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interview a weeping woman who sat on the pile of rubble that had

been her small mobile home. Everything she owned had been

‘ destroyed by a tornado. Through her tears, the victim expressed her gratitude to

God for saving her life. As she explained it, she was preparing supper when she

mysteriously had the urge to go to the corner market for a loaf of bread. She was

gone for only a few minutes, but in those minutes the tornado struck, “ff1 haddt

gone for that bread:’ she said into the camera, “I would be dead now. God told me

to go get that bread in order to save my life’

Does this mean that God wanted those people who were not warned to die?

Suppose the woman’s neighbor had been planning to go to the store but got a

phone call just as he started for the door. Should we conclude that God arranged

the tuning of the call to make sure he didn’t escape the tornado?

After all, if God is the cause of everything that happens, everything includes

tornadoes and torture, as welL as salvation and joy. If God knows everything does

He know your grade on your philosophy final right now? But if God knows things

before they happen, how can we be held responsible for them? if God knew before

you were born that you would get a C minus in philosophy, isn’t He the “cause” of

your grade, not you? But if there is even one thing that He does not know, even

one thing, how can He be all-wise?

These and related questions are of more than just academic interest. They are

vitally important to anyone who attempts to reconcile faith with reason. One solu

ilon to such problems has been to hold a dual-truth point ofview. This is the posi

.) tion that there is one small-t truth on the finite, human level and another, superior,

capital-T Trtzth for God. Another strategy is to declare that these problems dem

onstrate that the ways of God are a mystery” to human beings In both cases

inconsistencies and ambiguities are not so much resolved as they are evaded.

Many believers and nonbelievers alike feel cheated when asked to accept

inconsistent beliefs or simply to dismiss the most vital questions of faith. If you

doubt this, wander through the sections of your college library’s stacks dealing

with theology and religious philosophy. You will find a large number of books

and articles attempting to reconcile faith with reason. If you have ever seriously

wrestled with the problem of evil (How can a good, loving, wise, powerful God

allow evil?) or the problem of moral responsibility (If God gave Adam and Eve

a corrupt nature, how can they—and we—justly be held responsible?), you have

entered a timeless struggle.

Our culture has been heavily influenced by an ongoing clash between Christian

values and the values established in classical Greece. In the classical view, human

beings, despite our many faults, represent the most important life-form. The clas

sical philosopher believed that objective knowledge and logic could unlock the

keys to the universe, improving our lives in the process. The good life was seen

as being a product of reason. Reason was valued over faith because knowing was

thought to be more useful than believing.

The Christian view presents a completely different picture. Human beings are

seen as fallen and corrupt creatures, finite and ignorant. Christian theology teaches
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Every saint has a past and
every sinner a future.

OSCAR WILDE

theology
From the Greek theos
(God) and logos (study
of); “talldng about God”
or “the study or science of
God.”

Can there be afuture
good so great as to render
acceptable, in retrospect, the
whole human experience,
with all its wickedness and
suffering as well as all its
sanctity and happiness? I
think that perhaps there
can, and indeed perhaps
there is.
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that we are incapable of avoiding sin and the punishment of hell through our own
efforts. Only the undeserved grace and sacrifice of a loving God can save us. Obe
dience to the revealed word of God is also necessary for salvation. Faith is valued
more highly than reason because salvation is more important than worldly success
in a life that is relatively brief compared with the afterlife—where we will spend
eternity in heaven (ifwe are saved) or hell (ifwe are not). As a result of its emphasis
on the afterlife, Christian theology is sometimes characterized as otherworldly.

THE GOD-CENTERED UNIVERSE
Whereas the classical mind was predominantly secular, the medieval

1 mind was chiefly theological. Theology, from the Greek theos (God)
and logos (study of), means “talking about God” or “the study or science of God:’
The Middle Ages saw philosophers turn from the study of man and nature to
“otherworldly” inquiries and the study of God.

Rather than discover the truth through reason and science, the medieval
scholar studied church dogma and theology in order to explain what God chose
to reveal. Philosophers struggled with such questions as these: Are faith and rea
son always at odds? Can the human mind know God through reason? Does being
a “good Christian” prohibit questioning and trying to understand certain things?
Why did God give us the ability to reason if we are asked to ignore what reason
reveals? When conflicting religious beliefs all claim to rely on divine authority and
revelation, how can we choose among them?

The Seeds of Change
The Christian religion arose after the death of Jesus Christ, through the efforts of
the early apostles arid disciples, especially Paul. Christianity originally consisted
of scattered groups of believers who anticipated the Second Coming of Christ,
which would signal the end of the world. Thinking that they would soon be in
heaven, early Christians saw no need to develop political interests. Similarly,
they were uninterested in science and philosophy and remained indifferent to
much of what went on around them. Their chief concern was salvation through
faith. Expecting that the risen Christ would return at any moment, they were
understandably impatient with the affairs of this world. Thus, the first Christians
devoted themselves to converting non-Christians and to preparing their own
souls for judgment. In a major contrast with the classical view of life, they saw no
time or need to fashion philosophical, social, or moral theories.

As time passed and the world did not end, Christians found it increasingly dif
ficult to avoid dealing with problems of the here and now. Principles and rules for
interpreting the basic teachings of Christ, collected as the New Testament, became
necessary when it grew clear that the Second Coming might not occur until well
into the future.

Interpreting revealed sacred dogma is always dangerous, however, for once
the inevitability of interpretation is accepted, the door is open to competing inter
pretations. If every claimed interpretation is reliable, God’s revealed will is going
to appear chaotic, inconsistent, contradictory, and capricious. There must be



The great paradoxes of faith are sometimes super
ficially dismissed by people who have never really
grappled with them. Their religious training may
have given them simple answers to problems such as
free will, evil, predestination, and God’s nature. Or
they may have been taught to “exalt faith” by con-
demning reason. It is easy to say that faith surpasses
understanding until you fully grasp the complex
depths and significance of these problems. Whatever
our individual religious beliefs, most of us are also
rational creatures for whom it is somehow unsatisfy
ing to accept contradictions and serious inconsis
tenciés concerning something as important as our
religious faith. We are uncomfortable when we learn
that we are violating rational principles.

The basic principles of reason—also called
rules of inference—define the limits of rational
ity That is, consistently violating them moves us to
the realm of the irrational or illogical. They are true
by their very structure (by definition). They cannot
be rationally refuted, since we rely on them in order
to reason. Contemporary logicians recognize sev
eral rules of inference. One of the most important is
the law of contradiction.

The law of contradiction (sometimes
known as the law of noncontradiction) says, No
statement can be both true and false at the same
time and under the same conditions. Or to use

symbols (as philosophers who study logic often do),
p cannot be both p and not-p at the same time. For
example: Either this is a philosophy book or it is not
a philosophy book. It cannot be both a philosophy
book and not a philosophy book. It can, however, be
a philosophy book and a doorstop at the same time.
There is no contradiction involved in asserting that
it is a philosophy book and more. The contradiction
occurs in the mutually exclusive assertions: “‘Ihis is
a philosophy book” and “This is not a philosophy
book.”

Take a moment to reflect on the law of contradic
tion. See ifyou can get a sense of just how basic it is
to rationality. Because it is a fundamental principle
of reasoning, we are usually disturbed to discover
that our ideas are contradictory; for such awareness
commits us to resolving the contradiction or holding
seemingly irrational ideas.

In matters of faith, trying to avoid the possibility
of contradiction by claiming that the human mind
is finite and unable to understand God and God’s
ways is ultimately unsatisfying, for it removes us
from meaningful communication with God. If
we can never fully comprehend God, if we must
trust that things are not at all what they seem (for
instance, that evil only appears to be evil from
our level but is really good from God’s), then our
“solution” may not be what it appears to be, either.

principles of re.on
(rules of inleicnce)
Principles (such as the law
of contradiction) that define
the limits of rationality by
their very structure anti that
cannot be rationally refuted
since we rely on them in
order to reason.

law of ontraciictr
Rule of inference that says
no statement can be both
true and false at the same
time and under the same
conditions; sometimes
known as the law of
noncontradiction.
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Iicriteria for distinguishing revelation from delusion and dogma from error. And
there must be criteria for choosing criteria. And criteria for choosing criteria for
choosing criteria...

Some reinterpretation of Christian teachings was clearly called for, if the Sec
ond Coming might be generations away. Giving all our goods to the poor is one
thing when we expect to be in heaven in the immediate future; practical con
siderations complicate matters if the final judgment may be years away. As the
centuries passed and the Second Coming did not occur, Christianity continued to
expand: As Christian doctrine increased in complexity, theological issues added
to practical complications.

AUGUSTINE: BETWEEN Iwo WORLDS
Aurelius Augustine (354—430) has been described as “a colossus bestrid
ing two worlds” for his efforts to synthesize early Christian theology

with his own understanding of Platonic philosophy and Manichean dualism, the
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belief that God and Satan are nearly evenly matched in a cosmic struggle and that
human beings must choose sides.

Augustine’s struggle to “choose sides” began at home. He was born in the
North African city of Tagaste in the province of Numidia. His mother, Monica,
was a devout Christian while his father, Patricius, regularly strayed from the
straight and narrow. For all of her life, Monica fought to bring Augustine into
the Christian church. Meanwhile, Augustine lived it up. He had a son, Adeodatus
(“gift of God”), with one mistress—he had others—and by his own account lived
a wanton, worldly life until he was thirty-three years old.

I was so blind to the truth that among my companions I was ashamed to be
less dissolute than they were. For I heard them bragging of their depravity;
and the greater the sin the more they gloried in it, so that I took pleasure
in the same vices not only for the enjoyment of what I did, but also for the
applause I won. . . . I gave in more and more to vice simply in order not to be
despised.. . . I used to pretend that I had done things I had not done at all,
because I was afraid that innocence would be taken for cowardice and chastity
for weakness.’

Augustine’s influence, like his life and work, emanates from the fearless way he
pursues “something missing:’ looking for it in sex, glory (he was a fierce and effec
tive debater), and companions, but also searching his heart and soul, his “interior
teacher:’

Bodily desire, like a morass, and adolescent sex welling up within me exuded
mists which clouded over and obscured my heart, so that I could not distin
guish the clear light of true love from the murk of lust. Love and lust together
seethed within me. In my tender youth they swept me away over the precipice
of my body’s appetites and plunged me into the whirlpool of sin.2

Eventually, under the prodding of his mother and at the bidding of Ambrose
(c. 339—397), the Bishop of Milan, Augustine turned to the Bible. Sitting in a gar
den one day with his friend Alypius, Augustine heard the “sing-song voice of a
child” saying over and over, “Take it and read, take it and read:’ He did, and the
first passage his eyes fell upon seemed written just for him:

Let us behave with decency as befits the day; no drunken orgies, no debauchery
or vice, no quarrels or jealousies! Let Christ Jesus himself be the armour that
you wear; give your unspiritual nature no opportunity to satisfy its desires.3

On Easter Sunday, 387, as Monica watched, Augustine, Adeodatus, and
Alypius were baptized in Milan by Ambrose. Full of faith, the four left for Africa,
where they planned to live ascetic lives, but Monica died before they reached
Tagaste. In Tagaste, Augustine sold his inheritance, gave the money to the poor,
and, with the help of friends, founded the Augustinian Order, the oldest Christian
monastic order in the West. In 391, Augustine was ordained a priest by Valerius,
the Bishop of Hippo, a Roman coastal city in North Africa. In 396, Augustine suc
ceeded Valerius as Bishop of Hippo, a post he held for thirty-four years.

Augustine was a daring and active Christian bishop, just as he had been a dar
ing and active anti-Christian Manichean. In both roles, he challenged doubters
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and nonbelievers to public debates, first defending Manicheanism against Chris
tianity and then defending Christianity against Manicheanism.

After his conversion, Augustine produced more than 230 treatises, two of
which, the Confessions (c. 400) and the City of God (413—426), remain important
philosophical works for Christians and non-Christians alike.

In his writings, Augustine anticipates major philosophical and theological
ideas concerning doubt and certainty; the divided self, consciousness, time, free
will and God’s foreknowledge ofhistory. The City ofGod details the fall ofRome in
terms of a full-fledged philosophy ofhistory; the firstphilosophy ofhistory ever. By
arguing that the fall of Rome was part of the Christian—not pagan—God’s plan,
the City ofGod signals the end of the ancient woridview.

Augustine’s Confrssions is considered by some scholars to be the first true
autobiography, a daim that is challenged by other scholars. Whether autobiogra
phy or something else, the Confessions, like the Meditations of the pagan emperor
Marcus Aurelius, engages readers from divergent backgrounds. Like Marcus,
Augustine takes the measure of his own soul in remarkably direct language and
thereby speaks to almost anyone who has ever struggled to reconcile the longings
of the heart with the demands of the mind, appetite with order, and resolve with
repeated failures to live up to that resolve.

I was held fast, not in fetters clamped upon me by another, but by my own will,
which had the strength of iron chains. . . . the new will which had come to life
in me.. . was not yet strong enough to overcome the old [will], hardened as it
was by the passage of time. So these two wills within me, one old, one new, one
servant of the flesh, the other of the spirit, were in conflict and between them
they tore my soul apart.4

Augustine died shortly after the Vandals, who were at war with Rome, reached
Hippo. He left no will, having no property. He did, however, write his own epi
taph: “What maketh the heart of the Christian heavy? The fact that he is a pilgrim,
and longs for his own country:’

Pride and Philosophy
Combined with his Christian faith, Augustine’s training in rhetoric and philoso
phy led him to reject Platonism, Epicureanism, and Stoicism (Chapters 5 and 7)
as ways of life. Of particular concern to Augustine was the emphasis the classical
Greeks, from Socrates through the Stoics, placed on human reason and the pride
of place given to the human will.

Typically, the Greek philosophers held that reason is capable of distinguishing
between truth and error and between reality and illusion. Even the Epicureans,
with their emphasis on human happiness, stressed the importance of reason as the
key to happiness in the here and now. In spite of their individual differences, the
classical philosophers believed that human understanding (wisdom and knowl
edge) could and naturally would lead to proper emotions and proper behavior—to
happiness here and now.

By Christian standards, classical humanism was too human or, rather,
merely human in its indifference to the need for God’s grace and guidance in

of this we acknowledge that
they are mutable.

AUGUSTINE

If the will is wrongly
directed, the emotions will
be wrong; if the will is right,
the emotions will be not
only blameless, but praise
worthy.

AUGUSTINE
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Now could anything but
pride have been the start of
the evil will?

AUGUSTINE

We see then that. . . the
earthly city was created by
self-love reaching the point
ofconteinptfor God.. . the
earthly city glories in itself

AUGUSTINE

When an evil choice
happens in any being, then
what happens is dependent
on the will of that being;
thefailure is voluntary,
not necessary. and the
punishment thatfollows
is just.

AUGUSTINE

Just as it is agreed that we
all wish to be happy, so it is
agree1 that we all wish to be
wise, since no one without
wisdom is happy.

AUGUSTINE

For by the evil us offree
choice man has destroyed
both himselfand it.

the application of reason and moderation of the will. Augustine argued that, by
itself reason is powerless—even perverse—without the right will, without a will
grounded in grace, love, and proper longing. Faith must precede education, for
faith alone makes true understanding possible. Thus it is that faith is a necessary
condition for productive philosophical inquiry.

Without faith, reason—the ground of so much classical philosophy—is, by
Christian standards, unreliable, even dangerous. Left to its own devices, reason
does not guide the wifi, but is guided—pulled hither and yon—by the will, espe
cially if the will itself is corrupt, fallen, unsaved. The will cannot redeem ftself nor
can it think itself well. To believe otherwise is to lapse into pride and ignorance.

Although Augustine may have misinterpreted some of the teachings of the
Stoics and Epicureans, his uneasiness with their emphasis on the natural world
and on self-willed self-control is understandable. Because Epicurus taught that
the soul is physical and cannot survive in immaterial form, Augustine accuses the
Epicureans of advocating the pursuit of physical pleasure to the exclusion of all
else: “Eat, drink, and be merry; for tomorrow we may di&’

According to Augustine, Epicureanism is fit only for swine, not for human
beings. Besides debasing human beings, the Epicureans, in Augustine’s view,
make what God intended only as a means (appetites) into the be-all and end-all
of life (satisfaction, pleasure). In so doing, Epicureans, in their retreat into the
earthly Garden, satisfy themselves at the expense of the poor. In their rejection of
an afterlife, they ignore their own souls.

Augustine had more respect for the Stoics. He admired their emphasis on
virtues, particularly courage and integrity, but mocked the way they made
serenity and detachment their chief goals, asking sarcastically, “Now is this man
happy, just because he is patient in his misery? Of course not!” A steady state
of serenity, regardless of what condition the world is in, strikes Augustine as an
insubstantial goal. Worse yet, the Stoic’s faith, like the Epicurean’s, is in himself,
not in God.

By which thing it seems to me to be sufficiently proved that the errors of the
Gentiles in ethics, physics, and the mode of seeking truth, errors many and
manifold, but conspicuously represented in these two schools of philosophy
[Epicureanism and Stoicism], continued even down to the Christian era, not
withstanding the fact that the learned assailed them most vehemently, and
employed both remarkable skifi and abundant labour in subverting them.
Yet these errors. . . have been already so completely silenced, that now in our
schools of rhetoric the question of what their opinions were is scarcely ever
mentioned; and these controversies have been now so completely eradicated or
suppressed. . . that whenever now any school of error lifts up its head against
the truth, i.e., against the Church of Christ, it does not venture to leap into the
arena except under the shield of the Christian name.5

Augustine took note of the description of Paul’s encounter with the Stoics and
Epicureans described in the Acts of the Apostles.

While Paul was. . . at Athens.. . some of the Epicurean and Stoic philoso
phers joined issue with him. Some said, “What can this charlatan be trying to
say?”. .. And when they had heard of the raising of the dead, some scoffed;AUGUSTINE



others said, “We will hear you on this subject some other tim&’ So Paul left
the assembly.6

Augustine’s misgivings notwithstanding, late Stoicism, especially in the
Meditations and Letters of Marcus Aurelius, marks the beginning of the shift
from purely pagan to Christian philosophy. Though pagan himself, Marcus
in the Meditations expresses values and interests that become hallmarks of
Christian philosophy: devaluing of this life and its temporary nature, a strong
sense of duty, and the idea that human beings are related to the Logos (see
Chapter 7).

But Marcus, like Plato and Epicurus, differed from his Christian successors,
in his emphasis on human reason and his focus on this world. Augustine under
stood this and took up Paul’s crusade against the errors of Greek philosophy. In so
doing, he set in motion a major shift from the human-centric classical woridview
to the God-centered medieval worldview.

THE LIFE OF THOMAS AQUINAS
Thomas Aquinas (c. 1225—1274) was born near Naples.7 His father,
who was related to the count of Aquino, planned for Thomas to achieve

a position of importance in the Catholic Church. To this end he enrolled Thomas
in the Benedictine abbey school at Montecassino when Thomas was about five.
The Benedictines are Roman Catholic monks famed for their modest lifestyle,
which involves physical labor as well as spiritual discipline. As a general rule,
Benedictines remain in one monastery for life. The monks of Montecassino
taught close scrutiny of Scripture, careful reading and writing, and rote memory
of long and complicated passages. While under their care, Thomas acquired
basic religious knowledge, academic skills, and good study habits.

• ‘e Don /C’

In 1239, Thomas was sent to study at the Imperial University of Naples, where he
befriended some Dominican monks. Dominicans were dedicated to education
and to preaching to common people. They took vows of poverty, chastity, and
obedience. Unlike the Benedictines, who tended to establish their monasteries
in the country, the Dominicans established themselves in the towns. As the spir
itual authority of the Benedictine monasteries was declining, in part due to their
wealth and prosperity; the Dominicans were emerging as the intellectual elite of
the thirteenth century.8

Thomas was so attracted to the Dominican way of life that he decided to join
the order. This decision disturbed his family, who had been looking forward to
enjoying the advantages of being related to a powerfiil priest or bishop. That
Thomas would become a poor monk was not in their plans.

Nonetheless, in 1243 or 1244, Thomas entered the Order of Preachers, as
the Dominicans are known. His mother was so unhappy about it that she sent a
distress message to his older brothers, who were soldiers. Thomas was traveling
with other Dominicans when his brothers tracked him down and ordered him to
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You can say that you trust
God anyway—that no
arguments can undermine
yourfaith. But that is just
a statement describing how
stubborn you are; it has no
bearing whatsoever on the
question of God’s goodness.

B. C. JoHNson

[Religious ideas], which
are given out as teachings,
are not precipitates of
experience or end-results of
thinking; they are illusions,
fulfillments of the oldest,
strongest and most urgent
wishes ofmankind.

SIGMUND FREUD

If God did not exist, it
would be necessary to
invent him.

VOLTAIRE

remove his Dominican habit. When he refused, they kidnapped him. His fam
ily held Thomas captive for several months. They applied various arguments and
pressures but did allow him to wear his Dominican habit and to study—though
they kept him confined to his room.

One biographer reports the interesting but unlikely story that his family sent
a provocatively dressed girl into his room one night while Thomas slept: “She
tempted him to sin, using all the devices at her disposal, glances, caresses and
gesmres”9The saint in Thomas proved stronger than temptation, and he prayed
until the girl left. In any event, Thomas managed to write a treatise On Fallacies
while in family captivity. Finally, convinced of Thomas’s sincerity and strength,
his family released him. Soon after, the Dominicans sent him first to Cologne to
continue his studies with the acdaimed teacher Albertus Magnus and then to the
University of Paris.

The University ofParis
What we know today as universities began as medieval cathedral schools, though
cathedral schools lacked central libraries and dusters ofspecial buildings. Cathedral
schools were religious in nature, originally consisting ofmasters and students under
the authority of the supporting cathedral. These independent schools were associ
ated with cathedrals and monasteries in such cities as Cluny, Tours, Chartres, and
Paris. The cathedral of Notre Dame eventually supported more than one school.
Cathedral schools spread from France to England and throughout Europe.

As the number of schools increased, they vied to possess the best libraries and
faculty, and even competed over the quality and drama of great public debates
called disputations. Associated with both the Dominicans and Franciscans,
individual schools tended to specialize in copying and commenting on selected
texts, in consolidating oral teachings into unified written form, or in subject areas
such as rhetoric or theology. In time, individual schools merged into the Univer
sity of Paris, which was closely supervised by the bishop of Paris, the chancellor of
Notre Dame, and the pope.

As they developed, universities became centers of medieval learning, based
in part on the quality of their faculties and in part on the availability of impor
tant new translations of philosophical texts. Most notable among these was the
work of Aristotle; also significant were the great commentaries on Aristotle
made by Arabian scholars from Baghdad and Spain and original Arabic and
Jewish works of epistemology, metaphysics, and ethics by al-Farabi, ibn-Gabriol,
Avicenna, and Averroës.

Only the clergy were permitted to study and teach at the universities, and
Latin was the universal language of church and school. It is not surprising, then,
that for the first time the unification, organization, and synthesis of knowledge
became major philosophic tasks, strengthened by the authority and firm hier
archy of the church. The fundamental philosophical and social movement of
the thirteenth century was toward the synthesis and consolidation of a single
spiritual truth.’°

Much of the teaching was conducted in the great public debates, the disputa
tions, so the universities sought great debaters who could enhance the school’s
reputation by the quality of their disputations. The Dominicans were renowned
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debaters, and by 1231 they held two faculty positions in theology at the University

of Paris.’
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While at Cologne, Thomas was encouraged in the search fo philosophical unity
by his teacher Albertus Magnus (Albert the Great) (c. 1200—1280), who was
among the first scholars to realize the need to ground Christian faith in phi
losophy and science. If this were not done, the church would lose influence in
the face of great advances in secular and pagan knowledge. Rather than ignore
the huge quantity of learning made available by the Crusades, Albert chose to
master it. He read most of the Christian, Muslim, and Jewish writers and wrote
continuously about what he read. Albert was called the “Universal Teacher”
because of the breadth of his knowledge and because he tried to make Aristotle
accessible by paraphrasing many of his works.

Although Albert has been criticized for not being creative and consistent, his
efforts at synthesis laid a foundation for Thomas Aquinas. Albert quoted exten
sively and without alteration, and from this Thomas learned the value of broad
knowledge and extensive documentation.

lf’tht’re were not a Devil, we

would have to invent gjn

OSCAR WILDE

•1 Pietro Annigoni’s drawing
depicts Thomas Aquinas
as both scholar and man
of God.
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A philosopher is a blind
man in a dark room looking
for a black cat that isn’t
there. A theologian is the
man who finds it.

H. L. MENCKEN

Myfather taught me that
the question “Who made
me?” cannot be answered,
since it immediately suggests
thefurther question “Who
made God?”

JOHN STUART MILL

Scholasticism
Christian philosophy
dominating medieval
Europe from about 1000 to
1300 that stressed logical
and linguistic analysis
of texts and arguments
in order to produce a
systematic statement
and defense of Christian
beliefs.

In his own work however, Thomas went beyond his teacher by using his sources
to construct a coherent philosophy of his own. Still, his scholarly skills owe a great
deal to Albert, who recognized his ability while Thomas was still a young man, as
a famous anecdote reveals: When Thomas first arrived in Paris, his rural manners,
his heavyset, farm-boy physique, and slow, quiet ways earned him the nickname
“the Dumb 0x’ and his handwriting was so bad that others could barely read it. Yet
he studied hard and remained good-natured as the other students laughed at him—
until the day he answered one of Albert the Great’s questions with such stunning
brilliance that the master said to the others: “We call this man the Dumb Ox, but
someday his bellow will be heard throughout the whole world:’

The Task of the Scholar
Shortly before Thomas was born, the church had forbidden the teaching of
Aristotle’s natural science and Metaphysics. His Unmoved Mover was an imper
sonal, natural force—not a loving, personal God. Entelechy (soul) was part of
nature, inseparable from the body that housed it, and so it seemed that Aristotle’s
naturalism denied the possibifity of personal immortality. (See Chapter 6.)

Yet the thorough, systematic quality of Aristotle’s work on scientific thinking,
logic, and nature gradually won more and more medieval converts. As AristotWs
influence spread throughout the University of Paris, questions arose regarding
both the relationship of Aristotle’s classical naturalism to orthodox Christianity
and the accuracy of newly arrived Arabian commentaries on Aristotle. The fac
ulty realized that Aristotle would have to be integrated into Christian theology.
This task became the great, courageous accomplishment of Tommaso d’Aquino,
“the Dumb Ox of Sicily:’

In 1252 Thomas received his master’s degree from the University ofParis, where
he was also lecturing. He taught theology at the papal court in Rome in 1259, and
from 1268 to 1272 lectured in Paris once more. During the twenty years that he
was an active teacher, Thomas wrote disputations on various theological questions,
commentaries on books of the Bible, commentaries on twelve works of Aristotle
and others, and nearly forty other miscellaneous notes, sermons, lectures, poems,
and treatises. His crowning achievements are the multivolume summaries of argu
ments and theology known as the Summa Theologica and Summa contra Gentiles.

Thomas was sent to Naples to establish a Dominican school in 1272, and in
1274 he was commanded by Pope Gregory X to attend the Council of Lyons. He
died on the trip to Lyons on March 7, 1274. As reported by Brother Peter of Monte
sangiovanni, his last hours reflected his submission to the authority of the church.

THE WISDOM OF THE SCHOLAR
• The term Scholasticism refers to mainstream Christian philosophy in

- -. medieval Europe from about 1000 to about 1300, just after the death of
Aquinas. It comes from the Greek scholastikos, meaning “to enjoy leisure” or “to
devote one’s free time to learning:’

Scholastic philosophy rested on a strong interest in logical and linguistic
analysis of texts and on arguments producing a systematic statement and defense
of Christian beliefs. As the revealed word of God, the Bible was central to this
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project but always was interpreted in accord with the authority of the church and
the wisdom of selected earlier Christian writers.

A central effort of Scholastic philosophers was the attempt to reconstruct
Greek philosophy in a form that not only was consistent with but also supported
and strengthened Christian doctrine. An important aspect of this effort was the
imposition of a hierarchy of knowledge, in which the highest place was held by
revelation, as interpreted by the church; next were faith and theology; philosophy
came last, subordinated to both faith and revelation.’2

Medieval scholars were the firstprofessors ofphilosophy; their task was to teach,
to expound on texts, to write about them, to debate in class and in public, and to
publish great educational summations of official doctrine.’3Generally viewed as
the most complete realization of medieval Scholasticism, Thomas Aquinas is the
archetype of the scholar. Unlike modern professional philosophers, Thomas was
not free to pursue the truth wherever it led; he startedfrom the truth—always ulti
mately supporting Christian doctrine.

In Scholastic philosophy, the way a case was made and analyzed became an inte
gral part of what was being daimed, and method remains an important concern to
today’s scholars. Logic and linguistic analysis were vital elements in proving a case—as
they are today. Scholarly, intellectual standards were developed for documenting an
argument with citations from approved sources—standards that any student who has
ever written a research paper will recognize. In fact, in the first twelve questions of the
Summa Theologica, Thomas refers to other authors 160 times.

Scholastic philosophers had to present their arguments publicly and defend
them against all corners—a precursor to the modern professor’s obligation to
publish, present, and defend papers. Subject matter became specialized, and a
universal impersonal, technical, scholarly style of writing was developed to com
municate with a select audience of students and teachers devoted to mastering an
elaborate professional technique.’4

The emergence of the Scholastic professor ofphilosophy reflects a move away
from the importance of a particular philosopher, away from the sophos whose work
closely reflected his life, to a less personal view of the individual thinker as a part of
a scholarly community. Thus, although Thomas’s work reflected his life, the prod
uct of his work is scholarly and technical in ways unlike anything produced before.
He says:

That which a single man can bring, through his work and his genius, to the
promotion of truth is little in comparison with the total of knowledge. How
ever, from all these elements, selected and coordinated and brought together,
there arises a marvelous thing, as is shown by the various departments of
learning, which by the work and sagacity of many have come to a wonderful
augmentation.’5[emphasis added]

Do PEOPLE AiGuE ABoLT

SPIRITUAL MATTERS?
Absent some sort of objective proof or rational argumentation, all we
have to offer those who disagree with us about spiritual and religious

matters are appeals to bald assertions of our sincerity, insistent claims that we are

Science has not killed

God—quite the coiitrary

It is clearer now than ever

that what we can learn from

science is limited to what is

abstract and quantifiable.

Because of what science has

achieved, the unresolved

(and undoubtedly

unresolvable) dilemmas of

what Unamnuno called the

“man offlesh and bone; the

titan who is born, sufl’rs,

and dies—above all, Who

dies”— are imiore poignant,

the mysteries deeper. God is

needed now more than ever.

RENÉ J. MULLER
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The creationist, whether “saved” or happier than they are, and other “bits of autobiography.” Although we
naive Bible-thumper or an may believe that we are discussing the content of our beliefs, we are actually
educated bishop, simply reporting information about ourselves (hence, “autobiography”). As a result, those
postulates an already who aiready believe what we do continue to believe what we do. And while those
existing being ofprodigious who do not believe what we do may have learned something about us, we have
complexity. Ifwe are going provided them with no evidence demonstrating the actual merits of the beliefs
to allow ourselves the luxury themselves.
ofpostulating organized But, clearly, our great and persistent disagreements over matters of faith are
complexity without offering not meant to be reduced to assertions of personal feelings (subjective states)
an explanation, we might but, rather, are intended to be about claimed realities, about what is true, about
as well make ajob ofit whether or not God actually exists—objectively, really. Otherwise, there is nothing
and simply postulate the to dispute.
existence of lfe as we know Consider the hypothetical case of Ross, who believes that only God X exists;
it! Dean, who believes that only God Y exists; and Joe, who believes that no god

RICHARD DAWKINS whatsoever exists. IfRoss, Dean, and Joe were simply reporting subjective states,
they would not need argumentation, because they would each be right. “Right”
would be equivalent to “reporting present beliefs accurately.” But Ross, Dean,
and Joe think that they are doing more than reporting products of thinldng.
And, hence, as reasoning creatures, as rational agents, they are compelled to
apply “laws of reason” to their beliefs. If the phrase “laws of reason” seems too
authoritarian or dated to you, try the more expansive and less imposing term
“standards of evidence:’ The main point here is to note that, for the most part,
we agree with Ross, Dean, and Joe: Our religious questions are about what is
real, what exists, what is true. They are not just about what people feel or think
is true.

In Thomas’s time, as in our own, there were conflicting claims about what con
stituted proper standards of evidence for evaluating matters of theology, church
authority, and religious faith in general. One view held that all truth claims must
be tested against revealed truths. From this perspective, revelation was the chief
and only reliable source of knowledge of God and God’s ways. At the opposite
extreme were those philosophers and scientists who argued that truth could only
be discovered through concrete experience and deductive reasoning.

God and Natural Reason
It is clearfrom what has Thomas approached this problem from an Aristotelian, “naturalistic” position.
been said that there is a This is sometimes referred to as natural theology because it appeals to what Thomas
substance which is eternal calls natural reason or natural intelligence. By “natural” here, Thomas means “ofthis
and unmovable and world”—not sloppy or undisciplined. Natural reason is, thus, reason unaided by
separatefrom sensible divine revelation, and natural theology is theology based on appeals to natural rea
things. son. Although Thomas had great respect for, and submitted to, church authority;

ARIsToTLE his efforts to prove God’s existence begin with appeals to concrete experience and
empirical evidence, rather than with revelations or dogma—an argument style
favored by Aristotle. (You may wish to review the material concerning Aristotle’s
ideas regarding form, matter, change, and cause in Chapter 6.)

As we review selected passages from Thomas, keep in mind that no introduc
tory survey can do justice to the complexity of Thomas’s thought. So although
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what follows is a plausible interpretation of some of the most studied and disputed
arguments in the history of philosophy, it cannot serve as a definitive account.

Thomas’s Five Ways are so influential and persuasive that I am sure you’ve
already thought about some of them, at least in simplified form. You may even
think of them as your own since popularized versions of them have become sta
ples of Christian “apologetics,” the offering of reasons to justify the divine origin
of faith. To get the most out of your efforts, I recommend approaching the Five
Ways as a whole, focusing on what Thomas is arguing and why it matters, before
accepting or rejecting the individual arguments. That being accomplished, you’ll
be in a good position to assess not only this particular version of Thomas’s argu
ments, but also more general issues of faith and evidence.

PROVING THE EXISTENCE OF GOD
, Although Thomas believed in God, he also thought God’s existence

could be demonstrated by natural reason. To this end, he offered his
famous five proofs for the existence of God. Each proof follows a basic pattern,
beginning with some natural effect with which we are all familiar, such as
movement or growth. Thomas then tries to show that the only possible expla
nation for this effect is God. The Five Ways are cause—effect arguments, begin
ning with our experience of effects and moving toward their cause, God.

The Five Ways are most effective ifviewed as parts of a single argument. The
first three ways deal with avoiding an infinite chain of causes in nature. Their
conclusion is that an Unmoved Mover/Uncaused Cause must exist—that is, a
being whose existence depends only on its own essence and not on anything
external to itself. But Aristotle said much the same thing without concluding
tht a personal god exists; such an impersonal cause could just as easily be
basic matter and energy. The fourth and fifth ways are thus crucial. They are
needed to introduce some hierarchical quality into the overall description of
causes and effects that can transform them into a personal god.

The First Way: Motion
The Five Ways begin with the argument Thomas thought was the easiest to under
stand, the argument from motion. Starting with the indisputable observation
that things are moving, the argument points out that motion must be given to
each object by some other object that is already moving. (By “motion:’ Thomas
means both linear motion and more complex “life-motion:’ animating motion.)
For instance, a rack of balls at rest on a billiard table is set in motion only after
being struck by the already moving cue ball. In turn, the cue ball is set in motion
after being struck by the tip of the already moving cue stick. But the cue stick
cannot move unless something already moving moves it: a gust of wind, an earth
quake, a cat, or the billiards champion Minnesota Fats. Similarly, I am given life
(ani-motion) by my already moving (alive) parents, who had to be given life by
their already moving parents, who...

It might be possible to keep imagining an infinite chain of things already in
motion moving other things. But no such infinite regress can account for the fact

Theology is an effort to
explain the unknowable
in terms of the not worth
knowing.... [It] is not only
opposed to the scientUic
spirit; it is opposed to every
otherform of rational
thinking.

H. L. MENCKEN

argument from
motion
Attempt to prove the
existence of God based
on the reasoning that to
avoid an infinite regress,
there must be an Unmoved
Mover capable of imparting
motion to all other things;
Aristotelian argument that
forms the basis for the first
of Thomas Aquinas’s Five
Ways.



226 ] CHAPTER 8

PHILOSOPHICAL

that things are actually in motion. Given that things are moving, we know that
somefirst already moving thing had to move other not-yet-moving things. Thomas
reasoned that some “first mover” had to exist outside the series of becoming—
some force or being with the ability to move other things without itself needing
to be moved by any outside force. God is just such an Unmoved Mover. Here is
Thomas’s argument:

Therefore, whatever is moved must be moved by another. If that by which it
is moved be itself moved, then this also must needs be moved by another, and
that by another again. But this cannot go on to infinity, because then there
would be no first mover, and, consequently, no other mover, seeing that sub
sequent movers move only inasmuch as they are moved by the first mover; as
the staff moves only because it is moved by the hand. Therefore it is necessary
to arrive at a first mover, moved by no other; and this everyone understands to
be God.16

QUERY Is there any other explanation for motion be.cides an “unmoved mover”? If so,
what Is it? If not, is Thomas’s conclusion sound? Convincing?

The Second Way: Cause

cosmological
argument
From the Greek word
kosmos, meaning “world,”
“universe,” or “orderly
structure”; argument for
the existence of God that
because it is impossible
for any natural thing
to be the complete and
sufficient source of its own
existence, there must be an
Uncaused Cause capable of
imparting existence to all
other things; Aristotelian
argument that forms the
basis for the second of
Aquinas’s Five Ways.

The explanation just given for the movement of billiard balls and children is
incomplete. We can stifi ask what accounts for the very existence of billiard
balls, cue sticks, Minnesota Fats, and parents. Thomas answered with a second
argument, similar in pattern to his first, but based on the Aristotelian concept of
cause. Because the second argument concerns the initiating cause of the existence
of the universe, it is called the cosmological argument, from the Greek word
kosmos, meaning “world:’ “universe:’ or “orderly structur&’

In a nutshell, the cosmological argument asserts that it is impossible for any
natural thing to be the complete and sufficient source of its own existence. In
order to cause itself; a thing would have to precede itself. Put another way, in order
for me to be the source of my own existence, I would have to exist before I existed.
This is as absurd as it is impossible.

In broad strokes, my existence is explained by my parents’ existence, and
theirs by my grandparents’ existence, and so on. But if every set of parents had
to have parents, there could never be any parents at all. At least one set of par
ents must not have had parents. In the Bible, this is Adam and Eve. But even
Adam and Eve did not cause their own existence. They were created by God,
who creates but is uncreated. This is why it is said that “God always was, is, and
will be.”

In Thomas’s understanding of things, any series or system ofcauses and effects
requires an originating cause. In order to avoid an infinite regress of causes, which
he thought was impossible, there had to be an Uncaused Cause.



The cosmological argument is based on Aristotle’s concept of efficient cause.
(See Chapter 6.) Efficient cause is the force that initiates change or brings about
some activity The efficient cause in the development of a human fetus, for exam
ple, is the entire biochemical process of changes in the mother’s womb that nur
tures the growing fetus. In the case of an acorn, the efficient cause that produces an
oak tree consists of rain, sun, soil, and temperature interacting to initiate growth
and development. Thomas argues:

In the world of sensible things we find there is an order of efficient causes.
Now in efficient causes it is not possible to go on to infinity, because in all effi
cient causes following in order, the first is the cause of the intermediate cause,
and the intermediate is the cause of the ultimate cause, whether the interme
diate cause be several, or one only. Now to take away the cause is to take away
the effect. Therefore, if there be no first cause among efficient causes, there
will be no ultimate, nor any intermediate, cause. . . . Therefore it is necessary
to admit a first efficient cause, to which everyone gives the name God.’7

Discuss the cosmological argument. Is Thomas’s reasoning sound or not? Are
you comfortable with the possibility that there is no “first cause”? If there isn’t,
can we explain the existence of the universe at all? Discuss.

Ze Third Way: Necessity
Thomas’s third proof, the argument from necessity, may seem odd to you. It
is based on the difference between two classes of things: those whose existence
is only contingent or possible and those whose existence is necessary. Contin
gent things might or might not exist, but they do not have to exist, and they all
eventually cease to exist. You and I do not exist of necessity: We just happen
to exist given the particular history of the world. Our existence is contingent,
dependent on something else. This is true, in fact, of every created thing in
the universe. It is even possible and imaginable that the universe itself never
existed or that someday it will cease to exist. In other words, the universe isalso contingent.

But, Thomas pointed out, it is not possible to conceive of a time in whichnothing whatsoever existed. There would be no space; time itself would not exist.
There would be no place for something to come into existence from or move to.
There would be nowhere for anything to move, if there were anything to move,
which there would not be. Without movement, there would be no passage oftime. If no time passes, nothing happens. Thus, fnothing had ever existed, nothing
would always exist. But all around us we see things in existence. Therefore, there
was never no-thing. Getting rid of the double negatives, this becomes: There was
always something—or there is something that always existed and always will. (See
Democritus, Chapter 3.)

argument from
necessity
Argument for the existence
of God based on the idea
that if nothing had ever
existed, nothing would
always exist; therefore,
there is something whose
existence is necessary
(an eternal something);
Aristotelian argument
that forms the basis for
the third of Aquinas’s
Five Ways.
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The principle that nothing
happens without a reason;
consequently, no adequate
theory or explanation can
contain any brute, crude,
unexplained facts. First
specifically encountered in
the work of the medieval
philosopher Peter Abelard
(1079—1142), it is usually
associated with the
rationalist philosopher
Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz
(1646—1716), who used it
in his famous “best of all
possible worlds” argument.

The logic ofThomas’s Third Way relies on the principle of sufficient reason and
the principle ofplenitude. According to the principle of sufficient reason, noth
ing happens without a reason. Consequently, no adequate theory or explanation
can contain any brute, crude, unexplained facts. The principle of plenitude is
the metaphysical principle that given infinity and the richness of the universe, any
real possibility must occur—at least once. Based on these two principles, Thomas
concluded that there must be something whose existence is necessary and not just
possible. There needs to be some reason that what is possible actually happens. In
short, God’s existence is necessary As Thomas puts it,

We find in nature things that are possible to be and not to be, since they are
found to be generated, and to be corrupted, and consequently, it is possible for
them to be and not to be. But it is impossible for them always to exist, for that
which can not-be at some time is not. Therefore, if everything can not-be, then
at one time there was nothing in existence. Now if this were true, even now
there would be nothing in existence, because that which does not exist begins
to exist only through something already existing. . . . Therefore, we cannot but
admit the existence of some being having of itself its own necessity and not
receiving it from another, but rather causing in others their necessity. This all
men speak of as God.’8

Scholastic arguments often hinged on whether or not something was conceivable
(clearly imaginable). One cardinalprinciple held that no one could even conceive
of absolute nothingness. Do you agree? Explain. Whether or not you agree, do
youfind the argumentfrom necessity convincing? Discuss.

h€ ‘urth i’’’.. Deç; .e
The first three arguments for the existence of God fail to establish the existence
of a good and loving being. They only deny the possibility of an infinite series of
causes and effects, an infinity of becomings. Even if some element or entity func
tions as an ever-existing Prime Mover or Uncaused Cause, these characteristics
alone do not describe God. In the fourth and fifth arguments, Thomas makes a
qualitative shift in his proofs.

The Fourth Way rests on the idea of qualitative differences among kinds
of beings. Known as the argument from gradation, it is based on a meta
physical concept of a hierarchy of souls. (See Chapter 6.) In ascending order,
being progresses from inanimate objects to increasingly complex animated
creatures. (For instance, a dog has more being than a worm, and a person more
than a dog.) Thomas believed that what contemporary philosopher Arthur 0.
Lovejoy called “the great chain of being” continued upward through angels
to God.

This chain of being, Thomas thought, is reflected in the properties of individ
ual things, as well as in the kinds of things that exist. For example, there are grades

PF1T10S0PHICAL . . . . .

QUERY

The name given by
American historian of ideas
Arthur 0. Lovejoy(1873—
1962) to the metaphysical
principle that, given
infinity any real possibility
must occur (at least once).

Argument for the
existence of God based
on the idea that being
progresses from inanimate
objects to increasingly
complex animated
creatures, culminating in a
qualitatively unique God;
Aristotelian argument that
forms the basis for the
fourth of Aquinas’s Five
Ways.
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of goodness, going from the complete lack of goodness (evil) to pure goodness(God), from the complete lack ofhonesty to complete honesty; from utter uglinessto sublime beauty; and so forth. In very general terms, existence flows downwardfrom perfection and completeness to varying lower stages, each descending levelpossessing less being.
Of the Five Ways, the significance of this argument can be especially difficultfor contemporary thinkers to grasp because it rests on a metaphysical world-view that is alien to many of us today. Yet we cannot just dismiss it as a quirk ofthe medieval mind-set. The Five Ways form a cumulative argument. The firstthree arguments cannot establish the existence of a qualitatively different kindof being. The fifth argument, as we shall see, only establishes that the universe isordered. Without the argument from gradation, Thomas can make a case onlyfor an eternal something that follows orderly patterns. But this “something” isalmost a contemporary scientist’s description of the universe; it is certainly nota description of God. Without the introduction of qualitatively different kindsof entities, Thomas cannot establish the existence of God by rational argument.Here is Thomas’s argument from gradation:

Among beings there are some more and some less good, true, noble, and thelike. But more and less are predicated of different things according as theyresemble in their different ways something which is the maximum, as athing is said to be hotter according as it more nearly resembles that which ishottest; so that there is something which is truest, something best, something noblest, and, consequently, something which is most being, for thosethings that are greatest in truth are greatest in being. . . . Therefore theremust also be something which is to all beings the cause of their being, goodness, and every other perfection; and this we call God.’9

Creation produces myriad
forms. Whatever onecforn,
one should cherish and take
care of it and use it to live
well.

Lia Zi

According to the principle
of gradation, the little girl
and her grandfather in this
photo have more “being”
than the dogs, which have
more than the trees. Does
such a view reflect reality
or does it foster a kind of
arrogance in which we
see ourselves as superior
to—rather than a part
of—the natural world?
Does the way the dogs and
humans are engaged with
one another tell us anything
significant about the
principle of gradation?
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QUERY Do you have any sense of grades of being? Is there anything in your own

experience that supports Thomas’s argument? Discuss the argument from

gradation.

teleological
argument
Also called the argument
from design, this widely
known argument for the
existence of God claims

that the universe manifests

order and purpose that

can only be the result of

a conscious intelligence

(God); Aristotelian
argument that forms

the basis for the fifth of
Aquinas’s Five Ways and
the basis of William Paley’s
watchmaker argument.

QUERY

The Fifth Way: Design
Thomas’s teleological argument, also called the argument from design, is one

of the most widely known and used arguments for the existence of God. Tele

ological thinking, as we learned in Chapter 6, is a way of understanding things

in terms of their telos, or end. For example, infancy is understood in relationship

to adulthood: The adult is the telos of the infant; the oak tree is the telos of the

acorn. When archaeologists uncover some ancient artifact unlike anything ever

seen before, they often recognize that it was made for a purpose, a telos, even if

they do not know what specific purpose. In other words, they infer the existence

of a designer who shaped the mysterious object.
Thomas asserts that the entire natural world exhibits order and design. Water

behaves in orderly ways, as do rocks, crabs, clouds, reindeer, and people. Today,

we are even more aware of the complex interrelatedness of the natural world than

Thomas was: Rain forests in the Amazon basin scrub the atmosphere in ways

that affect the whole earth; this is their telos. Cells and chromosomes, molecules,

atoms, and subatomic particles exhibit order, with each performing a specific

function, a telos. On inspection, the universe reveals order; otherwise, we could

not quantify scientific laws.
Order, Thomas argued, implies intelligence, purpose, a plan. Here again he

follows the pattern of starting with common observations and searching for prin
ciples to explain them. In this case, Thomas held that the order we observe in
inanimate nature cannot come from matter itself; since matter lacks consciousness

and intelligence. Design, by its nature, implies conscious intent. Thus, if the world

exhibits evidence of design, it follows logically that there must be a Designer:

We see that things which lack knowledge, such as natural bodies [matter and
inanimate objects], act for an end, and this is evident from their acting always,

or nearly always, in the same way, so as to obtain the best result. Hence it is
plain that they achieve their end, not fortuitously, but designedly. Now what
ever lacks knowledge cannot move towards an end, unless it is directed by
some being endowed with knowledge and intelligence; as the arrow is directed
by the archer. Therefore some intelligent being exists by whom all natural
things are directed to their end; and this being we call God.2°

P H IL OS OP H IC AL

Is order the same thing as design? Does the universe seem to be ordered
and “intelligently” designed? Discuss. (For more on this intriguing topic, see
Chapter 10.)
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COMMENTARY ON THE FIVE WAYS
Thomas’s arguments begin with empirical observations and then attempt
to show that the only logically consistent, adequate explanation for them

requires the existence of God. Ifother equally plausible arguments can account for
these observations, then Thomas has not conclusively proved the existence of
God; he has at best shown that God’s existence is possible or probable.

Underlying Thomas’s first three arguments is his conviction that an infinite
series of events (motions or causes) is impossible, even inconceivable. But is it?
Not according to modern science and mathematics. The simplest example of an
infinite series is the positive numbers. No matter what number you reach, you can
always add 1. if one infinite series is possible—and it is—then another is possible.
So to the extent that Thomas’s arguments rely on the impossibility of any infinite
series, they fail.

But is Thomas merely denying the impossibility of any infinite series? Probably
not; it is more likely that he is denying the possibffity of an infinite series of qualita
tively identical finite series. Recall, Thomas is attempting to establish the metaphysi
cal grounding for all natural existence, all contingent or dependent existence. Simply
adding to the same kind does not account for the very existence of the kind.

It is certainly possible to argue that nature exhibits as much ugliness and dis
order as it does design and purpose. What’s the telos of starving children or freak
accidents? Where is the hand of the most good, most noble designer in poverty
and inequity? Perhaps Thomas only projected his own sense of order onto the
world, rather than observing order in it. Many observers simply deny the presence
of design; they fail to see the world as consciously and deliberately ordered.

But don’t be too quick to reject Thomas’s proofs. The historian of philosophy
W T. Jones points out that the force of Thomas’s arguments rests on whether or
not they “account for” motion, cause, goodness, and design. Jones distinguishes
between explanations inside a system and explanations that account for the
system as a whole.2’ Ignorance of this difference is a chief source of conifict
between science and religion. Scientific explanations are explanations within sys
tems; Thomas, on the other hand, was attempting to account for the universe as a
whole. Let’s examine this difference.

In 1953, Stanley Mifier, a biochemist at the University of Chicago, provided
the first empirical evidence for the possibility that organic life could evolve from
inorganic matter. Miller tried to replicate conditions as they could have been soon
after the earth formed. He put methane, ammonia, and hydrogen—elements
believed to have been present in the early atmosphere—into a glass container. As
the chemicals were mixed with steam from boiling water, they passed through
glass tubes and flowed across electrodes that were constantly emitting a spark. At
the end of a week, a soupy liquid had formed in the container. This liquid con
tained organic compounds and amino acids—building blocks for organic matter
and life-forms. In the decades since Miller’s experiment, many of these building-
block chemicals have been produced in laboratory conditions thought to mimic
conditions during various stages of the earth’s history

Such experiments might explain the origins of life within the universe, under
stood as a system composed of basic matter and energy. But they cannot address
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Now, as we all know, good
often proceedsfrom apparent
evil, and the reverse.

NASRUDIN

Supposing science ever
became complete so that
it knew every single thing
in the whole universe.
Is it not plain that the
questions, “Why is there a
universe?” “Why does itgo
on as it does?” “Has it any
meaning?” would remain
just as they are?

C. S. LEWIS

My answer to those who
ask “What was God doing
before he made heaven
and earth?” is not “lie was
preparing Hellfor people
who pry into mysteries.”
This frivolous retort has
been made before now...
in order to evoke the point
of the question. But it is one
thing to makefun of the
questioner and another to
find the answer. So I shall
refrain from giving this

ply,

AUGUSTINE
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To proceed with the Biblical curiosities. Naturally
you will think the threat to punish Adam and Eve
for disobeying was of course not carried out, since
they did not create themselves, nor their natures nor
their impulses nor their weaknesses, and hence were
not properly subject to anyone’s commands, and not
responsible to anybody for their acts. It will surprise
you to know that the threat was carried out. Adam
and Eve were punished, and their crime finds apolo
gists unto this day..

As you perceive, the only person responsible
for the couplWs offense escaped; and not only

certain kinds of questions regarding the universe as a whole. Where did the mat
ter and energy come from? In his experiment, Miller acquired matter and energy;
he did not create them from nothing. He “created” only in the sense that an art
ist creates—by transforming what is already there. Interestingly, experiments like
Miller’s can be used to support Thomas’s arguments. Mifier had to design his
experiment, being careful in his selection of gases. Then he had to provide a fit
ting environment and introduce motion/cause in the form of electrical impulses.
The existence of the experimenter and the need for carefully controlled conditions
can be interpreted as demonstrating the need for the intervention of the Designer.
If the analogy is carried further, the scientist represents the need for God to get
the whole thing going.

Which interpretation is correct—the Thomistic or the scientific? The ques
tion cannot be answered without qualification. Scientific explanations enable us
to understand and control events within the natural order. Even if all scientists
were to agree on the steps that produced the universe, such explanations cannot
account for the existence of matter and energy themselves. All they can account
for is the behavior of matter and energy; given their existence and given how they
exist.

In 1999, the Kansas Board of Education attracted national attention when
it ruled against mandating the teaching of evolution in science classes. This
sparked an ongoing national debate concerning, among other things, the ad
equacy of explanations of the origins of lfe. Do you think distinguishing be
tween explanations inside a system and explanations that accountfor the sys
tem as a whole could help avoid controversies regarding science versus religion
in our schools? Why?
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I
escaped but became the executioner of the
innocent.

In your country and mine we should have the
privilege of making fun of this kind of morality,
but it would be unkind to do it here. Many of these
people have the reasoning facult but no one uses it
in religious matters.

Mark Twain, “Letters from Earth:’ In What Is Man?And
Other Philosophical Writings, ed. Paul Baender (Los Angeles:
University of California Press, 1973), Letter III

Truth, remaining in itself

does not gain anything

when we see it, or lose

anything when we do not

see it.

AUGUSTINE

PHILOSOPHICAL . . . . . .

QUERY



COMPLICATIONS FOR NATURAL
THEOLOGY
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If Thomas’s arguments are unconvincing to you, keep in mind that he
was applying what he called “natural reason” to a complex theology.

Part of the difficulty he faces, as does any philosopher who attempts such a task,
is that various articles of faith seem to contradict each other and appear incon
sistent with common experience. Had Thomas been able to follow either faith or
reason, he could have avoided certain inconsistencies and confusions more eas
ily. Instead, he struggled with the most difficult questions facing a Christian phi
losopher. (Similar difficulties face Jewish and Muslim philosophers as well.)

if God is the wise and good First Cause, it follows that God wills everything
that happens, including the existence ofeath individual. Nothing occurs by chance.
Chance is merely the name we give to events that occur in a causal sequence undear
or unknown to us. Since all causal sequences lead back to the First Cause, everything
happens “for a reason:’ or, more accurately, “nothing happens unless God causes it’
It would seem to follow, then, that because of God’s foreknowledge and the fact that
He causes everything to happen, every event must occur exactly as it does.

In Thomas’s language, every event that occurs does so out of necessity—
nothing that happens can be merely possible. If everything that happens must
happen exactly as it does, how can humans be free? Yet free will—the freedom
to choose our own actions—is a necessary condition for moral responsibility. We
cannotjustly be held responsible for events over which we have no control.

The Problem ofEvil
I think the problem of evil is the most important theological question for any
religion or philosophy that asserts the existence of an all-powerful, all-wise,
all-good God. It is a question that confronts nearly every thinking person sooner
or later and is often cited by agnostics and atheists as a barrier to faith in the
Judeo-Christian-Islamic God. Here’s the problem: If God can prevent the destruc
tive suffering of the innocent, yet chooses not to, God is not good. If God chooses to
prevent the suffering, but cannot, He is not omnipotent. If God cannot recognize the
suffering of the innocent, He is not wise.

Quick answers to the problem of evil are usually worse than no answers
because they involve obvious absurdities or suggest a callousness that’s inconsist
ent with charity. If someone answers that suffering builds character, I offer you
the starvation, molestation, or torture ofchildren. Modern psychology has clearly
shown that the damage caused by childhood suffering is often severe enough to
last a lifetime. If someone answers that we are unable to understand the ways of
God, I remind you that this gap of comprehension must apply to everything else
about God if we are to be consistent. But these are distractions.

The real force of the problem of evil always comes back to justifying prevent
able evil and suffering. Given the qualities attributed to the Judeo-Christian God,
how can He not be responsible for evil? Thomas himself deplored contradictions.
Is it not contradictory to assert that God is the cause of everything and then to say
that He is not responsible for the existence of evil (just everything else)?

(Tihere is no escape from
the conclusion that it is
unlikely that God is all
good. Thus the problem
ofevil triumphs over
traditional theism.

B. C. JOHNSON

problem of evil
If God can prevent the
suffering of the innocent,
yet chooses not to, He is
not good. If God chooses
to prevent the suffering,
but cannot, He is not
omnipotent. If God cannot
recognize the suffering of
the innocent, He is not
wise.

Has all this suffering,
this dying around us,
a meaning? For, if not,
then ultimately there is
no meaning to survival;
for a life whose meaning
depends upon such a
happenstance—-whether
one esrapes [suffering] c’r
not-—ultimately would not
he worth living at all.

VJKTOR Ii. FRAN1CL
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Perhaps the greatest
theological question of all is
the problem of evil. Is there
any way to reconcile the
suffering of the innocent
(such as this child begging
for food) with the existence
of an all-wise, all-good,
all-powerful God?

Thefact that GodJoreknew
that a man would sin does
not make a man sin. .. . A
man does not sin unless he
wills to sin; and if he had
not willed to sin, then God
would haveforeseen that
refusal.

AUGUSTINE

Thomas reasoned that God willed the universe in order to communicate His
love of His own essence, in order to “multiply Himself’ Now of course, this does
not mean that God created other gods, for as we have seen, God must be a unique
essence. It means that God created the universe as a reflection of His love.

Evil, in Thomas’s view, is not a positive, created entity, however. Rather, it is
a lack of goodness, which he calls a “privation:’ and as such, it is not “creatable.”
Instead, evil is a kind of necessary by-product of free will. But it is not a product of
the informed human will: No one can deliberately will evil who fully recognizes it
as evil. For example, Thomas points out that an adulterer is not consciously will
ing a sin, but is willing something that appears to be good—say, sensual pleasure.
In this case, however, the pleasure is sought in a way that lacks goodness. To lack
goodness is to be evil.

Even the most deliberate, diabolical willing of evil—the most blatant defiance
of God—is not really chosen as evil. Even if the person uses the word evil to
describe an action, it is misperceived as being something desirable, something
good. Satan himself thought it was bad to be second to God and viewed his rebel
lion as goodfor himself No one can knowingly choose evil as evil. (Compare this
to Socrates’ similar belief, discussed in Chapter 4.)

But God surely foresaw the evil that would occur in His creation. Evil is not
all that God foresaw, however. Augustine noted that it would be contradictory
and pointless for God to command us to do anything if we lack the power to obey
or to disobey. Yet we are commanded to love one another, to do good. As for the
issue of God’s foreknowledge, Augustine said that there is a difference between
being fated, preordained to live out an unchangeable future that is independent
of our willing, andforeknowledge, God’s foreseeing of the future that we make for
ourselves through our own free choices. Among the things that God foresees is
the fact that we exercise free will.

God knows all things before they come to pass, and . . we do by our free will
whatsoever we know and feel to be done by us only because we will it. But
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one tiny creature—the baby beating its breast with
its fist, for instance—and to found that edifice on
its unavenged tears, would you consent to be the
architect of those conditions? Tell me, and tell me
the truth’

“No, I wouldn’t consent:’ said Alyosha softly.

Fyodor Dostoevsky The Brothers Karaniazov, trans.
Constance (iarnett (London: Heinemann, 1912).

that all things come to pass by fate, we do not say; nay, we affirm that nothing
comes to pass by fate. .. . for our wills themselves are included in that order
of causes which is certain (known) to God, and is embraced by his foreknowl
edge, for human wills are also causes of human actions; and He who foreknew
all the causes of things would certainly among those causes not have been ig
norant of our wills. . . . for He whose foreknowledge is infallible foreknew that
they would have the power (free will and ability) to do it, and would do it....

For a man does not therefore sin because God foreknew that he would
sin.. . . But if he shall not will to sin, even this did God foreknow.22

Thomas argued that God willed the creation of a universe in which His love
could be multiplied. In His wisdom, He chose to do this through a rich natural
order that allowed for the possibility of physical defect and suffering. Physical suf
fering is not the same as moral evil. God did not directly will suffering, He willed
sensitive, rational creatures. In Summa contra Gentiles, Thomas says:

Now it is necessary that God’s goodness, which in itself is one and simple,
should be manifested in many ways in His creation; because creatures in them
selves cannot attain the simplicity of God. Thus it is that for the completion
of the universe there are required diverse grades of being, of which some hold
a high and some a low place in the universe. That this multiformity of grades
may be preserved in things, God allows some evils, lest many good things
should be hindered.23

This is an interesting point. It means that the inescapable price for awareness
and feeling is the possibility ofpain. The eye that is exquisitely sensitive to beauty,
for example, will be equally sensitive to ugliness. The only way we could suffer less
is ifwe loved less. It is the nature oflove to experience both happiness and sadness.
To use Thomas’s logic, love without concern for our loved ones is contradictory Is
it possible to love others and not suffer when they suffer? No, love without suffer
ing is impossible. Feeling and awareness, Thomas argued, involve both pleasure
and pain, which are inseparable.

According to Thomas, God could not have fully manifested His nature if He
had created a universe of limited choices in which we were forced to love Him
and do His will. God, Thomas says, is worthy of love freely given. If we had no
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The morality of torture is a topic in current discus
sions of the “war on terror.” Here the question is
raised on a more basic level:

“Tell me yourself, I challenge you—answer. Imag
ine that you are creating a fabric of human destiny
with the object of making men happy in the end,
giving them peace and rest at last, but that it was
essential and inevitable to torture to death only

Even that which is called
evil, when it is regulated and
put in its own place, only
enhances our admiration of
the good;for we value and
enjoy the good more when
we compare it with the evil.

AUGUSTINE
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The claim could be made
that God has a “higher
morality” by which his
actions are to be judged.
But it is a strange “higher
morality” which claims that
what we call “bad” is good
and what we call “good” is
bad. Such a morality can
have no meaning to us....
God’s “higher ;norality,”
being the opposite of ours,
cannot offer any groundsfor
deciding that he is somehow
good.

B. C. JOHNSON

PHILOSOPHICAL

QUERY

choice but to love God, it would no longer be love. It would not be worthy of God.
Besides, love under coercion is one of those contradictions Thomas said could not
exist. Therefore, since God chose to create a universe in which we could love, He
had to give us the freedom necessary for love. “Freedom” that prohibits certain
choices is not freedom; it is another contradiction.

This, then, is Thomas’s solution to the problem of evil: Though God did not
deliberately will evil, He willed the realpossibility ofevil: Evil must always be possible
when love and goodness arefree choices. God wills the good of the whole universe.
From the standpoint of the whole, a universe containing free moral choices is
better than a restricted universe without love and responsibility. We are more like
God with freedom than without it.

According to Thomas, the overall perfection of the universe requires a range
ofbeings, some ofwhich get sick, decay, die, and so on. By virtue ofbeing human,
as a union of body and soul, we are subject to physical pain and suffering. God
could have created beings that do not suffer physical death and pain (like angels),
but they would not be human. He could not create humans who do not suffer.

God willed us freedom that we might love Him in this world, not so we could
use it for moral evil. But He could not give us the freedom to choose good without
also letting us choose evil. God wills our free choice of good by allowing us the
free choice of good or evil. Mature parents understand this. At some point, the
child’s greatest good must be purchased at the risk of letting him or her make
bad decisions. Some of these can have terrible consequences. But love of the child
requires the risk.

These are intriguing and complex arguments (and there is much more to both
Augustine’s and Aquinas’s positions than can be addressed here), and it is not
clear that they “solve” the problem of evil. Isn’t God still responsible for creating a
universe in which so much evil is chosen, in which so much suffering occurs? Is it
not still reasonable, even necessary, to ask whether we would not be better offwith
less “freedom” if that means less overall suffering? But what if in exchange for less
freedom and less suffering, we must do without love?

Reflect on the idea that God chose to allow evil in order to allowfree will and
love. Do you think freedom with the real possibility of abuse is better than
forced limitation, no matter how good the reasonsfor limitations? What might
this imply aboutforms ofgovernment? About censorship? About banning books
or music or drugs? Which is more godlike, protecting peoplefor their own sakes
or letting them risk harm in the name offreedom? Has Thomas provided a
satisfactory solution to the problem of evil?

COMMENTARY
Perhaps you find Thomas’s arguments not quite convincing. Why
doesn t God make His existence clearly indisputable to everyone? Why

require proofs anyway? Why didn’t God use His wisdom and omnipotence to



create us so that we do not suffer or do wrong? These are always unanswerable
questions for they amount to asking why did God create this universe?

As a Christian philosopher, Thomas pursued his natural theology as far as
he could, but he refused to speculate on God’s ultimate motives. In the end, he
accepted the limits of the human mind when it confronts the infinite. There’s even
a tradition that Thomas turned toward mysticism late in his life. He is supposed to
have said that everything he had written was “as straw”—but he wouldn’t say what
he “saw” that taught him that.

Thomas’s philosophy is alive today as a vital component of Roman Catholi
cism, but the impact of his great efforts extends beyond the church. He is the first
philosopher to have actually produced a comprehensive, logically ordered synop
tic (holistic) science, when science is understood as organized knowledge. That is,
he fulfilled the promise of Aristotle and actually produced a cohesive system that
included all the known sciences of his time.

Of course, the fragmentation and specialization of knowledge today make
such an achievement virtually impossible. That does not reduce the desirability;
and perhaps the need, for a cohesive, consistent, all-encompassing philosophy,
even if it must be less grand. From Thomas we can learn more than the Scholastic
method. In his great effort we see that faith need not be a substitute for philo
sophical rigor. We see that in spite of the confusions and problems in his argu
ments, it is still preferable to balance faith with reason rather than to believe, not
in humility; but in ignorance.

The logical and theoretical questions Thomas faced still confront basic
Christian doctrine. Questions about ultimate causes remain beyond the scope
of science, but they do not disappear just because scientists cannot answer them.
In Thomas Aquinas we encounter a rare, magnificent attempt to blend faith,
reasons and experience into wisdom. If so comprehensive a system is no longer
possible, it does not follow that no comprehensive vision is possible. The very
effort to construct a consistent, coherent philosophy may be worth more than
any risk to our faith in science or religion.

Thomas squarely faced the tension between reason and faith and, without
abandoning either, gave faith his ultimate allegiance. The next major figure in the
history of philosophy, René Descartes, faced the same tension, but gave himself to
reason. In so doing, he ushered in the modern era.
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Do not be concerned about
what speaker you are
listening to; instead, when
something good is said,
coinniit it to memory. Be
sure that you understand
whatever you read.
Make sure you know the
difficulties and store up
whatever you can in the
treasure-house of the mind;
keep as busy as aperson
who seeks to fill a vessel.

THOMAS AQUINAS

Religions are the great
fairy-tales of the conscience.

GEORGE SANTAYANA

My life is still governed by a
faith I no longer have.

ERNEST RENAN
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SUMMARY OF MAIN POINTS

Augustine’s efforts to synthesize early Christian
theology with his own understanding of Greek phi
losophy and Manichean dualism anticipate major
philosophical and theological ideas concerning
doubt and certainty, the divided self, consciousness,
time, free will and God’s foreknowledge of history,
and the philosophy of history.

Augustine rejected Epicureanism and Stoicism for
placing too much value on human reason and will.
According to Augustine, reason is powerless and
perverse without a will grounded in grace, love, and
proper longing. For Augustine, faith alone makes
understanding possible; faith is a necessary condi
tion for productive philosophical inquiry.
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Scholastic philosophy was a product of a hierarchi

cal society based on a God-centered view of the uni

verse. Scholastic philosophy developed out of efforts

to reconcile Aristotle’s naturalism with the increas

ingly complex theological problems that developed

when it became clear the Second Coming of Christ

might not occur for generations.

Scholastic philosophy rested on logical and liriguis

tic analysis of texts and arguments for the ultimate
purpose of producing a systematic statement and de
fense of Christian beliefs. The reconciliation of faith
and reason was based, in part, on the law of contra
diction: No statement can be both true and false at
the same time and under the same conditions.

Thomas Aquinas introduced new levels of thorough
ness, scholarship, and methodical rigor to philosophy
in the form of his massive summaries known as
summae. Thomas’s efforts to prove the existence of
God using the Five Ways are among the most widely
studied examples of Scholastic thinking. The Five
Ways are the argument from motion; the cosmologi

1. Compare and contrast the classical woridview with
the medieval.

2. What basic conditions led to the development of
Christian philosophy? Where did the need for
interpretation come from?

3. In your own words, describe the chief characteristics
of Scholastic scholarship.

4. In what ways is the medieval scholar the forerunner
of the modern professor?

5. Which of the Five Ways do you think is the weakest?

cal argument; the argument from necessity; the argu
ment from gradation; and the argument from design.

Thomas’s logic relies on two principles: The principle
of sufficient reason is the idea that nothing happens
without a reason, that no adequate theory or explana
tion can contain any brute, crude, unexplained facts.
The principle of plenitude is the metaphysical prin
ciple that given infinity and the richness of the uni
verse, any real possibility must occur—at least once.

a The problem of evil derives from the apparently in
escapable conclusion either that God cannot prevent
evil, and is therefore not all-powerful, or that God
will not prevent evil, and is therefore not all-good.
Thomas answers the problem of evil from two direc
tions: First, he argues that evil is not a positive thing,
but a lack of goodness. Hence, it cannot come from
God. Second, Thomas returns to the importance of
love, asserting that God created the universe in order
to multiply His love. Because love cannot be forced,
it always requires freedom of choice. Genuine free
dom of choice includes the real possibility of evil.
God does not will evil; He wills freedom and love.

6. Which of the Five Ways do you think is the most
convincing? Explain why.

7. In general terms, compare and contrast scientific
attempts to explain the origin of the universe with
theological or philosophical ones.

8. What is evil, according to Thomas?

9. According to Thomas, what is the relationship of
free will to love?

POST-READING REFLECTIONS

Now that you have had a chance to learn about the Scholar, use your new knowledge to answer these questions.

Explain why.
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