate this way of
th i n ki ng.
The philosophical writers have been opposed to religion
largely on moral grounds . An example is James Rachels. He
says that belief in God involves a total , unqualified commit
ment to obey God's commands and that such a commitment is
not appropriate for a moral agent , since 'to be a moral agent
is to be an autonomous or self-directed agent . . . The virtuous
man is therefore identified with the man of integrity , i . e .
the man who acts according t o precepts which he can , on
reflection , conscientiously approve in his own he ar t. '9 Rachels
therefore holds that one can disprove God's existence . He
argues:
1 . If a n y being is God , he must be a fitting object of
worship.
2 . No being could possibly be a fitting object of worship
since worship requires the abandonment of one's role as
an autonomous moral agent .
3 · Therefore , there cannot be any being who is God.

Other philosophers have argued differently for the view that
morality is opposed to religion . Some have said that religious
people can fail to make good citizens. 10 Others have pointed
out that much evil has been brought a bout by religious people
and their beliefs . One thinks here of the famous remark
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of Lucretius (99/94 -55/5 1 sc) : Tantum religio potuit sua dere
m a loru m ('So much evil could religion provoke' ) . 1 1 A similar
sentiment can be found in the writings of Bertrand Russell .
' Religion' , says Russell ,
prevents our childre n from h aving a rational education ; religion pre
vents us from removing the fundamental causes of war;

religion

prevents us from teaching the ethic of scientific co-operation in place
of the old fierce doctri nes of sin and punishment . It is possible that
mankind is on the t hreshold of a golden age ; but if so , it will be
necessary first to slay the dragon that guards the doo r , and this
12
dragon is re ligion .

As I said above , theologians have also argued for an op
position between morality and religion . Take , for example , the
influential Danish writer Kierkegaard ( 1 8 1 3 - 55 ) . In Fear and
Trembling he considers the biblical story of Abraham being
told by God to sacrifice Isaac (Genesis 22) . He says that
Abraham was bound to do what God commanded . 'He re ' , he
adds ,
there can

be no question of ethics in the sense of morality . . .

ordinarily speaking, a temptation is something which tries to stop a
man from doing his duty , but in this case it is ethics itself which tries
to preven t him from doing God's wil l . But what then is duty? Duty is
quite simply the expression of the will of God . 1 3

In this connectio n Kierkegaard talks about 'a teleological
suspension of the ethical' , an idea which can also be traced in
the work of D . Z. Phillips , according to whom religious belief
provides religious believers with their standard for evaluating
actions, a standard which is different from , and may be
opposed to , a moral standard . 'The religious concept of duty ' ,
writes Phillips ,
cannot be understood if it is treated as a moral concept . When the
believer talks of doing his duty , what he refers to is doing the will of
God . In making a decision , what is important for the believer is that
it should be i n accordan ce with the will of God . To a Christian , to do
one's duty

is

to do the will of God . There is indeed no difficulty in
14

envisaging the 'ethical' as the obstacle to 'duty' i n this context .
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Morality as Grounds for Belief in God
Let us now be gi n to consider the views just noted b y tur n i n g
first to the claim that one can move from morality to belief in
God. Is the claim an acceptable one?
A problem immediately confronting us in trying to evaluate
Kant's position on morality and theism is that it is not quite
clear how he means us to understand it. I have said that Kant
gives an 'argument' from morality to God , and that is a per
fectly proper thing to say in view of the w ay he writes . But he
complicates matters by speaking of God not as something
known or proved to exist by virtue of rational argument, but
as a postulate of moral reflection (a postulate, as he calls it, of
'practical reason' ) . Kant's official theory, which h e e xpoun d s
in the Critique of Pure Reason , is that reason by itself can do
no thin g to prove that God exists , that there are no theoretical
grou nds for theism . If that is so , however, then what is the
force of the argument concerning the Highest Good supposed
to be?
Historians of philosophy have devoted much time to this
question , and a full treatment of Kant's moral argument will
have to e ngage with the results of their research . Taking it at
its face value as an argument , though , what Kant offers looks
rather impressive in some respects . It is widely accepted by
philosophers that 'ought' implies 'can'. If I tell people that
they ought to do something, it must surely be true that they
can do it . It would be nonsense , for instance, to say to a polio
victim , 'You ought to walk to work' . One might therefore
be tempted to argue that if the Highest Good ought to be
realized , then it can be realized. But since it cannot be realized
by human agents, one might feel inclined to say that morality
is absurd if God does not exist.
Yet why should we suppose that justice will finally prevail?
If God exists , then j ustice will doubtless triumph in the end ;
but we surely cannot infer the existence of God from what
would happen if God existed .
Kant's reply would presumably be that the Highest Good is
possible since we are obliged to aim at it. He might then add
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that the Highest Good is only possible on the assumption that
God exists . But from ·we ought to aim for the Highest Good'
it does not follow that anything can bring about the Hi g h est
Good. All that follows is that we should try to aim for the
Highest Good. If that sounds paradoxical , it is because 'P
ought to -- but P cannot
' sounds absurd when certain
tasks are substituted for
. It seems absurd to say, for
example, that someone ought to square circles or that a polio
victim ought to walk to work . But it sometimes makes sense to
say that someone ought to aim for what he or she cannot in
fact achieve . It can , for example, make sense to say that
children one knows to be dim ought to aim at learning a
foreign language . One may know that they will never master
it; so 'John ought to aim to learn French' does not imply 'John
can learn French ' . But it does imply that John should try to
learn Fre nch .
To this Kant might say that if the Highest Good cannot be
realized , one ought not to aim for it in any sense . But even if
we agree with him on that (and many would not) , we can now
ask why we should not conclude that one just ought not to aim
at the Highest Good. The answer one anticipat e s from Kant is
that one certainly ought to aim at the Highest Good . The
trouble , however , is that his argument for God now takes on a
circular character. It seems to run : 'If God does not exist , it is
not the case that one ought to aim at the Highest Good ; and
one ought to aim at the Highest Good since God exists. ' One
may well feel uneasy with that line of reasoning. It is valid to
argue 'If not-P, then not-Q ; but Q , therefore P'. And P,
although thus rationally derived from Q , may give the reason
why Q holds. But can we suppose that the existence of God
follows from the fact that we ought to aim for something which
can only exist if there is a God? Why not just say . that the
something in question is not something to be aimed for?
In any case , there is another problem. This is that we need
not agree that only God could ensure the realization of what
Kant calls the Highest Good . Given that God is omnipotent
and omniscient , he could bring it about. But why must some
thing able to bring it about be omnipotent and omniscient?
--

--
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As Ka nt understands it, the realization of the H ighest Good
requires power and knowledge of a kind which is not found in
nature . And that we can ·happily concede . But why must
this power be equivalent to omnipotence? Why must the
knowledge be equal to omniscience? As far as I can see , Kant
simply does not allow for such questions. He assumes that a
sufficient condition for guaranteeing the Highest Good is a
necessary condition for doing so. We , on the other hand ,
might ask why the Highest Good cannot be realized by some
thing more powerful and knowledgeable than human beings
but less powerful and knowledgeable than God . Why cannot a
top-ranking angel do the job? Why not a pantheon of angels?
Why not a pantheon of very clever, Kantian-minded angels?
So Kant's moral argument for God does not work. But what
about such arguments as that moral laws imply a moral law
giver and that the sense of moral responsibility and guilt
implies the existence of God to whom we are responsible and
before whom we feel guilty?
Anyone who proposes to answer this question must first
know whether there is a moral law from which one might
argue to a divine lawgiver. And whether there is such a law is
a very big question . It takes us strai ght into some of the most
controversial areas of moral ·philosophy and it cannot be
properly discussed in this book. But we can note two major
answers that have been given and the implications that these
might be said to have .
To begin with , we can note that some philosophers believe
in the existence of an objective moral law that is binding on all
human beings. This law can be expressed in value judgements
which are . true independently of anyone's thoughts or atti
tudes. People can come to know of it, and they can either
obey it or disobey it .
According to other philosophers , how e ver , there is no
objective moral law. On their view, it is not appropriate to
speak of val ue judgements which are true indepen d ently of
whatever people may think or feel . On the contrary , so the
argument goes , moral judgement is a subjective matter .
According to some writers , it is the expression of feeling or the
Morality and- Religion
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expression of some decision about behaviour . According to
others , it is the product of people ' s desire to survive .
As I say , the rights· and wrongs in this area cannot he gone
into here . But suppose one adopts the first view . Does it
follow that one can then reasonably infer the existence of
God? Here it seems that writers like Owen , while not having
anything that could �e regarded as a demonstrative case , have
a plausible line of argument. They certainly hold to our first
view about the moral law. They would say that there is an
objective moral law. Yet it does seem odd , . a lbeit not self
contradictory, to grant this and to leave matters there . 15 This
point is well made by Trethowan . Writing from the viewpoint
of one who endorses an obj ective view of morality , he says:
'The absoluteness of moral obligation , as I see it, is so far from
being self-explanatory that if it were not made intelligible by
being fo und in a metaphysical-and in fact , a theistic
context , I should be greatly tempted to hand it over to the
anthropologists and the psychologists . > � 6 This is not a water
tight argument, but it does raise a problem for someone who
believes in an objective and imperious moral law . And if
one already has reason for believing in God independently of
moral considerations, one might well argue that there is some
additional reason for thinking of the moral law with reference
to God. For God is normally said to be purposive and intel
ligent. If one has reason to believe in God, one would thereby
have available a model providing a context for talk about a
non-human lawgiver.
Yet t hough it is in general true that claims , demands, and
laws derive from a personal source , it is not obviously true that
all claims, demands , and laws derive from a personal source.
And it is not evident that obedience in morals makes sense
only if one is obedient to what is personal . There are claims,
demands , and laws which need to be obeyed by anybody
studying logic. But even most theists would doubt that truths
of logic derive from a personal source. And belief in an objec
tive moral law need not even suggest the existence of God.
Owen seems to think that the moral law is analogous to laws
promulgated by human beings. That is why he talks about
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it with reference to a lawgiver. But others have held that
although one can certainly make value judgements that are
true in de pe ndent l y of people's thoughts and feelings, these
judgements gain their ultimate significance in terms of human
wants and needs. On this account a moral judgement like 'P
ought to do X' means something like 'If P does not want to
lose out , then P should do X' . Thus, for example , Peter Geach
once wrote : 'One obviously relevant sort of reply to a question
"Why shouldn't I?" is an appeal to som et h in g the questioner
wants, and cannot get if he does so-and-so. I maintain that
only such a reply is relevant and rational . ' 1 7 But though this
kind of view allows that a moral judgement can be absolutely
true , though it is as objectivist a theory of moral judgement as
one could desire , and though it accompanies talk about an
objective moral law, it does not seem to imply that there is a
God any more than the truth of an assertion like 'If you want
to get to Paris by 3 o'clock then you need to catch the train at
2 o'clock' . It might be said that if one already has reason to
believe in God independently of moral considerations , then
the fact that there is a moral law in the present sense is only to
be expected . One might argue , for example , that , if there is
a God who is intelligent and purposive , then it is only to
be expected that he would provide some obj ective standard
against which people can decide whether or not some proposed
course of action is likely to benefit them. But simply from the
fact that there is such a standard , there seems no particular
reason for saying that there must be a God . One might argue
that there could not be such a standard if people did not
function in particular and predictable ways . And one might
add that the fact that they do so function can be used as the
premiss of an argument for God's existence . But such an
argument would be a version of the argument from design ,
and it would not depend for its strength on considerations
deriving only from the notion of a moral law.
So the first of our views about moral law can b e seen as
having conflicting interpretations. But the same cannot be said
of the second . For if there is no obj ective, independent moral
law, there is no argument from a moral law to the existence of
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God as a moral law-giver. And if moral j udgements are j ust
expressions of people's feel ings or decisions and so on , it is
hard to see that they can have any particular weight at all
in an argument for God's existence . Not , at any rate , in an
argument based on the moral law .

Is Morality Included in Religion?
Let us now consider the claim that morality is included in
religion , either because God always wills what is morally
obligatory or because 'action willed by God' is what 'morally
obligatory action' means .
The first alternative presupposes a number of things. For a
start , it presupposes that there are morally obligatory actions
for God to will. Some people would deny that this is so, but
suppose we let the presupposition pass. It would then seem
that the view that morally obligatory actions are always willed
by God depends. on the truth of two assertions. The first is that
there is a God who can be said to will things , who can be said
to will morally obligatory actions, and whose will can be
known . The second is that God always wills morally obligatory
actions.
But is it correct to accept these assertions? I am afraid that
we have again come to a . question that cannot be debated
here , for it raises a host of problems, many of which could
occupy a volume by themselves . But one thing does seem
fairly clear. Most people who believe in God believe that his
will is always directed to what is good . If it is reasonable to
believe in God and if it is reasonable to believe this of him ,
then it is reasonable to believe that God always wills morally
obligatory actions. For if there are such actions, they are , by
definition , directed towards what is good . And if God's will is
always directed to what is good , then he will always will such
actions. If this point is accepted , it can be added that there
is therefore no obvious absurdity in holding that morality is
included in religion . For, as many people see it , religion has to
do with doing what God wills. If, then , God always wills what
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i s morally obligatory , then simply by doing what i s morally
obligatory , one will be d oi n g what G od wills. 1 11
Granted a fairly standard view of God , then, and gra n ted
that there is a God to correspond to it, it would be reasonable
to hold that in one sense at least, morality is included in
religion ._ But w hat of the view that God�s will determines what
is morally ob ligatory ? Many philosophers would regard it as
to tally unacceptable for several reasons. The two most often
advanced are : ( 1 ) the view is morally unacceptable since it
entails that if God willed some morally despicable action , the
action would thereby become a morally obligatory one ; (2) the
view assumes that from the fact that God wills some action , it
is possible to conclude that the action is morally ob l igato ry
But from 'P wills X' one can never infer 'X is morally
obligatory' .
How strong are these objections? A lot depends here on
what view we take about certain moral judgements . In the
present context , some people would say that even if one knew
that God willed X, one might still , depending on what X was ,
baldly decl are that X is totally and unequivocally u n accep t a ble
from the moral point of view. These people would therefore
say that ( 1 ) above is a legitimate conclusion which rules out
the suggestion that God's will can be the deciding factor in
saying what i s and what is not morally obligatory. And in
reply to this position I do not really see what can be said. If
people assert that , for example , I am absolutely forbidden to
ki l l innocent h u ma n beings, and if they add that this holds
even if God wills that I ki l l some innocent human beings ,
then those people are evidently adopting a very fundamental
moral position , one that could co n ce iva bly accommodate any
argument brou g ht against it .
On the other hand , someone m ig h t say that accepting God's
will as the u ltim at e moral criterion is itself a fundamental
mo ral option . And, if it is hard to know how to set about
a rgui ng aga in st the people mentioned at the end of the last
pa ragra p h it is hard to know how to set about arguing against
the person here . Suppose it is said that one ought always to do
what God wills. We may reply that there is no God and that
.

,
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there cannot , therefore , be any obligation to do what he wil l s .
Or w e may say t h a t th e re is n o way o f knowing what God
wills. But unless we · can substantiate these claims , it seem s
that there is little more to be said . We may argue with our
opponent ; we may suggest that God might possibly will
various actions , and we may provide reasons for holding that
these actions are immoral . But if the opponent's fundamental
premiss is that one is morally bound to do what God wills, I do
not see that we are going to get very far. In saying this , I do
not j ust mean that we are unlikely to change our opponent's
mind . I mean that we shall not be able to press a charge of
error. For in trying to combat our opponent's views, we shall
ultimately have to adopt moral positions that are themselves
as basic and unsupported as are his or hers. People who say
that God's will is the fundamental criterion for determining
whether an action is moral are asserting a fundamen tal premiss
in their thinking. And in contesting their thinking, we can only
assert our own fundamental premisses . Looked at from this
point of view, our position need be no more demonstrably
correct than theirs.
I would argue , then , that ( 1 ) may or may not be acceptable ,
depending on our fundamental moral options and on whether
it is possible to say that there is a God whose will can be
known. But what about (2)?
Anyone familiar with twentieth-cen t ury moral philosophy
will at once realize that there is a standard defence of (2) likely
to be advanced by some philosophers. According to certain
writers, there is a difference between statements of fact (such
as 'God wills X') and statements of value (such as 'I ought to
do X') . These writers would add that statements of value
cannot be derived from statements of fact. And they would
therefore argue that just because God wills something , nothing
whatever follows about what ought to be done .
But even if these writers are correct , it could still be held
that God's will can determine what is morally obligatory . The
reason for saying this takes us back to what I have j ust said
about ( 1 ) . For while it is obviously invalid to argue from 'God
wills that P should do X' to 'P should do X' , people who say
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that God's will can determine what is mo r a lly obligatory may
not just be arguing in this way . They may argue :
(a) God wills that P sho uld do X.
(b) One is mo rally obliged to do what God wiJls.
(c) Therefore P is morally obliged to do X.
As far as I can see , this is a. perfectly valid argument. If it were
used with reference to a particular person and action , one
might reject it by denying that there is a God whose will can
be known . And , if one could show that one was right, then the
case against (2) would be made . But if one could not do so ,
one would have to show that (b) was false . Yet that , as I have
already suggested , is not very easy to do. I therefore suggest
that (2) is a maintainable position and that, for this reason ,
and supposing that there is a God whose will can be known ,
(2) is a possible position for someone to adopt .

Religion and the Point of Morality
What , now , of the view that one only has reason to be moral if
there is a God to reward one after death? Should that lead us
to link morality and religion?
Those who wish to subscribe to this view are , perhaps ,
struck by a thought which surely hits most people from time
to time. This is the thought that the struggle to be morally
good is somehow leading nowhere if death is the end for
people . How intolerable , people sometimes say, that we
should strive and put ourselves out in the name of monility if
we are nothing but perishable bits of a godless universe . If that
is the case , why bother to be moral at all?
In this connection too , some have especially appealed to the
possibility of total self-sacrifice . There have been atheists who
have been prepared to give up everything they have , including
their lives, on behalf of others and in the name of morality.
But , so the argument goes, such absolute self-sacrifice is
fundamentally irrational if there is , indeed, no God.
Yet not everyone has thought in such terms. A good
example is Kant. In his view , it is a violation of morality to
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j ustify moral behaviour in terms of benefits which might follow
for those who are moral . Morality , for Kant , is a matter of
duty . And the rea son for doing one's duty is simply the fact
that it is one's duty. 'The first proposition of morality' , he
says, 'is that to have moral worth an action must be done from
duty . ' 19 If that is acceptable , then the argument from rewards
cannot even get off the ground . It would not count as an
argument from morality at all .
But must w e agree that morality i s a matter o f duty for
duty's sake? Why should I accept that I j ust ought to perform
or refrain from a given action? Suppose I declare that all
readers of this book ought to subscribe to the Brian Davies
vintage port fund , designed to keep me happy every night of
the week. Should you protest at this declaration , will it suffice
for me to reply by saying 'You just ought'?
If you say 'Yes' , you may send your contribution to me at
Blackfriars , Oxford , OX I 3 LY. And please send enough to
buy a good vintage port. But you might , understandably , want
to say 'No' . For when people ask why they should or should
not act thus and so , it makes sense to appeal to what they
somehow need . And 'need' here can be explained in terms of
what contributes to the fulfilment of people qua people . What
that amounts to may be something about which parties in a
debate might differ, and many would say that the notion of
human fulfilment lacks content. But is it, for instance , wrong
to observe that people in general have reason to be j ust , since
one can only flourish properly as a member of society in which
it can be presumed that contracts will be honoured and people
treated equally? To take j ust two other examples , is it wrong
to say that one has reason to cultivate the classical virtues
of courage and temperance , since lack of them will quickly
impede one from getting on with even the most ordinary
day to day affairs? As Geach , again , remarks , 'Courage is
constantly needed in the ordinary course of the world . . .
People would often not be born but for the courage of their
mot�ers . . . Nobody who was thoroughly cowardly would play
physically demanding games, or climb a mountain , or ride a
horse or a bicycle . ' 20 As for temperance , try to down ten
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plates of spaghetti and a crate of beer, and then try to convince
yourself that you had no need to do otherwise .
These remarks are nothing but a sketch of an approach
to ethics which needs to be developed at length . But they
indicate how it can be held that there are reasons for moral
behaviour which are more than an appeal to duty for the sake
of duty. Notice , however, that they are not reasons which
presuppose the existence of God. In so far as they are cogent,
therefore , there are grounds for rejecting our third view of t he
re l atio ns hip between morality and re li gio n . For t hi s insists that
if God does not exist to reward us, we have no reason to be
moral . But maybe we have reason to be moral regardless of
God's existence . 2 1

Is Morality Opposed to Religion?
I have so far argued both for and against various versions of
the view that morality is included in religion . Now it remains
to consider the assertion that morality is opposed to religion .
I n noting forms that this assertion has taken , I earlier referred
to the view of James Rachels, according to whom , (a) one can
d isprove God's existence on moral grounds , and (b) someone
who believes in God cannot be an autonomous moral agent .
So let us turn imme d i ate ly to Rachels's position .
Pe rh aps the first t h in g to be said about it is that considered
as a disproof of God's existence , it is very weak indeed . For
Rachels seems to suppose that if there is a being worthy of
worsh ip, then there could not be autonomous moral agents.
But there is an obvious reply to this supposition . For it is
su re l y possible that there be a being worthy of worship who
doe s n othi ng to interfere with people who wish to remain
autonomous moral agents. And it is also possible that a being
wo rt h y of worship will require that people always act as
autonomous moral agents. This point is well brought out in a
case against Rachels offered by Philip L. Quinn in his book
Divine Commands and Moral Requirements . As he observes:
An autonomous moral agent can admit t h e existence of God if
i s prepared to deny that any putative divine command which is

he

Morality and Religion

1 86

ll
reflect ive moral j udge ments rea y
i nconsi ste n t w it h his h ard-co re
role-co
ict
fl
n
the
supposed
resolve
can
is a divine co m m a n d . He
by allowing that ge n uine divine commands ought to be obeyed

but also maintaining that no directive which he does
moral grounds is a genuine divine command . For the
following propositions are logically compatible :
unconditi onally

not accept on

God exists.

God so metimes commands agents to do certain things.
God never commands anything an autonomous and well-informed
human

moral agent would , on reflection , disapprove . 22

Yet m ight it not be argued that if a being is worthy of
worship, then the worshipper is bound to do what the being
wills? And does this not mean that being a worshipper is
incompatible with being an autonomous moral agent? Rachels
evidently supposes that the answer to these questions is
affirmative. But it is not such at all . For worshippers can
consistently say that what they worship is a being who always
wills the m to behave as autonomous moral agents . And if a
worshipper were to say this , then Rachels's case would clearly
collapse. It would also collapse if someone who believes in and
wo rships God were simply to say that God knows all moral
truths and always directs people in accordance with them.
Such a believer would be giving unqualified allegiance to
God's commands, but it does not follow that this entails
abandoning one's autonomy as a moral agent . Rachels says
that autonomous moral agents act in accordance with precepts
which they can , on reflection , conscientiously approve in
their own hearts. 23 But what is to stop such people acting in
accordance with a belief that God can always be relied upon to
co m mand in accordance with what is morally proper?
Yet what of the general thesis that morality and religion
sh ould be thought of as opposed to each other? Does it actually
have any clear sense? There is a case for denying that it does.
One reason fo r saying so is that the word 'morality' clearly has
different associations for different people . What one person
regards as morality , another may dismiss as immorality , or as
plain triviality . And it often seems impossible to say in such
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disputes that either party is in some objective sense right .
General statements about what morality is should be regarded
with suspicion , for the boundaries dividing the moral and th e
non-moral may be very fuzzy indeed . For this reason , one
ought to be suspicious about the general and very sweeping
statement that religion and morality are necessarily opposed to
each other.
A second reason for rejecting this statement brings us to a
related point regarding the term 'religion'. If I say that religion
and morality are opposed to each other, I assume that there
is a fairly easily identifiable thing called 'religion' . But this
assumption is very questionable indeed. In Henry Fielding's
novel Tom Jones, Mr Thwackum declares: 'When l mention
religion I mean the Christian religion ; and not only the

Christian religion but the Protestant religion ; and not only
the Protestant religion , but the Church of England . ' Yet few

philosophers or theologians would be happy to accept this
definition since it seems to exclude so much . Many writers, in
fact , would go so far as to say that 'religion ' j ust cannot
be defined . ' It is' , says Ninian Smart, 'partly a matter of
convention as to what is counted under the head of religion
and what is not . ' 24 Here Smart is in agreement with what
William P. Alston writes on 'Religion' in The Encyclopedia of
Philosophy Alston notes various attempts to define re ligion ,
and suggests that none of them states necessary and sufficient
conditions for something to be a religion. He concludes that
the most that can be done is to note various characteristics of
religion .
.

'

'

When enough of these characteristics are present to a sufficient
degree , we have a religion . It seems that , given the actual use of the
term 'religion' , this is as precise as we can be . If we tried to say
something like 'for a religion to exist , there must be the first two
plus any three others' . or 'for a religion to exist , any four of these
characteristics must be present' , we would be introducing a degree of
precision not to be found in the concept of religion ·actually in
use . . . The best way to explain the concept of religion is to elaborate
in detail the relevant features of an ideally clear case of religion and
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then indicate the respects in which less clear cases can differ from
this, without hoping to find any sharp line dividing
religion . 2

5

religion from n on



The implication of such reflections is that it is misleading to
say that religion and morality are necessarily opposed to each
other. This means that we can call into question statements
like that of Russell noted earlier. A great deal that he con
sidered harmful may well have been done by people in the
name of religion. But many religious people would accept
this fact while objecting to the very things to which Russell
objected. Indeed , they would argue that many of the key
values for which Russell stood are an essential part of religious
aspiration . Thus, and returning to the precise points made by
Russell in his remark quoted earlier, there are , for example ,
Christians who argue strongly in favour of pluralistic and
open education , for pacifism and for scientific co-operation .
And all this o n theological grounds. Russell might reply that
religion should still be seen as a source of evil which should
be eradicated in order to make way for a kind of Utopia.
But, as Mary Midgley observes, 'whatever may have been its
plausibility in the eighteenth century , when it first took the
centre of the stage' , this view 'is just a distraction today' . 26
Moral atrocity seems to abound even where the influence of
religion is non-existent , and , as Midgley goes on to suggest ,
what it might be held to require from thinkers is 'an atrociously
difficult psychological inquiry' rather than 'a ritual warfare
about the existence of God' and the like. 27
But it ought to be added that there are evidently religious
believers whose religious beliefs entail for them moral judge
ments sharply at odds with those adopted by many moral
thinkers . And sometimes it may be quite impossible to resolve
the resulting conflict . Take , for instance , the conflict between
many secular moralists and those theologians who hold certain
views about topics like divorce because they think that they
have access to divinely inspired words of Christ . These secular
moralists and theologians often seem to share a great deal of
common ground regarding criteria for making various moral
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j udgements ; but they can evidently reach a deadlock in t h e
long run because one group thinks th at sound moral teaching
has been revealed by God , wh i l e the other does not. And until
they can come to agree on matters like revelation , no solution
to their final disagreement seems possible .
This kind of thing may, of course, lead one to ask whether
religion does not, after all , demand some kind of view opposed
to anything that can be regarded as a moral one . But this is
not a question to answer in general terms; and indeed, I doubt
whether it is very clear to begin with. As should be evident
from the diversity of views referred to in this chapter, anyone
concerned with the relationship between morality and religion
will need to proceed slowly and with reference to various
understandings of both morality a n d re ligion
.

10

Miracle
A W O R D that often creeps into the active vocabulary of relig
ious people is 'miracle' . Many would say that miracles occur or
that they have occurred. It is also sometimes suggested that
they provide evidence for various things , notably the existence
of God, or the truth of some particular religion or the teach
ing of certain religious leaders. The topic . of miracle has
occasioned much philosophical and theological debate , and it
therefo re seems appropriate at this point to say something
about it.

What is a Miracle?
What are we discussing when we talk about miracles? The
answer is not all that obvious, for those who refer to miracles
have offered various understandings of what it is they are
talking about .
(a) Definitions of 'Miracle'
A widespread view of miracles sees them as breaks in the
natural order of events in the material world. Sometimes these
breaks are referred to as 'violations of natural laws' , and it is
often said that they - are brought about by God or by some
extremely powerful being who can interfere with the normal
course of nature's operation . A classic definition of 'miracle' in
these terms comes from David Hume , who wrote on miracles
in Chapter X ('Of Miracles') of his Enquiry concerning Human
Understanding. 'A miracle' , says Hume , 'may be accurately
define d , a transgression of a law of nature by a particular
volition of the Deity or by the interposition of some invisible
agent. ' 1
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Similar definitions can be found in recent works by Richard
Swinburne and John Mackie . According to Swinburne , a
miracle is 'a violation of a law of nature by a god , that is , a
very powerful rational being who is not a material object (viz. ,
is invisible and intangible)' . 2 According to Mackie , a miracle is
'a violation of a law of nature' brought about by 'divine or
supernatural intervention' . 'The laws of nature' , Mackie ad d s ,
'describe the ways in which the world-including, of course,
human beings-works when left to itself, when not interfered
with. A miracle occurs when the world is not left to itself,
when something distinct from the n a t ural order as a whole
intrudes into i t . ' 3
A related (though different) account of 'miracle' is offered
by Aquinas. 'Those things must properly be called miraculous' ,
he writes in the Summa Contra Gentiles , 'which are done
by divine power apart from the order generally followed in
things' . Aquinas distinguishes between three kinds of miracle .
There are , he says: ( I ) 'events in which something is done by
God which nature could never do' , (2) 'events in which God
does something which nature can do , but not in this order' ,
and (3 ) events which occur 'when God does what is usually
done by the working of nature , but without the operation of
the principles of nature ' . 4 As an example of ( I ) Aquinas cites
the case of the sun going back on its course or standing still . 5
As an example of (2) he instances the case of someone living
after death , seeing after being blind , or walking after being
p ar al yse d . The idea here seems to be that some miracles are
states or events which could exist in nature , but which would
not exist in this order unless produced miraculously . Finally,
and by way of illustrating what he means by (3 ) , Aquinas gives
the example of someone being instantaneously cured of a
disease , which doctors might have been able to cure given
sufficient time . He seems to be saying that some miracles
involve quite ordinary or common states or processes , but
ones brought about without the causes which usually bring
them about .
Here , then , is a fairly strong understanding of miracles: as
events which cannot be explained in terms intelligible to the
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natural scientist or observer of the regular processes of nature .
But it has also been suggested that a miracle need only be an
extraordinary coincidence of a beneficial nat ure interpreted
religiously. One can find this understanding at work in a well
known article by R. F. Holland . 6 Suppose a child escapes
death because a series of explicable physical events cause a
train-driver to hit the brakes on a train bearing down on the
child . Holland suggests that the delivery involved here can
be regarded as miraculous from the religious point of view .
In certain circumstances , he says, 'a coincidence can be
taken religiously as a sign and called a miracle' . But, Holland
adds , 'it cannot without confusion be taken as a sign of divine
interference with the natural order' . 7
(b) Comments on the Definitions
Should we accept any of the above understandings of 'miracle'?
For one reason , a t any rate , the answer would seem to be
'No ' . That is because , as I have presented them , and with the
possible exception of what Holland writes , they lack what
religious people seem to regard as an important element. Those
who believe that miracles have actually occurred normally
hold that they are events of some religious significance . 8 The
idea here is that miracles reveal something about God or that
they teach us some religious truth . As Swinburne says: 'If a
god intervened in the natural order to make a feather land
here rather than there for no deep ultimate purpose , or to
upset a child's box of toys j ust for spite, these events would
not naturally be described as miracles . '9 We may put this by
· saying that not j ust any purported divine intervention and not
j ust any purported violation of a natural law would be deemed
to be miraculous by those who believe in miracles.
B ut what of the notion of divine intervention? And what of
the notion of a violation of a natural law? Are these not
essential to the notion of a miracle? Here there are a number
of points to be mad.e , the first of which concerns the notion of
God intervening.
It is very common to find people speaking of miracles as
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divine interventions . As we have seen , Mackie speaks in such
terms . For him , the world has certain ways of wor k i ng when
left to itself, and miracles are instances of God stepping in.
But should we suppose that God is li teral ly able to intervene?
To say that something has intervened on a given occa sion
would norm a l ly be taken to imply that the thing has moved in
where it was not to be found in the first place . The notion
of intervention involves the idea of absence followed by
presence . In this sense , I can be said to intervene in a fight
when I enter the fight myself, having forme rly not been part of
it. Does it make sense , however, to speak of God moving in
where he has not been present before? And does it make
sense to think of miracles as cases of God moving in?
It makes sense to speak and think in such a way if we take
God to be a kind of observer i n relation to the world , and if
we think of the wo rld as able to carry on independently of
him . On such a view, sometimes referred to as 'Deism', there
is no intrinsic problem with the notion of God intervening
(though classical deists were not , in fact , supporters of belief
in miracles as divine interventions) . 1 1 1 But matters are different
if, along with orthodox Christianity , we hold that the world is
al�ays totally dependent on God for its existence . If that is the
case , then God is always present to his creatures as their
sustainer and preserver. He is o mni present' , or 'u bi qui t ous' ,
and it therefore makes sense to deny that he can , strictly
speaking, intervene . Thus it makes sense to deny that miracles
should be t hought of as cases of divine intervention . As Alvin
Plantinga , co mm e nting on Mackie's definition of 'miracle' ,
puts it, 'on the theistic conception the world is never 'left to
itself' but is always (at the least) conserved in being by God . 1 1
Hence , for example , it is no part of Aquinas's concept of
'miracle' that miracles are cases of divine intervention . In his
thinking , God , as creator and sustainer, is always present
to everything. And for this reason, he maintains , God is as
present in what is not mi raculous as he is in the miraculous .
Miracles, for Aquinas , do not occur because of an extra
'wonder-ingredient' (i . e . God) . They occur when something
is not present (i . e . a created cause or a collection of created
'

'
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causes) . For

this

reason , he argues , mi racles

brought about by God .
On the other hand , the

can only b e

notion of a violation of a natural law
is, surely, in some sense part of what we might call 'the
tradi tional notion of the miraculous' . 12 As we have seen ,
R. F. Holland finds it in order for events which have perfectly
ordi nary explanations to be called 'miracles' . And there
s ee ms no overriding reason for dismissing this use of 'miracle'
unequivocally. But it is not the use of 'miracle' which has
been in the forefront throughout the many centuries in which
peo pl e have spoken of and debated about miracles . Much more
prevalent has been the view that miracles are events which
s trictly admit of nothing that we could possibly call a scientific
explanation. Generally speaking, the assumption has been
that t hin gs in the world have certain properties and ways of
working which cannot produce events of the kind that have
been called miracles. GeneraJly speaking, the assumption has
been that m iracles are events which do not accord with what
writers like Swinburne and Mackie mean by 'laws of nature ' :
i . e . theories stating how certain things i n the world regularly
operate in certain conditions, theories which may reasonably
be used in predicting how certain things in the world will
o per ate in certain conditions in the future . It is because
miracles have been regularly understood in this sense that they
have been thought of as brought about by God or by some
other agent not part of the material world .
It ought, perhaps , to be noted that some writers have denied
th at what I am c�lling the traditional understanding of the
miraculous is properly traditional. For, it has been argued ,
my 'traditional understanding of the miraculous' is not to be
found in the Bible . Hence , for example , we find the following
obs� rvations in a book by Samuel M. Thompson :
The noti o n

o f miracle

a s something which happens i n n ature and

is

contrary to the l aws of nature is a curiously confused concept . In the

first place , no such conception can be found in the Biblical sources of

the Hebrew-Christian tradition , for those sources did not have the
conception

of

'marvel' , and

natural law . To call an event a

miracle

to say that it evokes wonder and awe . It

is to call

it

a

is to say that
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the event is inexplicable apart from its supernatural significance . Even

if

direct i n tervention by God occurs in nature only ignorance can

make it appear capri ci o us . Whatever it is, it has it s expl an ation and it
fits the rational order of being. If we cannot account for it in terms of
the natural order it is because the natural order is not the whole
of the rational order of being. We have to assume that complete
knowledge would show us the complete harmony of divine and
natural causation in every event . 13

But, considered as an interpretation of the Bible , this view is
somewhat implausible . What , for example , of Psalm 148, with
its talk of created things which God has· established by an
ordinance which will not pass away?
It is correct to say that in English translations of the Bible ,
'miracle' is sometimes used to refer only to an event which the
author regards as somehow significant or as somehow pointing
·
beyond itself. It is also correct to say that biblical authors
never speak of 'natural laws' and that some of them ( e.g. the
author of the fourth Gospel ) do not regard the significance of
miracles as exhausted by saying that they are events which
are contrary to what modern authors mean by 'natural laws'.
According to R . H. Fuller , the Bible 'knows nothing of nature
as a closed system of law . Indeed the very word "nature" is
unbiblical . ' 14 But it is surely going too far to suggest that ,
in the sense of 'natural law' noted above , biblical authors
have no notion of natural law and that they have no notion
of miracles as violations of natural laws. As authors like
Swinburne and Mackie understand it, and as Swinburne writes
himself, the following events , if they occurred, would be
violations of natural laws:
Levitation , resurrectio n from the dead in full health of a man whose
heart has not been beating for twenty four hours and who was dead

also by other currently used criteri a ; water turning into wine with o ut

the assistance of chemical apparatus or catalysts ; a man getting better
from polio i n a minute . 1

5

Yet this is exactly the sort of event typically referred to in the
Bible ( or, at least , the New Testament ) as miraculous. And
though biblical authors do not indulge in the sort of qualifica-
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tion present in the list j ust given, readers of their texts ought
to be able to see that they often seem to presuppose something
like it when they talk of the miraculous. In many cases, at any
rate, they presume that miracles cannot be brought about
by the physical powers of objects in the world. Such a pre
supposition seems evident, for example , in the remark ascribed
to the man in St John's Gospel who is said to have had his
sight restored by Jesus . 'Never since the world began has it
been heard that any one opened the eyes of a man born blind .
If this man were not from God he could do nothing . • i. (l

Is it Reasonable to Believe in Miracles?
It should by now be apparent that people have disagreed
about the meaning of 'miracle' . 1 7 B ut they have disagreed
even more about the reasonableness of believing in the
occurrence of miracles . For the most part , the disagreement
has been over the occurrence of miracles in the sense of
'miracle' present in the work of authors like Aquinas , Mackie ,
and Swinburne . So it is now appropriate for us to consider
what might be said about the reasonableness or otherwise of
believing in the occurrence of miracles in this sense . The most
famous and most discussed treatment of the matter is that of
Hume mentioned above . So we can begin by looking at what
that has to say . 18

Hume's Account of Miracles
What is Hume seeking to show in 'Of Miracles' ? His readers
have often been uncertain about the precise nature of his
position . And that is not surprising, for his remarks seem to
pull in different directions .
Sometimes he seems to be asserting that miracles are flatly
impossible . At one point, for instance , he refers to reports of
miracles performed at the tomb of the Abbe Paris. Of these he
observes:
And what h ave we to oppose

to such a cloud of witnesses , but the

absolute impossibility or miraculous n ature of the events , which they
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relate? And this surely , in the eyes of all reasonable people , will
alone be regarded as a sufficient refutation . 19

At another point in his discussion Hume imagines all historians
reporting that Queen Elizabeth I, having died and been
buried , rose to life again .

Of this

possibility he says :

I should not doubt of her pretended death, and of those other public
circumstances that followed it: I should only assert it to have been
pretended, and that it neither was, nor possibly could be real . . . The
knavery and folly of men are such common phenomena, that I should
rather believe the most extraordinary events to arise from their
concurrence , than admit of so signal a violation of the laws of
20

nature .

In oth e r parts of the text , however, Hume seems to go back
on this (apparently) emphatic denial that miracles are po ssi b l e
Towards the end of the second part of 'Of Miracles' he writes:
.

I beg the limitations here made may be remarked , when I say , that a
miracle can never be proved , so as to be the foundation of a system of
religion . For I own , that otherwise , there may possibly be miracles, or
violations of the usual course of nature , of such a kind as to admit of
proof from human testimony .

21

Elsewhere , he seems to be making a weaker claim than the
one which emerges in his remarks on the Abbe Paris and
Queen Elizabeth . He seems to be saying not that miracles are
flat ly impossible , and not that there might not be test imony
which would entitle us to believe in their occurrence , but that
we need to proceed with caution with reference to miracles ,
since there are reasons for doubting that reports of miracles
are trustworthy .
Yet , though h e does indeed seem to say this, h e also seems
to want to press a stronger conclusion , . though one which is
weaker than the claim that miracles are impossible . This is
that we could never be justified in believ,ing on the basis of
testimony that any miracles have occurred. A key passage here
occurs in Part 1 of 'Of Miracles ' , where Home offers what he
evidently regards as a fundamental principle . He writes :

Miracle
A m i racle is

a

violation

of the laws of nature ;

and

unaiterable experie nce h a s establ ished these laws, t h e

mi racle , from the very nature of the fact , is

as

entire

as

a

firm a n d

proof against

as

a

any argu m e n t

from experience c a n possibly be imagined. W h y is it more t h a n
probable , t h a t a l l m e n must die ; that l e a d cannot , o f itself, remain
suspe nded i n the air; that fire consumes wood , and is extinguished by
wate r ; unless it be , that these events are found agreeable to the laws
of nature , and there is required a violation of these laws , or in other
22

word s , a mi racle to prevent them?

Hume allows that many witnesses may testify that a miraculous
event has occurred. But , he adds,
no testimony is sufficie n t to establish a m iracle un less the testimony
be of such kind , that its falsehood would be more miraculous, than
the fact , which it e ndeavours to establish ; and even in that case there
is a mutual destruction of arguments , and the superior only gives us
assuran ce to that degree of force , which re mains, after deducting the
inferior. 23

Here the suggestion seems to be t ha t reports of miracles are
intrinsically such that we always have more reason to rej ect
them than to accept them . The argument seems to be like that
propounded by Mackie when he observes that , when someone
reports the occurrence of a miracle ,
this event must , by the mi racle advocate 's own admission , be contrary
to a genuine , not mere l y a supposed law of nature , and therefore
maximally i mprobable .

It is this maximal improbabi lity that the

weight of the testimony would have to overcome . . . Where there is
some plausible testimony about the occurrence of what would appe ar
to be a mi racle , "those who accept this as a miracle have the double
burden of showing both that the event took place and that it violated
the l aws of nature . But it wi l l be very hard to sustain this double
burden . For whatever tends to show that it would have been a
violation of a n atural law tends for that very reason to mak e it most
24
unlikely that it actually h appened .

In Hume's words: 'Nothing is esteemed a miracle, if it ever
happens in the common course of nature . . . There must ,
therefore , be a uniform experience against every miraculous
event, otherwise the event would not merit that appellation. '25
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Miracles , Hume seems to be saying, are 'events' which we
have overwhelming reason to believe to be impossible on the
basis of experience .26
·

How Cogent are Hume's Conclusions?
Which of the conclusions noted above should actually be attri
buted to Hume? It may be that all of them can be attributed to
him and that , as R. M. Burns suggests, 'the solution [to the
apparent divergencies in 'Of Miracles'] lies in the recognition
that . . . incompatible strains of argument lie in the text side
by side' .27 But warrant for attributing the above-mentioned
conclusions to Hume can be found in what he writes . So let us
now consider each of them in turn , starting with the conclusion
that miracles are strictly impossible .
(a) A re Miracles Impossible?
In one sense of 'impossible' it can surely be said that miracles
are not impossible . For suppose we have in mind the sense of
'impossible' as 'logically impossible' , and where assertions or
statements are said to be this. To say that an assertion or a
statement is logically impossible is to say that it is contradictory
or that it entails what is contradictory . And in this sense of
'impossible' , it is hard to see that miracles are impossible . We
may doubt the truth of a statement like 'Jesus gave sight to a
man born blind' . But the statement does not seem logically
impossible. It is hardly on a level with , for example, 'It's true
that Jesus was a man , and it's not the case that Jesus was a
man' .
But to say that miracles are impossible is more naturally
understood as saying that , independently of questions of
logical possibility, miracles j ust cannot happen . But why
should we say this? At one point in 'Of Miracles' Hume gives
the following answer:
Nothing is esteemed a miracle , if it e v e r happe ns in t h e common
course of nature . I t is no miracle that a man , seemingly in good
heal t h , should die of a sudde n : because such a kind of deat h , though
more unusual than any other, has yet been frequently observed to
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happe n . But it is a miracle , that a dead man should come to life ;
because that has never been observed i n any age o r country . There
must therefore be a ·uniform experi ence against every miraculous
even t , othe rwise that event would not merit that appel lation . And as a
uniform experience amounts to a proof, there is here a direct and full

proof,

from the nature of the fact, against the existence of any
28

miracle .

Hume seems to think that the impossibility of miracles is
somehow sho�n by the fact that their occurrence would
amount to the occurrence of what has been regularly observed
not to occur, or that it would amount to the occurrence of an
event which experience suggests to be impossible . B ut that can
hardly be a reason for holding that miracles cannot occur. For
events may come to pass which differ from what has happened
in the past and which conflict with what we think possible on
the basis of experience . On the basis of previous experience , I
do not expect Australian snakes to be in my study . But I
would be mad to ignore someone who said there was such a
snake in my study . We might say (though rather oddly ) that
until someone walked on the moon, people were regularly
observed not to walk on the moon . But someone did walk on
the moon . And people , in time , have come to do what earlier
generations would rightly have taken to be impossible on the
basis of their experience . 29 Hume's reasoning concerning the
impossibility of miracles also has the unhappy implication that
we can never revise our views concerning laws of nature in the
light of observed exceptions to what we have taken to be laws .
As C . D . Broad argues:
Clearly many propositions h ave been

accounted laws o f nature

because of an invariable experience in their favour, then exceptions
have been observed , and finally these propositions have ceased to be
regarded as laws of nature . But the first reported exception was , to
anyone who had not personally observed it , in precisely the same
31,

position as a story of a miracle , if Home be right .

One might, however , maintain that there is another reason
for holding that miracles are impossible-a reason which gets
its force from the idea that miracles are violations of natural
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laws . For what if there are no natural laws? Then there are no
natural laws to be violated . And if a miracle is a violation of a
natural law , it would seem to be something which is not, an d
for this reason , it would seem to be some th i ng impossible.
But if we are talking about what it is and is not reasonable
to believe , such a line of argument is open to objection .
Certainly, what we expect to be the case may fail to be the
case ; it is not, perhaps, logically absurd to suggest that the
'
water put over a flame in an ordinary kitchen may one day
turn to ice instead of heating up, and this in spi te of what we
have so far observed . But we· would hard ly be reasonable in
acting on such a principle . We would normal ly be inclined to
say, in fact, that it is the mark of a reasonabl e person to act
otherwise . Such action certainly seems to square with reason
ing that is of fundamental importance in scientific enquiry .
Fundamental tci such enquiry is the principle that the course of
nature continues uniformly the same , and that if events of type
A regularly follow events of type B in one set of circumstances,
then other events of type A can be held to follow other events
of type B in more or less identical circumstances unless there is
some relevant difference that can itself be understood in terms
of some covering law. We can express this point by saying that
there is no obvious reason why we should rationally refuse
to talk about laws of nature . To say that there are laws of
nature is to say that reality is intelligible , in the sense that the
behaviour of physical things can be predicted. Things behave
in regular ways, and it is poss i b le to frame scientific explana
tions and expectations. It may be held that the behaviour of
many things is extremely irregular. One might appeal here to
quantum physics and its talk about the random motions of
fundamental particles . But at the macroscopic level it still
seems that we can reasonably talk about laws ; it still seems
that we can talk the language of stati stics and probability . We
can say that when human beings suffer massive heart attacks,
the y can reasonably be expected to die . We can say that when
you boil an egg for half an hour , you can reasonably expect to
get a hard-boiled egg .
But perhaps it should now be suggested that even if there
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are grounds for supposing t ha t miracles are not impossible ,
there are reasons for denying that any have occurred . And
we may now ask how we should respond to this suggestion .
Should we , for example , say that we could never be warranted
in believing reports of miracles?
(b) Miracles and Testimony
In addition to his suggestion (to which I shall return presently)
that the evidence against miracles having occurred must always
be held to outweigh any claim to the effect that they have
occurred , Hume makes four points designed , as he puts it, to
show that 'there never was a miraculous event established' . 3 1
The first i s that n o reported miracle comes with the testi
mony of enough people who can be regarded as sufficiently
intelligent , learned , reputable , and · so on to justify us in
believing the reported miracle .
There is not to be found , in all history , any miracle attested by a
sufficient number of me n , of such unquestioned good-sense , educa
tio n , and learnin g , as to secure us against all delusion i n the mselves ;
of such undoubted integri ty , as to place them beyond all suspicion of
any design to deceive others ; of such credit and reputation in the eyes
of mankind , as to have a great deal to lose in case of their being
detected i n any falsehood ; and at the same time , attesting facts
performed in such a public manner and in so celebrated a part of the
32

world , as to render the detection unavoidable.

The second point is that people are naturally prone to look
for marvels and wonders and that this must be taken as giving
us grounds for bei':lg sceptical of reported miracles . 'We may' ,
says Hume ,
observe in human n ature a principle which , if strictly exami ned , will
be found to diminish extremely the . assurance , which we migh t , from
human testimo n y , have , in · any kind of prodigy . . . The passion of

surprise

and

wonder,

arising from miracles,

being an

agreeable

emotion , gives a sensible tendency towards the belief of those events ,
from which it is derive d . And this goes so far, that even those
who cannot enjoy this pleasure immediately, nor can believe those
miraculous events , of which they are informed , yet love to partake of
the satisfaction at second-hand or by rebound , and place a pride and
33

delight in exciting the admiration of others .
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In th is connection Hume adds that religious people are par
untrustworthy . 'A religionist ' , he says, ' may be an
enthusiast, and imagine he sees what has no reality : he may
know his narrative to be false , and yet persevere in it, with the
best intentions in the world, for the sake of promoting so ho l y
a cause. '34 Religious peo ple , Hume says, are subject to vanity ,
self-interest, and impudence. 35 He also poin ts out th at
ticularly

The many i nst ances of forged miracles, and prophecies, and super
natural events which in all ages, have either been detected by contrary
evidence, or which detect themselves by their absurdity, prove suf
ficiently the strong propensity of mankind to the extraordinary and
the marvellous, and ought reasonably to beget a suspicion against all
relations of this kind . 36

Thirdly, Hum e claims that 'It forms a strong presumption
a gainst all supe rn a tura l and miraculous relations that they are
observed ch ie fly to abound among ignorant and barbarous
nations' . 37
Hume's final point is rather more complicated . Basically he
is arguing in this way. If Fred , Bill , and John testify that
there is a kangaroo in the bathroom and if Mabel , Mary , and
Catherine te s tify that there is no kangaroo in the bathroom ,
then the t e sti m onies cancel each other out , and neither should
be accepte d . In the case of miracles , different religions report
different miracles. These reports must be viewed as contradict
ing each other. Therefore , if any religious person testifies
to the occurrence of a miracle within his or her reli gi o us
tradition , the te sti mon y can safely be ignored , since there are
ple nty of other reports of the occurrence of miracles within
different re l i gio us tradit io ns, and the two sets of reports cance l
each other out. In Hume's own wo rds :
To make this the better understood , let us consider that , in matters of
religion, whatever is different is contrary , and that it is impossible the
reli gions of ancient Rom e , of Turkey , of Siam , and of China shou ld ,
all of them, be estab lishe d on any solid foundation. Every mi racle ,
therefore, pretended to have been wrought in any of these religions
(and all of the m abound in miracles ) , as its direct scope i s to establish
the particular system to which it is attributed ; so has it the same
force, though more indirectly, to overthrow every other system. In
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destroying a rival system , it likewise destroys the credit of those
miracles, on which that system was established . 31l

These arguments are surely very problematic, however.
Hume says that history does not provide testimony to the
miraculous from 'a sufficient number of men , of such un
questioned good-sense , education , and learning, as to secure
us against all delusion in themselves' . But how many men
constitute a sufficient number? And what counts as good
sense , education , and learning? Hume does not explain . Later
on in the text he accuses people of being swayed by their love
of the wonderful. But he does not show that they are always so
swayed or that they are always swayed in a way which would
render their testimony suspect. No doubt many people are
swayed by a love of the wonderful . And love of the wonderful
may be the main source of many reported miracles. But is
it absolutely evident that nobody who has reported the
occurrence of a miracle can be deemed to have reported
accurately? And is there really good evidence that religious
people cannot distinguish truth from error in the case of the
marvellous or that are always governed by concern to back the
religious cause?
It is exceedingly difficult to answer such questions . So much
depends on taking particular cases and examining them in
considerable detail. I think it can be said , however, that Hume
is rather premature in supposing that the observations which
he makes are sufficient to justify us in concluding that we can
always disregard testimony to the effect that a miracle has
occurred . One should also note that in his consideration of
testimony , there are things which Hume might have noted , but
does not. He seems, for example , to have forgotten about the
possibility of corroborating what someone claims to have
occurred . But past events sometimes leave physical traces
which survive into the present . 39 It may thus be urged against
Hume that it is conceivable that some reported 'miraculous'
events can be reasonably believed to have occurred because of
what can be gleaned from some physical data in the present .
Even in default of such data , unless one is determined to insist
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that nobody can be taken as a reliable witness to what has
actually occurred, it can be said that there is no reason why
the existence of laws of nature should force us to conclude that
somebody who reports the violation of a natural law must be
misreporting. One may grant that particular instances need to
be examined very carefully indeed , and in reading Home's
discussion of miracles , one can see exactly why . But how can
one rule out in advance the possibility of rationally concluding
that a report of what would be a violation of a natural law is a
true description of what occurred?
An obj ector might reply that there still remains the point
about reports of miracles made from different religions. But
here again Hume seems to be mov ing too fast . In his own
day it was widely assumed that the miracles reported in the
New Testament established the truth of Christianity and the
absolute falsehood of all other religions . But why should we
assume that if we have reports of miracles from , for example ,
a Christian and a Hindu , both reports cannot be accepted as
reports of miracles which actually occurred? Hume seems to
assume some such principle as : 'If a Christian miracle occurs,
that is evidence against the truth of Hinduism . And if a
Hindu miracle occurs , that is evidence against the truth of
Christianity . ' But this principle does not seem necessarily true .
As Swinburne argues, 'Evidence for a miracle "wrought in one
religion" is only evidence against the occurrence of a miracle
"wrought in another religion" if the two miracles, if t hey
occurre d , would be evidence for propositions of the two
religious systems incompatible with each other. '40 We may
grant that Hume has established the conclusion that 'when two
religions claim mutually exclusive revelations, it is not possible
for both of them to be well evidenced by the way they report
their associated miracles. '4 1 But to have established that
conclusion is not the same as establishing that all reports of
miracles are undermined by the fact that different religions
report different miracles.
At this point , Hume might appeal to the argument which I
said I would return to above . For let us suppose that we might
well defend reporters of miracles from charges of dishonesty
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and the like . Let us also suppose that miracles reported from
one religion might not be thought to undermine the truth of
another religion . Is it not still the case that because of what a
miracle is supposed to be , we have overwhelming reason for
withholding assent to any reported miracle? Do we not have
enormous evidence for the fact that certain laws of nature
hold? And must not this evidence always outweigh any claim
to the effect that , on some occasion or other, something has
happened which conflicts with a law of nature? Is it not simply
the case that , as Mackie puts it, miracles are 'maximally
improbable' on the basis of our experience?
Those who wish to say 'Yes' to such questions have on their
side the fact that experience and testimony seem strongly
to suggest that laws of nature normally do operate and that
events which people take to be miracles are few and far
between · ( if they occur at all ) . One might also observe that ,
when presented with a report that such and such has happened ,
it often seems reasonable to assess the report in the light
of what we know to have regularly happened . When it was
reported in August 1 99 1 that all sorts of dramatic changes
were occurring in the Soviet Union , Western reporters and
politicians were constantly cautious in believing the reports .
And most people in the West agreed that they were right in
being cautious . Why? Because of what they knew the Soviet
Union to be and also because of what had been happening in
the Soviet Union for many years previously .
On the other hand , our own regular experience does not
show that we can never be reasonable in believing a report
which goes c lean against it. Hume and Mackie are saying that
the testimony of others should not be admitted if it conflicts
with what seems probable or possible to us . But that would
make it unreason �ble to accept testimony which we plainly
would be prepared to accept . As Thomas Sherlock says , if we
accept what Hume argues , we should agree that , for instance ,
'a man who lives in a warm climate , and never saw ice , ought
on no evidence to believe that rivers freeze and grow hard . . .
for it is improbable , contrary to the usual course of nature and
impossible according to his no t ion of things' . Yet would we be
prepared to say that such a man would be unreasonable in

207

Miracle

accepting our testimony that rivers , indeed , can be solid? As
Sherlock goes on to suggest , it seems wrong 'to make one
man's ability in discerning,- and his veracity in reporting plain
facts, depend on the skill or ignorance of the hearers ' . 42
Hume might reply that it just is the case that laws of nature
are never violated. He might say that our evidence always
shows that a violation of a natural law is absolutely improbable
on the basis of our evidence. But what are we to take as 'our
evidence'? What people say is often taken as evidence , and ,
indeed, we believe much more on the basis of what people say
than we do on the basis of what we have seen or discovered
for ourselves (see Chapter 1 ) . Also to be noted at this point
is that what is contrary to a law of nature might actually be
more probable than not with respect to our evidence . For , as
Plantinga observes:
Suppose ( as has been the case for various groups of people at various
times in the past) we knew nothing about whales except what can be
garnered by rather distant visual observation . Now it might be a law
of nature that whales have some property P ( mammalian construc
tion , for example ) that can be detected only by close examination ;
but it might also be the case that we know that most things that look
and behave more or less like whales do not have this property P.
Then the proposition S is a whale and does not have P could very well
be more probable than not with respect to our evidence , even though
it is contrary to a law of nature . 43

For reasons such as these, we may take leave to doubt that
Hume has shown that it is alwa ys unreasonable to accept a
report that a miracle has occ urred And , to move beyond
Hume's immediate concern with testimony , it is worth adding
that people m ight be justified in supposing that a miracle has
occurred on the basis of what they observe for the m se l v es For
suppose we a ctu all y do obse rve an event which we have reason
to suppose to be quite at odds with what can be bro ugh t
about in terms of natural laws . Suppose , for exa mpl e that
we witness one of the occ u rre n ces in the list given earlier:
'levitation , resurrection from the dead in full health of a man
w hose heart has not been beating for twenty four h o u rs and
who was dead also by other currently used criteria ; water
.

.

,
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turning into wine without the assistance of chemical apparatu s
or catalysts ; a man getting better from polio in a m i n u te . ' We
might seek to explain what we observe by bri ng i ng it under
some ot he r well-established law . In default of any such known
law, we might j ust refuse to accept that there has been a
violation of a law of nature , and we might say that there is
some law in operation , but that we are so far ignorant of it.
But it is not inconceivable that such a way of proceeding
could land us in even greater difficulties than we would solve .
Suppose that the above-mentioned events occur and are
monitored by strict scientific methods . If we now say that they
can be explained in terms of some law of nature , we will
evidently have to show that they are further instances of some
previously noted phenomenon and that they are understand
able on that basis. But we may not be able to do this . If we
want to deny that any natural law has been violated in this
case . we will therefore have to revise our theories about
natural laws . The trouble now is that it m i g h t be enormously
expensive ( i n t e l l ec tu al l y , not financially ) to do so . We might
have to agree , for example , that in accordance wi th pe rfe ct l y
natural laws it is more than conceivable that victims of polio
should recover in a minute . And such a position would play
havoc with a vast amount of scientific theory . In such cir
cumstances it might , in fact , be more economical and more
reasonable to accept that a law of nature has been violated.
B ut if this is correct , it follows that a law of nature can
reasonably be said to have been violated and that it is wrong
to say that nobody can have reason for supposing that miracles
have occurred.
2o8

·

What do

Miracles Prove?

Let us now

suppose that we can

be

absolutely sure that viola

tions of natural law have occurred . Let us suppose that we can
be sure that some past events are reasonably and properly
taken to be violations of natural laws. What can we conclude
on the basis of this fact? Can we , for example , conclude that
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there is a God? Or can we , perhaps, conclude that some world
religion is the true religion?
As we have seen, 'miracle' has been defined so as to include
the idea that miracles are brought about by God. But can
they only be brought about by God? Much here depends on
whether or not one thinks there could be a God. But suppose
that there could be a God and that there is a God . Does it
follow that miracles must be bro ught about by God?
Swinburne suggests that there could well be circumstances
that made it reasonable to say that some violation of a natural
law had been brought about by something like a human agent
or agents. Let E be a violation of a natural law. Then
suppose that E occurs in ways and circumstances otherwise strongly
analogous to those in which occur events brought about intentionally
by human agents, and that other violations occur in such circum
stances. We would then be j ustified in claiming that E and other such
violations are , like effects of human actions , brought about by agents,
but agents unlike men in not being material objects . This inference
would be j ustified because , if an analogy between effects is strong
enough , we are always justified in postulating slight difference in
causes to account for slight difference in effects. 44

But would a non-material agent bringing about effects
intentionally have to be divine? Plenty of people , after all ,
have thought that miracles can be brought about by 'demons' ,
' spi r i t s ' , 'saints ' , and other agents who are not what many of
those who believe in God would think of as divine .
It might be argued that only God stands outside the universe
as its maker and sustainer. And if we think that a miracle is a
violation of a natural law, we might, therefore , think that only
God can bring one about . If God is no part of the universe , he
will not be subject to the constraints of natural laws. But
then one might wonder whether there might not be agents of
some kind (angels? Satan?) who , though they are not divine ,
also have the power to bring about effects which can count
as violations of natural laws. We may not think that there are
any such agents. But how are we to rule them out? Perhaps
the most we can do here is appeal to a principle of economy .
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One might argue along these l ines : 'Given that there is a
God , given that God can be the source of events calied
mi racles, and given that w e have no other reason to postu
late non-divine agents as sources of such events , we should
ascribe them to God . ' Aquinas argues that only God can work
miracles, since ( I ) a miracle is 'an event that happens outside
the ordinary processes of the whole of created nature ' , and
(2) anything other than God works according to its created
nature . 45 And if we define 'miracle' as Aquinas does , his
conclusion seems inescapable . But not everyone has defined
'miracle' in this way. Not even all Roman Catholics have done
so . According to Pope Benedict XIV, for instance , something
is a miracle if its production exceeds 'the power of visible and
corporeal nature only ' . 46
What of the suggestion that miracles might prove some
religion to be the true religion? That miracles do precisely this
has indeed been argued . A classic statement of this view can
be found in the writings of Samuel Clarke ( 1 675 - 1 729) ,
according to who m , 'The Christian religion is positively and
directly proved , to be actually and immediately sent to us from
God , by the many infallible signs and miracles , which the
author of it worked publicly as the evidence of his Divine
Commission . ' 47 One might also note Canon 4 of Vatican I's
Dogmatic Constitution on the Catholic Faith in which we read :

·

If anyone says that all miracles are impossible , and that therefore all
reports of the m , even those contained in sacred scripture , are to be
set aside as fables or myths ; or that miracles can never be known with
certainty, nor can the divine origin of the christian religion be proved
from them: let him be anathema. 48

But should it really be said that a miracle can strictly prove
that some religion or other is the true one or (to make the
question a weaker one) that some religion is true?
It is significant , perhaps , that the foundation documents of
Christianity do not seem to think so (regardless of what has
been argued by subsequent Christians) . In St Mark's Gospel ,
Jesus declares that false prophets can work miracles in order
to deceive . 49 And in all the synoptic gospels he refuses to work
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'signs' in order to prove his divine mission. 5° One inight argue ,
however, that miracles, if they occurred, might lend support to
some re lig ious tradition or to some religious belief. If you call
on me to show that you have my support and if I do something
in response to your request , others will have reason to suppose
that I support you . By the same token , if, for example , people
call on God to express support for the religious beliefs which
they teach by effecting what is miraculous, and if some such
thing is effected , it would be a very thoroughgoing sceptic
who would say that no miracle can lend any credeqce to any
reli gi ous position .
In the end , though , we are dealing here with possibilities
only. It is concrete details of particular supposed miracles that
are ne e ded for matters to be usefully taken further. At this
stage , th e re fo re , it is best to move on to our final subj ect for
discussion .

II

Life after Death
W E have now looked at various topics and questions . And
there are many more that will have to be considered by
anyone who proposes to deal seriously with the philosophy of
religion . Not all of them can be considered in this book ,
obviously, but we ought, in conclusion , to pay some attention
to the issue of life after death, for that is of fundamental
importance for many religious people , and it has provoked a
lot of philosophical attention .. Belief in life after death has
taken many forms , some of which are unique to particular
religious systems , though others can be found in more than
one religion. It is impossible to touch on all of them here ,
but two in particular have been much adhered to and much
discussed by philosophers , and we will turn to them.

Two Views of Life after Death
The first has a venerable philosophical history . It can be
found , for example , in Plato's Phaedo . Here we are presented
with the figure of Socrates , who is about to drink poison
because he has been condemned to death . His friends are
grief-stricken , but Socrates assures them that he is perfectly
capable of surviving death. Someone called Crito asks, 'But in
what fashion are we to bury you?' The text continues :
'However you wish ,' said he ; 'provided you catch me , that is, and I
don't get away from you . ' And with this he laughed quietly, looked
towards us and said: 'Friends, I can't persuade Crito that I am
Socrates· here , the one who is now conversing and arranging each of
the things being discussed ; but he imagines I'm that dead body he'll
see in a little while , so he goes and asks how he's to bury me ! But as
for the great case I've been arguing all this· time . that when I drink
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the poison , I shall no longer remain with you , but shall go off and
depart for some happy state of the blessed , this, I think, I'm putting
to him in vain , while comforting you and myself alike . •

Notice how Socrates here distinguishes between himself and
his body which is soon to be lifeless. He evidently thinks of his
real self as something distinct from his body. And that is how
people think when they support the first of our views about
life after death . Fo r , acco rdi ng to this , people are not to be
identified with t he ir bodies , an d t he y will survive their deaths
in non-bodily form . As I say , this view has a long history in
philosophy . Apart from Plato , a particularly famous exponent
of it is Descartes:
My essence consists solely in the fact that I am a thinking thing. It is
true that I may have (or, to anticipate , that I certainly have) a body
that is very close l y joined to me. But nevertheless, on the one hand I
have a clear and distinct idea of myself, in so far as I am simply a
thinking, non-extended thing; and on the other hand I have a distinct
idea of body, in so far as this is simply an extended , non-thinking
thing. And accordingly, it is certain that I am really distinct from my
body and can exist without it. 2

The second view of life after death is very different . The
first view depends on the premiss that human beings are
essentially distinct from their bodies and that life after death
can be thought of in non-bodily terms. But the second view
holds that life after death should be understood as bodily life .
When we die , our bodies corrupt and decay, or they are
destroyed ( e . g . by cremation ) . So much seems incontestable .
But according to the second view , we shall , after death ,
continue to live on in some kind of bodily way . Thus, for
example , according to Christian orthodoxy, we may hope for
the resurrection of the dead . And , for philosophical reasons ,
there have been philosophers who have hoped for nothing
less . Peter Geach , for instance , writes : 'Apart from the
possibility of resurrection , it seems to me a mere illusion to
have any hope for life after death . I am of the mind of Judas
Maccabeus : if there is no resurrection , it is superfluous and
vain to pray for the dead . '3
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Here , then , are two distinct views of life after death .
According to th e first , we shall survive as disembodied selves .
According to t h e second , w e shall live again in bodily form .
But what are we to make of these views? Philosophers have
raised two questions about them. The first can be regarded as
conceptual. It basically asks whether or not either (or both) of
our two views of life after death are possible , whether there
could be what our two views say there will be . The second
question , by contrast , abstracts from questions of possibility to
focus first on actuality or grounds for belief. It asks whether it
is reasonable to believe that we can look forward to dis
embodied survival or bodily life after death . Let us therefore
consider each question in turn .

The Survival of the Disembodied Self
If human beings are not to be identified with their bodies ,
then, as Descartes says , there seems no obvious reason why
they cannot exist without their bodies. And if human beings
can exist without their bodies, then the view that they can
survive death seems a plausible one . We normally think of
death as the end of a person's bodily life . But if people are
distinct from their bodies , then the fact that their bodies die
does not entail that they die .
But is it correct to think of human beings as distinct from
their bodies in such a way that it is possible for them to exist in
a disembodied state? Descartes, as we have seen , thought that
it is; and he certainly does not lack modern supporters. A
particularly trenchant follower of Descartes is H . D . Lewis.
'My own conclusion' , says Lewis, 'is that no recent discussions
of the mind- body problem have succeeded in showing that we
can dispense with an absolute distinction between mind and
body . '4 'I have little doubt' , he declares , 'that there are mental
processes quite distinct from observable behaviour and that
each individual has an access to his own experiences in having
them which is not possible for the most favoured observer. '5
Another modern advocate of a distinction between persons
and their bodies is Richard Swinburne . According to him , it is
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coherent to suppose that a person can exist without a body .
He writes:
A person has a body if there is one particular chunk of matter
through which he has to operate on and learn about the world. But
suppose he finds himself able to operate on and learn about the world
within some small finite region , without having to use one particular
chunk of matter for this purpose. He might find himself with knowl
edge of the position of objects in a room (perhaps by having visual
sensations , perhaps not) , and able to move such objects just like that,
in the ways in which we know about the positions of our limbs and
can move them. But the room would not be, as it were , the person's
body ; for we may suppose that simply by choosing to do so he can
gradually shift the focus of his knowledge and control , e.g. , to the
next room . The person would be in no way limited to operating and
learning through one particular chunk of matter . Hence we may term
him disembodied . The supposition that a person might become
disembodied . . . seems coherent. 6

With this point made , Swinburne then argues that if X can be
without Y, then X and Y are distinct . Since I can be without
my body, it follows , says Swinburne , that I am not my body.
The theory of Descartes, Lewis, and Swinburne , that persons
are essentially other than their bodies, is usually referred to
as 'dualism'. So we might say that the notion of non-bodily
survival stands or falls according to whether or not a case can
be made in favour of dualism . But can such a case be made?
And are there no decisive objections to dualism?
A number of points seem to tell in its favour. For one thing
there is the fact that we often naturally talk as if our real selves
were distinct from our bodies-as, for instance , when we say
that we have bodies and as when we agree that we can be the
same person over a number of years even though our bodily
make-up has drastically changed in the meantime . Another
factor to be reckoned with is the way that we seem to have a
privileged access to many of our thoughts. We can think about
something without displaying the fact by any bodily behaviour.
Even if someone were to look at our brains while we were
thinking about things, they would not see our thoughts.
On the other hand , the fact that our language seems to
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invol ve subscrib ing to a distinctio n between mind and body
does not show that mind and body are distinct things , as the
dualist takes them to be . We may speak of people as having
minds and bodies. But that only shows that I am a thing
distinct from my body on the assumption that talk of mind is in
no way translatable into talk of body, or on the assumption
tltat it is talk about a substance distinct from anything bodily .
Yet the truth of these assumptions is j ust what the dualist is
purporting to establish . Considered as a defence of dualism , to
say that we speak of people as having minds and bodies is not
to say enough . We say that a chair has a back , legs, and a seat.
Is there, then , something besides all these that has them?
Then again , just what is proved by the fact that we have
privileged access to many of our thoughts and feelings? Does it
mean that only I can know what I am thinking? That seems
patently false. You can know what I am thinking. You can
actually have the same thoughts yourself. There is not a single
thought which I can have which you cannot have as well .
Perhaps we should say that I can always keep my thoughts
secret. But that, too , seems false. Unless I spend my entire life
in a permanent state of unconsciousness , in which I could
never be said to think, I inevitably show what I am thinking
on numerous occasions. Perhaps we should say that I can
sometimes keep my thoughts secret. And that is surely true .
All of us have had lots of thoughts which nobody else knew
about. But this only shows that we can sometimes keep our
thoughts to ourselves , not that we are things which other
people cannot observe and not that thinking is always an
essentially incorporeal process.
At this point, however, a defender of dualism might say that
there are positive arguments in favour of dualism which are
not affected by what I have just been suggesting; and that
these arguments establish its truth. What might the arguments
be? Here , perhaps, we might look at those offered in defence
of dualism by Descartes.
One of them is that we can have a clear idea of ourselves as
being non-material. I can know that I exist, says Descartes . I
can also see that I am essentially a thinking thing. But might
216
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appearances here not be deceptive'? I n some cases m y seeming
to m yself to be thus and so means that I really am thus and so .
If I seem to myse lf to be unhappy, then I am un happy On the
other hand, the fact that I seem to myself to be sober does not
n ecessarily mean that I am sober. Nor does it follow from the
fact that I seem to myself to be well that I am , in fact , well .
Another of Descartes's arguments is that, whereas body is
always divisible , mind is not. 'There is' , he says, 'a great
difference between the mind and the body, inasmuch as the
bod y is by its very nature always divisible , while the mind
is utterly indivisible . ' 7 But is this really such a powerful
argument? When he speaks of 'the mind' , Descartes takes
himself to be speaking of himself. And he confidently asserts
that he is not divisible . But how doe s he know that? How does
he know that if, for example , someone takes an axe to him
(i. e . his body) , he will not be divided into parts? Descartes
would say that he cannot distinguish parts in himself to be
divided . But what Descartes can or cannot distinguish is not
to the point. The question is whether or not he is really
something with parts .
But Descartes has another argument for supposing that he is
a non-bodily thing. This is an argument from doubt. I can , he
says, do u b t that I have a body . But I cannot doubt that I exist .
So . I am not my body. As the reader will recognize , this
argument is similar to that of Richard Swinburne noted above .
Descartes th i nk s that he can exist without his body and that
he and his body are therefore distinct. Swinburne thinks the
same.
The trouble with Descartes's argument, however, is that it is
invalid. Descartes is saying: 'I can doubt that I have a body ,
but I cannot doubt that I exist , therefore I am not a body . '
But w h at i f I say , 'Fred can doubt that he is a professor of
ph il o soph y but Fred cannot doubt that he exists, therefore
Fred is not a professor of philosophy'? Would it really follow
that Fred is not a professor of philosophy? It would not .
In fact, critics of Descartes can actually use his pattern of
reasoni ng against him at this point . For, as Norman Malcolm
observes:
.

,
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If it were valid to argue 'I can doubt that my body exists but not that I

exist , ergo I am not my body , ' it would be equally v a l i d to

argue

'J

can doubt that there exists a being whose essenti al nature i s to t h i n k ,

but I cannot doubt that I exist , ergo I am not a being w hose essenti al
nature is to think ' . Descartes is hoist with his own petard ! A form of

argu ment that he e mploys to help establish the doctrine

cogitans

sum

res

could be used , if it were valid , to refute that very doctrine . 8

A supporter of Descartes might say that what Descartes is
driving at in his argument from doubt can be cogently stated in
the terms offered by Swinburne . But Swinburne's argument
holds that from the fact that it is coherent (i . e . logically
possible) for someone to be disembodied , it follows that
someone actually can be disembodied . And this does not
follow at all . It is logically possible for me to escape death
by drowning . But that does not mean that I actually can
escape death by drowning. Swinburne's argument also rests on
the view that we really can conceive of ourselves becoming
disembodied. But many will feel that they cannot do this.
What , they would say , would we be conceiving of? What , for
example , would Brian Davies be without physical location and
the other things ascribable to him in day to day life? And
how would we distinguish him from other persons on the
assumption that he is incorporeal and that they might be too?
Here we need to remember that much of our understanding
of 'person' involves reference to the existence and processes of
bodies. Dualists have replied to this point by insisting that
persons can have a very vigorous and lively 'inner' life ; that
they can , for example , think and have emotional experiences
without showing so by any kind of overt bodily behaviour .
And this is certainly true , which is why it is easy to sympathize
with much of the criticism levelled by philosophers of the
twentieth century against a famous attack on dualism launched
by Gilbert Ryle ( 1 900-76) in his celebrated and influential
book The Concept of Mind. 9 Ryle sometimes spoke as if
people's history is detectable simply from their bodily behav
iour , which seems false , if only because one can keep certain
thoughts and feelings entirely to oneself. But to be alive as a
human person is also to be able to engage in all sorts of
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activities which would be impossible i n the absence o f a body.
Take , for example , thinking. We think about what we are
doing, we act thoughtfully,· and a proper account of thi nki n g
·
therefore , seems to require a reference to behaviour and to
physical context . The same applies to seeing. A full account of
seeing will have to take note of such sentences as 'I can't see ,
it's too dark ' , 'Let's see if he's fi nish ed ' , 'I saw my friend
yesterday' . In this connection we can note so m e pertinent
remarks of Geach :
,

Well, how do we eventually use such words as 'see' , 'hear' , 'feel ',
when we have got into the way of using them? We do not exercise
these concepts on ly so as to pick out cases of seeing and the rest
in our separate world of sense-experience; on the contrary, these
concepts are used in association with a host of other concepts relat
ing , e.g. , to the physical characteristics of what is seen and the
behaviour of those who do see . In saying this I am not putting
forward a theory , but just reminding you of very familiar features in
the everyday use of the verb 'to see' and related expressions ; our
ordinary talk about seeing would cease to be intelligible if there were
cut out of it such expressions as 'I can't see , it's too far off' , 'I caught
his eye' , 'Don't look round' , etc .
I am not asking you to believe
that 'to see' is itself a word for a kind of behaviour. But the concept
of seeing can be maintained only because it has threads of connexion
with these other non-psychological concepts; break enough threads
and the concept of seeing collapses. 10
.

.

.

Some writers who have insisted on the importance of
the exi ste nce of bodies as far as the existence of persons
is concerned have concluded that persons are nothing but
bodies. I refer here to what has been called behaviourism and
also to the so-called identity thesis, according to some versions
of which thoughts, feelings, and so forth are identical with
brain processes. 1 1 But to point to the importance of the body
in our understanding of persons is not necessarily to subscribe
to forms of behaviourism or the identity thesis. It is j ust to say
that it is extremely difficult to defend a view which allows
persons to be essentially distinct from their bodies , a view
which allows that there can be bodiles� persons recognizable as
human beings .
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To put it all another way , while we can easily agree that
much of a person's life is private , and while we can even agree
that it is possible to conceive of certain intellectual experiences
occurring in a way that does not seem to depend on physical
location , if we are talking about the survival of human beings ,
we are talking about the survival of complex entities that owe
so much to being bodily that it seems impossible to say that in
the absence of a body, there can really be a human person .
If, then, it is said that a human person can live on as a
disembodied self, the appropriate response would seem to be a
puzzled scepticism.
So Descartes's arguments for dualism and Swinburne's
support of Descartes seem open to challenge . And if what I
have suggested in criticism of them is cogent , it would also
seem that there are serious problems with the whole idea of
people being immaterial things. This, at any rate , seems to be
the verdict of most contemporary philosophers . And if they
are right, it would also seem that there are serious problems
with the view that people can survive their deaths because they
are essentially incorporeal .

Survival as Bodily
Yet what of the view that people can survive death in bodily
form? Perhaps its chief virtue is that it is entirely unaffected by
any of the criticisms of dualism levelled above. If the argument
of the preceding section is correct, it would seem that anything
tbat could be recognized as a human existence depends on the
human person being a bodily individual . And if one says that
there is bodily life after death , one is at least talking about
something that might, if it came about , be regarded as the life
of a human person.
But one might still ask whether people can actually live after
death in bodily form . I suggested earlier that from the logical
possibility of people existing apart from their bodies , it does
not follow that they are actually such as to be able to exist
apart from their bodies. It may be logically possible for me to
become a millionaire. But that does not mean that I can
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actually become a millionaire . And , with that truth in mind , I
might wonder whether I do not also lack the power to live
after my death in bo dily fo r m .
It might be said that my worries can be dispelled by
recognizing that it is possible for people to live after death
because replicas of their bodies can be present and because
they can therefore be said to survive even if they have died.
One can find this suggestion in the work of John Hick , who
asks us to imagine certain extraordinary, but not logically
impossible , states of affairs.
We begin with the idea of someone suddenly ceasing to exist at a
certain place in this world and the next instant coming into existence
at another place which is not contiguous with the first . He has not
moved from A to B by making a path through the intervening space
but has disappeared at A and reappeared at B. For example , at
some learned gathering in London one of the company suddenly and
inexplicably disappears and the next moment an exact 'replica' of him
suddenly and inexplicably appears at some comparable meeting in
New York. The person who appears in New York is exactly similar,
as to both bodily and mental characteristics, to the person who
disappears in London . There is continuity of memory, complete
similarity of bodily features, including fingerprints, hair and eye
coloration and stomach contents , and also of beliefs, habits and
mental propensities. In fact there is everything that would lead us to
identify the one who appeare<;l with the one who disappeared , except
continuous occupancy of space . 1 2

According to Hick , this is a logically possible sequence of
events . And the reasonable verdict on the whole sequence
may j ust have to be that the person who appears in New York
is the same as the one who disappeared in London . The
person in America , says Hick, may act and behave j ust as we
expect the person in London to . He may be as baffled by
appearing in New York as anybody else. All his friends and
relations may stoutly declare that he is quite definitely the
person who went to the meeting in London.
But, so Hick continues, suppose now that the sequence of
events is slightly different .
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Let us suppose that the event in London is not a sudden and
inexplicable disappearance , and indeed not a disappearance at a l l , but
a sudden death . Only; at the moment when the individual dies a
'replica' of him as he was at the moment before his death , and
complete with memory up to that instant , comes into existence in
New York. 13

Faced with the first sequence of events, it could be reasonable ,
Hick says, to extend our concept of 'the same person' to cover
this strange new case . Faced with this second sequence , might
one not be j ustified in doing so again? Hick argues that one
might be.
Even with the corpse on our hands it would still, I suggest, be an
extension of 'same person' required and warranted by the postulated
facts to say that the one who died has been miraculously re-created i n
New York. The case wouid , t o b e sure , b e even odder than the
previous one because of the existence · of the dead body in London
contemporaneously with the living person in New York . And yet,
striking though the oddness undoubtedly is, it does not amount to
a logical impossibility . Once again we must imagine some of the
deceased's colleagues going to New York to interview the person who
has suddenly appeared there . He would perfectly remember them and
their meeting, be interested in what had happened , and be as amazed
and dumbfounded about it as anyone else ; and he would perhaps be
worried about the possible legal complications if he should return to
London to claim his property and so on . Once again , I believe , they
would soon find themselves thinking of him and treating him as the
same person as the dead Londoner. Once again the factors inclining
us to say that the one who died and the one who appeared are the
same person wou i d far outweigh the factors inclining us to say that
they are different people. Once again we should have to extend our
usage of 'same person' to cover the new case . 14

But suppose we now consider another story . Suppose you
give me a lethal dose of poison. This, of course , does not
make me very happy. You say: 'Don't worry. I've arranged for
a replica of you to appear. The replica will seem to have all
your memories. He will be convinced that he is you . And he
will look exactly like you. He will even have your fingerprints. '
How relieved should I be?
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Speaking for m ys e lf I should not be in the slightest bit
relieved . Knowing that a replica of myself will be wining and
dining so me w h e re is not at all the same as kno wing that I s ha l l
be wining and dining somewhere . For the continued existence
of a person , more is required than replication . More is required
than replication even when it comes to the continued existence
of some physical o bject like a chair. You will no t get much
money from the lovers of art if you send them your re pl icas of
paintings by Turner or Rembrandt . They want the ori gi n a l
paintings. They want something which is physically continuous
with what Turner or Rembrandt worked on in their studios.
It might be said , however, that I can survive the death of my
body simply by coming to inhabit a d iff e rent body. Something
like this po ss i bi l i t y is entertained by John Locke ( 1 632 - 1704) .
He draws a distinction between 'man' and 'person' . A person ,
says Lock� , is not the same as a man . A m an , for Locke , is a
certain sort of living organism . Men are biological entities .
But persons , says Locke . are not . For Locke , a person is 'a
thinking, intelligent being, that has reason and reflection , and
can consider itself as itself, the same thinking thing, in dif
ferent times and places ; which it does only by that conscious
ness which is inseparable from thinking, and seems to me
essential to it' . On this account we might have persons who are
not men . We might have persons who exist in an entirely
incorporeal world . We might also have persons who move
from b ody to bod y . Or, in Locke's words:
,

Should the soul of a prince , carrying with it the consciousness of the
prince's past life , enter and inform the body of a cobbler, as soon as
deserted by his own soul , everyone sees he would be the same person
with the prince , accountable only for the prince's actions . . . Had I
the same consciousness that I saw the ark and Noah's flood , as that I
saw an overflowing of the Thames last winter, I could no more doubt
that I who write this now, that saw the Thames overflowed last
winter, and that viewed the flood at the general deluge , was the same
self . . . than that I who write this am the same myself now whilst I
write . . . that I was yesterday . 15

As many have pointed out , however, this position fairly
bristles with difficulties. For one thing , it supposes that
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perso nal ide ntity over time is constituted by psychological
matters such as the fact that I seem to re me m b e r certain
things . But, as Joseph Butler observed against Locke , m e mo ry
presupposes personal identity , and cannot , by itself, constitute
it . 16 Another problem with what Locke says is that it leads to
an impossible conclusion . As Thomas Reid brings out , on
Locke's view we get the curious result that
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a man may be , and at the same time not be , the person that did a
particular action . Suppose a brave officer to have been flogged when
a boy at school for robbing an orchard , to have taken a standard from
the enemy in his first campaign , and to have been made a general in
advanced life ; suppose , also , which must be admitted to be possible,
that , when he took the standard , he was conscious of his having been
flogged at school, and that , when made a general , he was conscious of
his taking the standard , but had absolutely lost the consciousness of
his flogging. These things being supposed , it follows . . . that he who
was flogged at school is the same person who took the standard ; and
that he who took the standard is the same person who was made a
general . Whence it follows, if there be any truth in logic , that the
general is the same person with him who was flogged at school . But
the general's consciousness does not reach so far back as his flogging;
therefore . . . he is not the person who was flogged . Therefore the
general is , and at the same time is not, the same person with him who
was flogged at school . 17

Perhaps, then, we may suggest that if I am a bodily individ
ual , I �ill survive my death only by being physically con
tinuous with what is there now. And the question is 'Can what
is there now be physically continuous with what is there after
my death?' In o ne obvious sense , of course , it can . The
bodies that people bury are physically continuous with living
bodies which have died . But we would not therefore say that
life after death is a genuine possibility . The problem of life
after death is somethin g raised by people who know very well
that the bodies that people bury are physically continuous with
living bodies which have died . But do these bodies have the
power of living again?
Given what we know of human beings, the answer would
seem to be 'No' . But this , of cours e , is not to say that there is
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no power able to bring it about that people who have died
do live again as physically . continuous with people who have
perished . And those who believe in God will say that there is
such power. So perhaps we may suggest that if such power
truly exists , then there is no conceptual barrier to supposing
that people can be resurrected. But the 'if , ef course , is very
important .

Reasons for Believing in Life after Death
I shall be returning at the end of this chapter to some further
conceivability q ue s t ion s about life after death . But for the
moment we can now move on to the question of whether it is
reasonable to hold that on either of the above views of life
after de ath there is such a thing.
One reason that has been offered for saying that it is
reasonable to hold such a view can be dealt with very briefly.
This is not �ecause the reason is trivial or silly or not worth
investigating at length . It is just that it cannot be properly
assessed in this book. It takes the form of an experimental
argument for life after death , and is entirely based on psychi
cal research . A great deal of effort has been directed to this
research , and many consider that its results make it reasonable
to believe in life after death . But psychical research presents a
vast amount of data on which there is considerable disagree
ment among those who have studied it, and, since this book is
not an examination of such research , its results cannot be
adequate l y commented on here. We can , however, note that
there are philosophers who have thought that it may prove
significan t . Thus , for example, Hick suggests that 'even if we
discount the entire range of psychical phenomena, it remains
true that the best cases of trance utterance are impressive and
puzzling, and taken at face value are indicative of survival and
communication after death' . 1 8
B u t if it is not possible for us to engage with the experi
mental argument for life after death , we might yet make some
effort to consider the philosophical arguments that have been
advanced . They take various forms , but two of the most
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popular argue from the nature of the self and from morality .
And there is a particularly famous , though different , pair of
arguments for life after death to be found in Plato's Phaedo . 1 9
Plato's defence of belief in life after death begins with the
question 'Does a man's soul exist when he has died?' Socrates
argues with Cebes that opposites come from opposites in the
case of things which have an opposite . Thus the beautiful and
the ugly, the just and the unj ust , the larger and the smaller,
the stronger and the weaker, the faster and the slower, the
better and the worse . So , says Socrates, a thing comes to be
alive from being dead . For the opposite of living is being dead .
'You say , don't you , that being dead is opposite to living?'
'I do. '
'And that they come to b e from each other?'
'Yes : '
'Then what i s i t that comes t o b e from that which is
living?'
'That which is dead . '
'And what comes to be from that which is dead?'
'I must admit that it's that which is living. '
'Then it's from those that are dead , Cebes, that living
things and living people are born . '
'Apparently . '
'Then our souls do exist i n Hades. '20
To this is added the argument that if everything which came to
be dead remained dead , then everything would end up dead .
If everyone who went to sleep did not awake , then all would
be asleep . If everyone who died did not come to life from
death , all would be dead . So 'there really is such a thing as
coming to life again , living people are born from the dead , and
the souls of the dead exist' _ 2 1
Ingenious though these arguments may seem , however, they
are surely misguided. Things may have opposites, but it does
not follow that if something comes to be , there is something
which is its opposite from which it comes. Nor does it follow
that if something ceases to be , something comes to be which is
opposite to something existing earlier. As one commentator
on Plato puts it :
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Life and existence , i t may reasonably be held, both begin for a living
t h i n g at birth or conception . Yet [Plato's first argument for survival

afte r de ath] treats the predicate 'alive' as if it stood for an attribute
capable of being acquired by an antecedently existing subject, and
'birth' as if it were something undergone by such a subject, rather
than the coming into being of something that did not previously
exist . . . If 'death' consists in a living thing's ceasing to exist , then
when someone passes from being alive to being dead, he will not, in
the latter state , enjoy discarnate existence , but will have ceased to
exist altogether. 2 2

As for Plato's second argument , this does not work because it
mistakenly assumes that if all who have lived come to be dead ,
it follows that everyone has come to be dead . It is true that
if everyone who has gone to sleep has not awoken , then
everyone who has gone to sleep has not awoken . But it does
not follow that nobody is awake . And though it is true that all
who have died have died and (maybe) do not exist , it does not
follow that everyone has died and is dead or non-existent .
Those who have died may cons ti tute a given number which is
added to as people come to be born and die . And there need
be no limit to the number involved. 23
What, though , of the argument for life after death based on
the notion of the self? This runs roughly as follows . How is it
that things pass out of existence? The answer is by means of a
dissolution of parts which usually comes about because of the
action of some exterior force . Thus a human body can perish
because something harms it, thereby causing it to break up in
some sense . The human person , on the other hand , is not to
be identified with a body . The human self is really a non
material , unextended entity . But if this is the case , then it
cannot pass out of existence by means of a dissolution of parts.
And since it is not a material thing, it is hard to see how
something can exert any force on it so as to bring about its
destruction . The human person is therefore immortal .
But this argument is surely a very weak one . For one thing
it evidently presupposes that a person could be said to live
as a disembodied self, and we have already seen reasons to
question that view. But even allowing that the view is cor
rect, there are difficulties with the argument . Perhaps things
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generally do pass out of existence because some kind of
physical deterioration takes place in them, and perhaps we can
speak here about a dissolution of parts. Perhaps too we can
normally explain the destruction of things by referring to
something that is acting upon them physically in some way.
But none of this entitles us to claim any certainty that things
can only cease to exist because they have parts that can
dissolve . Nor does it entitle us to claim that something can
only cease to exist because something physical has acted on it.
A famous version of the moral argument for life after death
can be found in Kant. Earlier on we saw that Kant hold� that
it is possible to move from the fact of moral obligation to the
existence of God . But he also holds that moral obligation has
implications for life after death :
The realization of the Highest Good in the world is the necessary
object of a will determinable by the moral law. But in this will the
perfect accordance of the mind with the moral law is the supreme
condition of the Highest Good. This then must be possible , as well as
its obj ect , since it is contained in the command to promote the latter.
Now the perfect accordance of the will with the moral law is holiness ,
a perfection of which no rational being of the sensible world is
capable at any moment of his existence . Since , nevertheless , it is
required as practically necessary , it can only be found in a progress in
infinitum towards that perfect accordance , and on the principles
of pure practical reason it is necessary to assume such a practical
progress as the real object of the will . Now, this endless progress
is only possible on the supposition of an endless duration of the
existence and personality of the same rational being (which is called
the immortality of the soul) . The Highest Good, then , practically is
only possible on the supposition of the immortality of the soul ;
consequently this immortality, being inseparably copnected with the
moral law, is a postulate of pure practical reason (by which I mean a
theoretical proposition, not demonstrable as such , but which is an
inseparable result of an unconditional a priori practical law). 24

But this line of argument also fails to provide very good
reason for believing in life after death . Some people , of
course , would dismiss it at once , because , as we have seen ,
they would reject any not�on of a moral law over and against
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them . They would say, for example , that moral judgements
are grounded on something like subj ective feeling. But even if
such people are wrong, it is implausible to argue that there are
moral obligations that cannot be cancelled by death . I may say
that I ought to do certain things, and I may regret that I
cannot do them this side of the grave . But if I really cannot do
them , then it is wrong to say that I o ught to do them . Kant , of
course, wi ll repl y that I can actually do what I ought, even
though I cannot do so in this life . For, according to Kant , the
existence of God is a guarantee that the Highest Good will
finally be realized . But , as I argued in Ch apter 9 , Ka nt 's
argument for God as ensuring the realization of the Highest
Good is itself a weak one . If one cou ld rely on there being a
God to prov ide a context in which the Hi gh est Good can
be realized, th en it might be reasonable to hold that human
beings will survive their deaths as part of the grand realization .
But Kant's case for saying that there is such a God is not
convincing.
Can it be restated so as to seem so? Some would argue that
it can . It has been urged that morality is really pointless if
there is no life after death. For this reason, it is .sometimes
said, the basic thrust o f Kant's argument is correct . In the
words of Jo se ph Prabhu :
The seriousness of our endeavour to shape our lives according to
ideals of tru th wisdom, love and compassion, and all that they entail
in terms of the development of virtue , together with the sense of
inadequacy in our actual achievement, warrant the presumption that
a single life cannot be all that we are destined to have . To grant that
would make a mockery of our moral experience . 25
,

Others have maintained that if God exists, he can be expected
to give people life after death , for he is powerful and benev
olent and would surely not leave us with nothing but the
prospect of extinction. This argument is often supplemented
b y appeal to God's j ustice God , it is said , is just , and justice
requires that evil people should be punished and good ones
rewarded . Therefore God will punish evil people and reward
good ones , and, since he cannot do so until they have reached
.
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end of their lives , he will do so when they die , in which
there is life after death .
But these arguments are also very weak . Why say that
morality is pointless if there is no life after death? If there is
any point in being moral in this life , then morality ipso facto
has a point without reference to life after death . And for many
people , of course , morality makes perfectly good sense in
thoroughly worldly terms-think back to the position of
Geach touched on in Chapter 9 · As for the view that the
existence of God guarantees the inevitability of life after
death , tha t too is open to question . Let us suppose that God
exists. Can we then be sure that he will bring it about that
people s u rv i v e death? A lot here depends on one's view of
God. If o ne thinks of God as a j ust moral agent who has
the power to make people survive their deaths , one might
plausibly conclude that he will ensure that people survive
death . For that is what a j ust moral agent with the necessary
power would be likely to do . But , as I argued in Chapter 3, we
do not h av e to think of God as a moral agent at all . And if
this view is accepted , then nothing can be inferred about the
likelihood of his behaving as such . If God is not a moral agent ,
one cannot argue about him on the contrary assumption ; that
would be like predicting the behaviour of dogs on the basis of
our knowledge of elephants.
Must we , then , conclude that it is not reasonable to believe
in life after death? No , for there may be excellent arguments
for life after death that I have not considered. But we have
now examined some classical philosophical arguments for li fe
after death , and these are not convincing. So perhaps we can
here concl ude on an agnostic note. Life after death is possible ,
but we have seen no decisive philosophical reason for believ
ing in it. Many religious believers would say that there are
other reasons for belief in life after death . According to them ,
we can be sure that people survive death because survival after
26 But thi s view involves theological
death is an item of faith .
considerations that cannot be properly entered into here. In
assessi ng it, we would obviously have to consider the whole
question of religious faith . This, in turn , would lead us to
the

case
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other questions , particularly questions about revelation and (in
the technical theological sense) religious 'doctrine' .

The Desirability of Life after Death
So far I have suggested that life after death is possible. I have
also suggested that certain arguments in favour of it are open
to question . In conclusion , I would like to say something
about a problem concerning belief in life after death which is
rarely considered, but which evidently interests some people .
Suppose it could be shown that there is reason to believe in
life after death. Would that be good news? Should it be cause
for rejoicing? Would it mean that human beings have some
thing to loo k fo rward to ?
It may seem strange to wonder whether the knowledge that
we shall survive death would count as good news. Is life
not intrinsically desirable? Who would choose to pass out of
existence? Is not the prospect of extinction a terrible one? But
lots of people wish for death while also believing that it will be
the end of them . And it is far from obvious that the prospect
of continuing to exist is a desirable one . Suppose I am frozen
and continue to exist for centuries in a state of unconscious
suspended animation. Would that be an attractive end for me?
Some writers have held that any kind of life is better than
extinction . A good example is Miguel de Unamuno ( 1 8641 936) . 'For myself , he confesses , 'I can say that as a youth ,
and even as a child, I remained unmoved when shown the
most moving pictures of hell , for even then nothing appeared
to me quite so horrible as nothingness itself. m Elsewhere he
declares : 'I do not want to die-no ; I neither want to die nor
do I want to want to die ; I want to live for ever and ever and
ever. I want this "I" to live-this poor "I" that I am and that
I feel myself to be here and now, and therefore the problem of
·
the duration of my soul , of my own soul , tortures me . ' 28 But
not everyone would speak in such terms. They would say that
.
survival after death is only to be rejoiced in if it brings with it a
life worth living.
People who believe in life after death have , of course , rarely
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spoken of it as nothing but the alternative to extinction . They
have presented it as something to look forward to , as some
thing desirable . But ·can it be presented in such terms? Can it
be shown that life after death is worth having?
It seems to me extremely difficult to show the desirability of
life after death on one view of survival . This is the view that
a person can survive death in non-bodily form. Even if we
accept it , even if we waive the objections to it raised earlier,
the prospect it holds out for us is surely bleak indeed . This
point is well made by Bernard Williams in dialogue with H. D .
Lewis. According to Lewis , we can believe in a non-bodily life
after death if we think of it either as involving experiences like
those we have when dreaming or as a state of living in 'a world
of thoughts alone' .
If my body were whisked away while I dream and I nonetheless
continued to have a coherent dream experience , this could be an
excellent model of one sort of after life we may envisage . . . The
same principles apply in essentials , but obviously in ways we find
harder to anticipate , if we think of the remaining alternative . We
may approach it if we think of ourselves so deeply absorbed in some
intellectual activity that we become almost oblivious of our bodies
and our surroundings and suppose that our bodies were then whisked
away and we continued with our train of thought. 29
.

.

Williams replies to all this by referring to Lewis's first
alternative . This , he says ,
makes the whole of future life into a kind of delusion . It is very like
perceiving . . . but it obviously is not perceiving, in just the same way
that dreaming is not perceiving and it seems to me that one thing I
do not want to do is to spend the rest of eternity in a delusive
simulacrum of perceptual activity . That just seems to me a rather
lowering prospect . Why should a future of error be of interest to me?

Talking of Lewis's 'world of thoughts alone' , Williams
continues:
The alternative was the slightly higher-minded alternative, that [life
after death] might consist of purely intellectual activity , which of
course many philosophers have seen as the ideal future . I can see why
they might be particularly interested in it; others might be less so . . .
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I me an , suppose that the prospects of Heaven or the future life are
those of inte ll e ctua l contemplation , and I am a j olly, good-hearted
fun-loving sensual character from the seaside. 30

So if life after death is something to look forward to , it

might have to involve more than is possible on the picture
provided by a theory of a disembodied future . But it would
also have to involve more than bodily resurrection , if that is
understood as nothing but the continuation of our present
mode of life. For some people's lives are not all that desirable .
Some people are beautiful , healthy , intelligent , and happy .
Others are ugly, sick , stupid, and miserable .
This does not mean that people whose lives are now a
burden cannot become transformed. Suppose we continue
with the notion

of life after death as conceived in terms of
me an co n ti nuing with the model of
life after death as a continued physical life for the people
who have died. Now many people suffer from various dis
advantages in this life . But it is surely possible that these
disadvantage s could be removed without the people who suffer
from them ceasing to be human beings. For as long as we are
de al ing with a human being, we are dealing with something
that could, logically speaking, be relieved of its disadvantages
wi thout ceasing to be a human being. Take , for example , an
extreme disadvantage such as that which might follow from
seve re brain d amage . Let us suppose that people suffer such
damage but continue to live . We may say that their lives are
not worth livin g , that they have become human vegetables .
But we would hesitate , I think, to say that they have ceased
to be human beings. Certainly they are very different from
healthy people . But they are not things of a different kind.
Becomi ng a hu man vegetable is not the same as becoming
a real vegetab le . And if human vegetables were somehow
re lieved of the ir disadvantages, then it would make sense to
say that human beings have been restored to full human life.
In this way , I think, it is possible to suggest that life after
death , conceived of in terms of resurrection , could be attrac
tive . For while it is not desirable for human beings to continue
resurrection . That would
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to exist after death in j ust the way that many of them do now ,
it would surely be desirable for them to continue to exist after
death without the various currently prevailing impediments to
an enjoyable life . And the desirability of their doing so would
be increased if there were reason to believe that , after death ,
human beings have available to them sources of enjoyment or
happiness that are presently unknown . If, then , the notion of
resurrection is not a conceptually impossible one, resurrection
could well be an attractive prospect .
And there , perhaps, we can leave things, for the develop
ment of such reflection would involve more space than is
available here . If readers wish to follow up things for them
selves, they will find relevant material in the Bibliography. B l! t
j ust to round off the present chapter, we can , on the basis of
what has been argued, suggest that an attractive form of life
after death is not to be dismissed as impossible , though w e
have seen no compelling reason to believe in life after death in
any form . Many religious writers say a good deal more than
this , but their suggestions raise a whole host of questions the
consideration of which would take me further afield than I can
now travel .
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