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CHAPTER 13: PHILOSOPHY AND BELIEF IN GOD
Main Points
1. Religious commitment involves philosophical beliefs. The philosophy of religion attempts to understand and rationally evaluate these beliefs. In contrast to theology, it does not make religious assumptions in doing so.
2. The beliefs of the Judeo-Christian religious tradition have received the most discussion by Western philosophers.
Two Christian Greats
3. Anselm. Though he thought it impossible for anyone to reason about God or God’s existence without already believing in him, Anselm was willing to evaluate on its own merit and independently of religious assumptions the idea that God does not exist.
4. The ontological argument. Anselm’s ontological arguments attempt to show that disbelief in God entails self-contradiction.
5. Gaunilo’s objection. Gaunilo attempted to refute Anselm’s first argument, using the idea of the most perfect island. If Anselm’s reasoning is sound, Gaunilo argued, then the most perfect island must exist in reality because if it didn’t, any island that did exist in reality would be more perfect than the most perfect island.
6. St. Thomas Aquinas. Aquinas’s Five Ways: the first three proofs of God’s existence (motion, causation, contingency) are versions of cosmological argument; the fourth proof (degrees of goodness) is a moral argument; the fifth proof (purpose) is a teleological argument. Many consider the third way the soundest proof; Aquinas favored the first way.
7. The first way. Because there is change in general, a first mover (God) must therefore exist that is moved by no other.
8. The second way. Nothing causes itself; if no first cause exists, there would be no effects. So we must admit a first cause, namely, God. For Aquinas, there cannot be an infinite series of simultaneous causes or movers.
9. The third way. If everything belonged to the category “need not exist,” then at one time nothing existed. That being the case, nothing would exist now. Thus, there must be something the existence of which is necessary, and because it is impossible to go on to infinity in necessary things that have their necessity caused by another, there must be a necessary being that has its own necessity, and this is God.
10. The fourth and fifth ways. All natural things possess degrees of goodness, truth, and all other perfections; there must be that which is the source of these perfections, and that is what is called God. Natural things act for an end or purpose, functioning in accordance with a plan or design; thus, an intelligent being exists by which things are directed toward their end, and this intelligent being is God.
11. Aquinas: Some theological truths (truths of revelation) cannot be discovered by philosophy. But other truths (God’s existence) can be proven by philosophy.
Mysticism
12. It is one thing to say “God came to me” in mystical experience but another to explain why such experience is a reliable form of knowledge.
13. The mystic Julian of Norwich focuses on the nature of personal religious and moral knowledge, as well as on whether it is possible to know God. She denied that there is any meaningful difference in the validity of mystical revelations (she called them “showings”) made directly to our soul and knowledge derived through reason. We can know God only partly through revelation; further knowledge comes through loving God.
14. For Julian, God lives in us and we in God; we are one with God and are nurtured and fed knowledge of God and of ourselves by this divine parent.
15. Julian: The knowledge God gives the mystics can provide reasons for ordinary people to have hope in the midst of wars, plagues, and religious disputes.
Seventeenth-Century Perspectives
16. René Descartes. Descartes found God’s existence indubitable, for three reasons. The first two are combination ontological–cosmological arguments; the third is a streamlined ontological argument.
17. Descartes’s first proof. Descartes reasons that he is a thinking thing who finds within his mind the idea of God, of an infinite and perfect being. There must be a cause of such an idea, but because there must be as much reality or perfection in the cause of an idea as there is in the content of the idea, God exists.
18. Descartes’s second proof. (1) I exist as a thing that has an idea of God; (2) everything that exists has a cause that brought it into existence and that sustains it in existence; (3) the only thing adequate to cause and sustain me, a thing that has an idea of God, is God; (4) therefore God exists.
19. It seems possible to devise alternative explanations for one’s having the idea of God; Descartes’s first proofs depend on this not being possible.
20. Descartes’s third proof. A version of the ontological argument: (1) My conception of God is the conception of a being that possesses all perfections; (2) existence is a perfection; (3) therefore I cannot conceive of God as not existing; (4) God therefore exists.
21. Leibniz. Remembered for his development of calculus independently of Newton, for his metaphysical doctrine of monads, and for the principle of sufficient reason used as a proof of God.
22. Leibniz and the Principle of Sufficient Reason: Unless there is something outside the series of events, some reason for the entire series itself, there is no sufficient reason for any occurrence. This “something outside” is God. Further, because God is a sufficient reason for God’s own existence, God is a necessary being.
23. The proof is thought by many to be the soundest cosmological argument.
24. Leibniz and the problem of evil. The problem of evil (how can their be evil if God is all-good and all-powerful?) was considered in detail by Augustine who made the following observations: (1) Human evil results when humans use their free will to turn away from God; (2) evil is a privation, or lack of good, that results from this turning away; (3) because a lack of something is not something, this evil is not something God created; (4) human sin is cancelled out in the end by divine retribution; (5) our view of the world is limited and finite, meaning that we are not in a position to judge its overall goodness.

25. Leibniz’ theodicy (defense of God’s goodness and omnipotence in view of apparent evil) said that for God to create things other than himself, the created things logically must be limited and imperfect. Thus, to the extent that creation is imperfect, it is not wholly good, and thus it is “evil.”
26. Yet, using the principle of sufficient reason, Leibniz reasoned that this is the best or most perfect of all worlds possible (because God had chosen it for existence). That is, it is the best world given the materials God used; it is not a perfect world.

27. Leibniz’ theodicy was ridiculed by Voltaire in his famous novel Candide.
Eighteenth- and Nineteenth-Century Perspectives
28. David Hume. He harshly criticized the teleological and cosmological arguments for the existence of God based on his empiricist epistemological principles.
29. Hume and the argument from design (teleological argument): As stated by Hume, the teleological argument reasons from an effect (the world or universe) and its parts to its cause (God); and it’s an argument from analogy, in which he effect (the world or universe) is likened to a human contrivance, the cause is likened to a human creator, and the mechanism of creation is likened to human thought and intelligence.
30. Hume’s criticisms of the teleological argument were many: We cannot attribute to the cause any qualities beyond those, or different from those, required for the effect; given the limitedness of our viewpoint we cannot say that the world is perfect or deserves praise; we cannot infer cause from a single effect; we cannot assume that the cause of the world is like the causes of happenings in it or that the entire world was created by the same mechanisms by which happenings in it are caused; we cannot be sure the world is not the result of trial and error by a multitude of creators; we are in no position to evaluate the comparison of the world to a human artifact.
31. Hume and the cosmological argument (which concludes that a necessary being, an uncaused cause, exists): (1) As far as we can make out, the universe may itself be “the necessarily existing being”; (2) if you maintain that everything has a prior cause it is contradictory also to maintain that there was a first cause; (3) if I explain the cause of each member of a series of things there is no further need for an explanation of the series itself as if it were some further thing.
32. A verbal dispute? Theists say the universe was created by the divine will but admit there is an immeasurable gulf between the creativity of the divine mind and human creativity. Atheists concede there is some original or fundamental principle of order in the universe, but they insist there is only the remotest analogy to everyday creative processes or to human intelligence. Hume suggested the dispute between the theist and atheist was only verbal and not fundamentally different in kind.
33. Immanuel Kant. Provided one of the most famous moral arguments for God’s existence, but criticized the three traditional proofs.
34. What is wrong with the ontological proof? The ontological argument assumes that existence is a predicate, which is false.

35. What is wrong with the cosmological and teleological proofs? The cosmological argument rests on the ontological argument and employs a principle (that every contingent has a cause) that has significance only in experience to arrive at a conclusion beyond experience. The teleological argument, according to Kant, proves at best only an architect who works with the matter in the world, and not a creator.

36. Belief in God rationally justified. Nevertheless, although we do not have theoretical or meta- physical proof of God, God’s existence must be assumed as a postulate of practical reason.
37. Søren Kierkegaard. For Kierkegaard, God is beyond the grasp of reason, and the idea that God came to us as a man in the person of Jesus is intellectually absurd; yet Kierkegaard was totally committed to Christianity.
38. Kierkegaard: Truth is subjective; it lies not in what we believe but in how we live. We must commit ourselves to God not through a search for objective truth (as if it would give meaning to life) but through a leap of faith, through a nonintellectual, passionate commitment to Christianity.
39. Kierkegaard: The objective uncertainty of God is essential to a true faith in Him.
40. Friedrich Nietzsche. When Nietzsche writes that “God is dead,” he does not mean that God once existed and now no longer does. He means instead that there is no intelligent plan to the universe and the order we imagine to exist is merely pasted on by the human mind. But the mass of people, motivated mainly by resentment, see the world as law-governed and adhere to “slave morality” that praises the person who serves others in self-sacrifice.
41. Nietzsche: Slave morality is contrasted with the morality of the “overman” or “superman,” a new kind of human being whose forerunners included Alexander the Great and Napoleon.
42. Nietzsche’s thesis that there is no God and its apparent corollary that there are no absolute and necessary criteria of right and wrong were accepted by such twentieth-century existentialists as Albert Camus and Jean-Paul Sartre.
43. William James. For James, the question of God’s existence was (1) a live issue; (2) a momentous one; and (3) forced (such that a suspension of judgment amount to deciding against God).
44. James: If the religious beliefs are true but there is insufficient evidence for them, then a policy of avoiding error at any cost is an irrational policy because it cuts off a person’s opportunity to make friends with God.
45. On the matter of free will and determinism: Determinism is unworkable, he said, because it entailed never regretting what happened (it would be illogical to feel it should not have happened). Acceptance of determinism is inconsistent with the practices of moral beings, who perceive themselves as making genuine choices.
Twentieth-Century Perspectives
46. James’s critics thought he had elevated wishful thinking to the status of proof; believers questioned his implicit assumption that God’s existence cannot be established. Others said James’s belief in God amounted to a gamble, like Pascal’s wager, rather than true religious acceptance of God.
47. God and logical positivism. A central tenet of the Vienna Circle and of logical positivism is the verifiability principle of meaning, according to which the meaning of a factual proposition is the experience you would have to have to know that it is true.
48. Theological utterances such as “God exists” or “God created the world” appear unverifiable by experience, and hence meaningless.
49. Logical positivists were not atheists in the sense of denying God’s existence. Their position was that the utterances “God exists” and “God does not exist” are both nonsense.
50. Mary Daly: The unfolding of God. Mary Daly, in Beyond God the Father: “If God is male, then the male is God.”
51. Daly: Theological symbolism and communication “serve the purposes of patriarchal social arrangements.”
52. Daly: Women’s confrontation with the “structured evil of patriarchy” implies a striving toward psychic wholeness, self-realization and self-transcendence.
53. Daly: “God” as an intransitive verb would not be conceived as an object, implying limitation, for God as “Be-ing” (the “most active and dynamic verb of all”) is contrasted only with non- being.
54. Daly: Becoming who one really is requires existential courage to confront the experience of nothingness, nonbeing.
55. Daly: The women’s revolution must ultimately be religious; it must reach “outward and inward toward the God beyond and beneath the gods who have stolen our identity.” In dealing with “demonic power relationships” and “structured evil” rage is required as a positive creative force.
56. Intelligent Design or Evolution? Intelligent design is the idea that a complete explanation of the universe requires positing an intelligent designer. Proponents include Phillip E. Johnson, Michael J. Behe, and William A. Dembski.
57. Behe: Evolution cannot explain cellular systems that are “irreducibly complex.”
58. Dembski: Design can be inferred from contingency, complexity and specification.
59. Johnson: Evolution’s materialist assumptions (“methodological naturalism”) are self-refuting. (The materialist must explain human reason in terms of “unthinking matter”; but if, as for evolutionary biologist Richard Dawkins, the appearance of purpose evolution is merely illusion, what is the status of purpose human reason? How can genuine purpose or meaning arise from the purposeless flow of cause and effect?)
60. Legal battles: (1) Kansas Board of Education; (2) Dover (Pennsylvania) Area School District; (3) Texas Board of Education.

61. God, the Fine-Tuner. Martin Rees, the Royal Astronomer of England, identifies six numbers that are a “recipe for the universe.” They appear to be “fine-tuned” since the slightest deviation would mean the universe could not have existed. Is the best explanation for such fine-tuning the existence of a cosmic intelligence? Richard Dawkins, in The God Delusion, disputes such a conclusion.
62. Who needs reasons for believing in God? Analytic philosopher Alvin Plantinga has argued that the theist may accept the belief in God as a “basic belief,” a belief it is rational to hold without supporting evidence and that is foundational for the entire system of the theist’s beliefs.
Boxes
The Black Cat
(What the theologian finds in a dark room)
Reductio Proofs
(Useful for understanding the ontological argument)
Profile: St. Thomas Aquinas
(A brilliant thinker, nicknamed the Dumb Ox)
The Big Bang
(The Big Bang hypothesis leads to a hard choice between an unexplainable universe or one explainable only by reference to something nonphysical)
Profile: The Anchoress, Julian of Norwich
(Best known for her mystical “showings”)
Miracles
(Hume’s principle for evaluating reports of miracles)
God’s Foreknowledge and Free Will
(The difficulty involved in maintaining both)
Religion: Illusion with a Future
(Freud’s view)
Profile: William James
(Perhaps the most famous American intellectual of his time)
Pascal’s Wager
(Either God exists or he does not; by betting that he does you lose nothing if he doesn’t)
God Is Coming, and She Is Furious
(On God’s gender)
Readings
13.1 St. Anselm, from Proslogion
This is Anselm’s first and most famous version of the ontological argument.
13.2 St. Thomas Aquinas, from Summa Theologica
The five ways.
13.3 G.W. Leibniz, from Monadology
An explanation of the principle of sufficient reason and then its application to prove God exists.
13.4 Friedrich Nietzsche, from The Gay Science
Nietzsche’s assertion that God is dead and his explanation of what it means.
13.5 Antony Flew, from “Theology and Falsification”
Flew’s famous parable, developed from a John Wisdom tale, about an invisible gardener who tends a field but escapes all efforts to detect him. (In recent years Flew has expressed more sympathy toward deism.)
13.6 Mary Daly, from “After the Death of God the Father”
A selection from Beyond God the Father in which Daly discusses the rootedness of theology in patriarchy and what can be done to enable women to speak more authentically about God.
13.7 Richard Dawkins, from The God Delusion
A consideration of the “Anthropic Principle,” which says that because of the universe exists, the universe had to be such as to permit their eventual emergence. Dawkins dismisses the theist’s claim that “God, when setting up the universe, tuned the fundamental constants of the universe so that each one lay in its Goldilocks [i.e., “just right”] zone for the production of life. . . . As ever, the theist’s answer is deeply unsatisfying, because it leaves the existence of God unexplained.”

Philosophers

• St. Anselm was the author of the ontological argument. 376

• St. Thomas Aquinas was the author of the Five Ways of proving God’s existence. 378

• Mary Daly was a contemporary feminist analyst/critic of traditional conceptions of God. 403

• René Descartes offered three proofs of God, including a streamlined version of the ontological argument. 385

• Gaunilo, a Benedictine monk, was a contemporary of Anselm and a critic of the ontological argument. 377

• David Hume, a religious skeptic, provided classic criticisms of the teleological and cosmological arguments. 391

• William James held that it is rationally justifiable to yield to your hope that a God exists. 399

• Julian of Norwich, an English anchoress and mystic, argued that we are in God and God is in us. We learn about God by learning about ourselves. 382

• Immanuel Kant criticized the ontological, cosmological, and teleological proofs of God and thought that God’s existence cannot be proved, yet he believed that God’s existence must be assumed by the rational, moral individual. 394

• Søren Kierkegaard held that God is beyond reason’s grasp, that truth is subjective, and that salvation can be attained only through a leap of faith to Christianity. 397

• Gottfried Wilhelm, Baron von Leibniz, proposed one of the most effective versions of the cosmological argument. 388

• Friedrich Nietzsche believed that the masses are ruled by a slave morality inculcated by religion, science, and philosophy. His statement “God is dead” meant that there is no rational order, not that people do not believe in God. 398

• Alvin Plantinga holds that theists may accept the belief in God as a “basic belief,” one that is rational to hold without supporting evidence and that is a foundation for the entire system of the theists’ beliefs. 409
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W. James, The Will to Believe and Other Essays in Popular Philosophy, Frederick H. Burkhardt, ed. (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1979). James is among the most pleasurable of philosophers to read.

Julian of Norwich, A Book of Showings to the Anchoress Julian of Norwich, 2 vols., Colledge and Walsh, eds. (Toronto: Pontiﬁcal Institute of Medieval Studies, 1978). The early English version. You have to read it aloud to understand it.

Julian of Norwich, Revelations of Divine Love, Clifton Wolters, trans. (Harmondsworth, England: Penguin, 1966, 1985). A good, cheap paperback version of “Showings” in modern English.

I. Kant, Critique of Practical Reason, L. W. Beck, trans. (New York: Liberal Arts, 1956). See book II, ​ chapter II, sect. V.

I. Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, N. K. Smith, trans. (New York: St. Martin’s, 1965). Check the index under “God.” The most important material is in the chapter “The Ideal of Pure Reason.”

W. Kaufmann, Nietzsche: Philosopher, Psychologist, Antichrist 4th ed. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1975). A good introduction to Nietzsche’s philosophy.

A. Kenny, Five Ways: St. Thomas Aquinas’s Proofs of God’s Existence (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1969). Good critical discussion of the Five Ways.

G. Leibniz, Theodicy, E. M. Huggard, trans., and A. ​ Farrer, ed. (La Salle, Ill.: Open Court, 1952).

J. L. Mackie, The Miracle of Theism: Arguments For and Against the Existence of God (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1982). Excellent commentary on all the ​ traditional proofs of God’s existence.

R. J. Moore and B. N. Moore, The Cosmos, God and ​ Philosophy (New York: Peter Lang, 1988). Contains discussion of modern science on traditional proofs of God.

W. Paley, Natural Theology: Selections, Frederick Ferré, ed. (Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill, 1963). There is more to Paley than his famous stone and watch ​ analogy, as the reader of this book will discover.

Alvin Plantinga, “Advice to Christian Philosophers,” Faith and Philosophy, vol. 1, no. 3 (July 1984), pp. 253–271. Plantinga sets forth the idea that a ​ belief in God may be a “basic belief.”

James D. Proctor, ed., Science, Religion and Human Experience (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005). Essays on the ongoing conflict between science and religious belief.

Philip L. Quinn, Paul Draper, and Charles Taliaferro, A Companion to Philosophy of Religion 2nd ed. (Malden, Mass.: Wiley-Blackwell, 2010). A survey of the main issues and standpoints regarding the philosophy of religion.

B. Russell and F. C. Copleston, “The Existence of God: A Debate between Bertrand Russell and Father F. C. Copleston.” This lively debate touches on several lines of proof of God, and Copleston’s version of Leibniz’s cosmological argument is pretty effectively worded. The debate has been anthologized in many places. See, e.g., E. L. Miller, Philosophical and Religious Issues: Classical and Contemporary Statements (Encino, Calif.: Dickenson, 1971).

Richard Swinburne, The Existence of God (New York: Oxford University Press, 1991). This edition contains a response to powerful criticisms by J. L. Mackie and considers the evidential force of recent scientiﬁc ​ discoveries.
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