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Preface

This book is an invitation to think about God. It is an exploration in philosophical theology that focuses on classical and contemporarydiscussions of the divine attributes, especially as difficulties with thoseattributes are believed to raise doubts about the coherence of the concept of God. The days when philosophers were content just to ask ifGod exists are gone forever. Of course, they will continue to discuss thetraditional arguments for God's existence. But in recent years, the attention of philosophers has been directed to an entirely different and morefundamental set of issues. The question today is not “Does God exist?"but “Is it logically possible for God to exist?" Many philosophers believeit is possible to show that the concept of God found in theistic religionssuch as Christianity, Judaism, and Islam is the picture of a logicallyimpossible being.

I have limited my discussions to Christian theism. But because the Christian concept of God shares most of its essential claims about Godwith Judaism and Islam, the observations of this book will be relevant tothose faiths as well. Representatives of Judaism and Islam in the MiddleAges contributed much to the development of the views that we shallconsider.

Most of the material on which this book draws appears in books and professional journals that are often inaccessible and, I regret to add,unintelligible to the general reader. Almost all of these publicationshave been addressed to professional philosophers and thus presuppose afamiliarity with technical issues in logic, metaphysics, epistemology,and the philosophy of language. Because I believe it is valuable to makethe content of those more technical discussions available to a wideraudience, I have tried to write this book at an introductory level. Thosewho use this work as their introduction to the literature will find it easierto work through the more technical discussions which are cited in the notes and bibliography.

These reflections about God will probably not inspire much in the way of reverence or personal piety. Any reader seeking that kind ofinspiration should look elsewhere. I do think, however, that the kind ofinquiry conducted in this book can be a helpful propaedeutic for themore practical dimensions of religion.

Dr. Larry Mayhew, my colleague at Western Kentucky University, deserves a special word of thanks for the many helpful comments heoffered during the writing of the manuscript. Jack Stewart did a first-rateeditorial job. Help also came from other colleagues including TedSchoen, Robert Roberts, Arvin Vos, and James Spiceland.




Chapter 1: SomePreliminaryConsiderations

Philosophical reflection about God has taken a new turn. During the past fifteen or twenty years, American and British philosophers havewritten a surprisingly large number of books and articles on variousissues related to the concept of God. These philosophical investigationsusually focus on one or two of the divine attributes and normally include some analysis of what the attributes mean. In many of thesewritings, traditional Christian theism comes under attack from one oftwo different directions: (1) Some allege that theism is internally inconsistent, from which it follows that the God of theism is a logicallyimpossible being. This constitutes a new and powerful argument foratheism. (2) Another group of thinkers rejects the atheist's conclusionsand argues instead that the classical concept of God must be modified inseveral dramatic ways. This second procedure is adopted by advocates ofthe increasingly influential school of Process theology. According to thefirst challenge, Christian theism must be abandoned because its concept of God is incoherent. According to the second, the classical Christian concept of God must be replaced by the substitute offered by Process theology.

I intend to show that the conclusions of the atheist and the process theologian are premature. A theistic concept of God is still viable, eventhough a major rethinking of several aspects of its package of attributesmay be required.

THE CONCEPT OF GOD

A concept of God may be thought of as a cluster or package of properties attributed to the divine being. The phrase package of attributes suggests that the properties attributed to God are tied together insome way. I can go still further, and speak of the set of divine attributesas a logical package, which is simply a way of saying they must fittogether logically; the entire cluster of divine attributes must be logicallyconsistent. Any concept of God that contained logically incompatibleattributes would picture a logically impossible being. Whatever elsemay be true about a logically impossible being, it cannot exist. Withrespect to any proposed concept of God, then, it is proper to ask if thevarious elements of the concept fit together, if they are logically consistent. The concept of God found in Christian theism must pass the test oflogical consistency.

In recent debate, the question of the consistency or coherence of the concept of God has taken four different forms:

1. Each individual attribute must be self-consistent. Some philosophers have maintained, for example, that the very concept of an omnipotent being is logically incoherent. Sometimes this assertion hasbeen based upon certain paradoxes said to be generated by the notion ofomnipotence. One such paradox begins by asking whether an omnipotent being can create a stone too heavy for it to lift. If the question isanswered affirmatively, then supposedly there is one thing an omnipotent being cannot do; he cannot lift the stone that is too heavy to lift. Onthe other hand, if the question is answered negatively, there is something else an omnipotent being cannot do; he cannot create the stone inquestion. In either case, an “omnipotent’’ being faces a task he cannotperform. Because the concept of an omnipotent being generates such aparadox, it is dismissed as incoherent. Similar challenges have beenraised about the coherence of other divine attributes such as omniscience, timelessness, simplicity, and necessity. All of these propertieshave been alleged to be self-contradictory. Anyone who wishes to preserve the intellectual integrity of theism must answer such charges.

2. Divine attributes must be logically compatible with each other.Some thinkers have claimed that two or more divine attributes arelogically incompatible. Anthony Kenny has written that “the traditionaldoctrines of omniscience and omnipotence cannot be stated in a waywhich makes them compatible with other traditional doctrines such asthat of divine immutability.”1According to one argument used to showthat God’s omniscience is incompatible with his immutability, Godmust know everything, including what time it is. But time changes.Therefore, if God is omniscient and knows everything, He knows somethings that change which entails that He changes. Thus, God cannot beimmutable.2 It is sometimes asserted that an incoherence exists between the attributes of omnipotence and timelessness. How can a timeless being (a being completely removed from time) be Creator of atemporal world? Supposedly, the Creation took place at a particulartime. But how can a being be timeless and yet create a temporal world,an event that had a location in time? Moreover, how can a timeless Godsustain a world of temporal processes?

3. Divine attributes must be consistent with other important concerns within a particular theological system. Kenny, whose doubtsabout the compatibility of omniscience and immutability have alreadybeen noted, wonders, for example, if the divine attributes of omnipotence and omniscience are consistent with such central Christian convictions as God’s "lack of responsibility for sin, and human freedom ofthe will.”3 Most Christian theists have believed it is important to preserve some kind of human freedom. But how can human free choice beaffirmed in conjunction with the belief that an omniscient God hastotal and perfect knowledge about the future? If God knows everythingthat is going to happen in the future, how can any future event occurother than in accord with the divine foreknowledge? Does not God’sforeknowledge make the future necessary?

4. Finally and most important, for theism to be coherent demandsthat the concept of God itself be consistent, not contradictory. DavidBlumenfeld boldly announces that "the concept of God is contradictory.”4 Blumenfeld makes it clear that the target of his attack is "thestandard Judeo-Christian theological conception of divinity, a beingwho is by definition absolutely perfect.”5 Such a challenge dare not betaken lightly by the theist. After all, as Kenny explains:

Anyone who is interested in the question of the existence of God has to study first of all the divine attributes; for to say that God exists is to say thatthere is something that has the divine attributes; and if “God exists’' is to betrue, then the divine attributes must at least themselves be coherent andjointly compatible. The coherence of the notion of God, as possessor ofthe traditional attributes, is a necessary, though of course not sufficient,condition for God’s existence.6

If a particular concept of God is logically contradictory, then it is logically impossible for such a God to exist. The incoherence of theconcept of God would provide an inescapable argument against theexistence of such a God.

Logical coherence and the concept of God are related in one additional way. Richard Swinburne asks, "Are there any logical relations between the predicates ascribing properties to God or are they justa string of predicates, such that it is coherent to suppose that there mightbe beings with different combinations of them?” Adopting the first view,Swinburne illustrates his point by suggesting it is logically necessary thatan omniscient and perfect free deity “be perfectly good, and that aperfectly good creator of the universe ... be a source of moral obligation.”7 He also argues that a being who is both omnipotent and omniscient must of necessity be an omnipresent spirit.

A person who is omnipotent is able to bring about effects everywhere by basic actions. One who is omniscient at a certain time has justified truebeliefs about all things which are going on anywhere at that time. ... Anomniscient being does not depend for his knowledge on the correct functioning of intermediaries. Hence an omnipotent and omniscient person,in my senses of the terms, is of logical necessity an omnipresent spirit.8

In many instances, a particular divine attribute will logically entail certain other attributes. For example, theists often maintain that theattribute of timelessness entails the attribute of immutability. If God istimeless, then He must also be immutable. The very possibility ofchange presupposes a “before” and “after.” If a being is such that no“before” or “after” is possible with respect to its being (and this iscertainly true of a timeless being), then it is logically impossible for thatbeing to change. But immutability also entails timelessness. If God isincapable of change in any way, then God must be timeless.9 Whetheror not all of the given examples turn out to be correct, it does seem clearthat logical entailments between different attributes have the effect ofproducing different packages of attributes and thus different concepts ofGod.

THE FUNCTION OF THE WORD GOD

One thing that must be settled early in my discussion is how the word God functions in traditional discourse. More specifically, is theword God a proper name? One reason this question has been thoughtimportant is the existence of a rather influential tradition stemmingfrom the nineteenth-century British philosopher, John Stuart Mill. Advocates of Mill’s position hold that proper names do not function asdescriptive expressions. While proper names denote or refer to specificindividuals, they do not connote any collection of properties. In short,proper names have no meaning. If this view is correct (and there aremany who think it is not) and if the word God functions as a propername, then such important traditional statements such as “God isgood” could conceivably be false. But many theists have wanted tomaintain that a statement like “God is good” does not just happen to betrue; it is necessarily true in the sense that denying it would be as self-contradictory as affirming that a circle is square.

In an attempt to preserve this intuition, Nelson Pike argues that “God” is not a proper name. Instead, Pike maintains, “God” functionsas a special kind of descriptive expression that he calls a title. As Pikeexplains, “Grammatically, title-phrases are descriptive expressions thatoften do the work of proper names and that often appear in linguisticenvironments similar to those associated with proper names.”10 An example of what Pike has in mind is the title Caesar, which was used bothas a name and as a descriptive expression. As its usage evolved, “Caesar”became more than a proper name; it came to be applied legitimatelyonly to persons who occupied a particular position.

A title is a term used to mark a certain position or value-status as does, e.g., “Caesar” in the sentence “Hadrian is Caesar.” To say that Hadrian isCaesar is to say that Hadrian occupies a certain governmental position;more specifically, it is to say that Hadrian is Emperor of Rome. To affirmof some individual that He is God is to affirm that that individual occupiessome special position (e.g., that He is Ruler of the Universe) or that thatindividual has some special value-status (e.g., that He is a being greaterthan which cannot be conceived).11 12

Pike seems to be on the right track. In the Christian tradition, the word God is not a proper name that can be rightfully applied to anyTom, Dick, or Harry. As Christians use the word, God is a descriptiveterm. Its meaning includes such notions as ruler of the universe, Creator of the universe, and the perfect being. As a title having descriptivesignificance, God should only be given to a properly qualified being. AsPike continues, “It is a logically necessary condition of bearing the title‘God’ . . . that the individual bearing the title be perfectly good, omnipotent, omniscient and the like.”12aOnce the word God is understoodin this way, it can only be applied to the kind of being who serves as aparticular instance of the properties connoted by the title. Sentenceslike “God is perfectly good,” “God is omnipotent,” and “God is omniscient” turn out to be necessary truths. The denial of any such statementis a logical contradiction.

ESSENCE AND ATTRIBUTE

A divine attribute is an essential property of God. A property is essential to some being if and only if the loss of that property entails thatthat being ceases to exist. A divine attribute is a property which Godcould not lose and continue to be God.

The distinction between essential and nonessential properties first appears clearly in the writings of Aristotle. Aristotle pointed out thatmany properties of a thing are nonessential (or accidental) in the sensethat they could be changed without affecting the essence of the thing. Atable, for example, could be painted a different color or moved to adifferent location or made shorter or taller; but it would still be a table.Its essence would be unchanged. All changes like the examples citedwould affect only nonessential characteristics of the table. But it wouldalso be possible to change the table in ways that would alter it sodrastically that it would no longer be a table. One might, for example,take a sledgehammer and smash it into kindling. Essential propertiesbelong to the nature of a thing and cannot be changed or lost withoutaltering the kind of thing it is. On the other hand, any change of athing's nonessential properties would not change the kind of thing it is.

Many of the predicates applied to God denote not attributes or essential properties of God but nonessential properties that relate God toHis creatures. Relational predicates like “creator,” “ruler,” and “preserver” do not denote divine attributes. A property like “being Lord ofIsrael” is likewise a nonessential property. It is logically possible thatGod might not have had this property. He might never have createdIsrael, or Israel might never have accepted Yahweh as its God. BeingLord of Israel is not essential to the being of God.

Once the essential properties of God are identified, one can be certain that any being lacking any of those essential properties could notbe God. A being who lacks the essential property of omnipotence oromniscience or immutability would no longer qualify as a bearer of thetitle God. t If the being called God lost just one of His essential properties,He would no longer be God. A divine attribute then is a property thatGod could not lose and continue to be God. A divine attribute must benecessary to our idea of God.

An increasing number of contemporary philosophers are finding it helpful to approach some philosophical doctrines such as the theory ofessential predication through the language of possible worlds. A possibleworld is a way the actual world could have been. The language ofpossible worlds is a handy way of referring to the possibility that thingsin the actual world might have been different. As absurd as it may seem,it is possible that the Cleveland Indians won the World Series in 1980.This possible but nonactual state of affairs can be referred to in terms ofa possible world in which the Cleveland Indians won the 1980 WorldSeries. To take a less incredible example, all manner of things areknown about the Socrates who lived in the actual world: he was snubnosed, he was married to Xanthippe, he was the teacher of Plato, he wasa sculptor, and he was executed in 399 B.C. These propositions aboutSocrates would have to be included in any complete list of true propositions about the real world. But what if Socrates had not been snubnosed or had not taught Plato or had not been executed? All thesepossibilities can be considered by suggesting possible worlds in whichSocrates had a Roman nose or ran in the Olympic marathon or kickedPlato out of his class for cheating or died of old age. In other words, it ispossible to imagine innumerable possible worlds in which Socratesexists that differ in some way from the real world.

How might the doctrine of essential predication be expressed in the semantics of possible worlds? One might state that the essence of anindividual person is that set of properties he or she possesses in everypossible world in which he or she exists. If there is any property thatSocrates might not have in some possible world and still be Socrates,that property could not be part of his essence. Since it is possible thatSocrates might not have been snub-nosed, snub-nosedness is obviouslya nonessential property of Socrates. Any property that Socrates mighthave lacked in any possible world in which he exists could not be part ofhis essence. Both the author and reader of this page presumably haveessential properties that characterize them in every possible world inwhich they exist. Presumably the amount of hair on their head or thecolor of their eyes is not part of that essence.

The terminology of possible worlds can now be used to define an attribute of God. A divine attribute is a property of God in every possibleworld in which God exists. Just as some being in a possible world wholacked Socrates’ essence could not be Socrates, so a possible being wholacked one of the divine attributes could not be God, would not qualifyas bearer of the title God. This means that God is omnipotent, omniscient, and so on in every possible world in which He exists.13




Chapter 2: TwoConcepts of God

Much recent philosophical and theological literature reflects the struggle between two competing concepts of God. The contrasting theories are known by a variety of labels. The older, traditional view isfrequently referred to simply as theism, often as Christian theism,sometimes as classical theism, and occasionally as Thomistic theism.The contemporary challenger goes by such names as panentheism,neoclassical theism, and Process theology. This chapter will explain themajor differences between these two concepts of God, note some of theproblems that attend each theory, and question the claim that theclassical and neoclassical concepts of God are mutually exclusivealternatives.

THOMISTIC THEISM

In his book God, Power and Evil: A Process Theodicy,14 David Ray Griffin presents an analysis of Thomistic or classical theism from hisperspective as an advocate of Process theology. Though advocates ofThomistic theism may be unhappy with certain features of Griffin'spresentation of their position, it offers some significant advantages forour study. For one thing, it presents in stark contrast the major differences between traditional theism (as it is understood by processthinkers) and panentheism. Even if Griffin's presentation should proveto be flawed or inaccurate in some respects, he succeeds in demonstrating the simple elegance of theism.

Griffin identifies a number of logically connected attributes which he calls "the essential core of theism." He believes this concept of Godis a systematic explication of the theory found in Augustine and otherclassical theists who antedate Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274). To whatextent the concept of God Griffin discusses deserves to be identifiedwith classical Christian theism is an open question; but the package ofattributes he identifies is sufficiently dependent on the writings ofThomas Aquinas to justify calling it the Thomistic concept of God.Griffin identifies eight attributes that make up the core of Thomistictheism: (1) pure actuality, (2) immutability, (3) impassibility, (4) timelessness, (5) simplicity, (6) necessity, (7) omniscience, and, (8) omnipotence. Some readers will question the completeness of this list.What has happened, for example, to the attribute of divine love? Process theologians—Griffin and others—believe that properties like love,compassion, and sympathy are logically incompatible with the eightcore attributes. In their view, one of the major tasks for Thomistictheism is showing how the God described in the Thomistic package ofattributes can be the caring, loving God of the Bible.

The medieval doctrine of actus purus was the scholastic equivalent of Aristotle's teaching that God is pure actuality. Basic to the philosophyof Aristotle and his medieval followers was the belief that everythingthat exists is a combination of form and matter. Everything possessesboth actuality and potentiality. (Of course, for Aristotle God is anexception to this. This is the whole point to his claim that God is pureform or actuality.) The form (essence) of a thing determines its actuality;its matter is the ground for the thing's several potentialities. While everyexisting thing can possess only one actuality at any given time, everyexistent possesses a number of different potentialities. Because of itsessential properties, a given piece of wood, for example, may be inactuality a desk. But that same wood possesses the potentiality to be anumber of different things, such as a chair or a table.

Aristotle regarded potentiality as a kind of imperfection. This conviction led him and Aquinas after him to believe that any potentiality in God's being would detract from His perfection.15 Thus, it became easyfor Christian thinkers who accepted this tradition to conclude that Godmust possess no potentiality; God must be pure actuality. While Godcan act, He cannot be acted upon. God therefore must be an exceptionto the doctrine that everything is composed of form and matter. Becausepotentiality cannot belong to God, God can possess no matter; He mustbe pure form.

Some of the implications that follow from Aristotle's doctrine of pure form are obviously difficult to reconcile with the Christian doctrine of God. For one thing, Aristotle taught that God cannot thinkabout anything in the changing and imperfect world. The only perfectthing worthy of God's attention is God Himself. For Aristotle's God tothink about anything else would detract from His perfection. Aristotle'sUnmoved Mover whose only activity is contemplation of his own nature is a far cry from the loving God described in the Bible.

Two of the other attributes in Griffin's itemization of Thomistic theism, immutability, and impassibility, are related but not equivalentproperties. Immutability suggests that God does not change, while impassibility refers to the impossibility of God's being acted upon. Impassibility also suggests that God cannot be "moved" in an emotionalsense: God cannot be hurt, grieved, saddened, and so on. While Scripture sometimes speaks of God as subject to such emotions, many interpreters take these passages as metaphorical. As Griffin sees it, the attributes of immutability and impassibility conflict with passages in theBible that speak of God changing His mind or being affected by theprayers of His people.

Griffin is convinced that Thomistic theism is required to interpret God's eternal existence as timelessness. True, most classical Christiantheologians like Augustine and Aquinas understood God's eternity inthe sense of timelessness. But the interpretation of Augustine and Aquinas need not be normative for subsequent generations of theists; nordoes Griffin argue that it should be.16 Attributing timelessness to Godmeans more than saying that God's existence is without beginning orend. It means that God exists totally outside of time; that is, God hasneither temporal duration nor temporal location. God does not exist atany particular moment of time and His existence does not occur duringany period of time. He is "outside" of time. For a timeless God, all timeexists in one eternal present; there is no past or future for God.

A number of Christian thinkers who are otherwise committed to classical Christian theism have had second thoughts about interpretingGod's eternal existence as timelessness. They have preferred to say thatGod is everlasting. By this, they mean to say that while God has alwaysexisted and always will exist, it is a mistake to think of God as entirelydivorced from the process of time. The debate as to which interpretationof God's eternity is correct holds significant implications for severalareas of Christian doctrine. These questions will be considered in chapter 6.

The attribute of necessity is a double-barreled property. First, it implies that God's existence is necessary in the sense that it is impossiblefor God not to exist. Everything besides God exists contingently; that is,its nonexistence is possible. But if God exists, He exists necessarily; it isimpossible that He might not have existed and it is impossible that Hemight cease to exist. The other dimension of the attribute of necessitydeals with the relationship among the various attributes that make upthe concept of God. The divine essence itself—the particular packageof attributes God possesses—is necessary. In other words, it is not anaccident that God possesses the attributes He does. It is in fact inescapable that God be the kind of being specified by the Thomistic package.There is nothing accidental or nonessential about the being of God.

Griffin thinks the attribute of simplicity may be the key to the Thomistic package since so much seems to follow from its attribution toGod. If a being is simple, then it has no parts. If a being has no parts,then it cannot change (since there is nothing for it to lose or gain). If athing cannot change (is immutable), then it must be pure actuality inthe sense that it cannot possess any potentiality. '‘Before” and “after”would be inapplicable to such a being, a point which entails that anysimple being must also be timeless. It would appear that the Thomisticconcept of God cannot do without the property of simplicity.

The attributes of omnipotence and omniscience refer to God's power and knowledge respectively. As subsequent analysis will show,divine omnipotence does not mean, even for the Thomist, that God hasthe power to do absolutely everything. As a preliminary definition,divine omniscience means that God knows all truths and holds no falsebeliefs.

This then is one account of the influential classical concept of God that has played such an important role in the history of Christiantheism. Thomists have usually believed that acceptance of any oneattribute logically commits one to accepting the entire package. But ifthis has been one strength of the Thomistic concept of God, it may alsoprove in the present situation to be its Achilles' heel. A growing numberof philosophers and theologians are persuaded that the Thomistic concept of God is fraught with serious problems. Moreover, these criticsinsist, because of the logical relationships among the attributes, notinkering with the package is possible. Therefore, if the Thomistic concept of God really is inadequate, it must be abandoned in favor of acontemporary alternative such as Process theology. In the next section,the competing concept of God offered by Process theology will beexamined. But it should be noted here that one is not forced to chooseeither Thomistic theism or Process theology; the disjunction betweentheir respective theories of God is not exclusive. It is possible to developmediating concepts of God that can avoid the major difficulties of thestatic God of Thomistic theism and the finite god of Process theology.

PROCESS THEOLOGY

Process theology takes its cue from three basic convictions. First, advocates of Process theology believe that the Thomistic concept of Godcannot be delivered from a large number of serious objections. Second,they maintain that Christians should have been suspicious of theThomistic package of attributes because of its heavy reliance upon ideasborrowed from pagan Greek philosophy and because of its alleged incompatibility with several major emphases of the Bible. Third, theybelieve that a much more satisfactory approach to the concept of God isto be found in the philosophy of the twentieth-century philosopher,Alfred North Whitehead.

Whitehead (1861-1947), son of an Anglican vicar, taught at Cambridge University and was for years best known for his work in thephilosophy of science and the philosophy of mathematics. Between1910 and 1913, he and Bertrand Russell co-authored the highly influential book Principia Mathematica. Whitehead eventually made hisway to America and Harvard University where new interests began todevelop at a fairly late stage in his career. His writings began to evidencea greater interest in speculative philosophy and traditional metaphysics.In books like his famous Process and Reality, he developed a metaphysical system in which the notion of process was paramount.

Whitehead's most influential interpreter, Charles Hartshorne (b. 1897), has himself written much that has stimulated the development ofProcess theology.17 Other major proponents of the process system include Schubert Ogden,18 John B. Cobb, Jr.,19 Norman Pittenger,20Daniel Day Williams, Bernard Loomer, Η. N. Wieman, David RayGriffin, Peter Hamilton, and Ewert Cousins, among many others.21

Process theology views both pantheism and Thomistic theism as unacceptable extremes. In order to distinguish their position from pantheism, process theologians often call their theory panentheism.Whereas pantheism identifies God and the world in some way, panentheism denies that God and the world are identical. But while Godand the world are not identical, they are interdependent, a claim thatdistinguishes panentheism from theism. Panentheists suggest that Godbe thought of as in the world much the way a mind is in a body. In fact,they often state, the world can be thought of as the body of God. Processtheologians reject every one of the eight elements of the Thomisticpackage. They deny that God is pure actuality and they reject both theimmutability and the impassibility of God. The God of Process theology is not outside of time; His existence is inextricably involved in theprocess of time. The process God is not simple. To the extent that thenecessity of God is understood in the sense of aseity (God's independence from the world), this doctrine is rejected as well Process theologians make it clear that their God is neither omnipotent nor omniscient in any sense that would satisfy a traditional Christian theist. Theprocess concept of God can be summarized in eleven theses which itoffers in direct contrast to the tenets of Thomistic theism.22

1. In Process theology, Thomistic theism's emphasis upon being isreplaced with its own stress upon becoming. According to process theologians, Thomistic theists view God as static and impassive substance.In process thought, substance is exchanged for process. Panentheiststhink of God and reality by means of models that stress interrelationship. One useful model for them is that of a society in which eachcomponent contributes something to the others. In a process universe,everything affects everything else—including God; the process God isno exception to this universal interdependence.

2. While the God of Christian theism is an independent Creator,the God of Process theology is an interdependent cooperator. Whetheror not Christian theists accept the Thomist model in every respect, theybelieve that God is Creator. The doctrine of creation means that whilethe world is dependent upon God, God is not dependent on the world.Process theology denies God's independence of the world. For pan-entheism, God and the world are mutually dependent on each other.As Ewert Cousins explains:

Aristotle views relation as involving change and dependence and hence imperfection. As a result, the Aristotelian-Thomistic school holds that theworld can be related to God because it is dependent on him, but Godcannot be really related to the world. If he were, then he would bedependent on creation and would not be the unmoved mover required bythe Greek idea of perfection.23

Process thought, Cousins points out, opposes all such thinking.

The classical Christian doctrine of creation ex nihilo was one way early Christian thinkers marked off the ontological distance betweenGod and the world. They used this doctrine as a conscious repudiation of Plato's explanation of the origin of the world. In his Timaeus, Platohad taught that the world began when a finite god, much like an artist,fashioned the world out of pre-existing material. Christianity foundPlato's view objectionable because it clearly limited the power andsovereignty of God. The process view of creation resembles Plato's tothe extent that the Creation comes out of a pre-existent pole of God'sown being. Whereas the classical Christian doctrine of creation impliedGod's control over the world, the God of process thought is not so muchthe controller of the world as He is its director. The process God worksin the world;* He cooperates with the world. But He does not controlthe world: He is an interdependent partner with the world. For processtheologians, neither God nor the world would be complete without theother. God's being has always been counterbalanced or complementedby things which exist independent of His will. The God of Processtheology is not the sovereign Lord of the universe.

It follows then that process theologians also reject the traditional doctrine of divine transcendence. In classical Christian theology, God'stranscendence was understood to mean His distinctness from the world.But the panentheist belief that the world is God's body rules out thenotion of transcendence.

3. The classical Christian doctrine of divine immutability is replaced by the notion of a changing God. Process thinkers attempt tosupport their rejection of divine immutability by appealing to the biblical picture of God. How, they ask, could a totally unchanging Godrespond to the prayers of His people? For this reason, Cousins believesthat the God of process thought

is closer to the Christian experience and to the Biblical witness than is the timeless Absolute of Greek philosophy. For the Christian God is concerned with the world; he is involved in its suffering and its tragedy. Theworld, man, and human events make a difference to him. The deepestreality of God is seen not in his detachment or in his power, but in hislove. In contrast with the static Absolute and the all-powerful monarch,the process God is the God of persuasive love revealed in Jesus Christ.24

Process theologians stress the apparent incompatibility between the biblical view of God as truly personal and the classical emphasis on immutability and impassiveness. The impassive God of scholastic philosophy, they say, is inconsistent with the biblical God who is personal, loving,and caring.25

4. In the writings of some process thinkers, the personal God oftheism appears to be replaced by an impersonal God. This is a point ofmajor disagreement among process thinkers. It is unlikely that Whitehead’s God can be regarded as personal since his God was not reallydistinct from other beings. The personal character of Pittenger’s God isalso debatable. According to Pittenger, while God is the ground of thepersonal, he nevertheless transcends personal categories. Other processthinkers, however, like John Cobb, Jr., attempt to allow for a view ofGod as a living person.26

5. Process theologians unanimously reject the timelessness doctrine of Thomistic theism. They believe “it is self-contradictory to thinkof God as both alive and changeless. If God is alive, then he mustexperience some change. And this means that God literally experiencesand exemplifies process. That is, he enjoys the experience of before andafter. He is everlasting and omnitemporal, but not timeless.”27 Insteadof being timeless, God is “temporal, relative, dependent, and constantlychanging.”28 It is important to note, however, that the dispute overdivine timelessness is not unique to process thinkers. An increasingnumber of classical theists find a reinterpretation of God’s relationshipto time compatible with other elements of their concept of God.

6. While both theists and panentheists describe God as perfect,representatives of the two movements understand perfection in significantly different ways. For classical theists, God’s perfection means(among other things) that nothing more can be added to God’s being:He is complete or fulfilled perfection. For the panentheist, however,God’s perfection is being attained successively; God is continually growing or developing in perfection. As the amount of value within theuniverse (God’s body) increases, God’s own perfection evolves andgrows. As Ewert Cousins states:

Classical theism applied to God the Greek notion of perfection, claiming that God is absolutely perfect in all respects and in no way surpassable. InHartshorne’s view, God is perfect in love, in goodness, in the omnipresence and the omnicompetence of his sensitivity to the world. But hisperfection must be defined in such a way that it includes the possibility ofhis self-surpassing experience of new value. This involves some limitationson classical doctrines of perfection, especially on omnipotence.29

7. Theists and panentheists disagree as to whether God should beunderstood as absolute or relative. “Absolute” in this context means that God cannot be involved in any real relationship with the world. “Relative” carries with it the notion of being related to something, in thiscase, being related to the world. Traditional theism affirms that whileGod gives meaning to the world, it is impossible for the world to giveany meaning to God. Process thinkers disagree. God needs the world,they maintain, in order to “enrich his everlasting existence and to give itstimulus and meaning, as well as 'embodiment.'”30

To state that God needs some world is not to say that He needs this particular world or the particular creatures in this world. He might beable to get along just as well with a different world. But God does needsome world to complement His existence. Process thinkers insist thatGod actually receives something from the world; the world adds something to God, something which He would otherwise lack. According toLewis Ford, if God's experience were not actually enriched by theworld, “the existence of the world would be wholly gratuitous, devoid ofany ultimate significance.”31 Since God includes all experiences withinHis own being, the finite creatures who exist within God “are notsimply the passive effects of God but are also causes having an impacton one another and consequently on or in God.”32

Process thinkers, however, give little attention to the apparent equivocation in their position on this subject. Even if God is related toeverything that exists, how does it follow that God is therefore relative?Recognizing this, Schubert Ogden has admitted that God's “being related to all others is itself relative to nothing, but the absolute groundof any and all real relationships.”33

8. Another disagreement between theism and panentheism concerns the question whether God's omniscience is unqualified or restricted. Theists have traditionally viewed God as omniscient in thestrong sense: God knows all things including future contingent actions.Since God's knowledge is complete, there is no sense in which it can besaid to grow. Process thinkers like Hartshorne explain God's knowledgeas a process of God becoming aware of the experiences and knowledgeof the creatures who exist within His own being. Because God knows allof the past and present experiences of such creatures, because His ownbeing encompasses all such entities and their experiences, Hartshorne'sGod is omniscient with respect to all past and present events. But forHartshorne, it is impossible for even God to have knowledge about the future. The future is open and indeterminate and not even God canknow it.

9. Traditional theism emphasizes God's role as efficient cause ofthe world; process thought stresses God's role as final cause. In otherwords, God, who is the goal or lure of the entire cosmic process, drawsit to its final fulfillment. God is the final cause or telos of the world. Butprocess theologians are wrong if they think it would be inconsistent for atheist to maintain that God is both the efficient and the final cause ofthe world.

10. In a sense, the foundationTor most of the distinctive doctrinesof Process theology is its insistence that the monopolar notion of Godfound in traditional theism should be replaced by a dipolar view of God.The monopolar view of God conceives of God as absolutely perfect: Hisabsoluteness is unqualified. But according to Hartshorne, God shouldbe thought of as comprising two contrasting poles. The dipolar vieworiginated with Whitehead who regarded the world as the actual pole ofGod. But, Whitehead insisted, if the world were all there is to God, theresult would be pantheism. And so, he held, there is also a potentialpole to God's being which is beyond the world. With respect to Hispotentiality, God is absolute, eternal, and infinite. With respect to Hisactual pole (the world), God is relative, temporal, and finite. God'sprimordial nature (the potential pole) is what God is eternally; God'sconsequent nature (or His actual nature) is what God is at any givenmoment. As Hartshorne interprets the doctrine, the two natures orpoles of God are as follows:
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Whitehead expressed this dipolar characteristic of God by writing:


It is as true to say that God is permanent and the World fluent, as that the world is permanent and God is fluent.

It is as true to say that God is one and the World many, as that the World is one and God many. . . .

It is as true to say that the World is immanent in God, as that God is immanent in the World.

It is as true to say that God transcends the World, as that the World transcends God.

It is as true to say that God creates the World, as that the World creates God.34







The primordial pole of God can be thought of as the mind of God; it is akin to Plato's realm of eternal objects. The consequent or actualpole is the sum total of everything that exists at any given moment. Thetwo poles can be thought of as representing God's mind and His body.The eternal objects of God's primordial nature lack an independentexistence; they are potentialities which may or may not come to beactualized in the universe. Until they are actualized, the eternal objectsexist only as concepts in the minds of such actual entities as God.Therefore, God's primordial nature can be viewed as an envisagementof all the possibilities which could someday become actual.

The dipolar God is involved in an endless process of change. Everything that exists is in a continual state of process; it is constantlybecoming something else through its interaction with other entities.God contributes permanence to temporal beings while temporal beingsdispense flux to God. God's source of diversity is the world and theworld's source of unity is God. “Creativity" is the process thinker'sname for the all-encompassing process. The concrete pole of God'sbeing, the world, describes, for some particular moment of the process,what God is. Therefore, the world is the physical realization or actualization of God's conceptual vision. No contradiction is supposed to existbetween the two poles of God's being since they describe differentaspects of God.

11. The final difference between theism and panentheism to benoted here is their attitude to the question of God's ultimate triumphover evil. Traditional theism affirms the ultimate victory of God over allforms of evil; panentheism, sometimes with regret, disagrees. Accordingto panentheism, no ultimate triumph over evil is possible for God. Evilcan never be completely conquered or destroyed. Barnhart admits: “Noclaim is made that God can guarantee that Christians or any othergroup will enjoy everlasting personal victory over all suffering anddeath."35

The eleven points I have noted draw attention to the major ways in which the God of Process theology differs from the God of classicaltheism. But my treatment of theism in this section has been tinged withsome ambiguity. It is now time to deal with this equivocation.Throughout this section, I have referred to theism in a variety of ways.Sometimes, I contrasted Process theology with the distinctive package ofattributes earlier attributed to Thomistic theism. At other times, I referred more generally to something called classical or traditional theism. Much of the influence Process theology has gained in the last fortyyears is a result of its claim that Thomistic theism and classical theismare identical. While there is undoubtedly some overlap, I wish to contest the claim of identity. Is the Thomistic package of attributes that wasdescribed earlier in this chapter normative for any Christian theism thatdesires to be faithful to the Scriptures as well as to the orthodox creeds ofthe church? I think this is still an open question.

Because process thinkers have equated Thomistic theism with traditional Christian theism, they have maintained that responsible Christians have only two choices; they are confronted by an either/or situation. A Christian must either adopt the entire Thomistic package of attributes or else reject the Thomistic concept of God and accept theprocess view of God. Supposedly, there is no third alternative. Oncepeople accept the view that only two choices are available, and begin tosee the serious problems that attend the Thomistic theory of God, theappeal of the process package increases immensely. There is only oneslight catch to all this. The disjunction, either Thomistic theism orpanentheism, is not exclusive. There are other alternatives. It may bebest to think of Thomistic theism and Process theology as opposite polesof a continuum along which a variety of other alternatives can befound. Rejection of the Thomistic package as described earlier in thechapter does not necessarily require one to accept the process concept ofGod.

SOME PROBLEMS WITH PROCESS THEOLOGY

Either Thomistic theism or panentheism: We have already seen that this is a forced and artificial choice. Even if Thomistic theism isfound unacceptable, panentheism is not the only alternative. Manyprocess thinkers seem to be drawn into this forced choice by theiruncritical identification of the God of theism with Aristotle's UnmovedMover, who was unrelated to the world, impassive, and unconcerned.But as Bruce Demarest argues:

The Christian faith emerged out of the matrix of Judaism with its conception of God as a living, active being relentlessly operative in the ordinary events of nature and the supernatural display of miracles. The God of theJewish-Christian tradition is changeless in being, attributes and purposes,but in His dealings with the creation God does enter into changing relations. Thus, the divine immutability in no wise implies that God isunconcerned, inactive, or unrelated. ... It is wholly irresponsible toreplace the God of theism with a finite, evolving Deity in order to affirmrelatedness to the world. Biblical faith unhesitatingly affirms that theperfection of God includes creative interaction consistent with Hischangeless character and purposes.36

Traditional theists like Demarest maintain then that God's perfection does not preclude but rather includes relations with His creation. Therecognition of this fact does not conflict with the belief that God'scharacter and purposes are unchanging.

Especially ironic is the oft-recurring panentheist claim that Thomistic theism is dominated to an inordinate degree by the influenceof pagan Greek philosophy. Perhaps this is true. But it is just as true thatProcess theology is equally indebted to ancient Greek thought; it simplyelevates a different Greek tradition to prominence. The conflict between Thomistic theism and Process theology is basically a revival ofthe struggle between competing schools of Greek philosophy, one emphasizing being, the other stressing the dominance of becoming. Aprocess theologian chiding a Thomist for his dependence on Greekthought is like the pot calling the kettle black.

Equally ironic is the effort process theologians expend trying to make it appear that their position is more consistent with the teaching ofHoly Scripture than is the position of the Thomistic theist. Since theprocess theologian himself introduces faithfulness to Scripture as a criterion of theological adequacy, it is legitimate to inquire about theextent to which Process theology itself satisfies this test. Most processtheologians appear to have a highly selective biblical hermeneutic.Scripture is welcomed as authoritative when it agrees with panentheistopinions. But when Scripture conflicts with cherished beliefs, it isconveniently ignored or casually discarded.

Critics of Process theology frequently express reservations about its doctrine of Christ. And in the writings of process thinkers, their rejection of the deity of Jesus Christ comes across clearly.37 Hartshornereadily acknowledges, “I have no Christology to offer, beyond the simple suggestion that Jesus appears to be the supreme symbol furnished tous by history of the notion of God genuinely and literally 'sympathetic' . . . receiving into his own experience the sufferings as well as thejoys of the world."38 Some process thinkers disassociate themselvesfrom Hartshorne's position on the grounds that Hartshorne himselfrecognizes how his theological convictions differ from traditional Christian teachings. But even the Christian theologians within the movement make it clear that their christology is a radical reinterpretation oftraditional dogma. Cobb and Griffin admit that “Process theology is notinterested in formulating distinctions within God for the sake of conforming with traditional Trinitarian notions."39

Nor does Process theology line up any better with a host of other basic Christian beliefs: the Incarnation, the bodily Resurrection, theAtonement. Traditional Catholics and Protestants deplore the extent towhich process thinkers cut the ties to the historic Christian faith and ineffect offer the world a distinctly new religion. If process theologiansdisqualify Thomism on scriptural grounds, they cannot ignore Scripture as a possible ground for disqualifying Process theology. To theextent that process theologians present their position as an expression ofChristian thought, the fidelity of their views to the normative documents of the Christian faith is a valid consideration. It is certainly apoint at which they have major problems.

But Process theology has philosophical problems as well. Many critics have sensed that a major difficulty lies somewhere within pan-entheism's dipolar view of God. One writer who struggled to make thisproblem explicit was Thomist theologian E. L. Mascall. He noted thatWhitehead, to cite just one example, “has concentrated his thought sothoroughly upon the way in which things behave as never really toinquire why they are. He has never properly understood what finitebeing is and so has never apprehended its radical contingency. ”40 Mas-call seems to be saying that the dipolar God of process thought deprivesthe process theologian of any answer to the question, why does theactual world exist? Since the potential nature of God is eternal, it is easyenough to grant that the realm of potentialities requires no sufficientreason for its existence. But the things that exist within the actual world(the consequent nature of God) are contingent.41 Why do these contingent things, these particulars that happen to be exist? Why were somepotentialities actualized and not others? Mascall says,

we still want to know why [existing finite things] are there at all. To say that they are units of Creativity explains nothing, unless we are also toldwhy they are the particular units that they are, manifesting the particularkinds of Creativity that they do. The one thing that they are clearly not isself-explanatory, but this is the one fact that Whitehead never allowshimself to think about. He postulates God as the ground of rationality, butnever as the ground of being.42

In short, Whitehead and other process thinkers develop a metaphysical system that leaves unanswered the most fundamental of all metaphysical questions, why is there anything at all? It is a system ofexplanation that fails to provide any ultimate explanation.

Another Thomist, Norman Geisler, picks up the same point and takes it in a slightly different direction. Geisler argues that

if God has both an actual pole and a potential pole, one is faced with disturbing metaphysical questions. How can God actualize his own potentialities? Potentialities cannot actualize themselves any more than emptycups can fill themselves. Capacities do not fulfill themselves; they must beactivated by something outside themselves. Anything passing from potentiality to actuality, from what is not to what is, depends on some actualityto ground it. Nothing does not produce something; possibilities to exist donot materialize on their own.43

The point is that in process thought, God's eternal and potential nature is given. But then, in some way, some of God's infinite potentialities areactualized in the things that make up the concrete world which is alsoGod's consequent nature. Geisler wants some explanation of how thosepotentialities become actualities. After all, potentialities do not have thepower to actualize themselves; if they did, they would be somethingother than potentialities.

Much the same concern is felt by W. Norris Clarke who suggests that Whitehead's dipolar view of God and rejection of the Christiandoctrine of creation out of nothing

brings us back to an older Platonic primal dualism of God over against the world . . . where neither of these two primal poles is ultimately responsible for the other. What then is the ultimate source or explanation of theunity of the universe, of why its two correlative poles, God and themultiplicity of the world, are attuned to each other so as to make up asingle system, since neither one ultimately derives all of its being from theother? If there is to be any ultimate source of unity in the universe at all—which is dubious, just as it was for Plato—it seems to be pushed backbeyond even God to an inscrutable, faceless, amorphous force of creativitywhich is just therey everywhere in the universe, as a primal fact with nofurther explanation possible—a kind of generalized necessity of nature,with striking similarities to the ancient Greek ananke.44

In response to the kinds of questions raised by Mascall and Geisler, many process thinkers do exactly what Clarke notices: they appeal tosomething they call creativity in order to explain what makes it possiblefor God to actualize His own potentialities. But this move appears toraise even more serious problems for the panentheist. Geisler explains:

It is self-destructive to the [panentheistic] system to posit something like Whitehead’s “creativity” with reality status outside the bipolar actual entities of the world. Only actual entities actually exist in the world, andbeyond the world only potentialities exist, namely, eternal objects.Creativity cannot be a real ground in a Whiteheadian system; only actualentities are real causes.45

Dipolar theism starts out with a system in which everything is either an actual entity that concretely exists in the world or one of the eternalpotentialities existing in the primordial nature of God. But this dualismexcludes anything that can serve as a sufficient reason for the existenceof any actual entity. When a solution to the problem is sought byappealing to something else called creativity, the original dipolar emphasis of panentheism is effectively abandoned and a third thing, whatever creativity turns out to be, is held to exist outside the world. But thisappears to elevate creativity above God.

Should a panentheist wish to revise the Whiteheadian system by giving a reality status to something beyond God in which he [God] is grounded,then his “God” turns out not to be God after all. For if there is a realcreative ground for the bipolar “God,” then it is this pure actuality beyondthe bipolar potentiality-actuality that is really God. In short, panentheismneeds a theistic God in order to ground its “God,” which turns out after allnot to be God but to be a giant creature needing a more ultimate and realcause of itself.46

In other words, attempts to explain why actual entities exist which appeal to Whitehead's “creativity” seem to end in an appeal to something that is more ultimate than the dipolar God. Thus, the rationalityof the dipolar system seems to depend on a more ultimate monopolarprinciple.

For Bruce Demarest, the dipolar God of process thought is a hoax or mirage. Echoing some of the points already made, he charges: “Theprimordial pole of God, which possesses no actuality, in fact possessesno reality. The attempt to impose upon the system a transcendent,timeless anchor in the form of the primordial nature smacks of a desperate attempt to forestall the system's collapse into radical immanentismand pantheism.”47 Demarest regards dipolar theism not as a brilliantstroke of genius, but as a desperate act of expediency. Without it,panentheism would have nothing to prevent its inevitable collapse intosheer pantheism.

One additional problem with Process theology has been noted, and deserves brief attention. Because of panentheism's unmitigated stressupon the change and process that characterizes everything includingGod, it is difficult to see how the God of process thought can retain anyidentity. A long and honored tradition in philosophy holds that if something retains identity through time, there must be something about itthat is the same, that remains unchanged. But since in process thoughtGod is totally subject to the vicissitudes of change, nothing can possiblyground His identity. What reason then have Christians today to believethat the God they worship is the same God worshiped by Moses andrevealed by Jesus Christ?

As we shall see in the next section, Thomistic theism has its own problems. Some of those difficulties have driven many sincere andconscientious people into the arms of panentheism. It is interesting tospeculate whether the problems they left behind are really less severethan the ones that now confront them.

SOME PROBLEMS WITH THOMISTIC THEISM

Since several of the problems generated by Thomistic theism will be discussed in later chapters, my present diagnosis of its ills can becomparatively short. Many traditional theists concur with a number ofcriticisms directed by process theologians against the Thomistic conceptof God. They believe, for example, that panentheism is correct when itrecognizes the importance of God’s real and significant relationshipwith the world. Norman Geisler, a philosopher who usually sides withAquinas, readily acknowledges that a God

who cannot act or interact with the world would be less than significantly personal. Prayer and service possess little meaning unless there is a real,personal relationship between God and men. The God of the Bible and ofChristian experience is responsive to human needs and actions. There isno existential appeal in an impersonal and unrelatable Being. The doctrine of God's relationality is a biblical and vital teaching which is neglected or lost in some expressions of traditional theism.48

Geisler also acknowledges that the Greek approach to God that viewed deity in exclusively essentialist categories distorts the biblicalview of God. He thinks panentheism is correct when it

points up the need to explain the dynamic God of Christian revelation in more than purely static essentialistic Greek categories. The God of theJudaeo-Christian Scriptures is more than a static unchangeable Essence ora platonic Super-Form; he is a personal God of ceaseless creative activity.He actively sustains the creative world process. He is active in history andmanifest in nature. To explain the Christian God in pure Greek categoriesof Being is to dress him up in the straight-jacket of essentialism, ratherthan to see him in the light of his dynamic and changing actions andinterpersonal relationships.49

Without question, several panentheist objections to certain features of the Thomistic package of attributes express legitimate concerns.

In each of the chapters that follow, we will look more closely at a particular attribute from among those that make up the essential core ofThomistic theism. In addition to clarifying the meaning of the attributes, I will seek to determine what modifications in our understanding of the attributes may be necessary to answer those who claim thatsingle attributes are incoherent or that inconsistency exists within the setof properties that make up the Thomistic concept of God. And, ofcourse, I will seek a mediating concept of God that would preserve thelegitimate concerns while avoiding the most serious difficulties of boththe process and the Thomistic concepts of God.




Chapter 3: Omnipotence

Anyone who has attempted to define satisfactorily the attribute of omnipotence knows how difficult this is. It is comforting to know thateven Thomas Aquinas encountered problems here: While “all confessthat God is omnipotent ... it seems difficult to explain in what Hisomnipotence precisely consists."50Anthony Kenny concurs: “It is by nomeans easy to state concisely and coherently what is meant by‘omnipotence.'"51

Some thinkers apparently believe that any limitations (logical or otherwise) upon the power of God seriously undermine the classicalclaim that God is omnipotent. This explains why many people suggestthat divine omnipotence means God can do anything. But if there isanything to be learned from the classical Christian discussions of omnipotence, it is that omnipotence was always understood to be compatible with certain limitations upon God's power. There are certain thingsthat even an omnipotent God cannot do.

Medieval theologians drew attention to some fairly trivial examples of restrictions upon the power of God. How could God be called omnipotent, for example, when He could not do some things that Hiscreatures could do, such as walk, sit, or swim? The standard scholasticanswer suggested that such creaturely acts did not mean that humanspossessed powers not possessed by God. Rather, human acts such aswalking and swimming were possible because of a defect in humanpower. The ability to sin, for example, is not a power but a defect orinfirmity. The ability to walk results from having a body—also, in theirview, a defect. As the discussion of omnipotence progressed through theMiddle Ages, Christian philosophers came to qualify the statement“God can do anything” by adding “that implies the perfection of truepower.” As Aquinas phrased it, “God is said to be omnipotent in respectto active power, not to passive power.”

OMNIPOTENCE AND THE LAWS OF LOGIC

Something may be said to be possible or impossible in two distinct ways: physical possibility or logical possibility. Most Christian thinkershave followed Aquinas in holding that logical consistency—not merelyphysical possibility—is a necessary condition for divine omnipotence.52In the first sense, physical possibility, something is possible for anybeing if he possesses the power to do it. If someone has the power to liftthree hundred pounds, for example, then obviously the act of liftingthree hundred pounds is physically possible for that person. Some acts(like running a mile in thirty seconds or swimming across the Atlantic)do not appear to be physically possible for any human being. Aquinasrealized that nothing can be gained from analyzing divine omnipotencein terms of physical possibility. In his words, if “we were to say that Godis omnipotent because He can do all things that are possible to Hispower, there would be a vicious circle in explaining the nature of Hispower. For this would be saying nothing else but that God is omnipotent because He can do all that He is able to do.”

The more promising approach to an explanation of divine omnipotence, Aquinas thought, lay in the second type of possibility, logical possibility. Something is possible in the logical sense if it does not violate the law of noncontradiction. As Aquinas put it, “Everything thatdoes not imply a contradiction is numbered among those possibles inrespect of which God is called omnipotent; whereas whatever impliescontradiction does not come within the scope of divine omnipotence,because it cannot have the aspect of possibility. Hence it is more appropriate to say that such things cannot be done, than that God cannot dothem.” Any act that is logically impossible must also be physicallyimpossible. Squaring the circle is both logically and physically impossible. Aquinas denied that the exclusion of logically impossible acts fromthe sphere of divine power constituted any limitation on God’s power.He regarded logically impossible tasks as pseudo-tasks. A being’s inability to perform a pseudo-task (for example, creating a square circle)cannot count against its power. Thus logical possibility, as Aquinas sawit, is a necessary though not a sufficient condition for any exercise ofGod’s power.

Rene Descartes and a few other philosophers have rejected the view that God's power is limited by the law of noncontradiction. Descartes believed an omnipotent being could do absolutely anything including that which is self-contradictory: God's actions are not limited bythe laws of logic. Descartes advanced this view on the conviction,apparently, that the Thomist position dishonors God by making Himsubject to a law (the law of noncontradiction) that Descartes believed isas dependent on God's will as any other law. Just as God could havecreated the world so that it was governed by different laws of nature, soalso He could have subjected the world to different logical and mathematical laws. According to Descartes, God freely decreed the logicaland mathematical truths that obtain in our world and could have created a different world in which the principle of noncontradiction orpropositions like “two plus two equals four" were necessarily false.

The first thing that should be noted about Descartes's position is that it is unassailable. Since any sound argument or refutation mustbegin by presupposing certain rules, it is impossible to argue againstsomeone who rejects the most basic rules of reasoning. J. L. Mackieobserves that anyone holding Descartes's view

need never be disturbed by any reasoning or any evidence, for if his omnipotent being could do what is logically impossible, he could certainlyexist, and have any desired attributes, in defiance of every sort of contraryconsideration. The view that there is an absolutely omnipotent being inthis sense stands, therefore, right outside the realm of rational enquiry anddiscussion; once held, it is so unassailable that it is a waste of time toconsider it further.53

Thus, it is unlikely that committed believers in Descartes's position will be persuaded by any argument. Still, several points are worth making.Those who affirm that God can do anything and who also accept theauthority of Scripture, must deal with Scripture's own assertions thatthere are things God cannot do. God cannot lie, for example, or swearby a being greater than Himself (Heb. 6:18, 13). Scripture does not viewthe power of God as the unqualified ability to do absolutely anything.The catch, of course, is that such an ad hominem argument only pointsout an inconsistency in those who believe that God can do anything andwho also believe the Scriptures are true. A determined irrationalist mayreply that since logical inconsistency does not bother God, it does nottrouble him either.

Several philosophers and theologians have pointed out the absurdity of regarding a self-contradictory description as some thing. Richard Swinburne, for example, argues that those who think a truly omnipotent being ought to be able to do the logically impossible err becausethey regard

a logically impossible action as an action of one kind on a par with an action of another kind, the physically impossible. But it is not. A logicallyimpossible action is not an action. It is what is described by a form ofwords which purport to describe an action, but do not describe anythingwhich it is coherent to suppose could be done. It is no objection to A’somnipotence that he cannot make a square circle. This is because “making a square circle” does not describe anything which it is coherent tosuppose could be done.54

J. L. Mackie, hardly a friend of theism, agrees that nothing in this problem should count against the coherence of the attribute of omnipotence or the plausibility of Theism:

A logical contradiction is not a state of affairs which it is supremely difficult to produce, but only a form of words which fails to describe anystate of affairs. So to say, as we are now saying, that “God is omnipotent”means “God can do or make to be X, for any X provided that doing X ormaking X to be is not logically impossible” would be to say that if God isomnipotent every coherently describable activity or production is withinhis power.55

A logical contradiction can at most describe a pseudo-task. And God's inability to perform a pseudo-task cannot count against His omnipotence. As Aquinas noted, it is better to state that such pseudo-taskscannot be done, period, than to say that God cannot do them.

A supralogical God would be unknowable and unintelligible. Whatever God's relation to the laws of logic may be, it is clear that allhuman thinking and communication must presuppose the law of noncontradiction. “As we cannot say how a nonlogical world would look,we cannot say how a supralogical God would act or how He wouldcommunicate anything to us by way of revelation."56 A supralogical Godis a God about whom nothing can be said or known.

Moreover, a supralogical God would introduce devastating implications into any religion promoting such a concept. If God can do self-contradictory acts, then there is no inconsistency in His promisingeternal life to all who trust in Christ but actually condemning to everlasting damnation all who trust Christ. Such duplicity (inconsistency)would be entirely in character for a God not bound by the law ofnoncontradiction since, in a world where the law does not apply, thereis no difference between eternal life and eternal damnation. But if thereis a difference, if things are what they are and not their contradictory,then the law of noncontradiction holds. The specter that accompaniesDescartes's concept of God is the possibility of God saying, “I know Ipromised eternal life to all who believe in Jesus but I see no inconsistency in repudiating that promise and awarding eternal life to all whorejected Jesus." This is only a sample of the absurdities that defenders ofa supralogical God must be prepared to accept.

CAN GOD SIN?

The discussion about the relationship between omnipotence and logic makes it clear that omnipotence does not include the ability to doeverything. There are limits even to what an omnipotent being can do.Some medieval thinkers raised another possible problem with respect toomnipotence. They wondered if God can sin. Suppose we grant that anomnipotent God can do anything that is logically possible. Sinning isan act that is both logically and physically possible. After all, humanbeings do it all the time. How then can God be omnipotent if Hecannot sin? Both Anselm and Thomas Aquinas appear to have advanced similar answers to the question. “But how art Thou omnipotent," Anselm asked,

if Thou art not capable of all things? or, if Thou canst not be corrupted and canst not lie . . . how art Thou capable of all things? Or else to becapable of these things is not power but impotence. For he who is capableof those things is capable of what is not for his good, and of what he oughtnot to do and the more capable of them he is, the more power haveadversity and perversity against him; and the less has he himself againstthese.57

Anselm thought the question important because the claim that God cannot sin appears to be incompatible with the assertion of His omnipotence. Anselm's suggested solution pointed out that the ability to sinresults not from power but from a lack of power. Aquinas argued similarly that “to sin is to fall short of a perfect action; hence to be able to sinis to be able to fall short in action, which is repugnant to omnipotence.Therefore, it is that God cannot sin, because of his omnipotence."58The point that Anselm and Aquinas were trying to make is elusive andrequires some effort to grasp. Some progress toward understanding theirposition may be gained by studying the more detailed discussion of theeighteenth-century theologian, Samuel Clarke (1675-1729).

Clarke began by acknowledging that God “must of necessity haveinfinite power. This proposition is evident and undeniable.”59 Since God's infinite power cannot be denied, “the only question is, what thetrue meaning of what we call infinite power is, and to what things itmust be understood to extend, or not to extend.” Clarke regards it asbeyond dispute that God's infinite power “cannot be said to extend tothe working of anything which implies a contradiction: as that a thingshould be and not be at the same time; that the same thing should bemade and not be made, or have been and not have been; that twice twoshould not make four, or that that which is necessarily false should betrue.” Clarke's acceptance of the scholastic point that God's omnipotence does not extend to contradictions is based on the same reasongiven by Aquinas: since a contradiction is nothing at all, the putativepower to do nothing turns out to be no power at all.

Clarke then notes a second restriction on God's infinite power: “Infinite power cannot be said to extend to those things which implynatural imperfection in the being to whom such power is ascribed.” Heregards it as absurd, for example, to think that a being of infinite powercould use that power to weaken itself or destroy itself. Weakness or self-destruction are universally recognized to be inconsistent with the necessary and self-existent being of God. Clarke then makes the move thatlays the foundation for his answer to the question, Can God sin? Moralimperfection is a species of natural imperfection. Once it is agreed thatan omnipotent God cannot do anything that implies any natural imperfection in His own being, it follows that God cannot do anything thatentails moral imperfection. Because infinite knowledge, infinite power,and infinite goodness are perfectly conjoined in the being of God,Clarke argues,

free choice in a being of infinite knowledge, power and goodness can no more choose to act contrary to these imperfections than knowledge can beignorance, power be weakness, or goodness malice. So that free choice insuch a being may be as certain and steady a principle of action as thenecessity of fate. We may therefore as certainly and infallibly rely uponthe moral, as upon the natural attributes of God—it being as absolutelyimpossible for him to act contrary to the one as to divest himself of theother; and as much a contradiction to suppose him choosing to do anything inconsistent with his justice, goodness and truth as to suppose himdivested of infinity, power or existence.

From hence it follows, that though God is both perfectly free and also infinitely powerful, yet he cannot possibly do anything that is evil. Thereason of this is also evident. Because, as it is manifest infinite powercannot extend to natural contradictions which imply a destruction of thatvery power by which they must be supposed to be effected, so neither canit extend to moral contradictions which imply a destruction of some otherattributes as necessarily belonging to the divine nature as power. I havealready shown that justice, goodness and truth are necessarily in God,even as necessarily as power and understanding, and knowledge of thenature of things. It is, therefore, as impossible and contradictory to suppose his will should choose to do anything contrary to justice, goodness ortruth as that his power should be able to do anything inconsistent withpower. It is no diminution of power not to be able to do things which areno object of power. And it is in like manner no diminution either of poweror liberty to have such a perfect and unalterable rectitude of will as neverpossibly to choose to do anything inconsistent with that rectitude.60

Clarke's point seems to be this: creative power and moral strength are distinguishable in God's creatures. If we suppose an omnipotent being(possessing total creative power) who lacks moral perfection, such abeing would indeed lack something if it could not sin. But in God'scase, the inability to sin does not constitute an imperfection. Rather, itwould be an imperfection if God could sin. The reason God cannot sinis because He is omnipotent and because His omnipotence is necessarily conjoined with moral perfection. If God did sin, it would proveHis impotence. God is capable of doing everything that is logicallypossible and consistent with His perfect will. As Jerome Gellman putsit, “If God is omnipotent, then He can bring about any state of affairslogically possible for an essentially perfect being to bring about."61 “Tobe powerless with respect to perversity [that is, powerless to avoid perversity] is to be imperfect, but to be unable to lie is a perfection."62 Thepower to sin is the power to fall short of perfection. Since this is theopposite of omnipotence, God's inability to sin is not inconsistent withHis omnipotence; rather, it is entailed by His omnipotence.

The compatibility of God's omnipotence and His inability to sin may be viewed as an extension of the claim that the law of noncontradiction is a necessary constraint on divine power. As we saw inchapter 1, the word God has descriptive significance. Among otherthings, it includes perfect goodness. Therefore, while no logical contradiction results from ascribing a certain action like sinning to a humanbeing, the action does become self-contradictory when attributed toGod.

In our civilization, and thus in our language, it would not be strictly proper to call a being “God” whose actions were not perfectly good orwhose commands were not the best of moral directives. That God is goodis a truth of language, and not an ethical contingency, since one of theusual criteria of Godhood is that the actions and commands of such abeing are perfectly good. . . . “God is good,” therefore, is trivially true inthe same way as “Saints are good.”63

No contradiction exists, therefore, between the propositions “God is omnipotent” and “God cannot sin.”

OMNIPOTENCE AND THE POWER TO CHANGE THE PAST

Imagine a person who has just learned that a loved one has been involved in a plane crash. The first reports indicate that of the onehundred people on the plane, eighty-five died. It would be natural forany person in that situation to breathe a prayer that her loved one on theplane might have been spared. Since the event in question belongs tothe past and the people now dead have been dead for hours, this prayerappears to be a request that God change the past. Does such a prayermake sense?

From one perspective, it does not. Most of us believe that although the future may be open (in the sense that people can take actions thatwill bring it about), the past is closed and nothing can be done now toalter what has already happened. In other words, most human beingsare fatalists with respect to the past.

If this view is true, then praying for the past to be changed is either useless or trivial. Either the event that is prayed for has already happened or it has not. If one is praying that what has already happenedshould happen, the prayer is redundant. If on the other hand, one praysfor the opposite of what has already happened, the prayer is hopeless. Atleast, it is hopeless if fatalism about the past is justified. But is it?

Medieval theologians wondered whether it makes sense to ask if God’s omnipotence extends to changing the past. A negative answerwould seem to impose a rather severe restriction on God’s power. Afterall, if the past lies outside the scope of an omnipotent being’s power,then a situation that might lie within his power today would be beyondhis power tomorrow. The proposition, “God can do X,” could be truetoday but false tomorrow.

The position of Thomas Aquinas on this subject has been widely accepted by Christian theologians. To claim that God can change thepast, he believed, asserts a contradiction and thus falls under the moregeneral claim that no omnipotent being can do anything that involves acontradiction.

As was said above . . . there does not fall under the scope of God’s omnipotence anything that implies a contradiction. Now that the pastshould not have been implies a contradiction. For as it implies a contradiction to say that Socrates is sitting, and is not sitting, so does it to say thathe sat, and did not sit. But to say that he did sit is to say that it happened inthe past. To say that he did not sit, is to say that it did not happen.Whence, that the past should not have been, does not come under thescope of divine power.64

If it is a fact that something happened in the past, then any proposition describing that state of affairs (such as “Socrates sat”) is true. If it were possible for the past to be changed, then the contradictory proposition “Socrates did not sit” would be true. The suggestion then that thepast can be changed appears to imply a logically impossible state ofaffairs, namely, that both “Socrates sat” and “Socrates did not sit” aretrue. Extending Aquinas's remarks, E. J. Khamara suggests that changing the past may mean “either bringing it about that what has happenedhas not happened, or bringing it about that what has not happened hashappened; and in either case what is envisaged is a logical impossibility.”65 Khamara concludes that “an omnipotent being can have nopower over the past because to have such a power would involve abilityto bring about logical necessities or logical impossibilities, and these arealready excluded from his domain.”66 Thus it seems clear that if God'schanging the past is understood in the sense suggested by Aquinas, acontradiction is implied and the view is false.

Some writers, however, have suggested a different approach to the question. The consideration of God's power over the past should, theythink, be viewed as an investigation of whether God can bring about thepast in the sense that his causal activity can be directed toward the past.It seems obvious that human beings can bring about the future. That is,their causal activity can be directed toward the future and can bringabout future effects. I have it in my power, for example, to bring itabout that at five o'clock today, I comb my hair. Is it possible that God'scausal activity can be directed toward the past so as to bring about a pasteffect? Understood in this way, the contemplated activity (bringingabout the past) does not appear to be logically impossible.67

But even if the claim that bringing about the past is logically possible, it remains to be seen whether the notion makes any sense. Anypast event is part of a linked series of other events. Consequently, if onebelieves that it makes sense to think of God changing an event in thepast, events subsequent to the one changed by God would also have tobe changed. To help us picture or conceptualize what this might mean,imagine watching a film. The film stops and then rewinds with everything in reverse until the event that is to be changed is reached. Thefilm, let us say, is of someone kicking a soccer ball. At first we see thesoccer ball lying still on the grass. Suddenly a swinging foot comes intoview; the foot makes contact with the ball and, following the impact,the ball sails into the air and finally descends far down the field, bouncing for a while until it comes to rest in the grass. But now suppose thefilm is stopped at this point and run backwards. What do we see? Theball is once again lying motionless in the grass. Then, for no reason,without any apparent cause, it begins rolling and then bounding andthen soaring through the air until we see it contact a retreating foot.Upon touching the foot, the ball is absolutely motionless. We mightimagine another film run backwards in which autumn leaves lying onthe ground slowly begin to drift upwards and attach to the branches of atree. As more and more leaves rise upwards, the leaves begin to changecolor from red, brown, and gold to a bright green. Soon the leaves beginto curl up into buds which finally disappear into the branches. Toanyone unaware that he is watching a film in reverse, such visionscould be rather unsettling. These examples simply raise the questionwhether we can at all conceptualize what it is to bring about the past.

Three arguments support the contention that no sense can be made of the claim that an omnipotent being or anyone else can bringabout the past.68

1. The view that it is possible to bring about the past eliminatesthe difference between cause and effect. As David Hume noted, reasoning about cause and effect is fundamental to all reasoning about mattersof fact, about significant and informative propositions about the world.Whatever else we mean by saying that x causes y, we certainly meanthat x comes before y. The notion of a cause coming after its effectwould certainly upset our normal categories of thinking. If soccer ballscould suddenly begin moving by themselves in the fashion of our rewinding film, we would have serious difficulties relating to the world.We can understand why the ball moves when the player kicks it. Butwhat makes it move when no one hits it? With our notion of cause soaffected, we could not make sense out of the world.

2. The view under consideration would obliterate the differencebetween earlier and later. The word later could just as easily be appliedto something that has already happened, as opposed to something that isstill future.

3. The theory would also destroy the difference between past andfuture. There would no longer be any reason to think of the past asclosed in some sense. According to this view, it would be just as possiblefor the past to be open as it is for the future to be open. These threearguments appear to show that the attempt to say that God can bringabout the past reduces to absurdity. While there may be many thingsthat we do not know, we certainly know the difference between causeand effect, between earlier and later, and between the past and future.Thus, any view that implies the impossibility of such knowledge isabsurd.

Up to this point we have found no serious challenge to the coherence of the attribute of omnipotence. Answers found in the writings of medieval thinkers still hold up amazingly well. The things that Godapparently cannot do can be explained either as things that are logicallyimpossible or as things that result from defective power. None of theproblems supports the conclusion that omnipotence is an incoherentnotion or that the real power of God is limited in some way. However,some people have thought that another kind of problem expressed incertain paradoxes of omnipotence cannot be covered by the scholasticarguments.

THE PARADOX OF OMNIPOTENCE

Philosophers and theologians who grant that God cannot do the logically impossible point out that there are other actions attributable toGod that threaten the coherence of the concept of omnipotence. Evenif one grants that Aquinas was right when he said that God cannot dothe logically impossible, that answer does not seem applicable to theproblems that arise when we ask if God can create a stone too heavy forGod to lift. The action of creating a stone too heavy to lift does notappear self-contradictory in the same way as drawing a square circle isself-contradictory. Questions about God's ability to perform actions likecreating a stone too heavy for Him to lift pose the theist with a dilemma.If God can create the stone too heavy for God to lift, there is somethingGod cannot do (namely, lift the stone). And if God cannot create thestone too heavy for Him to lift, there is still something He cannot do (inthis case, create the stone). Either God can or cannot create such astone. Therefore, in either case, there is something God cannot do; andin either case, we seem forced to conclude that God is not omnipotent.

In a widely discussed analysis of the paradox, George Mavrodes argues that Aquinas's original point about logical possibility can beapplied to the new puzzle of the stone.69 Mavrodes points out that inorder for the critic's conclusion to follow, one must first assume thatGod is omnipotent. After all, if God is not omnipotent, there is nopuzzle since the phrase “a stone too heavy for God to lift" would in alllikelihood not be self-contradictory. If the argument begins by assumingthat God is not omnipotent, the conclusion (“God is not omnipotent")would only repeat the beginning assumption, thus making the entireargument trivial. Thus the paradox of omnipotence must begin bypresupposing that God is omnipotent. Once the assumption is made,however, Aquinas's argument becomes relevant. Once one grants that“God is omnipotent" is necessarily true, it follows that “God cannotcreate a stone too heavy for God to lift" becomes a contradiction.Mavrodes concludes that the paradoxes of omnipotence fail “becausethey propose, as tests of God's power, putative tasks whose descriptionsare self-contradictory. Such pseudo-tasks, not falling within the realmof possibility, are not objects of power at all. Hence the fact that theycannot be performed implies no limit on the power of God, and henceno defect in the doctrine of omnipotence."70

In a subsequent article, Harry Frankfurt sought to defuse a possible objection to Mavrodes from any critic who, like Descartes, should rejectthe law of noncontradiction as a delimitation of the power of God. AsFrankfurt notes, even if the Cartesian is correct and the law of noncontradiction does not define the limits of God's power, nothing verysignificant follows. In fact, we only have a new way of resolving theparadox of omnipotence.

Suppose, then, that God's omnipotence enables Him to do even what is logically impossible and that He actually creates a stone too heavyfor Him to lift. The critic plays into his hands. . . . For why should Godnot be able to perform the task in question? To be sure, it is a task—thetask of lifting a stone which he cannot lift—whose description is selfcontradictory. But if God is supposed capable of performing one taskwhose description is self-contradictory—that of creating the problematicstone in the first place—why should He not be supposed capable ofperforming another—that of lifting the stone? After all, is there any greater trick in performing two logically impossible tasks than there is in performing one?

If an omnipotent being can do what is logically impossible, then he cannot only create situations which he cannot handle but also, since he isnot bound by the limits of consistency, he can handle situations which hecannot handle.71

Suppose a theologian concludes, however, that the question, “Can God create a stone too heavy for God to lift?” must be answered in thenegative.72 Suppose this theologian figures something in the doctrine ofomnipotence must be given up but wants to surrender as little as possible. Could God's infinite power with regard to lifting be retained, whilelimiting only slightly God's power with respect to creating? Followingan example developed by C. Wade Savage, we might imagine onebeing (y) who cannot lift a stone heavier than seventy pounds. If someother being (x) cannot create a stone heavier than y can lift, thenobviously xs power to create is limited. But suppose that y can lift astone of any weight; in other words, imagine that y s lifting power isunlimited. Then it follows that if x cannot create a stone too heavy for yto lift, x'spower to create is not limited at all. What then has ourtheologian surrendered?

Is it the unlimited power of God to create stones? No doubt. But what stone is it which God is now precluded from creating? The stone too heavyfor Him to lift, of course. But . . . nothing in the argument required thetheologian to admit any limit on God's power with regard to the lifting ofstones. He still holds that to be unlimited. And if God's power to lift isinfinite, then His power to create may run to infinity also without outstripping the first power. The supposed limitation turns out to be no limitationat all, since it is specified only by reference to another power which is itselfinfinite. Our theologian need have no regrets, for he has given up nothing. The doctrine of the power of God remains just what it was before.73

It seems clear then that the so-called paradoxes of omnipotence can be handled in the same general terms as Aquinas's dictum that omnipotence does not extend to things that are logically impossible.

CONCLUSION

Enough has been said to permit an answer to two questions: How should “omnipotence” be defined? and Is the concept of omnipotencelogically coherent?

William Rowe seems to have included the necessary qualifications when he defines “omnipotence” to mean that “God can do anythingthat is an absolute possibility (i.e., is logically possible) and not inconsistent with any of his basic attributes'74 Among other things, Rowe'sdefinition would rule out any problem about the possibility of God'ssinning. Since “doing evil is inconsistent with being perfectly good, andsince being perfectly good is a basic attribute of God, the fact that Godcannot do evil will not conflict with the fact that he is omnipotent. ”75 IfAquinas was correct that changing the past is logically impossible,Rowe's definition would also apply in that case. Kenny goes just a bitfurther in his definition:

Divine omnipotence, therefore, if it is to be a coherent notion, must be something less than the complete omnipotence which is the possession ofall logically possible powers. It must be a narrower omnipotence, consisting in the possession of all logically possible powers which it is logicallypossible for a being with the attributes of God to possess.76

Is the concept of omnipotence coherent? It would seem so. Even J. L. Mackie, whose opposition to theism is easily documented, acknowledges: “Once we have decided that omnipotence is not to include thepower to achieve logical impossibilities—and it must not include this, ifit is to be discussable—there cannot be any contradiction within theconcept itself.”77 I conclude then that the concept of omnipotence iscoherent. No contradiction is involved in affirming that God is essentially omnipotent.




Chapter 4: Divine Omniscience andHuman Freedom

Divine omniscience means that God holds no false beliefs. Not only are all of God's beliefs true, the range of his knowledge is total; Heknows all true propositions. Is this divine omniscience incompatiblewith belief in human free will? This is one of the major challenges thetheist must face. The problem arises from what it means to knowanything in general and what it would mean to know the future in particular.

When any person knows something (a proposition), at least two conditions must be present. First, the person must believe the proposition in question; and second, the believed proposition must be true.77aIfJennifer knows that today is Jeff's birthday, then Jennifer believes thattoday is Jeff's birthday. Believing a proposition is a necessary conditionfor knowing it. If Jennifer doesn't believe that today is Jeff's birthday,she cannot know it. Thus knowing p (any proposition) implies believingp. But just as clearly, Jennifer cannot have knowledge of some proposition unless that proposition is true. If Jennifer “knows" p, and p is false,then Jennifer's claim to knowledge is mistaken. She may think that sheknows today is Jeff's birthday but she is wrong. She does not haveknowledge.

If the body of true propositions known by an omniscient being includes all true propositions about what human beings will do in thefuture, a serious consequence for human freedom arises. Obviously, itis impossible for any omniscient being to hold even one false belief. Since God foreknows what Jeff will do at 8 p.m. tomorrow, it appears asthough Jeff must do what God foreknows he will do. But if Jeff must dowhatever God knows he will do, in what sense is Jeffs action free? IfGod foreknows what Jeff will do in the future, does Jeff have the abilitynot to do what God foreknows? It seems highly unlikely. If Jeff had thatpower (the power to do something other than what God foreknows),then God could have been mistaken. God would have held a false beliefin which case God's foreknowledge would have actually been foreignorance. But this is clearly impossible. If God has true foreknowledgeof what human beings will do in the future, it seems that those actionsare determined. But if those actions are not determined and humanbeings really do have the power either to do something or not, then itseems to follow that God lacks omniscience. The literature on thisquestion is extensive.78 This chapter will investigate the most frequentlysuggested answers to the problem.

THE REINTERPRETATION OF GOD'S RELATIONSHIP TO TIME

In the long history of Christian thought, the theory most frequently used to reconcile divine foreknowledge and human freedom involves interpreting God's eternal existence as timelessness. This viewappears in the writings of such thinkers as Augustine, Boethius, Anselm, and Aquinas.

The analogy between God's vision of future human actions and a human being's present perception is crucial to this argument. WhenMr. Brown sees Mr. Smith scratching his ear, Brown's perception ofwhat Smith does obviously cannot have any causal influence onSmith's action. What any person perceives in the present is simplevision, a vision that cannot cause or make necessary that which is beingperceived. Similarly, whatever God might perceive in the presentwould likewise lack any necessitating or causal effect on what He perceives. But because God is outside of time, is timeless, all of God'sknowledge occurs in His eternal present. There is no future for God;there is no past for God. Everything that belongs to the human past andeverything that will happen in the human future is, on this view ofGod, eternally present to God's consciousness. Technically, then, Goddoes not have fore knowledge even though He infallibly knows everything that will happen in the future. But since His knowledge of thehuman future exists in His present, His knowledge does not cause ornecessitate the future. According to Boethius,

If human and divine present may be compared, just as you see certain things in this your present time, so God sees all things in His eternalpresent. So that this divine foreknowledge does not change the nature andproperty of things; it simply sees things present to it exactly as they willhappen at some time as future events. It makes no confused judgements ofthings, but with one glance of its mind distinguishes all that is to come topass whether it is necessitated or not. Similarly you, when you see at thesame time a man walking on the earth and the sun rising in the sky,although the two sights coincide yet you distinguish between them andjudge the one to be willed and the other necessitated. In the same way thedivine gaze looks down on all things without disturbing their nature; toHim they are present things, but under the condition of time they arefuture things. And so it comes about that when God knows that somethingis going to occur and knows that no necessity to be is imposed upon it, it isnot opinion, but rather knowledge founded upon truth.79

Since divine timelessness is the subject of chapter 6 (where it is given more complete consideration), the problems generated by thedoctrine are best left till then. For now, two observations: (1) Thedoctrine's utility in providing a convenient solution to the apparentconflict between divine omniscience and human freedom is one of thestrongest reasons for its acceptance. (2) But utility alone is not a test oftruth and the theory will have to be defended against several ratherweighty objections. How, for example, is it possible for a timeless being,a being who is totally removed from time, to act within time? TheJudeo-Christian doctrines of creation and providence certainly imply aGod who acts within time.

THE REINTERPRETATION OF HUMAN FREEDOM

Many thinkers have decided that if divine omniscience and human freedom are incompatible, any compromise will have to take place onthe side of freedom. This has usually been effected by redefininghuman freedom so as to make it compatible with determinism. In thestruggle between determinism and indeterminism, philosophers divideinto compatibilists and incompatibilists. A compatibilist believes thatfreedom and determinism can be reconciled in some way; an incom-patibilist believes that they cannot. Major Christian thinkers like Augustine, Luther, Calvin, and Jonathan Edwards did not actually repudiate human freedom. They redefined the notion of human freedom sothat it is compatible with determinism.

Human beings may be said to be free in two quite different senses. The liberty of indifference explains human freedom as the ability eitherto do something or not. Understood in this sense, Jones's decision towatch the T. V. news on channel four rather than on channel five is freeif and only if it is completely indifferent (undetermined) which channelhe turns to. In order to be genuinely free in the sense of indifference, aperson must have the ability either to do something or not. The libertyof spontaneity, on the other hand, explains human freedom as theability to do whatever the person wants to do. On this second view, thequestion of the person's ability to do otherwise is irrelevant; the keyquestion is whether he is able to do.what he most wants to do.

The liberty of indifference is an incompatibilist definition of freedom, while the liberty of spontaneity is a form of compatibilism. If liberty is understood in terms of indifference, Jones's decision is free ifand only if he is either free to watch channel four or not to watchchannel four. But if liberty is understood in terms of spontaneity, Jonescan still be free even if his decision to watch channel four is determined. Jones may have been hypnotized previously and told to watchonly one station; or his set may be broken so it receives only one station;or someone holding a gun might threaten his life if he turns to anychannel other than four. But it is obvious that whatever antecedentevents might cause Jones to watch channel four, it is possible that it isalso the channel that he most wants to watch. As long as his act is anexpression of what he wants, then his action is free even if his wants arethemselves determined.

If human freedom can be adequately explained in terms of the liberty of spontaneity, then there would seem to be no problem reconciling divine foreknowledge and human freedom. Men and womenwould remain free even if their decisions and their wants were determined in some sense. God would simply see to it that His creatureswant to do what He has determined them to do.

Martin Luther accepted this compatibilist approach to human freedom. As Anthony Kenny explains Luther's position: ‘The humanwill is like a beast of burden: if God rides it it wills and goes where Godwills; if Satan rides it it wills and goes where Satan wills. It must gowhere its rider bids, and it is not free to choose its rider."80 For Luther(according to Kenny), "both good men and bad men do what they want:what they lack is the ability to change their desires." The human will "isnot free in the sense that it cannot change itself from a bad will into agood one; it can only passively undergo such a change at the hand ofGod."81

A proper evaluation of theological compatibilism would require too lengthy a detour in this study. Critics of the theory frequently resortto an analogy of a man imprisoned in a locked room. As long as theprisoner wants to remain in the locked room, he is free—at least this isthe claim of those who defend the liberty of spontaneity. But to claimthat the imprisoned man is free, stretches the meaning of “freedom” farbeyond the bounds of ordinary usage. Compatibilists, in turn, counterwith the claim that this argument (concerning the stretched meaning of“freedom”) begs the question.

The most serious attack against theological compatibilism maintains that the position entails that God is ultimately responsible for the evil in the world. The issues raised by this objection are topics ofperennial debate in the history of philosophy, and exceed the capacityof this brief introduction to the concept of God. The problem is welland fully discussed elsewhere.82 We will leave what might be called “thecompatibilist gambit” with the observation that its eventual success willrequire its advocate to explain how it is that God is not responsible forthe moral evil in the world.

DO PROPOSITIONS ABOUT THE FUTURE HAVE TRUTH-VALUE?

Another proposed solution to problems raised by divine omniscience in relation to human freedom concerns the truth-value of statements about the future. Corresponding to every possible state of affairs in the future is a proposition. For example, corresponding to the possible state of affairs, Ted Kennedy's running for the presidency in 1988, isthe proposition “Ted Kennedy will run for the presidency in 1988.”Clearly, the proposition “Ted Kennedy ran for the presidency in 1980”is true. But many philosophers have expressed doubt that propositionsabout future contingent events have any truth-value at all; that is, theyhave suggested that propositions about the future (“Ted Kennedy willrun for the presidency in 1988”) are neither true nor false.

One source for this theory is chapter nine of Aristotle's De Interpretatione. According to Aristotle, any proposition about that which has already happened must be either true or false. But is it the case, heasked, that propositions about the future must be either true or false?Take, for example, the proposition 'There will be a sea fight tomorrow." If this proposition about the future already has a truth value (thatis, if it is either true or false today), then it seems to follow that thefuture is fixed. If the proposition "There will be a sea fight tomorrow"were true today, then it would be impossible for there not to be a seafight tomorrow. For if the sea fight did not occur, then our propositioncould not have been true. But since it is true, the sea fight is inevitable.

Most interpreters read Aristotle's argument as a reductio ad ab-surdum. As Kenny explains: "If future-tensed propositions about singulars are already true, then fatalism follows: but fatalism is absurd; therefore, since many future events are not yet determined, statements about such events are not yet true or false, though they later will be."83 Therelevance of Aristotle's position for resolving the omniscience-humanfreedom problem should be obvious. If propositions about future, freehuman actions have no truth-value, then they cannot possibly beknown by anyone including an omniscient God. God's inability toknow the future should not count against His omniscience, since thepower to know is constrained only in cases where there is something toknow. But if no propositions about future, free actions can be true, theycannot be the object of knowledge for anyone, including God.

This view severely limits the knowledge of God—a major difficulty—and apparently is incompatible with the Bible's account of God's ability to predict the future.84 If propositions about the future areneither true nor false, it is logically impossible for God to predict thefuture.85 The belief that God does predict the future presumes that Godknows what He is talking about. But since God does not know whatcannot be known, it follows that God cannot predict the future. Themost God might be able to do on Aristotle's view is make a good guess,an epistemological liability when compared to the classical view. Thedenial of truth-values to propositions about future contingents has notreceived a sympathetic hearing from many traditional Christians. It isan extreme position that is difficult to reconcile with much that Scripture and orthodox theology affirm about God's knowledge of the future.

"THE BOOK OF THE FUTURE”

One model that might be useful in suggesting solutions to the puzzle of divine omniscience and human freedom involves imaginingthe existence of a document we might call the "book of the future.”Before this imaginary book is opened, it is possible to conceive threedifferent scenarios. According to the first of these, when God opens thebook, He finds written there every true proposition about the future.This represents the theory that God knows everything that will happenin the future.86

According to a second possible scenario, God opens the book of the future only to find that every page is blank. This pictures theAristotelian theory that propositions about the future have no truth-value. Since, on that view, there are no true propositions about thefuture, the pages in any book about the future would have to be blank.Knowledge about the future is impossible for any being including God.This apparent limitation of omniscience is not viewed with alarm by itsadherents since the doctrine of omniscience requires only that Godknow everything that can be known. The mere fact that God cannotknow something that cannot be known by any being would not compromise His omniscience. The Aristotelian view, however, does sufferfrom other problems, already noted.

According to a third scenario, the book is incomplete. That is, some pages contain propositions, but there are gaps, sometimes verylarge gaps. Many pages may be completely blank. This scenario suggeststhat God possesses only partial knowledge about the future because Hefreely chooses to restrict His knowledge of the future in order to preservesome measure of human freedom. This picture would be compatiblewith a somewhat different theory according to which God has unerringknowledge of some specific future events, namely, those which He hasdecreed must happen. But of future events that are not the subject ofdivine decree, God's knowledge is impossible.

Robert H. Ayers thinks that the views suggested by this third scenario should be understood as arguments for a limitation of divine omniscience along the lines of Aquinas's limitation of omnipotence.

If the meaning of God’s omnipotence is preserved by saying that God cando everything that is logically possible to do, why can't the meaning of God's omniscience be preserved by saying that God can know everything itis logically possible to know? That is, God can know all past and presentactualities and all future possibilities. Surely, if omniscience means toknow, at any given moment, all that there is to know and if time is not anillusion, then to know future contingents as indetermined and future,relative to some past and determined actuality, is an acceptable meaningof the term “omniscience."87

In terms of my model of the book of the future, God freely chooses to limit His own knowledge of the future by refusing to peek between thecovers of the book of the future. A similar view has been advanced byJohn Lucas:

The real solution to the problem of God's omniscience is to be found by drawing a parallel with his omnipotence. Although God is able to do allthings, we do not think he does do all things. . . . We allow that somethings happen against God's will. ... If God is prepared to compromisehis omnipotence for the sake of human freedom, surely then he would beprepared to compromise his omniscience also. If he suffers his will to beconfined in order that his creatures may have room to make their owndecisions, he must allow his understanding to be abridged in order toallow men privacy to form their own plans for themselves. It seems to meentirely unobjectionable that God should limit his infallible knowledge ashe does his power, in order to let us be independent of him.88

If this theory is taken to mean that God chooses not to know anything about the future, the view comes into obvious conflict withthe biblical data and most traditional thinking about God. It is clearlyinconsistent with the belief that God, at the very least, knows somefuture actions, for example, that Judas would betray Jesus. To getaround this problem, Richard Swinburne suggests that God might besaid to know some future actions, such as those that are necessitated bypast actions or by God's own decrees. But there would still remain alarge number of future actions which God would freely choose not toforeknow. Understood properly, this does not compromise God's omniscience, according to Swinburne. On his view, God

is omniscient if he knows about everything except those future states and their consequences which are not physically necessitated by anything inthe past; and if he knows that he does not know about those future states. Ifthere is any future state which is not physically necessitated by goings-onin the past or present, then, of logical necessity, no person can know nowthat it will happen—without the possibility of error.89

In other words, God creates a sphere (that of future, free actions) where divine knowledge is excluded. So long as such a restriction is a result ofGod's free choice, and so long as God knows that He does not have thisknowledge, no compromise of the divine omniscience would result.“That God is omniscient only in the attenuated sense would ofcourse . . . have resulted from his own choice. In choosing to preservehis own freedom (and to give others freedom), he limits his own knowledge of what is to come."90

The Swinburne-Lucas-Ayer position appears plausible until one begins to ask some innocent-looking questions. Suppose we grant thatGod does not know the future (or at least large parts of the future); canGod nonetheless hold beliefs about the future? If we follow Swinburne,it might make sense to suppose that God freely chooses not to knowmany things about the future. But what reason could we possibly havefor supposing that God refuses to hold beliefs about the future? If wegrant that God does not know who will win the World Series, what iswrong with supposing that God can hold beliefs about who will win? Isthere any difference between the beliefs that God might hold and well-grounded guesses? It is difficult to see how Swinburne could avoidallowing God to make highly intelligent guesses about future contingents. Obviously, God’s guesses would be far more reliable than ourssince He would still have full and complete knowledge of all past andpresent circumstances that will have an effect on the future.91 To adoptthe view that God can hold beliefs about the future, however, seems toentail the possibility that some of God’s beliefs may turn out to be false.But once it becomes possible for any of God’s beliefs about the future tobe false, what will have happened to the omniscience of God whichentails that God holds no false beliefs? Even if Swinburne holds out forthe possibility that all God’s beliefs about the future were true, he wouldhave to add the proviso that God does not know that all His beliefs aboutthe future are true. Swinburne’s way of preserving human freedomwhile retaining divine foreknowledge produces a supposedly omniscientbeing who not only does not know a great many things, but who alsopossibly holds a great many false beliefs.

Advocates of classical Thomism have not been silent in the face of Swinburne's theorizing. According to one, Swinburne's explication of aweak sense of omniscience is logically incompatible with two pivotaldoctrines of classical theism, namely that God is omnipotent and thatGod is Creator-sustainer of the world. Roland Teske makes the firstclaim—that omniscience in Swinburne's weak sense is inconsistentwith omnipotence—in the following way. First, Swinburne's view ofomniscience begins by assuming that the events in the world causeGod's knowledge. Specifically, God's knowledge of future contingentswould be dependent on, caused by, conditioned by, or changed by theevents that happen. But Aquinas and other classical theists have taughtthat God's knowledge causes what happens.

The basic question about God's knowledge is whether things exist because God knows them or whether God knows them because they exist. Augustine . . . and Aquinas . . . maintain that beings exist because Godknows them. Hence, God's knowledge stands in relation to created thingsas the knowledge of a craftsman stands to his products. As the craftsman'sknowledge is the cause of his products, so God's knowledge is the cause ofhis creatures.92

Teske expresses a dominant concern of every theist. Whatever else may be involved in theism, it certainly teaches that the creation dependsupon God for its existence.

If God cannot be the cause of new existents and occurrences and if such new existents and occurrences are at least in some cases contingent, thenthere are many existents and occurrences which, though not logicallyimpossible, cannot be caused by God. Indeed, if God's knowledge of allexistents and occurrences is contingent upon their existence and occurrence and caused by these existents and occurrences, then God cannotcause any existents and occurrences.93

Teske's claim that Swinburne's weak sense of omniscience severely restricts and may even abrogate the notion of divine omnipotence mustbe taken seriously.

In his second objection, Teske argues that the weak sense of omniscience is incompatible with a belief in God as Creator. In speaking of God as Creator of the world, Teske means

that he is the cause of all existents and occurrences apart from himself— not merely in the sense that he originally made the world ex nihilo sui etsubjecti, but in the sense that he is at present the first cause of all existentsand occurrences in this world.94

But the weak sense of omniscience implies that new events and beings must exist prior to God's knowledge of them. This entails that Godcannot be the cause of such independent existents and occurrences.

If God's knowledge is conditioned by and dependent upon events that occur in this world, then he cannot have a provident governance of thisworld. . . . Without the causal priority of God's knowledge over events inthis world, it would seem that God could not have produced the world inany sense or that he caused it without knowing what he was doing andthen saw what he had done.95

Teske expresses legitimate complaints that ought to be concerns of any theist. Such are the problems, then, with the attempt of Ayers, Lucas,and Swinburne to conceive of God as voluntarily restricting the sphereof His omniscience.

Peter Geach is also interested in defending an indeterminate future. But he takes a different tack, comparing God's knowledge of the future to that of a chess master simultaneously playing several games ofchess.

But God is the supreme Grand Master who has everything under his control. Some of the players are consciously helping his plan, others aretrying to hinder it; whatever the finite players do, God's plan will beexecuted; though various lines of God's play will answer to various movesof the finite players. God cannot be surprised or thwarted or cheated ordisappointed. God, like some grand master of chess, can carry out his planeven if he has announced it beforehand. 'On that square," says the GrandMaster, "I will promote my pawn to Queen and deliver checkmate to myadversary": and it is even so. No line of play that finite players may think ofcan force God to improvise: his knowledge of the game already embracesall the possible variant lines of play, theirs does not.96

Unlike Swinburne, Geach wants to preserve some sense of divine omniscience about the future. But he wants to do this without resorting to the timelessness doctrine. Geach suggests that certain propositionsabout the future are true when they correspond to present tendencies inthe world, just as the grand master knows that his opponents tend tomake certain moves in certain situations. God has perfect control overthe chess board of life. He is able to predict the final mate down to thepositions of the pieces on the board; He can even predict the precisemanner of the checkmate. Because God has such control of the game,no move will surprise Him since He knows all the possibilities. In thisway, He carries each game through to its predicted conclusion withoutany possibility of His being surprised, frustrated, disappointed, or defeated. For Geach, God does not simply know the tendencies andintentions of His creatures; even more, He knows the future because Heknows His own intentions: “I think God knows the future by controllingit. God's knowledge of the future is like man's knowledge of his ownintentional actions, not like that of an ideal spectator."97

Geach's position bears some resemblance to the view of John Duns Scotus in the late Middle Ages. For Duns Scotus, the ground of God'sknowledge of future contingents is God's knowledge of His own will.Geach's theory is an interesting alternative to the other theories we havenoted. Unfortunately, the key point in his theory, namely, the precisesense in which God controls the actions of free human beings withoutdepriving them of their freedom, never receives the careful analysis itneeds. Much of the theory's plausibility seems to result from the interesting analogy of the chess master and Geach's refusal to remove thevagueness found at key points in his picture.

THE APPEAL TO GOD'S SUPPOSED “MIDDLE KNOWLEDGE"

An ingenious but dubious attempt to reconcile divine foreknowledge and human freedom was advanced by the sixteenth-century Jesuit theologian Louis de Molina.98 Molina began by accepting three claimsalready noted: (1) future contingent propositions have a truth-value;(2) God knows all true propositions about the future; and (3) humanbeings are free in the sense of the liberty of indifference, that is, they arefree either to do x or not to do x.

One of the easiest ways to get into Molina's system is to use the language of possible worlds that was introduced in the discussion ofessential predication in chapter 1. As we saw, there is an infinite number of possible worlds (complete states of affairs), only one of which isthe actual or real world. In order for one possible world to differ fromanother, at least one state of affairs must be different. Let us imagine apossible world in which Judas Iscariot is offered thirty pieces of silver tobetray Jesus. We know at least two things about this possible state ofaffairs: (1) we know that it is also part of the actual world; and (2) weknow that the hypothetical proposition “If Judas is offered thirty piecesof silver, then he will betray Jesus," is true.

Now imagine a second possible world that is exactly the same as the real world with but one difference: in this second possible world,Judas is offered only twenty pieces of silver. This possible state of affairsis referred to by the contrary-to-fact conditional “If Judas had beenoffered twenty pieces of silver, he would have betrayed Jesus.” Is thissecond hypothetical statement true or false? Since we cannot say forsure, we can only guess. One way to view this second hypotheticalsituation is to imagine two more possible worlds. In one of them, Judasis offered twenty pieces of silver and betrays Jesus; in the other, Judas isoffered the same amount and refuses to betray Jesus.

It is doubtful that any human being could ever know which of these two possible worlds would have become actual if, in fact, Judashad been offered only twenty pieces of silver. But it is basic to Molina’stheory that God knows the content of every possible world. God knowswhat Judas would have done if he had been offered twenty pieces ofsilver or only one or none at all. In fact, God knows what Judas wouldhave freely done in every possible world.

Molina called this strange kind of knowledge “middle knowledge” because it supposedly comes between two other kinds of knowledge thatGod can have. R. Garrigou-Lagrange explains:

This knowledge is called middle by reason of its proper object, which is the conditional future or the conditionally free act of the future. It isintermediate between the purely possible which is the object of God'sknowledge of simple intelligence, and the contingent future which is theobject of God's knowledge of vision. By this middle knowledge, accordingto Molina, God knows, previous to any predetermining decree, how a freewill would act if placed in certain circumstances, and how in certain othercases it would decide otherwise. After that God decides, according to Hisbenevolent designs, to render this free will effective by placing it in thosecircumstances more or less favorable or unfavorable to it.99

In other words, by means of His natural knowledge, God knows everything that can be; by means of His simple vision, God knows what will be, that is, what will actually occur in the real world; and by means ofHis middle knowledge, God knows what would be if the world weredifferent in some way. Anton Pegis describes God’s middle knowledgeas “an eternal dress rehearsal in the divine knowledge of all the ways inwhich man would act under all the circumstances which God wouldcreate.”100

By means of His middle knowledge, then, God knows all possible worlds and what each possible individual would do in them. God thendecrees certain antecedent conditions with full knowledge of how theagent will act in that situation. But God's decree does not violate thefreedom of the agent. In the case of Judas, God knows that if Judas isoffered thirty pieces of silver, Judas will of his own free will choose tobetray Jesus. God simply actualizes the set of circumstances in whichHis will is accomplished. But God's decree in no way interferes with thefree choice of His creatures.

Roman Catholic theology quickly decided that Molina's attempt to preserve free will was heretical. It is not difficult to find Catholic objections to Molina. Garrigou-Lagrange writes:

To this [Molina’s theory of middle knowledge] the Thomists have always replied that the middle knowledge conceived to safeguard the freedom ofthe human will, virtually implies the denial of it. How can God see in acause [he means here the human will], which by its nature is undetermined as to whether it will act or not, that it will de facto act? Thesupracomprehensive knowledge of a cause cannot enable anyone to see init a determination which is not there.101

In other words, the human will is the relevant cause and if the will is undetermined, there is nothing for God to see via His middleknowledge.

Molina's views have received a revival of sorts at the hands of the Calvinist philosopher, Alvin Plantinga. * In a recent article, R. M.Adams has specifically addressed the presence of Molinistic tendencieswithin Plantinga's system.102 Adams expresses doubts about the possibility of middle knowledge, even for God. His basic reason for thisskepticism appears to be his inability to see what serves as a ground forcontrary-to-fact conditionals. But it is not at all clear why conditionalslike “If Saul had never encountered Jesus on the road to Damascus, hewould never have become a Christian" need any kind of ground. Whatprevents such conditionals from just being true? Moreover, Adams'sown position is equivocal. He never makes clear whether he thinkscounterfactual sentences fail to express any proposition at all orwhether they simply express propositions that are false.

Even if the objections to the doctrine of middle knowledge leave the question of its truth unclear, the Molinist attempt to reconciledivine foreknowledge and human freedom still'has difficulty gainingconverts. In a sense, the difficulty of evaluating Molina’s theory resembles the earlier problem of appraising the position of Geach. In bothcases, a suggestive picture or model was offered: in Geach’s case, that ofan unbeatable chess master; in Molina’s theory, that of an all-knowingGod who has the power to “see” not only what will happen in the futurebut also what would have happened had different circumstances obtained. The pictures that Geach and Molina present make it possible tounderstand how God might know the future without also determiningwhat human beings do in the future. At least the pictures lead us tothink we understand. But in both cases, the picture that is offered is notaccompanied with the analysis of key concepts that will convert thepicture into both an explanation and an argument. This may explainwhy so many turn away from Molinism and look elsewhere for a satisfactory resolution to the problem of foreknowledge and humanfreedom.

CONCLUSION

My discussion of the most common solutions to the apparent conflict between divine omniscience and human freedom has not produced a clear winner among the candidates. But perhaps there is asimpler way of resolving the problem. Is it possible that we erred at thebeginning by allowing one or two points to slip by too quickly? Perhapswe should take one more look to see if there truly is reason to believethat divine omniscience and human freedom are incompatible.

Perhaps the philosophers of the Middle Ages are a step or two ahead of us. Consider the following statement from Aquinas’s SummaTheologica:

Hence also this proposition, Everything known by God must necessarily be, is usually distinguished, for it may refer to the thing or to the saying. Ifit refers to the thing, it is divided and false; for the sense is, Everythingwhich God knows is necessary. If understood of the saying, it is compositeand true, for the sense is, This proposition, uThat which is known of Godis” is necessary.103

Aquinas is saying first of all that the claim “Everything known by God must necessarily be” is a key premise in any argument used to supportthe alleged incompatibility of omniscience and human freedom. But the sentence is ambiguous. It can be understood in two quite differentsenses. In the second sense offered by Aquinas ("this proposition, 'thatwhich is known of God is’ is necessary”), it might mean that theproposition "Whatever God knows is true” is a necessary truth. Giventhat God is essentially omniscient, this second version of the propositionis most assuredly true. But from this claim, absolutely nothing that mightdetract from the freedom of future human acts follows. While theproposition is true, it does not support any argument that restricts thefreedom of future human acts.

Things are quite different, however, with the first interpretation which can be read: "Whatever God knows is a necessary truth.” Thisfirst interpretation of the key premise entails that future human actionsare necessary. But the premise of this first interpretation—that everything known by God is a necessary truth—now turns out to be false.Necessary truths, it will be remembered, are statements like those foundin mathematics and logic which cannot possibly be false. Statementslike "seven plus five equals twelve” do not just happen to be true; theymust be true; they are true in all possible worlds. God knows all necessary truths, to be sure. But he also knows a great many truths that arecontingent, that are true in some possible worlds but not all. For example, God knows the true proposition, "Abraham Lincoln was assassinated.” But obviously this proposition does not express a necessarytruth. There are possible worlds in which Lincoln lived to finish out hissecond term and retired in Cleveland, Ohio. So it turns out that theonly relevant interpretation of the key premise in the argument inquestion is false.104 Without an argument to show that God's foreknowledge makes all future human acts necessary, there is no need to resort toany of the theories studied in this chapter.




Chapter 5: Omniscience: Two RecentObjections

Two arguments against divine omniscience have received a great deal of attention recently. According to the first of these arguments,divine omniscience is incompatible with the attribute of immutability:it is impossible for a being to be both omniscient and immutable.According to the second, divine omniscience is incompatible with theism itself. That is, if God were omniscient, He could not be the personal God of theism. Omniscience would entail some kind of pantheism inwhich God would be identical with all human beings. The purpose ofthis chapter is to explain and evaluate these arguments.

OMNISCIENCE AND IMMUTABILITY

In 1966 Norman Kretzmann provoked much discussion with an article in which he argued that it is logically impossible for a being to beboth omniscient and immutable.104aIf God really does know everything,Kretzmann maintained, then He obviously knows many things thatundergo change. But if the objects of God's knowledge change, thenchange must also occur within God. Therefore, it seems, a God whoknows everything cannot possibly be a God who is immutable. Thoughit is possible to argue (as I do in chapter 8) that changes in God'sknowledge may pose no threat to a properly formulated doctrine ofdivine immutability, yet Kretzmann's position is worth studying because of the interesting questions it raises for divine omniscience.

Consider the following sentences:105 (1) Christ will be born; (2) Christ is bom; and (3) Christ was born. There was a time (whenDavid was king of Israel, let us say) when “Christ will be born” was true.At a later time (4 B.c. or whatever the right year happens to be), thefirst sentence was false and “Christ is born” became true. Today,“Christ was born” is true and (1) and (2) are false.

Now suppose that God cannot know that the sentence “Christ will be born” was true at one time and is false now. Imagine that at the timeGod knows “Christ will be born” is true, He cannot for some reasonknow that “Christ was born” is false. Under such circumstances, itwould be difficult to see how we could retain belief in God's omniscience. The doctrine of omniscience clearly commits us to saying thatGod knows all true propositions; this seems to entail that God alsoknows when a true sentence ceases to be true. If a sentence like “Christwill be born” is true at one time and false at another, the Christiantheist, it appears, must admit that what God knows in this regardchanges. As time passes and conditions change, and as the truth-valueof many sentences changes, the content of God's knowledge mustchange. But if all this is so, then a new problem arises: if the content ofGod's awareness is different from one time to another, then God'sawareness changes. In the face of this, how can the theist maintainbelief in God's immutability?

Though most people who encounter this problem for the first time sense instinctively that something is fishy, explaining precisely what iswrong can lead into some extremely difficult areas of philosophy. Thetechnical and controversial nature of these issues makes a brief, introductory discussion very difficult. I am going to take a calculated risk anddiscuss only one strategy for solving the apparent incompatibility ofomniscience and immutability.106 My approach begins with an explanation of a widely held theory about propositions.

Many philosophers distinguish between sentences and propositions. Λ. sentence is some combination of words in a particular language. x.» sentence has meaning, its meaning is said to be the proposition expressed by the sentence. Consider, for example, the following sentencer ^4) John is the husband of Mary, and (5) Mary is the wife ofJohn. It is 'ear that (4) and (5) are different sentences that nonethelessrefer to the same state of affairs. Both sentences have the same meaningand thus express the same proposition.107

Most philosophers who accept the distinction between sentences and propositions regard propositions and states of affairs as eternal entities. The truth-value of these eternal propositions never changes. If pis a proposition, then p has always existed and has always been eithertrue or false. Like many philosophical doctrines, this view no doubtseems odd to anyone hearing it for the first time. It is a tribute to thephilosophical art that so many apparently weird theories are not onlyaccepted but become the objects of fierce devotion. To defend thistheory of propositions is beyond the scope of this introductory discussion. So let me simply assume it is true and move on to notice, first,what appears to be a serious problem for the theory.

The claim that propositions (as distinct from sentences) are eternally true or false entities seems contradicted by propositions that contain a reference to time. Consider the sentence “Nash is now typing.” At the moment, the statement is true. But it obviously ceases to be truethe instant I lift my fingers from the keys and turn off the machine.Since the statement under consideration is sometimes true and usuallyfalse, how can one seriously maintain that propositions are eternallytrue? The answer lies in the fact that the example, “Nash is now typing,” is too poorly framed to serve as the real proposition in question.The doctrine that propositions are eternally true requires any statementthat is in effect “open” because of some reference to time or place to be“closed.” This can be done by eliminating tensed verbs and makingexplicit any relevant information that may only have been implied inthe original.

My original statement, “Nash is now typing,” is what I have called an “open statement. ” It contains a temporal reference (the word now).In order to approximate the proposition we need, it is necessary toremove any reference to time in the verb and then close the statementby making explicit a reference to the precise time. And so we getsomething like: “Nash is (tenselessly) typing at 10:14 a.m. on April 12,1981.” This proposition corresponds to a particular state of affairs,namely, Nash's typing at 10:14 a.m. on April 12, 1981.

This state of affairs can be expressed in a wide variety of sentences just as our earlier state of affairs (John’s being married to Mary) can bestated in different sentences. Some of these sentences can be correctlyuttered by some people, but not by others. For example, I am the onlyone who can refer to the state of affairs, Nash's typing, by writing, “I am typing at 10:14 a.m. on April 12, 1981." No one else, not even God,can correctly refer to this state of affairs by using the singular first-personpronoun. And, of course, the same state of affairs must be expressed indifferent sentences at different times. Someone who knows my plans forthe day could say at 8 a.m. on April 12, "Nash will be typing at 10:14today." Or at 10:14, he could see me working and truthfully say, "Nashis now typing." Or on April 13, he could say, "Nash was typing yesterday at 10:14 a.m." I see no problem in allowing that all these differentutterances refer to the same piece of information, describe the samestate of affairs. It is possible for two people to know the same piece ofinformation even though they cannot express that knowledge with thesame words. It is possible for the same person to know the same piece ofinformation even though the inexorable march of time means that thetensed sentences used to express that information may change in truth-value.

The application of these points to my three sentences about the birth of Christ should now be obvious. All three sentences refer to thesame state of affairs, Christ's being born. That some references to thisstate of affairs must use the present tense while others use the past orfuture tense must not mislead us into thinking that we are referring todifferent states of affairs. Once we recognize that the same piece ofinformation can be expressed in different language, nothing in principleprecludes the same person from knowing everything expressed in thesedifferent sentences at the same time.

To illustrate this, let us adopt the convention of allowing T1, T2, T3, and so on to serve as variables for different times. Consider theneach of the following lines:

God knows that at Tl"Christ will be born" is true.

God knows that at Tl"Christ is born" is false.

God knows that at Tl"Christ was born" is false.

God knows that at T2, "Christ is born" will be true.

God knows that at T2, "Christ will be born" will be false.

God knows that at T2, "Christ was born" will be false.

God knows that at T3, "Christ was born" will be true.

God knows that at T3, "Christ will be born" will be false.

God knows that at T3, "Christ is born" will be false.

Undoubtedly, too much of this sort of thing can give philosophy a bad name. But in spite of its awkwardness, my analysis does show that thechanging truth-value of the three statements about the birth of Christdoes not entail that God's knowledge undergoes change. In chapter 8,"Immutability," I will discuss a possible sense in which a theist canspeak of God's knowledge changing; it may even be that changes inGod's conscious states are consistent with His immutability, in the mostimportant senses of that ambiguous term. My point here is that nothingin the present discussion points to any unresolvable tension betweenomniscience and immutability. Nothing in principle precludes oneperson from knowing at one and the same time everything expressed bythe three sentences. It is possible for God to know all of these points atthe same time.

Suppose, to give one final example, that Mr. Jones knows that "today is Tuesday." Surely, someone else (Mr. Smith, for example) canknow on a different day what Jones knew on Tuesday. On Wednesday,for example, Smith can say, "I know that yesterday, Jones knew it wasTuesday." A third person could report what Smith knew by saying, "OnWednesday, Smith knew that on the previous day, Jones knew it wasthen Tuesday." What all this shows is that even though Smith mayhave to use different language, he can know what Jones knew. Thus,the most the argument alleging an incompatibility between divine omniscience and immutability can show is that God may have to expressHis knowledge in language that differs from the language others mightuse. While this may he an interesting bit of information about God, ithardly qualifies as a reason to abandon belief in either God's omniscience or immutability.

OMNISCIENCE AND THE COHERENCE OF THEISM

In the article cited earlier in this chapter, Norman Kretzmann levelled still another argument against the coherence of theism. Heargued that "the doctrine that God knows everything is incompatible . . . with theism, the doctrine of a personal God distinct from otherpersons."108 Reflect a bit on the differences between the followingstatements:

(6) Nash knows that he is in Cherry Hall;

(7) Nash knows the statement "I am in Cherry Hall" is true;

(8) Mayhew knows that Nash is in Cherry Hall; and

(9) Mayhew knows the statement "Nash is in Cherry Hall" is true.

In all four cases, what is known is that Nash is in Cherry Hall. But because I am Nash and know that I am in Cherry Hall, the statementsin quotes in (7) and (9) are logically independent. In principle, anyonemight know what Mayhew is described as knowing in (8) and (9). Butonly Nash can know what (6) and (7) describe him as knowing. Everyperson knows propositions that are unknowable by any other person.Where "I" refers to the writer of this sentence, I am the only personwho, given the constancy of the referent of “I,” knows that I am inCherry Hall.

Kretzmann's application of this well-known fact to theology may surprise many readers. He assumes that if God is omniscient, God mustknow all these first-person indexical statements. But if God truly knowswhat Nash knows when Nash says "I am in Cherry Hall,” it follows thatGod is identical with Nash; God is also identical with every other personwho knows one of these first-person indexical statements. But if God isidentical with all these other persons whose first-person accounts ofknowledge He knows in the first-person, then the theistic concept ofGod as a Person distinct from created persons is false.

On the other hand, if we attempt to avoid this conclusion by saying that God cannot know what other persons know in their first-personindexical statements, it seems to follow that God is not omniscient.While God can have third-person knowledge about that of which Nashhas first-person knowledge, God cannot know everything. God certainlycannot know what Nash knows when Nash knows he is in Cherry Hall.The only apparent way God could know what Nash is described asknowing in (6) and (7) is if God were identical with Nash. But identifying God with any of His creatures would deny a cardinal tenet oftheism, namely, that God is a conscious person distinct from His creatures. So if theism is true, God cannot know what (6) and (7) describeNash as knowing, a fact that allegedly compromises His omniscience.But if God does know (6) and (7) in the same way as Nash, then theismis false.

This argument turns out to be no better than the one studied in the first half of this chapter. While God's knowledge cannot always beexpressed in the same sentences humans use, there is nothing to preclude His knowing the same pieces of information. The same state ofaffairs can be described in different words. The state of affairs or theinformation contained in “Nash knows that he is in Cherry Hall” canbe contained in a third-person statement like (8) and (9). The subtledifferences do not disqualify God or anybody else from knowing thesame bit of information. God can know what we express in first-personstatements even if it is impossible for Him or any other third person toexpress it in the same way. Kretzmann's line of argument, therefore,fails to demonstrate any logical incompatibility between the attributes ofomniscience and immutability or between omniscience and the theist'sbelief in God as a personal being.109




Chapter 6: Eternity

If the God of theism exists, He exists eternally. About this, there can be no disagreement. The major question that arises in connectionwith the eternity of God concerns how the attribute should be interpreted. According to most of the classical Christian theologians likeAugustine, Anselm, and Aquinas, God’s eternal existence is to be understood as timelessness. The doctrine of timelessness entails more thanthat God’s existence is without beginning or end. It implies that Godexists totally outside of time. God has neither temporal duration nortemporal location; God’s existence does not occur during any period oftime and He does not exist at any particular moment of time. God is“outside” of time. For a timeless God, all of time exists in one eternalpresent.

The timelessness doctrine originated in the philosophy of Plato, matured in the system of Neoplatonism, entered Christian thoughtthrough the Christian Platonism of Augustine, and held sway throughout the Middle Ages. It was challenged in the late Middle Ages by DunsScotus and William of Occam but regained influence in both RomanCatholic and Protestant theology.

Other Christian thinkers subsequent to Duns Scotus and William of Occam have had second thoughts also about interpreting God’s eternal existence as timelessness. In their view, it is preferable to say thatGod is everlasting. By this they mean that though God’s existence hasneither beginning nor end, it is a mistake to think of God as entirelydivorced from the process of time.

The interpretation of God’s eternal existence as everlastingness rather than timelessness can be found in Samuel Clarke’s A Demonstration of the Being and Attributes of God (1705) and Jonathan Edwards’sFreedom of the Will (1754). Contemporary proponents of this interpretation include Nelson Pike,1 Nicholas Wolterstorff,110 111 RichardSwinburne,112 William Rowe,113 and Anthony Kenny.114 Theologians promoting the concept of everlastingness range from process theologians toneo-orthodox thinkers like Emil Brunner115 to conservatives like J. OliverBuswell, Jr.116

The debate as to which interpretation of God's eternity is best, is thought to hold significant implications for the doctrine of human freewill and other aspects of Christian theology. It is often assumed, forexample, that the timelessness doctrine makes it easier for the theist toreconcile divine foreknowledge and human freedom. Advocates of thetimelessness doctrine have been put on the defensive in recent years astheir position has come under attack from several directions. I willexamine the five objections to timelessness that have been most prominent in the current debate. The first three are philosophical, while thelast two are more closely related to biblical and theological issues.

THE PARADOXES OF TIMELESSNESS

One line of attack suggests that the notion of timelessness is incoherent because it gives rise to paradoxes. Anthony Kenny is one who has made this charge.

Indeed, the whole concept of a timeless eternity, the whole of which is simultaneous with every part of time, seems to be radically incoherent.For simultaneity as ordinarily understood is a transitive relation. If Ahappens at the same time as B, and B happens at the same time as C, thenA happens at the same time as C. If the BBC programme and the ITVprogramme both start when Big Ben strikes ten, then they both start at thesame time. But, on St. Thomas’ view, my typing of this paper is simultaneous with the whole of eternity. Again, on his view, the great fire ofRome is simultaneous with the whole of eternity. Therefore, while I typethese very words, Nero fiddles heartlessly on.117

It would appear that any theory implying that yesterday is the same day as today and is also the same as tomorrow conflicts with the reality oftemporal succession and is absurd.

A defender of timelessness might deal with this charge by replying that the critic of the doctrine fails to distinguish between viewing anevent from the divine and the human perspectives. Defenders of thetimelessness doctrine have resorted to several analogies in their effort toexplain how two events might be related temporally in one sense and besimultaneous in another. While the points of a circle are related to eachother in a particular order, all points maintain the same relation to thecircle's center. The points of a circle can be interpreted as occupyingthe relationships of before, after, and simultaneous with. Even thoughpoint A might be prior to B and B subsequent to A, both points occupythe same relationship to the center of the circle. Using this analogy, thedefender of timelessness might claim that though every temporal eventhas the same relationship to God's eternal present, God can still knowthat A comes before B and C comes after B. But obviously, no oneliving along the points of the circle, so to speak, could know what Godknows from His position at the center of the circle. But this peculiarfailing of finite humans hardly proves that this kind of knowledge isimpossible. When Kenny argues that divine timelessness implies thattwo events hundreds of years apart are actually simultaneous, he commits a category mistake. His error is like that of a person who tries toargue that different points of a circle occur at the same point. This kindof mistake can only be made by someone who confuses the differentrelationships the points have to each other with the same relationshipthey have to the circle's center. Kenny's so-called paradox arises onlybecause he mixes indiscriminately the human and divine perspectives.

A second analogy was utilized by both Augustine and Aquinas in their defense of the timelessness doctrine. They referred to the exampleof an observer on a high hill or tower who sees things going on far belowhim. Clearly, they thought, such an observer could be simultaneouslyaware of many different spatial relationships.118 He could perceive that Bis in front of A and that C is behind B. Even if the observer wereseparated from the spatial points, he could know the spatial relationships occupied by the things below him. Analogously, God can beoutside of time and still know the temporal relationships betweenevents; He knows that Nero's fiddling takes place after Paul's conversion. While God will not know anything as future for Himself, He willstill be able to know that something is future for Paul or Nero orsomeone else. Teske's summary of this analogy is helpful.

Aquinas says that God is outside the order of time and this can be illustrated by someone outside of an order of places. For example, a road is an ordered set of places. Hence, someone on the road is in the ordered set ofplaces. Others on the road are either ahead of him, alongside him, orbehind him. However, for someone outside of the particular ordered set ofplaces, e.g., for someone on a mountain top that overlooks the stretch ofroad, the travelers on the road are seen in one glance as before or alongsideor after one another, but not as before or alongside or after the viewer fromthe mountain. Yet the viewer on the mountain is, nonetheless, spatiallyrelated to the travelers on the road, even though, because he is not on theroad, i.e, because he is outside of that particular order of places, he is notbefore or alongside or after any of the travelers on the road. Now God,according to Aquinas, is not merely outside of a particular order of time,but outside of time. Hence, as outside of time, God's vision can take in thewhole temporal order of events; his vision sees the whole order of eventsoccurring successively in the temporal order. However, his knowledge isnot before or simultaneous with or after any event in the order of temporalsuccession, though each successive event in the order of time is present tohis eternal vision.119

A third analogy that is helpful in conceptualizing some of the differences between timeless and temporal relationships is a work offiction, say, a novel. Once the novel is completed, the author has adifferent relationship to the sequence of events in the novel than someone reading it for the first time. The reader encounters a series of eventsin chronological order. But there is a sense in which the author of thenovel has a simultaneous overview of all the events. To the-author, theentire book is in his present, in a manner of speaking. He could havewritten the end before the beginning. But in order to follow the story,the reader must read the book sequentially and thus perceive how whatis future for the characters in chapter four becomes a part of their past inchapter six. Because two perspectives (that of the author and the reader)can be distinguished, two kinds of experience of temporal sequenceexist. Something similar may exist in the relationship that movie directors have to their completed motion picture. The person viewing thefilm for the first time must experience the recorded events in a certainchronological sequence. But there is an obvious sense in which a director, who is in total control of his film from the beginning, knows everyscene in his present.

All of the analogies I have noted run into difficulty if pushed too far. But they all have one merit, namely, showing that some sense canbe made of the claim that the same events can be viewed from suchradically different perspectives that they must be described with differenttemporal predicates. It is not at all clear that the doctrine of timelessnesssuffers from the kind of incoherence suggested by the so-called paradoxes of timelessness.

TIMELESSNESS AND THE NOTION OF PROPHECY

Anthony Kenny is also the source for our next objection against timelessness. He writes:

An argument ad hominem against St. Thomas’ position may be drawn from the notion of prophecy. St. Thomas believed that God could foretell,and had foretold, future contingent events. He believed, for example, thatGod, as the principal author of the Epistle to the Romans, had foretold theconversion of the Jewish people to Christianity. On the view that God’sknowledge is timeless, such prediction becomes inexplicable. For, ifGod’s knowledge is timeless, then we cannot attach to statements aboutGod’s knowledge such adverbial clauses as “at the time when the Epistle tothe Romans was written.” We cannot, for example, say “At the time whenthe Epistle to the Romans was written God already knew that the Jewswould finally be converted.” But if God did not then know it, how couldHe then foretell it? To put it bluntly; if God did not then know that theJews would be converted, He had no right then to say that they would.120

Paul Helm finds Kenny's admittedly ad hominem argument unconvincing. He believes it can be countered by the simple claim that biblical prophecy expresses “what a temporal agent may, at a particular time,truly say that God timelessly knows."121 Certainly it is true that at thetime the Epistle to the Romans was being written, God already knewthat the Jews would be saved. But, Helm insists, this means simply thatthe statement “God timelessly knows when the Jew will be converted"was true at a time prior to the writing of the epistle. No inconsistencyexists. Statements about prophecy and what a timeless being “foreknows" can be viewed as reports of what a temporal agent recognizesabout a timeless being's knowledge. In other words, words like prophesyor verbs in the future tense may be applied to the way in which temporalagents know something but would be misleading if used to describe theway in which God knows something.

TIMELESSNESS AND KNOWLEDGE OF TIMELESS TRUTHS

The late British philosopher, Arthur Prior, has contended that the timelessness doctrine would restrict God's knowledge to timeless truths.

God could not, on the view I am considering, know that the 1960 final examinations at Manchester are now over; for this isn’t something that Heor anyone could know timelessly, because it just isn’t true timplessly. . . .So far as I can see all that can be said on this subject timelessly is that thefinishing-date of the 1960 final examinations is an earlier one than 29thAugust, and this is not the thing we know when we know that thoseexaminations are over.122

In other words, Prior believed the timelessness doctrine severely restricts the knowledge of God to such a degree that God could know onlytimeless truths like “three plus five equals eight." A timeless God couldnot know any of the myriad of temporal truths that any temporal beingcan know. Few have been persuaded by Prior's argument. AnthonyKenny, himself a critic of the timelessness theory, has observed thatPrior has “not in fact identified a range of facts that a timeless beingcould not know, but only certain forms of words that a timeless individual could not use when formulating or reporting his knowledge."123Kenny suggests that a timeless being could report information abouttemporal facts in statements that did not include temporal indexicalexpressions.

Paul Helm makes much the same point. He offers an illustration of how a timeless being might describe Prior's claim about the 1960final exams at Manchester being now over.

Another thing that could be known timelessly is that the 1960 final examinations at Manchester are over for Prior in 1961, but not over for Prior in 1960. A timeless being could even know (at some cost to ordinary language, but quite perspicuously) that (say) the 15th June examination isnow for Prior on the 15th June, and was then (past) for Prior on the 16thJune.124

Helm faults Prior for not distinguishing more carefully between sentences and propositions.

The proposition that is expressed by Prior by “The examination is now over” when uttered on a particular occasion can be expressed in variousother ways. . . . But if the expressing of the same proposition by varioussentences is allowed, then there seems to be no reason why indexicalsshould not be replaced by dates and places.125

Helm's point is that though a timeless being may be precluded from expressing what he knows in sentences identical to those a temporalbeing would use, still the timeless being can affirm the same propositionor meaning in different language.

A similar response is given by Nelson Pike. Pike acknowledges that a timeless being “could not have an item of knowledge that he couldformulate or report in a statement such as . . Today is the twelfth ofMay.' This is because statements of this sort serve (in part) to identifythe temporal position of the speaker relative to some event or circumstance."126 But Pike “cannot see, however, that this observation giveswarrant for the claim that there is something that a timeless individualcould not know."127 The most that Prior has established, Pike believes,“is that there are certain forms of words that a timeless individual couldnot use when formulating or reporting his knowledge."128 This thirdphilosophical objection to timelessness, thus, seems to fare no betterthan the first two. Two theological objections to the doctrine, however,may raise more serious problems.

TIMELESSNESS AND DIVINE ACTS IN TIME

Nelson Pike maintains that the doctrine of timelessness is incompatible with such pivotal Christian doctrines as God's creation and preservation of the world. Every verb that might be used to refer toGod's creating and sustaining activities (“God makes," “God brings intoexistence," “God preserves," etc.) contains an unavoidable temporalreference. References to creation necessarily refer to something thathappened in the past; accounts of God's sustaining activity refer tosomething continuing over a period of time. According to Pike, if theverbs used to describe God's creative and sustaining activity have atemporal dimension, then God's activity must be in time. And if God'sactivity is in time, then God must be in time since God cannot beseparated from His acts.129

Pike also argues that the notion of timelessness is incompatible with a belief in God as a person. The most important acts which wenormally expect a person to be able to perform (remembering, anticipating, reflecting, deliberating, intending, etc.) are acts that a timelessGod could not perform, according to Pike. Remembering is an activitythat necessarily involves a relationship to the past; intending is apparently an impossible act for a being for whom there is no future. If God iscapable of forgiving, His forgiveness must apply to human actions thathave already occurred, that belong to the past. If God promises anything, His activity must have the future in view. Divorce God fromtime, then, and He becomes a being incapable of performing most ofthe acts essential to personhood.130 The view that God is not a person isclearly inconsistent with Christian theism.

E. L. Mascall addressed the issues raised by this set of objections in his book, The Openness of Being.131 He agreed that many biblical statements describe actions of God within time. God's delivering Israel fromEgypt and raising Jesus from the dead were certainly temporal events.Nevertheless, Mascall insisted that the defender of timelessness canavoid Pike's problems by noting that the acts of God have two poles, asubjective pole that is timeless and an objective pole that is temporal. AsMascall put it, the act of God is,

at its subjective pole (at God's end, if we may use the phrase), timeless, even though at its objective pole (at the creature's end) it is temporal. Godtimelessly exerts a creative activity towards and upon the whole spatio-temporal fabric of the created universe. This will be experienced as temporal by each creature who observes it and describes it from his ownspatio-temporal standpoint; but it no more implies that God is in time . . .than the fact that I describe God in English means that God is English.132

Then Mascall switches from defense to offense.

The act in which God both preserves and knows the finite universe must necessarily be timeless and spaceless, since its object is the totality ofspatio-temporal existence. If it is asserted that, in spite of this, there mustbe in God's own mode of existence something analogous to time, we canonly reply that this must in fact be God’s eternity and that what differentiates it from time is the absence of change and succession.133

He then continues:

Just because time and change are genuinely inherent in the finite world and are not just an ocean in which it floats or a backcloth against which itcasts its shadows, its transcendent Creator must transcend its temporalityas he transcends all its other limitations. A god to whom, in his timelessness, the whole spatio-temporal fabric of the world is eternally present isnot less but more concerned with the world and its affairs than would be aGod who was entangled in it. For the latter kind of deity would be limitedin his experience at each moment to the particular stage in its development that the world had reached at that moment, while the former, in hisextra-temporal and extra-spatial vision and activity, embraces in one timeless act every one of his creatures whatever its time and place may be.Difficult, and indeed impossible, as it is for us to imagine and feel whattimeless existence is like, we can, I think, understand that a God to whomevery instant is present at once has a vastly greater scope for his compassion and his power than one would have who could attend to only onemoment at a time. Thus, in emphasising the timelessness of God, we arenot conceiving him as remote but quite the opposite.134

Unfortunately, Mascall's attempt to strengthen the timelessness doctrine includes some distortion of the view he opposes. True, if aneverlasting God were forced to attend to but one moment at a time,problems might arise about His omniscience. And if an everlasting Godwere “entangled” with the temporal world, serious questions might beraised about His omnipotence. But a defender of the view of God aseverlasting may insist, quite consistently, that God is still Lord overtime and can still behold all time simultaneously.135

TIMELESSNESS AND THE DIVINE TIME-STRAND

Nicholas Wolterstorff rejects the timelessness doctrine because it comes into unavoidable conflict, he thinks, with the clear teaching ofScripture. According to Wolterstorff, the Redeemer-God of the Scriptures cannot be a timeless God because a redeeming God is one whochanges. Wolterstorff claims that the key element of any temporal process is an ordering relation in which there is a before, a present, and anafter. In order for something to be timeless, none of these orderingrelationships can be applicable to that being. If a being is truly timeless,it should be impossible for it to exist simultaneously with anything else,or before anything else, or after anything else. Once it is established thata being does occupy one of these ordering relations, then that being isclearly temporal.

Wolterstorff thinks it evident that

the biblical writers regard God as having a time-strand of his own on which actions on his part are to be found, and that some at least of theseactions vary in such a way that there are changes along the strand. It seemsevident that they do not regard changes on time-strands as confined toentities in God's creation. The God who acts, in the way in which thebiblical writers speak of God as acting, seems clearly to change.136

If one's view of God is derived from Scripture, Wolterstorff insists, “Temporality embraces us along with God.”137 But this fact does notcompromise God's Lordship.

Though God is within time, yet he is Lord of time. The whole array of contingent temporal events is within his power. He is Lord of what occurs.

And that, along with the specific pattern of what he does, grounds all authentically biblical worship of, and obedience to, God. It is not becausehe is outside of time—eternal, immutable, impassive—that we are toworship and obey God. It is because of what he can and does bring aboutwithin time that we mortals are to render him praise and obedience.138

Even if a theist wishes to maintain that God's ‘'time" is not our time, it is still true that God has His own time-strand along whichevents occupy temporal relationships. The Exodus came before theCrucifixion and the Ascension came after the Resurrection.Wolterstorff seems to think that the whole timelessness doctrine is misguided because it places its emphasis at the wrong point. It confuses thefact of God's being Lord over what happens within time with God'sbeing outside of time. It assumes that if God is in time, He cannot beLord of what occurs in time. The timelessness of God and the sovereignty of God are clearly independent notions. The gods of Plato andAristotle were timeless but they were not the Lord of creation.Wolterstorff's essay is a plea to advocates of classical theism to placetheir emphasis where it belongs, on the sovereignty of God. God'ssovereignty is not compromised in any way by the Scriptures' assertionthat God acts in time and is thus an everlasting being.

CONCLUSION

Many thinkers have changed their minds about the two interpretations of God's eternal existence. Richard Swinburne, for example, wrote two articles in 1965 for the Christian Quarterly Review defendingthe timelessness doctrine.139 By 1973, Swinburne was expressing seriousdoubts about the intelligibility and coherence of the theory.140 Andwhen he finally published The Coherence of Theism in 1977, he repudiated his 1965 articles and rejected divine timelessness.141

A philosopher who has changed his thinking in the other direction is Paul Helm. Several years ago he seemed very skeptical about thetimelessness theory.142 But in his most recent article on the subject,

Helm argues that divine timelessness may be as important to theism as divine spacelessness.143

Many readers will expect this chapter to reach a definite conclusion on the subject of God's relation to time. Is God a timeless or an everlasting being? At this time, I don't know. Like many theists, therewas a time when I simply took the timelessness doctrine for granted.After all, it had a long and honored history and did offer a solution toproblems like the apparent conflict between divine foreknowledge andhuman freedom. I then passed through a stage where my confidence inthe theory wavered. Some pretty impressive arguments, I thought, hadbeen raised against it. But I no longer find many of those arguments sooverpowering. Helm's claim that the doctrines of spacelessness andtimelessness logically hang together may constitute the strongest argument for timelessness yet offered. But the jury is still out and presently Isee no reason why theism cannot accommodate itself to eitherinterpretation.144




Chapter 7: Simplicity

The doctrine of divine simplicity has a public relations problem. Few people have even heard that God supposedly has the property ofsimplicity. Fewer still have any idea what the doctrine entails or whytheologians have thought it necessary to ascribe the property to God.The doctrine of simplicity is the belief that God is identical with Hisnature or His properties. Another aspect of the theory teaches that God'sessence is indivisible in the sense that God's properties are not parts ofGod's nature. Simplicity is therefore said to be unique to God; it marksoff one of the fundamental differences between God's nature andhuman nature.

Once we state that God's essence has no parts, however, a problem arises. Human beings could never have knowledge of an absolutelysimple essence. To avoid skepticism that would result, many advocatesof divine simplicity believe, with Lutheran theologian Francis Pieper,that “since finite human reason cannot comprehend the infinite andabsolute simplex, God condescends to our weakness and in His Worddivides Himself, as it were into a number of attributes which our faithcan grasp and to which it can cling."1 In other words, because humanbeings are incapable of comprehending God's nature because of itsabsolute simplicity, God makes a concession to human fallibility and,in His revelation, “divides" his simple being into “parts" (the variousattributes) in order to enable us to comprehend Him.

The interpretation of simplicity given by thinkers like Pieper implies that the properties theologians usually identify as divine attributes are not objective, that is, do not exist as real distinctions within thebeing of God. The attributes are subjective in the sense that they exist asfeatures of the way in which human beings conceive the indivisible144aessence of God. Many theologians insist, however, that the different properties by which human beings apprehend the nature of God havesome objective basis in the divine nature.

The most influential statement of the doctrine of simplicy is found in the writings of Thomas Aquinas.145 Frederick Copleston provides ahelpful summary:

The attributes of God are not really distinct from one another, since God is simple: they are identical with the divine essence. The divineintelligence is not really distinct from the divine essence, nor is the divinewill. . . If we could comprehend the divine essence as it is in itself and ifwe could give it its proper name, we should use one alone. We cannot,however, comprehend the divine essence, and we know it only by meansof diverse concepts: we have, therefore to employ diverse words to expressthe divine essence, though we know at the same time that the actualreality corresponding to all those names is one simple reality.146

But this theory too raises a serious question. If human beings necessarily conceive God differently than He really is, is their conception of God not therefore false? Copleston’s answer is no,

for we know that God is actually a simple Being, but we conceive in a composite manner the object which we know to be non-composite. Thismeans that our intelligences are finite and discursive and that they cannotapprehend God save by means of His different reflections in creatures.Our knowledge of God is thus inadequate and imperfect, but it is not false.There is indeed a certain foundation in God for our composite and distinctconcepts, this foundation, however, not being any real distinction in Godbetween the divine attributes but simply His infinite perfection whichprecisely because of its infinite richness, cannot be apprehended by thehuman mind in one concept.147

But perhaps I have not yet made the issues raised by the doctrine of simplicity sufficiently clear. An understanding of the medieval background may provide a helpful starting point for eliminating some of theconfusions we have encountered.

THE MEDIEVAL DEBATE OVER SIMPLICITY

Several features of the doctrine of simplicity resulted from attempts to avoid two extreme movements that were considered threats to Christian theology during the Middle Ages: extreme realism (or hyperrealism) and nominalism.5 These labels identify differing interpretationsadopted by medieval philosphers with regard to the so-called problem ofuniversals which had resulted from reflection on entities Plato hadcalled forms or ideas. Plato had taught that for every class concept(universal) there exists something (some particular) that corresponds tothat concept. Consider, for example, any sentence of the form S is P(where S is any subject and P is any property) and substitute for P anyone of a countless number of predicates like red, true, tall, square, andso on. Because such predicates can be applied to a large number ofparticular things, they came to be known as universal terms. The predicate red is a universal inasmuch as the word can denote innumerableparticular instances of the color.148 149 Several basic questions were askedabout such universals: do they exist only in the mind or can they existapart from the mind? Are they corporeal or incorporeal?

Philosophers who held that universals, like properties, really do exist apart from the particular things that exemplify them came to beknown as realists. Thinkers who disagreed came to be called nominalistsbecause, for the most part, they suggested that universals were nothingmore than words (Latin: nomina). For any bona fide nominalist, properties (even the properties of God) do not exist. Only particular thingsexist.

A small group of realists insisted on taking the Platonic belief in the existence of properties, relations, and numbers to an extreme positionthat created serious problems for Christian theology. Carried away intheir enthusiasm for universals, these extreme realists (or hyper-realists)minimized the importance of particulars to the extent that they seemedto deny the differences between particular things. The universal becameeverything, while individual particulars faded into ontological oblivion.One hyper-realist, William of Champeaux, reportedly went so far as todeny the doctrine of the Trinity. According to medieval discussions ofhis position, William so exaggerated the unity of the Godhead that heappeared to deny the distinctions between the divine persons.

The threat that extreme realism posed to the Christian doctrine of God resulted from its tendency to take properties like wisdom andgoodness and hypostatize them into existing entities. With respect to theproperties of God, the problem was obvious. If the properties or attributes of God are hypostatized existents, then God is a compositebeing. In other words, the extreme realists took properties such as beingwise, being powerful, and being good and turned them into substanceslike wisdom, power, and goodness. This effectively made God's naturea construct of more basic building blocks, namely, the hypostatizedattributes.

It is easy to see the threat medieval theists saw in this theory. Each of the theological utterances about simplicity can be seen as a consciouseffort to avoid the absurdities of a hyper-realistic position:

We must thus not conceive of the attributes as if they would make acomposite of the simple being of God.150

We must not represent God as a composite being, composed of differentelements.151

By this we mean that there is no composition of any kind in the DivineBeing.152

Viewed against the background of the perceived threat from extreme realism, some features of the doctrine of simplicity begin to makesense.153 Theological claims that God is not composed of parts are attempts to avoid the absurd or heretical implications of a hyper-realistinterpretation of the divine attributes.

While extreme realism menaced Christianity by making God's being into a composite, nominalism, the second threat to the medievaldoctrine of God, went to the opposite extreme and denied any differences among the divine attributes. The nominalist argument took thefollowing form:

1. Universal do not exist.

2. Therefore, properties (a species of universal) do not exist.

3. Therefore, God does not have any properties; God has nonature.

4. Therefore, words that apparently refer to divine attributes cannot possibly denote distinguishable properties within the divineessence. There are no properties of God to which they canrefer. *

5. Since words referring to divine attributes all have the samereferent (nothing), all of God's attribute-words mean the samething.

6. Thus, absolutely no differences exist between the various attributes of God.

7. Thus, God's omniscience is identical with His omnipotence,which is identical with His goodness, and so on.

For nominalism, which denied the existence of properties, the only things that exist are particular things. Universals are simply wordsto which no actually existing thing corresponds. Since properties do notexist, it follows that God cannot have properties; therefore, God has nonature. Given a nominalistic analysis of the alleged properties of God,“wisdom," “truth," and “power" are just words. Since there is no realdistinction between the referents of these terms, the difference betweenthem is basically a verbal difference; nothing in reality is denoted bysuch words. According to Berkhof, nominalists like William of Occamregarded the divine attributes as nothing more than nomina (“words")“referring to the various works of God, grounded not in God's objectivereality . . . but only in the subjective human conception."154Bavinckadds:

According to the Nominalists, especially according to Occam, the attributes differed only “in subjective reason, having a connotation with respect to diverse effects"; i.e., with a view to the relation which theyseverally assume to the works of God. The concept of any one attributewas held to be included in that of any other attribute. “The one is involvedin the other." Hence, according to this reasoning when we ascribe goodness to God, we thereby ascribe to him justice, power, etc.155

Some nominalist conclusions sound suspiciously similar to the views of Francis Pieper. Many Lutheran theologians like Pieper denyany real distinction between the attributes. Since the influence of Occam's nominalism on the thought of Martin Luther is well known, it iseasy to interpret the reappearance of some of these ideas as evidence of acontinuing nominalist influence on Lutheran theology.

This nominalist influence may also explain the presence of a subjectivistic interpretation of the divine attributes in such Lutheran thinkers as Friedrich Schleiermacher and Paul Tillich. According toSchleiermacher, the divine attributes are nothing but effects that Godhas within human beings. God's holiness, for example, is nothing morethan our feeling of guilt. According to Paul Tillich, omnipotence is afeeling of finitude that we all have in the presence of nonbeing. Immutability is the feeling of finitude we have in the presence of a deity whomwe trust. More conservative Lutherans like Pieper would undoubtedlyobject to the extreme subjectivizing of Schleiermacher and Tillich. ButSchleiermacher and Tillich could reply that they simply took the nominalist thesis to its inevitable conclusion. Unless there is some objectiveground for a distinction between the divine attributes, what is to keeptheologians from the position represented by Schleiermacher andTillich? An objectivistic alternative to nominalism would insist thatthere is something within the divine essence which provides a groundfor attributing the various properties to God. Something objective aboutGod’s being makes it proper to speak of Him as immutable oromnipotent.

The following quotations express the theological concern to avoid the errors of the nominalist position:

We must not confound the attributes, making them all mean the same thing, which is equivalent to denying them altogether.156

To say, as the schoolmen, and so many even of Protestant theologians, ancient and modern, were accustomed to say, that the divine attributesdiffer only in name, or in our conceptions, or in their effects, is to destroyall true knowledge of God.157

If in God eternity is identical with knowledge, knowledge with power, power with ubiquity, and ubiquity with holiness, we are using wordswithout meaning when we attribute any perfection to God. We must,therefore, either give up the attempt to determine the divine attributesfrom our speculative idea of an infinite essence, or renounce all knowledge of God, and all faith in the revelation of Himself, which He hasmade in the constitution of our nature, in the external world, and in hisWord. Knowledge is no more identical with power in God than it is inus.158

The different attributes, on this view, must be distinguished in some objective way and not just within the human subject. Divine wisdom isnot the same as divine power. It is also important that the attributes beviewed as having some basis in the divine nature.

To summarize the medieval debate, many of the odd-seeming statements in formulations of the doctrine of simplicity can be explained as attempts by representatives of the three major forms of theism(Christianity, Judaism, and Islam) to steer a middle course between twoextreme medieval positions that were viewed as theologically dangerous:extreme realism and nominalism.159 Medieval advocates of simplicitybelieved that responsible thinking about God should avoid two errors:either thinking of God as a being composed of parts, or obliterating thedistinctions between the divine attributes. With respect to the essence ofGod, theologians should neither divide the substance (the error of extreme realism) nor confuse the attributes (the mistake of the nominalists). We must neither divide God's essence into different parts (thehypostatized attributes), nor confuse the attributes so as to imply thatthere are no differences between them.

A CONTEMPORARY ANALYSIS OF SIMPLICITY

In a recent book, Alvin Plantinga has shown that the doctrine of simplicity appears to be required for a reason other than merely to rebutthe extreme realism of the Middle Ages.160 Plantinga asks us to supposethat God has a certain property like goodness. It is then the case eitherthat the property of goodness “depends upon" God or it does not. Let usconsider the first of these alternatives—that divine properties like goodness depend in some sense upon God. What might this mean? On anynormal analysis, it would mean that God's existence preceded the existence of goodness; that God created goodness. But surely this cannot be.For if God's existence antedated that of goodness (or any other divineproperty), there would then have been a time when God was not good.And if this were so, it would mean that goodness is not an essentialproperty of God. But God has always been good. (One of the things thatis meant when we say something is an attribute of God is that Godpossesses that property essentially. And as the discussion in chapter 1made clear, if something is an essential property of God, it is impossiblefor God to exist without that property.) Therefore, the theist mustapparently reject the view that God's properties depend on Him, since itis incompatible with the belief that God's attributes are essentialproperties.

To repeat, either God's properties have always existed or God created them. But if God created His properties, there was a time whenHe did not possess those properties. And if this were so, then propertieslike goodness, justice, and wisdom could not be essential properties ofGod.

But if, on the other hand, God has always been good, then there seems to be a sense in which God depends on His properties; Hisexistence seems conditioned or limited in some sense by His properties.

God could not be good unless goodness existed. That God has essentially a property like goodness is something that is beyond His control. Moreover, the belief that God has a nature (properties) seems to limitGod in other ways. Each of God's essential properties has characteristicsthat are beyond God's control. However goodness is defined, it willhave specific characteristics that distinguish it. But the fact that goodness has these characteristics is not within God's control. Nothing Godcan do can make goodness be other than it is.

What Plantinga's argument makes clear is that the divine attributes themselves raise problems for theism, quite apart from any commitment to extreme realism. The apparently innocent beliefs that properties exist and that God has a nature (that is, that God possesses certainproperties essentially) seem logically incompatible with the belief thatGod is sovereign (that is, that everything is under His control). As wehave seen, if God has even one property, that property must have somekind of existence independent of God. Even the character of that property is independent of God. And, finally, there is a sense in which God'svery existence depends upon His properties. Both the existence and thecharacter of God's essential properties are, as Plantinga puts it, “necessary conditions of God's being the way he is."161 Thus, the apparentlyinnocent suggestion that God has a nature appears to conflict with abelief in the sovereignty of God. God's sovereignty seems limited by thefact that He has a nature.

The problems continue. If God is essentially good, then it is impossible for God not to be good. It is impossible for God to decide to be evil, even for a short while. Being nongood simply is not within God'spower. God is good and He is stuck with that.

These observations appear to pose the Christian theist with a dilemma: either surrender the sovereignty of God (the belief that everything depends upon God) or reject the claim that God has a nature. If God is sovereign, then, it would appear He can have no essentialproperties. But if God has a nature (that is, if He has at least oneessential property), then He cannot be sovereign.

Three ways of escape from this dilemma have been tried. According to the first, found in the philosophy of Descartes, God does have properties but He possesses none of them essentially. That is, Godmight have lacked any property He possesses, or He might have possessed some complementary property. Plantinga explains:

On Descartes’ view, then, God has no nature—not, indeed, because there are no properties to have, but because none of his properties isessential to him. There is no property he could not have lacked; if everyproposition is within his control, then every proposition predicating a property of him is within his control.162

Plantinga finds Descartes's total capitulation to the thesis of divine sovereignty ''wildly counterintuitive."163 It means that God

could have brought it about . . . that he was powerless, without knowledge, and wicked. Indeed he could have brought it about that he was powerless, without knowledge, and wicked, but at the same time omnipotent, omniscient and morally perfect. ... He could have brought it aboutthat he does not exist while serenely continuing as a necessary being.164

Descartes's strange view would imply that both theism and atheism could be true at the same time. Descartes's claim that God does nothave a nature stumbles over the simple fact that God does have at leastone essential property, namely, the property of not knowing that Hedoes not exist. And since God has at least this one essential property, Hehas a nature. But, Plantinga adds, God obviously has many more essential properties. Descartes's attempt to escape the dilemma fails.

Another attempt to evade the dilemma (either God is not sovereign or God does not have a nature) is offered by the contemporary nominalist. As we have seen, nominalists deny the existence of properties andother abstract entities. The nominalist simply accepts one horn of thedilemma: God cannot have a nature for the simple reason that there areno properties. "The nominalist doesn't hold that God is not omniscient;indeed he is, but there's no such thing as the property of omniscience.The truth that God is omniscient doesn't imply that there is someproperty—omniscience, for example—that God has."165 Plantinga concludes that nominalism does not help at all for the basic reason thatabstract entities like propositions and properties do exist. Even the nominalist believes there are truths or falsehoods.

Even if there are no such things as the properties of being red and being colored, it is still true and necessarily true that whatever is red is colored;that truth is not within God's control. Perhaps there's no such thing as thecolor red; it still won’t be up to God whether it's possible that there be redthings. . . . Perhaps there's no such thing as the abstract object All menare mortal, or any other proposition. It remains necessarily true that if allmen are mortal, then it’s false that some men are not mortal; and this truthis not within God’s control. Even if there is no such thing as the propertyomniscience, it remains true that God is omniscient, so that the truth Godis omniscient isn’t within his control. . . . If there are any necessary truthsand if they are pretty much the ones we think they are, then there will beabout as many truths outside God’s control on the nominalist view as onthe realist view.166

In other words, insofar as it is an attempt to preserve God's sovereign control over all things, nominalism is irrelevant. No matter how thetheistic nominalist slices it, a great many things remain outside of God'scontrol.

The doctrine of divine simplicity as formulated by Aquinas is the third way of escape from this dilemma. Aquinas sought to preserve bothbeliefs—that God has a nature and that God is sovereign. To this endhe argued that God is identical with His nature. In God, essence andattribute are identical. On this view, it is misleading to suggest thatGod's properties are something that He has or possesses. God does nothave the properties of goodness, wisdom, and justice. God is goodness,wisdom, and justice. Plantinga thinks Aquinas's theory raises someawkward problems for the Christian theist. Aquinas's position appearsincompatible with at least two fundamental concerns of Christianity.

First, equating God with each of His properties entails that each of God's properties is identical with His other properties. If A is identicalwith B and if B is identical with C, then A is identical with C. Clearly,then, if God is identical with His property of knowledge and also identical with His property of perfect goodness, it then follows that the property of knowledge is identical with the property of perfect goodness. Ifeach of God's properties is identical with all of God's other properties,the obvious conclusion to be drawn is that God has only one property.But this is mystifying, to say the least. While obviously there are manythings about God that human beings may be incapable of comprehending, one of the things we do seem to know very clearly is that power andlove and knowledge and mercy are not identical properties.

Second, Plantinga argues that Aquinas's doctrine of simplicity conflicts with the Christian belief that God is a person.

If God is identical with each of his properties, then, since each of his properties is a property, he is a property—a self-exemplifying property.Accordingly God has just one property: himself. This view is subject to adifficulty both obvious and overwhelming. No property could have created the world; no property could be omniscient, or, indeed, know anything at all. If God is a property, then he isn’t a person but a mere abstractobject; he has no knowledge, awareness, power, love or life. So taken, thesimplicity doctrine seems an utter mistake.167

The acceptance of Aquinas's suggestion that God is identical with Hisproperties carries a high price tag. It leads to the odd suggestion that the biblical teaching that God is characterized by a variety of distinct properties is wrong. It also appears to deny the personhood of God. Whilethe Thomist doctrine of simplicity may begin “in a pious and properconcern for God's sovereignty," Plantinga concludes, “it ends by flouting the most fundamental claims of theism."168

One of the most serious problems with claims made for the doctrine of simplicity is the fact that simplicity does not seem to be unique to God. There is a sense in which every human essence is also simple.Let us suppose that every human being has an essence. The essence ofSocrates, for example, is the set of properties Socrates has in everypossible world in which he exists. Any change in his set of essentialproperties would mean the end of his existence as the particular individual Socrates. Socrates' essence, then, is indivisible in the sense thatnone of his essential properties can be pulled out, so to speak, from hisnature. His essence is an indivisible whole; it is, in other words, simple.If E (some set of properties) constitutes the essence of some being, itfollows from the definition of essence that all the properties of E arenecessary in the sense that the loss of any one property would alter theidentity of the being in question. Since every human essence possessesproperties that cannot be lost without that essence ceasing to exist, thereis a sense in which every human essence is simple. It is difficult to seehow simplicity is unique to God; and if it is not unique to God, simplicity is not an attribute of that being who bears the title “God."

CONCLUSION

The doctrine of simplicity was formulated to avoid the unacceptable extremes of a hyper-realism which entailed a God composed of parts and a nominalism which obliterated all differences among thedivine attributes, and which, indeed, denied even that God had anature. Plantinga's recent book makes plain that the doctrine of simplicity is also used in an attempt to avoid a dilemma that threatens thecoherence of theism: if God is sovereign, then He cannot have a nature;if God has a nature, then He cannot be sovereign. Attempts to escapethis dilemma by following either nominalism or Descartes lead to several grievous errors. Aquinas's attempt to escape the dilemma by equatingGod with His nature is unsatisfactory also because it entails conclusionsthat conflict with other important tenets of Christian theism.

It would appear that Christian theologians have no good reason to affirm the doctrine of divine simplicity. It seems doubtful that thedoctrine adds anything significant to our understanding of God. Nosatisfactory analysis of simplicity has yet been given. And it is difficult tosee how the property of simplicity is unique to God. Perhaps, like Emil Brunner, we should conclude that the doctrine has no practical value; itis pure speculation “which has nothing at all to do with the God of theChristian Faith."169

Even if my rejection of the doctrine of simplicity is correct, this does not in itself provide an escape from the dilemma noted earlier inthe chapter. 1 have concluded that God does have a nature or set ofessential properties and I have rejected Aquinas's claim that God isidentical with His nature. This still leaves me with the problem ofreconciling God’s having a nature with His being sovereign.

This new difficulty arises for other reasons as well. Many philosophers affirm the existence of a whole host of abstract objects that supposedly exist eternally and necessarily, including properties, relations, propositions, states of affairs, and numbers. As some of my earlierchapters make clear, I have aligned myself with that tradition. Everyonein that tradition who is also a theist faces the challenge of explaining therelationship between such eternal objects and the sovereign God.

It is interesting to note that Plato, the philosopher who first drew attention to eternal objects, did not give a definitive answer as to howthey are related to God. In some writings, he seemed to teach that Godis subordinate to the forms.170 But in other places, he hinted that theforms depend in some way on God.171 During the first century A.D., theJewish Platonist, Philo, somewhat ambiguously suggested that the eternal objects were thoughts of God. This theory appeared later in thephilosophy of Plotinus and finally passed into the Christian philosophyof Augustine who spoke of the forms as rationes aeternae.172 Accordingto Augustine, eternal objects like properties and numbers “subsist" eternally in the mind of God. This is an interesting way of stating both thatsuch entities exist eternally and that they depend upon God for theirexistence. If God did not exist, they would not exist.

Near the end of his book Does God Have a Nature? Plantinga attempts a contemporary restatement of what amounts to Augustine'sposition. He first states that if things like numbers, properties, relations,or propositions exist necessarily, “then God has essentially the propertyof affirming their existence. That property [of affirming their existence],therefore, will be part of his nature. Indeed, for any necessarily existingabstract object 0, the property of affirming the existence of 0 is part ofGod’s nature. It is thus part of God’s nature to say, ‘Let there be the number 1; let there be 2; let there be 3 [and so on].’ ”173 Plantinga is notsaying that God created the numbers. That could be the case only ifthere was a time when the numbers began to exist. But of course thenumbers have always existed. God affirms the existence of all abstractobjects that exist necessarily.174 But how does this help us understandhow these abstract objects “depend” on God?

Suppose, following Plantinga, we consider these propositions:

(1) Three plus two equals five.

(2) God believes (1).

(3) “Three plus two equals five” is a necessary truth.

(4) It is part of God’s nature to believe that three plus two equalsfive.

(1) is obviously a necessary truth. But Plantinga believes that (1) is equivalent to (2). That is, given that God is essentially omniscient, itfollows that if God believes (1), then (1) is true. It is also the case that if(1) is true, then God believes (1). Plantinga’s claim that (1) and (2) areequivalent is only an elaboration of the doctrine of God’s essentialomniscience.

But now consider the relation between (3) and (4). Is it not possible to see, Plantinga wonders, how (4) is somehow prior to (3)? While a fullexplication of its priority may be difficult, it makes sense for a theist tomaintain that the necessity of “three plus two equals five” depends insome way upon it being part of God’s nature to believe (3). If someonewere to ask why (3) is true,175 it would make sense to answer, “BecauseGod believes (1).” Plantinga asks if there is a sense of the word explainthat would make (4) the explanation of (3) while not allowing (3) to bethe explanation of (4). Does it make sense to say that the truth of (4) is #what makes (3) true? Or, to use still another expression, would it makesense to say that (4) is the ground of (3)? Plantinga admits he is askingquestions that require a great deal more analysis. He does think thesequestions can be answered in the affirmative, and he does believe that afurther exploration of these issues may help us understand how abstractobjects can depend upon God without being within His control. Because their existence depends upon God, their being does not compromise the sovereignty of God.176




Chapter 8: Immutability

Of all the current debates about the divine attributes, the disagreement over the property of immutability is the most heated. Each of the conflicting schools of thought thinks it is defending an essential elementof the Christian faith. Thomists—classical theists—stress God's role asCreator. They believe that unless God is the sovereign Creator uponwhom all else depends for its existence, He is not ultimate or supremeand thus does not merit our worship. The finite god of Process theologyfalls short of supreme ultimacy, the Thomist believes. The processtheologian, on the other hand, wishes to do justice to the notion of Godas one who loves, is really related to and is thus affected by the creatureswho worship Him. From a process perspective, the Thomist fails to dojustice to God's role as lover. As David Schindler notes,

In what sense, if at all, can God be conceived as creator and as at once really related to, really affected by, what he creates? It would seem thatboth elements must be accounted for if one is finally to be faithful to thefull dimensions of Christian religious experience as traditionally structured. The twin conviction that God is the ultimate creative source ofwhatever is of value in the universe and that he is at the same time a loverwho is genuinely moved by the joys and sufferings of the universe wouldseem to lie at the very heart of that experience. We must therefore attemptto give a critical accounting of the experience in a way that explains,without finally explaining away, either one of its poles.177

The starting point for the Thomist is the conviction that if God truly is God, there can be no greater. God must, in other words, beperfect. But a perfect being must be incapable of change. After all,change must either be for the better or the worse. God cannot changefor the better because it is impossible to improve on perfection. Andobviously God cannot change for the worse since this would result inHis becoming less than perfect. Therefore God cannot change. But ifGod cannot change, how can He enter into the kinds of interpersonalrelations attributed to Him in Scripture? How can He love and care?How can the world and human beings make any difference at all toHim? How can such a God be religiously available? How, in otherwords, can an unchanging God enter into real relationships with Hiscreatures? Thomism’s unremitting stress on God’s immutability frequently suggested a God who is a 'completely impassive, indifferentmetaphysical iceberg, or at least* one-way unreceptive Giver, to whommy loving or not loving, my salvation or damnation, makes no difference whatever.”178 This implication has bothered a number of contemporary Neo-Thomists such as the Jesuit philosopher W. NorrisClarke.

Now, if we are to take seriously the religious dimension of human experience . . . then it is clear that one of the central tenets of man's religious belief in God (at least in Judaeo-Christian religion) is that He is one whoenters into deep personal relations of love with His creatures. And anauthentic interperspnal relation of love necessarily involves not merelypurely creative or one-way love, but genuine mutuality and reciprocity oflove, including not only the giving of love but the joyful acceptance of itand response to it. This means that our God is a God who really cares, isreally concerned with our lives and happiness, who enters into trulyreciprocal personal relations with us, who responds to our prayers—towhom, in a word, our contingent world and its history somehow make agenuine difference. In short, the God of Judaeo-Christian religion mustbe a “religiously available” God on the personal level.179

Theists seem to be stuck between a rock and a hard place. If God is immutable, He cannot be the religiously available God of the Scriptures. But if God is religiously available, He cannot be the unchangingGod of the philosophers. Some have tried to avoid this dilemma bysaying that God is immutable in some senses and capable of change inothers.

One obvious sense in which the classical theist’s God must not change is in respect to His essential properties. God must be immutablein the sense that His nature and character cannot change. Nelson Pike’sinteresting attempt to make this point clear distinguishes between first-level and second-level properties of God.180 God's first-level propertiesinclude such attributes as power, wisdom, and benevolence. What Pikecalls a second-level property qualifies or modifies God's first-level properties. Pike thinks immutability is a prime example of a second-levelproperty. “When the Christian says that God is immutable, what hemeans is that God cannot change as regards his power, benevolence,etc."181 In other words, attributing immutability to God should not betaken to mean that God cannot change in any way. It means only thatGod cannot change with regard to His first-level properties; God cannotchange with respect to His nature or character. God is steadfast in Hischaracter. He is unchanging in His love, power, knowledge, and holiness. Clarke asks,

Would we want God first to be a non-loving type of person, then to grow or improve to become a loving type? Surely what we look for in Him isthat He be loving, disposed to love by His very nature, that He be theeternally steadfast, faithful, indefectible Lover, unchangeable, rather thaninconstant and mutable, in the fullness of His loving goodness.182

Thus, even if we should discover some senses in which God can change that theists can live with, God must be immutable with regard to Hisnature and character.

On the other hand, the immutability attributed to God should not be inconsistent with God's existence as a person. Clarke correctly observes that

the immutability attributed to God must be that proper to a perfect personal being—i.e., an immutable intention to love and save us, which intention then includes all the adaptations and responses necessary to carry this intention through in personal dialogue with us. Thus personal immutability includes relational mutability.183

Concern for God's immutability should not exclude the possibility of God acting and interacting with His creation in an interpersonal way.The paradigm of an impersonal immutability is Aristotle's UnmovedMover who was incapable of doing anything other than contemplatinghis own perfection. The change that necessarily accompanies God'sinterpersonal relations with His creatures is not a sign of imperfection.On the contrary, a personal God would lack perfection if He wereincapable of such relations.

Change is repugnant in God only if it involves some imperfection in God’s real being, some lack of perfection in God’s inner plenitude. But if changeis restricted to the relational dimension of God’s consciousness, we canrethink the concept of change so that it is seen to involve no imperfectionat all. The giving and receiving in a mutual relation of interpersonal loveis not an imperfection for a person, but an integral part of the very perfection proper to a person, as we understand this theoretically so much morefully than the Greeks.183a

Any person, including God, who could not enter into mutual relations of love would be imperfect.

Over the past ten years, the writings of W. Norris Clarke have probably been the most impressive attempt to preserve the essentialelements of the traditional Christian belief in divine immutability,while taking account of the legitimate concerns expressed by processtheologians. Sensitive to charges that classical Thomism tended to denyany real relationships between God and His creation, Clarke insists thatthe Christian God is religiously available; He is a personal and lovingGod. The problem that has confronted Clarke is how to preserve theloving, caring, responsive attitude associated with the biblical picture ofGod without undermining belief in God's perfection.

Classical theists believe process theologians have paid too high a price. In their view, the process theologian’s attempt to render a coherent account of God’s religious availability results in a God who isfinite, impotent, and evolving; in short, a God more deserving of ourpity than our worship. Is there some way to do justice to all the dimensions of the biblical picture of God? Is there a concept of God that iscoherent, faithful to the biblical data, and avoids the apparent impersonalness of the Thomistic God without retreating to the impotence ofthe process deity? Clarke thinks there is.

Clarke believes there are latent resources within Thomistic metaphysics that can resolve the dilemma about divine immutability. Thomistic metaphysics contains a distinction between two kinds ofrelations: relations in the real order of a being and relations in theintentional order of a being. So long as changes occur only in God’sintentional order (that is, in God’s consciousness), His immutability isnot compromised. Changes in God’s intentional being do not requirecorresponding changes in God’s real being. The contents of God’sconsciousness can be contingent, varied, and many, but this does notentail that God’s intrinsic being is contingent. Though Clarke sideswith the traditional Thomistic view that "God is already and from alleternity positively infinite in the fullness of His perfection,” he takes astep that some interpret as a concession to Process theology. He allowsthat "the expression of [God’s] love for us should be constantly growingand developing, unfolding throughout our lives to anticipate and respond to our own contingent history of unfolding . . . love-relations with Him."184 Clarke insists that the kind of difference the world makes toGod is a difference in God's consciousness as it is intentionally relatedto human beings. Nothing that God creates, knows, and loves addsanything to the perfection and plenitude of His real being. God's realbeing is as full and complete as it can possibly be. Whatever changesmay result from God's creating or knowing or loving some new creatureinvolve new expressions and directions of His goodness and love. Clarkeallows that

in some real and genuine way God is affected positively by what we do, that He receives love from us and experiences joy precisely because of ourresponses: in a word, that His consciousness is contingently andqualitatively different because of what we do. All this difference remains,however, on the level of God’s relational consciousness and therefore doesnot involve incase or decrease in the Infinite Plenitude of God’s intrinsicinner being and perfection—what St. Thomas would call the “absolute”(non-relative) aspect of His perfection. God does not become a more orless perfect being because of the love we return to Him and the joy Heexperiences thereat (or its absence).185

All such changes occur only in God’s consciousness (intentional order) and an lot changes in God's own being. Nothing is added to make Godmore peifect than He was before. While the current of His love may bechanneled in new directions, the current does not rise higher than itssource.

Clarke is even willing to speak of novelty and enrichment in God. But, he insists, any new joy

can only be new determinate modalities of expression of the already infinite intensity of actual interior joy in God, and hence can never rise higher inqualitative intensity of perfection than the already infinite Source of whatall finite modalities are only limited participations. In this sense, and inthis sense only, it is impossible to add to or enrich the infinite, in the senseof raising the infinite to a qualitatively higher level of intensity of perfection than it had before. In this sense, too, it could be said . . . thattherefore there is no real “change” in God, even though such statementscan be misleading by saying too little.186

Traditional Thomists have had at least one major problem with Clarke's type of theory, namely, that such a view implies that God'sknowledge of what His creatures do is determined by or causally dependent on their actions. Clarke is sensitive to the charge that his positionimplies that God’s knowledge of free human acts depends in some wayupon what His creatures give Him, that God learns something from us.He attempts to avoid this difficulty by reinterpreting an old Thomisttheory according to which God knows the actions of His creatures bymoving them. While human beings normally come to have knowledgeabout other persons in a passive way (by being acted upon causally), thisavenue of knowledge is clearly out of the question for the classical,Thomist God. God knows about the actions of His free creatures not asa passive recipient of information He receives from them, but as anactive agent whose infinite power is channeled to His creatures.

God is constantly working in and through us with His supportive and collaborative power, supporting both the being and action of every creature. But He allows this power to be determinately channeled by therespective natures, especially the free-will decisions of creatures. ThusGod knows what we are doing by how we allow His power, in itselfindeterminate, to flow through us; by how we determinately channel thisflow of power, according to our own free initiatives. Thus He knows notby being acted on, but through His own action in us. He knows what weare doing by doing with ns whatever we are doing, except that it is we whosupply the determinations to specify the in-itself-transcendent (and thusindeterminate) fullness of His power. To receive these determinationsfrom creatures is not to be acted upon by them in any proper sense,though the result is determinate new knowledge in the divineconsciousness.187

As an illustration of his thesis, Clarke asks us to imagine two men standing on opposite sides of two swinging doors. The stronger of thetwo men has one hand on each door and is gently pushing against themwithout actually forcing them. On the other side, the weaker man alsoapplies gentle pressure to the doors while he is deciding which of thetwo doors he wants to open. After making his choice, he stops holdingone of the doors so that the stronger man’s power immediately pushes itopen. Clarke thinks this example shows how the stronger man can know

what decision the second man has freely made, not by being acted on by the latter, but by knowing where his own power is allowed to flowthrough. Only the negative determination or channeling of the offeredpower is provided by the decider. And to determine in this context is not toact upon—a point consistently overlooked it seems to me, by those whorefuse to allow that God's knowledge can in any way be determined bycreatures.188

God knows, then, not by being acted upon, but by acting.

If Clarke’s reinterpretation of Thomism succeeds (and my presentinclination is to think that it does), it follows that Christian theism is not forced to deny any real relations between God and His creatures; nor isit required to deny God's immutability and perfection. The Christiantheist can recognize senses in which even an immutable and perfectGod can change. Human beings can make a difference to God.






Chapter 9: Necessity

Theists have traditionally maintained that God is a necessary being. To say that God exists necessarily is to state that God must exist;it is to say that it is impossible for God not to exist. Whatever else maybe true about God, His existence could not have happened by chance.Not only does God exist, He must exist, He must always have existedand He must always continue to exist.

J. N. Findlay put the theist's conviction as well as anyone (though at the time he wrote these words, he rejected the existence of a necessarybeing):

We can’t help feeling that the worthy object of our worship can never be a thing that merely happens to exist, nor one on which all other objectsmerely happen to depend. . . . And not only must the existence of otherthings be unthinkable without him, but his own non-existence must bewholly unthinkable in any circumstances. There must, in short, be noconceivable alternative to an existence properly termed “divine”: Godmust be wholly inescapable . . . whether for thought or reality.188a

Necessary existence is one fundamental difference between God and His creatures. Creatures exist contingently. That is, their existencemight not have been; their existence is dependent on something otherthan themselves. God's nonexistence, on the other hand, is impossible.God's existence does not depend upon anything else; it is entirely self-caused (Latin: a se). A being who is less than a necessary being would beunfit to bear the title ''God."

TWO INTERPRETATIONS OF NECESSARY BEING

God's necessary existence has been interpreted in two quite different ways. Some have understood the notion in the sense of logical necessity; others have attempted to delineate a sense of factual necessity.

If God's necessity is understood as logical necessity, the proposition "God exists" is logically true. A logically necessary being is one thatexists in every possible world. The proposition "three plus five equalseight" is necessarily true; it is true in every possible world. Likewise, ifGod is a logically necessary being, the proposition "God exists" is truein every possible world. To say that something is logically necessary is toclaim that it is logically impossible for that thing not to exist. Just as it islogically impossible for a triangle to have four sides, so it is logicallyimpossible for God not to exist.189

In recent years, many religious philosophers have given up on the notion of a logically necessary being. For reasons that will be explainedshortly, they decided the concept was not only indefensible but evendamaging to theism. Consequently, in order to retain a sense of necessity with respect to God, these thinkers explained God's existence asnecessary in a nonlogical sense; God's existence, they said, is a factualnecessity.190

A being who is necessary in the factual sense is one about whom three claims can be made. (1) The being is eternal, that is, it had nobeginning and its existence will never end. (2) The being is self-caused,which is to say that it does not depend upon anything else for itsexistence. It is, in a sense already explained, a se. (3) Everything elsethat exists depends upon the necessary being for its existence. Here isthe key difference between the notions of logical and factual necessity: afactually necessary being does not exist in all possible worlds. In thesense of factual necessity, the proposition "God does not exist" is notlogically false. A factually necessary being is, in a sense, accidental.

THE CONTEMPORARY ATTACK ON THE NOTION OF A LOGICALLY NECESSARY BEING

A number of contemporary philosophers have all but made a career out of attacking the concept of a logically necessary God. J.J.C. Smart, for example, spoke for most of these critics when he wrote "thatthe concept of a logically necessary being is a self-contradictory concept, like the concept of a round square."191 J. N. Findlay picked up the same theme and argued that if God is a logically necessary being, then itis impossible for God to exist. Findlay even offered a kind of ontologicalargument against the existence of God.192

Philosophical theists abandoned the notion of a logically necessary God in such numbers that it became practically impossible to findanyone willing to risk his reputation in defense of the concept. Theyapparently thought that the objections were so overpowering that continued advocacy of the doctrine would be detrimental to theism. Typical of the theists who abandoned the notion of a logically necessarybeing in favor of a nonlogical or factual necessity were John Hick,Patterson Brown, and Alvin Plantinga. (Plantinga later changed hismind and became an advocate of the doctrine of a logically necessarybeing.)193

The various arguments against the notion of a logically necessary being are reducible to two. (1) While every denial of a logically trueproposition is a contradiction, denials of God's existence are not self-evident contradictions. Compare the following:


	
All bachelors are unmarried men.


	



	
Some bachelors are married men.




	
All red roses are red.


	



	
Some red roses are not red.







In each case, the contradiction is obvious. But because it is obvious, no one in possession of rational faculties goes around asserting contradictions like “Some spinsters are happily married." But all manner ofpeople assert that God does not exist. Since it is possible to conceive thedenial of “God exists," the proposition cannot be logically true. Therefore, God cannot be a logically necessary being. (2) According to thesecond objection, necessity should never be attributed to anything otherthan propositions. Since only propositions can be necessary, it is agrievous error to attribute necessity to any being, including God.

It now appears, however, that those who surrendered the doctrine of a logically necessary being acted hastily. Arguments that onceseemed unanswerable are now seen to rest on premises that are underattack from a number of different directions. Consider the claim that denials of God's existence are not self-contradictory. The argumentoverlooks the fact that it is one thing for a proposition to be a contradiction and quite another for it to be recognized as one. Any number offactors might prevent some person or other from seeing that a givenproposition is self-contradictory. Therefore, the psychological fact that aparticular person does or does not recognize a proposition to be contradictory is irrelevant to whether or not that proposition is indeedcontradictory.

The opponents of the concept of a logically necessary being frequently state this point in terms" of conceivability. That is, they argue that a truly contradictory state of affairs should be inconceivable. Just asit is inconceivable that a triangle should have four sides, so it should beinconceivable that God not exist. But obviously, they argue, it is conceivable for God not to exist. People conceive of His nonexistence allthe time. Therefore, God is not a logically necessary being. The weakness of this argument should have been obvious. Just because I find astate of affairs conceivable, it does not follow that it is logically possible.I might, for example, find it conceivable that the square root of 60,616is 244. While it might be conceivable, it turns out to be logicallyimpossible. I conclude then that the first argument against the doctrineof a logically necessary being turns out to be worthless.

The second objection is much more difficult to treat briefly because (in part) the dispute between those who contend that necessity is a feature of certain uses of language and those who insist that necessity is also a feature of reality is one of the dividing lines between rationalism and empiricism. Any clear-cut answer to the question whetherthere are any nonlinguistic necessities is tantamount to settling what isprobably the longest-running squabble in the history of philosophy.While I suspect the disagreement can be settled (in favor of the rationalists), I have no illusions about being able to accomplish that goal withinthe limitations of this chapter. In fact, the issues raised by the empiricist's claim that necessity is exclusively a property of certain propositionsare so demanding and complex that about all I can do is show howtenuous the empiricist's claims are and direct the reader to other writings in which the full range of issues is discussed in greater detail.

About the time when many theists retreated in full flight from a belief in a logically necessary God, philosophy in the English speakingworld was still largely under the influence of one particular form ofempiricism, Logical Positivism. I will take a few paragraphs to explainthe positivist claim that only propositions are necessary and summarizethe oft-told story of how that positivist position came to naught. LogicalPositivism was a new form of empiricism that began in Vienna, Austria,and made its way to England and the United States in the 1920s and1930s. It was popularized in Language, Truth and Logic by A. J. Ayer,194and became extremely influential after the close of World War II.

One important plank of the positivist position was something called the verification principle. Positivists thought they had discovereda criterion of meaningfulness which excluded any proposition failingthe test. Only two kinds of claims can have meaning, the positivistsargued: those that are true because of the meaning of their constituentterms (called analytic statements) and those that are verifiable by senseexperience (called synthetic statements.) Positivists delighted in showing, or so they thought, that theological, metaphysical, and ethicalstatements failed to meet either criterion of meaningfulness. And so,because such statements were neither analytic (true or false by virtue ofthe meanings of their words) or synthetic (true or false because verifiableby experience), they were discarded as meaningless. Therefore, statements such as “God exists" were dismissed as meaningless. The positivists used their verification principle like a sledgehammer, smashing agreat many of the traditional positions in philosophy. At least they didso until people began to ask about the cognitive status of the positivists’hallowed principle. What kind of statement is it? philosophers began toask. As things turned out, the positivists’ criterion of meaning was itselfmeaningless, since it could be classified as neither an analytic nor asynthetic statement. Efforts to rescue the verification principle failed.195

A second major plank of positivism was its claim that necessity is a property only of propositions. Actually, the positivists went further andclaimed that only a particular group of propositions can be necessary,namely, those that are analytic. As it turned out, few people could agreeabout the exact meaning of this claim. Philosophical rationalists likeBrand Blanshard had a lot of fun uncovering the ambiguities and fallacies in the positivist theory of necessary truth.196

But the positivist theory was not immune even from attacks by other nonpositivist empiricists. The positivist position depended on thetenability of their distinction between analytic and synthetic statements.But ironically, only a few years later, this very premise of the positivistposition was being challenged by other empiricists.197 Many theists hadabandoned the doctrine of God as a logically necessary being becausethey had uncritically accepted the positivist dictum that necessity couldonly be predicated of a particular class of propositions, namely, thosethat are analytic. Many philosophers today are extremely skeptical ofthe claim that only analytic propositions can be necessary. Others haveraised new and powerful objections to those who would exclude necessity as a feature of reality.11 Though it looked secure twenty years ago, thecase against God as a logically necessary being is now seen to rest on aset of highly questionable assumptions.

While the notion of God as a logically necessary being is once again becoming respectable, new doubts are being raised about thecogency of the concept of a factually necessary being. By definition, afactually necessary being does not exist in all possible worlds. (Only alogically necessary being could exist in every possible world.) Once onerecognizes, however, that there are possible worlds in which a factuallynecessary God does not exist, it makes sense to ask why God exists in thereal world. But the whole point to talking about a necessary being issupposedly to defuse questions like this. The advocate of factual necessity falls into a trap of his own making. The question as to why God existsin any particular world cannot possibly arise in the case of a logicallynecessary God. He exists in world A or world B (and so on) because Heexists in every possible world. But once a theist acknowledges that thereare possible worlds in which God does not exist, the question as to whyGod exists in the real world gains force. Moreover, what prevents thisfactually necessary being from existing by chance, that is, withoutreason?

It appears, then, that the notion of factual necessity appeals implicitly to key features of the concept of logical necessity. Either a necessary being exists in every possible world or it does not. A logicallynecessary being does exist in every possible world. In this sense, it is likethe number two or the concept of a square. To question why a necessarybeing exists in the real world makes no sense at all.

Those theists who sought to substitute the notion of God as a factually necessary being for that of logical necessity seem to have madetwo mistakes. First, they were much too hasty in surrendering thedoctrine of logical necessity. Secondly, they failed to give sufficientattention to defects within the notion of a factually necessary being.They overestimated the case against the doctrine of logical necessity andunderestimated the weaknesses in the notion of a factually necessarybeing. 198




Chapter 10: TheismRevisited

We set out to investigate two related challenges to theism.199According to the first of those challenges, Christian theism must be abandoned because its concept of God is incoherent. According to the second, the classical Christian concept of God must be replaced by thesubstitute offered by Process theology. The first challenge views God asa lost cause. The second has no problem with the existence of God, butit sees theism’s concept of God as hopeless.

We have seen that the charge that the concept of God is incoherent could be raised on four different levels. Is each divine attribute internally consistent? Are conjunctions of those attributes consistent?Are the attributes consistent with other inescapable emphases of theism?And, finally, is the entire package or cluster of attributes that constitutesthe theistic concept of God coherent?

I have not examined every possible challenge or completely resolved every question introduced. Many of these arguments lead into areas of philosophy that have vexed thinkers for millennia. Even if everyvestige of theism were suddenly to disappear from the face of the earth,disputes between the partisans of rationalism and empiricism, betweendeterminists and indeterminists, between realists and nominalists wouldcontinue.

The charge that the concept of a logically necessary being is incoherent rests on highly questionable assumptions. Eliminate the possible error of thinking that omnipotence entails the ability to do anything whatsoever, and no serious challenge to the coherence of this attributeremains. Medieval writers were entirely correct in insisting that divineomnipotence is limited at the very least by logical constraints. It is likelythat other problems related to God's omnipotence can be settled by extending Aquinas's conviction that God's power does not apply to thatwhich is logically impossible.

The challenge to the coherence of divine omniscience arises on a different level, namely, its compatibility with other divine attributes,like immutability, and with other important Christian concerns, likehuman free will. As my conclusion to chapter 4 suggested, it is not at allclear that any of the exotic theories dreamed up to reconcile divineforeknowledge and human freedom are even necessary, since the objection itself may rest on a confusion. Other challenges to God's omniscience were noted. While they sometimes raised interesting and evenfascinating philosophical puzzles, none of them proved that an irreconcilable conflict exists between a belief in divine omniscience and abelief in some other essential aspect of theism.

The question of God's relation to time is much more problematic. I concluded that the doctrine of God's eternal existence is coherent eventhough the debate continues as to whether the attribute should beinterpreted as timelessness or as unending duration. Charges about thepossible incoherence of the property of simplicity are of little import,since the doctrine can be safely eliminated from the cluster of divineattributes.

The answer to the question, Is God immutable? may be yes or no depending on how the word immutable is understood. Certainly God isimmutable in His real being. Neither His nature nor His character canchange. If they did, He could no longer be God. But the demand thatGod enter into real relationships with His creatures requires that Godexperience change in the intentional order of His being. As I tried topoint out, following W. Norris Clarke, recognition of this fact does notimply either that God changes in His real being or that He is acted uponby His creatures. I conclude that the concept of immutability thusinterpreted is consistent with the theistic notion of God as the supremeand perfect Creator and with the concept of a God who is religiouslyavailable.

Early in chapter 2, I introduced a particular package of attributes that is frequently referred to as Thomistic theism. The elements of thatpackage included pure actuality, immutability, impassibility, necessity,simplicity, timelessness, omnipotence, and omniscience. This conceptof God, I believe, does have serious problems and requires modification. My own study has indicated those points where alterations couldbe made. Pure actuality, impassibility, and simplicity could be eliminated, and the status of timelessness is questionable. Immutability mustbe carefully reinterpreted as a property that applies to God's real being.Properly interpreted, the attributes of omnipotence and omnisciencemust continue to be regarded as essential properties of God.

What are the implications of our modification of the Thomistic concept of God for the current debate between Thomism and Processtheology? Clearly, one need not choose between Thomistic theism andProcess theology. We are not confronted by an exclusive disjunctionthat will require us to select either the entire Thomistic package ofattributes or the panentheistic concept of God. There seems to be littledoubt that certain features of what has been called the classical conceptof God require modification. But it is quite another thing to demandthat the whole classical concept be scrapped in favor of a God who isneither omnipotent nor omniscient. This is as bad a bargain as exchanging Aladdin's old lamp for a shiny new one.

But another choice before us is forced—the choice between theism and panentheism. Here there is no middle ground. At several points, the panentheist challenge to Thomism is warranted. But thatdoes not require an acceptance of panentheism. I have attempted toshow how modifications of the classical concept of God can be made soas to ease the objections raised against that notion by process thinkers.Once we realize the choice before us is not an either/or option, theplausibility of the process alternative fades considerably. In the decisionbetween theism and panentheism, the choice seems clear. A being whois not essentially omnipotent or omniscient, who is not the sovereignand independent Creator, is neither worthy to receive our worship norto bear the title “God."
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