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Preface

Whether one applauds it, deplores it, or is puzzled by it, the fact is that religious
belief has survived any number of historical and cultural upheavals that had been
thought to signal its demise. In similar fashion the philosophy of religion is alive
and healthy despite attacks on its integrity from positivism, postmodernism, and
deconstructionism. The essays contained in this volume amply attest to the vigor
— and rigor — with which the philosophy of religion is presently being practiced.
They have been written to be accessible to advanced undergraduate and graduate
students and to members of the educated public. The authors, pre-eminent
scholars in the field, not only provide an overview of their respective topics, but
also further scholarly reflection on those topics. The next few paragraphs provide
an overall sketch of the structure and content of the volume.

Part I The Concept of God

The major theistic religions, Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, acknowledge the
existence of a supreme being. This being, God, is generally thought by these
religious traditions to be responsible for the creation and conservation of the
world. More than that, God is supposed to care about his creatures, to know
their innermost thoughts, joys, and sorrows, and to desire their flourishing. God
is thus thought to be personal, inasmuch as he has a mental life consisting of
beliefs, desires, and intentions. At the same time, however, theists insist that
God is a deity, a status they emphasize by claiming that unlike humans, God is
omniscient (all-knowing), omnipotent (all-powertul), and perfectly good. Many
theists claim, further, that although humans live in space and time, God in some
way transcends these dimensions of human existence. These assertions about
God’s nature have undergone extensive philosophical examination.
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Preface

In Chapter 1 Linda Zagzebski examines the implications of supposing both
that God is omniscient and that some of our actions are genuinely free, thus
actions for which we are responsible. It would seem that if God is omniscient,
then he knows in advance every detail of what we will be doing, long before we
do it. But if God already knows now, for instance, what you will be doing one
year hence, there seems to be no possibility that you will be able to do otherwise
than what God now knows you will do. Thus, your actions a year from now — for
that matter, at any time in the future — appear to be unfree if God already knows
them. Zagzebski probes these and related issues.

Hugh J. McCann, in Chapter 2, discusses a series of problems that arise from
the supposition that God is omnipotent. As McCann puts it, it seems that “to the
extent that we maximize God’s power in creating the world, we tend to minimize
the powers of the things he creates.” Consider, for example, the action of a cue
ball striking the eight-ball. If God’s power is required to keep the created world
in existence from one moment to the next, are we not simply mistaken in think-
ing that the cue ball is the cause of the eight-ball’s moving? Or suppose that we
think that squares have four sides “by definition.” Could it be, nevertheless, that
omnipotent God has the power to create a five-sided square?

Brian Leftow’s chapter examines the philosophical implications of the Biblical
conception of God as existing “from everlasting to everlasting” and the related
claim that God is immutable. Most theists agree that God exists at every moment
of time. But beneath that surface agreement there lurks a fundamental disagree-
ment about whether God is “in” time, as creatures are, progressing from past
to present to future, or whether what we creatures regard as past, present, and
future is all simultaneously present to God. Leftow sheds new light on these
issues.

Part II The Existence of God

One undertaking is to define the concept of a thing. Another is to determine
whether anything exists that fits the concept. A Greek mythologist can specify
precisely what a gorgon is without believing for a moment that there are, or ever
were, any gorgons. Even if we were to converge on a uniform conception of God,
it would still be an open question whether God, as so conceived, exists.

Some philosophers have sought to prove God’s existence by showing that,
unlike the case of the gorgons, God’s existence is entailed directly by the con-
cept of God. For these philosophers no empirical investigation is necessary or
appropriate: reason unaided by facts about the world can demonstrate the neces-
sity of God’s existence. Arguments that purport to accomplish this feat are called
ontological arguments. The most famous one was the carliest, formulated by
Anselm of Canterbury (1033-1109). Anselm claims that anyone who reflects
adequately on the notion of God as “something than which nothing greater can
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be conceived” should come to realize that God must exist. Anselm’s argument
has fascinated and outraged philosophers since its inception. It receives a thorough
examination in Gareth B. Matthews’s chapter.

Various versions of the so-called cosmological argument for God’s existence
take as their point of departure the question, “Why is there something rather
than nothing?” Cosmological arguments appeal to the intuitions that the universe
might not have existed, that the explanation for its existence does not seem to lie
within the universe itself, and that the cause of the universe should be something
that cannot fail to exist. Interest in the cosmological argument has been rekindled
in the light of the success of “Big Bang” theories about the origin of our uni-
verse. In Chapter 5 William L. Rowe explores some of the important historical
and contemporary versions of the argument.

Big Bang theories have also stimulated a reexamination of arguments from
design for God’s existence. Before the twentieth century, design arguments
focused their attention on the structural complexities and functional capacities of
living organisms, arguing that it was extremely improbable that such organisms
came to be by chance. But if not by chance, then by design, and design implies a
designer, who must be God. In the second half of the twentieth century physi-
cists came to realize that it is also extemely improbable that the Big Bang should
have produced a universe that was suitable for life. So once again a designer has
been suggested to explain the fact that the universe is “fine-tuned” to be receptive
to life. Elliott Sober examines both types of argument in Chapter 6.

The ontological, cosmological, and design arguments are all attempts either to
prove God’s existence or to make God’s existence seem probable. Stacked up
against them is the problem of evil. Stated briefly, the problem is this. If God
is omniscient, omnipotent, and perfectly good, then God knows about all the
suffering in the world, has the power to prevent or eliminate it, and wants to pre-
vent or eliminate it. Why, then, is there suffering? Strong versions of the problem
allege that the presence of evil disproves the existence of God. Weaker versions
maintain that the presence of evil makes it improbable that God exists. In Chap-
ter 7 Derk Pereboom surveys different versions of the problem, important theistic
attempts to respond to it, and critical issues raised by those attempts.

Part III Religious Belief

Although many theists place some stock in one or another of the arguments for
God’s existence, many of them do not base their faith on the arguments. Hence
they are relatively unperturbed by criticisms of those arguments. And few believers
abandon their faith upon finding themselves unable to give a definitive solution
to the problem of evil. Aware of these phenomena about the fixedness of religious
belief, non-believers accuse believers of cognitive irresponsibility. The intensity of
religious belief, it is said, is nowhere near to being matched by the clarity of the
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evidence. Theists sometimes respond by claiming that not all beliefs must be
backed by evidence, and that non-believers themselves inescapably harbor some
such beliefs. The essays in this section focus on various dimensions of the notion
of religious belief.

Judaism, Christianity, and Islam converge on some beliefs — that the world is
governed by a wise, powerful, and good God, that Abraham is a pivotal figure in
God’s relationship to humankind — but diverge on others. There is divergence
among them, for instance, concerning the importance of a bar (or bat) mitzvah,
or of baptism, or of making a pilgrimage to Mecca. How might one assess the
intellectual responsibility of these kinds of religious belief in particular?

In Chapter 8 Alfred J. Freddoso points out that one way to go about such an
assessment is to articulate a set of standards of rationality that would pass muster
by reasonable people’s lights and then show that an individual religious belief
conforms to or violates those standards. Freddoso’s approach is somewhat diftfer-
ent. His strategy is to explore a whole network of beliefs constituting a particular
faith, Christianity, “from the inside, so to speak,” showing how its various meta-
physical, ethical, and psychological elements fit together.

William P. Alston’s chapter is an examination of the claim, made by some the-
ists, that their beliefs are grounded or supported by their experiential awareness of
God. Such awareness is sharply distinguished from ordinary sense perception,
since the latter is confined to material objects while the former is alleged to be of
a purely immaterial being. Alston explores in some detail the credentials of the
claim for perceptual awareness of God by comparing it to the case that can be
made for basing beliefs on ordinary sense perception of physical objects.

In the final chapter in this section, William J. Wainwright confronts the issue
of how to appraise the phenomenon of religions whose beliefs do not merely
diverge from the beliefs of other religions, but are incompatible with them.
Wainwright assesses some responses that discount the alleged incompatibilities.
He also discusses the prospects for “exclusivist” strategies, that is, strategies that
maintain that one religious tradition is correct; thus, any religion incompatible
with it is at least partially mistaken.

Part IV Religion and Life

Try to imagine a religion that has nothing to tell us about our origins, our
purpose in life, our destiny, and that is equally silent about what is right and what
is wrong, about how we should conduct our lives, and why. Among theistic
religions perhaps the closest approximation to this stripped-down position was
deism, a religious movement centered in England in the seventeenth and eight-
centh centuries. Deism rejected all religious teachings purporting to be based on
any kind of divine revelation, maintaining instead that everything we can know
about origins, purpose, and destiny must be based on and confined to our
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natural, empirical knowledge of the world. Similarly, deism claimed that our know-
ledge of right and wrong did not depend on any specific divine revelation. Deists
claimed that a benevolent God would see to it that all people at all times could
come to know by natural means the principles necessary for their happiness.

As the natural sciences became more successful in the explanation of all sorts of
phenomena, many thinkers came to harbor the suspicion that there was nothing
left over for theistic religions to explain. And if each of us is naturally fit to
uncover the ethical principles necessary for human happiness, then there seems
to be no distinctive educational task that can only be carried out by religious
authorities. In retrospect, then, deism appears to have sowed the seeds of its
own demise.

The major theistic religions have insisted that deism is not enough. To the
extent to which they claim, however, that there are important questions left
unanswered by science and secular morality, they raise issues about the place
of religion in scientifically enlightened, democratic societies. The essays in this
section address some of the most salient of these issues.

Biologists estimate that over 99 percent of all species that have ever existed on
earth are now extinct, and that the average lifespan for a species is approximately
4 million years. Judaism, Christianity, and Islam have maintained that you and I
are immortal. How can these religions be right if, as seems extremely likely, our
species will become extinct? In Chapter 11 Peter van Inwagen discusses issues
related to this question, devoting special attention to a fascinating argument, the
“Doomsday Argument,” pertaining to what our expectations should be con-
cerning species survival.

Deism was, at heart, an attempt to make room for religion within a scientific
world-view. It thus offered the comforting prospect of peaceful coexistence for
two enormously influential fashioners of human thought. In Chapter 12 Philip
Kitcher questions whether any attempt to reconcile the two can succeed, and
mounts a campaign on several fronts in favor of a scientific world-view.

Religions have been and continue to be pervasive in shaping the moral attitudes
and institutions of their adherents. Some of those attitudes and institutions have
been pernicious, fostering practices like racial and ethnic exclusivism and coloni-
alism. Other religious attitudes and institutions have had undeniable beneficial
effects. But could those beneficial effects have been brought about just as well by
purely secular means? In other words, are there any values that are distinctively
religious? In order to be in a position to answer that question we may need to
grapple with another one: “What are the differences between a secular ethical
outlook or system and a religious ethical system?” In Chapter 13 I explore a
generic sort of theistic normative ethical theory, one that lays emphasis on divine
commands, in particular, commands to love God and neighbor.

In the final chapter Philip L. Quinn probes two political ideals that can seem to
pull their advocates in opposite directions. On the one hand liberal societies stress
the value of religious toleration. On the other hand many defenders of liberal
democracy argue that political arguments based solely on religious principles
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should be discounted in a liberal society’s debate over public policy. Quinn
concludes that the cases hitherto made for religious toleration and for an
exclusionary principle in political deliberation are fragile at best.

The aim of this volume is to present its reader with a number of talented
philosophers examining a number of topics central to the philosophy of religion.
It will have served its purpose if it provokes its readers to reflect further on these
topics. As a guide to further reflection, at the end of each essay there is a list of
suggested further readings, over and above those discussed in the texts of the
essays.
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The Concept of God



Chapter 1

Omniscience, Time,
and Freedom

Linda Zagzebsks

Introduction

Consider the possibility that there is a being who has infallible beliefs about the
entire future, including your own future choices. Suppose also that this being did
not acquire these beliefs at this moment. He or she had them at some time in the
past, say yesterday, or a hundred or a million years ago. That supposition, when
combined with some very strong and quite ordinary intuitions about time and
what it takes to act freely, leads to the conclusion that nobody acts freely. That
is the main topic of this paper. It is not the only topic, however, because our
exploration of the dilemma of foreknowledge and freedom will reveal a dilemma
of foreknowledge and temporally relative modality that has nothing to do with
free will.

The relevance of the foreknowledge dilemma to those who believe there actu-
ally exists a being who has infallible beliefs about future choices is obvious; the
relevance to those who have no commitment to the existence of such a being but
who think one is possible is less obvious, but no less real because the problem is
one of conflicting possibilities. No matter what we think about the existence and
nature of God, the dilemma of freedom and foreknowledge forces us to rethink
prior intuitions. Most people who reflect about this problem for long realize they
have to give up something. To use Quine’s metaphor, most of us have to give up
something in our web of belief, and that means, of course, that a portion of the
web will unravel. I will not presume to tell the reader which part of your web
should unravel because I do not know where these beliefs occur in your web, but
I hope to convince you that something has to break.

Here is the problem in the clearest terms I know. Suppose that tomorrow you
will decide to perform a simple act, the type of act you would describe as freely
chosen, if anything is. Perhaps you will decide what to drink with your lunch.
Either you will decide to have tea or you will not decide to have tea. The law of
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excluded middle rules out any other alternative. Suppose that you will decide to
have tea. That means it is true that you will decide to have tea. If it is true, a
being who now knows the entire future now knows that you will decide to have
tea, and if that being had the same knowledge yesterday or a hundred years ago,
then he knew then that you would decide to have tea tomorrow. And since his
belief occurred in the past, there is nothing you can do now about its occurrence.
Suppose also that that being knows in a way that is perfect. He not only is not
mistaken, he cannot be mistaken in his beliefs; he is infallible. If so, he could not
have been mistaken in the past about what you will do tomorrow. So when
tomorow comes, how can you do otherwise than what that being infallibly knew
you would do? And if you cannot do otherwise, you will not make your decision
freely. By parity of reasoning, if you will decide differently, the same conclusion
follows. No matter what the infallible forecknower believed about what you will
do tomorrow, it appears that you cannot help but act accordingly. And if that
being knew everything you and everybody else will do, nobody does anything
freely. This is the problem of theological fatalism.

Let us now make the argument more precise. Since much hinges on the way
the problem is formulated, I will aim to identify the strongest valid form of the
argument for theological fatalism in order to consider which, if any, premises can
be rejected. I will make any principles of inference used in the argument other
than substitution and modus ponens premises in order to make the validity of the
argument transparent. I will then consider whether any premise can be weakened
without threatening the argument’s validity. This is important because even if
one or more premises of a typical strong argument for theological fatalism is false,
we should be on the alert for the possibility that a weaker and more plausible
premise can lead us to the same conclusion, or perhaps the premise is not needed
at all. And, of course, it is also possible that validity requires interpreting the
premise as stronger than it is generally thought to be.

An inspection of the informal argument just given shows that theological fatal-
ism arises from the conjunction of the assumption that there is a being who has
infallible beliefs about the future and three principles: the principle of the neces-
sity of the past, the principle of alternate possibilities, and a transfer of necessity
principle. Here is a more careful formulation of the fatalist argument, making all
four of these components explicit.

Basic argument for theological fatalism

Let B be the proposition that you will choose to drink tea with your lunch
tomorrow. Suppose that B is true. Let “now-necessary” designate temporal neces-
sity, the type of necessity that the past has just because it is past. Let “God”
designate a being who has infallible beliefs about the future. It is not required for
the logic of the argument that this being be identical with the deity worshiped by
any religion.




Omuniscience, Time, and Freedom

(1) Yesterday God infallibly believed B. [Supposition of infallible
foreknowledge. |

(2) If E occurred in the past, it is now-necessary that E occurred then. [Prin-
ciple of the necessity of the past.]

(3) It is now-necessary that yesterday God believed B. [(1), (2) substitution,
modus ponens.]

(4) Necessarily, if yesterday God believed B, then B. [ Definition of infallibility. |

(5) If p is now-necessary, and necessarily (p — q), then q is now-necessary.
[ Transfer of necessity principle. ]

(6) So it is now-necessary that B. [(3) and (4) conjoined, (5), modus ponens.]

(7) If it is now-necessary that B, then you cannot do otherwise than choose
tea tomorrow. [Definition of necessity. |

(8) Therefore, you cannot do otherwise than choose tea tomorrow. [(6), (7),
modus ponens.|

(9) If you cannot do otherwise when you act, you do not act freely. [Principle
of alternate possibilities. |

(10) Therefore, when you choose tea tomorrow, you will not do it freely. [(8),

(9), modus ponens.]

This argument is logically valid. The next task is to investigate the extent to
which its premises can be weakened without losing validity. The weaker and more
plausible the premise, the stronger the argument. Perhaps this procedure will also
show us where the argument is vulnerable.'

The Premise of Omniscience

Let us begin with the premise that there is a being whose beliefs are infallible.
Infallibility is connected with a time-honored attribute of the Christian, Jewish,
and Muslim God: omniscience. To be omniscient is to be all-knowing. To be all-
knowing includes knowing the truth value of every proposition. It may include
more than that if there are forms of knowledge that are non-propositional, but
it includes at least this much: there is no true proposition an omniscient being
does not know, and an omniscient being does not believe any false proposition.
Like other divine perfections such as omnipotence, omniscience has traditionally
been thought to be a component of the divine nature. If so, God is not only
omniscient, but essentially omniscient. The latter, of course, is stronger than the
former. Essential omniscience entails infallible knowledge of the truth value of
all propositions. A being who is essentially omniscient is one who cannot be
mistaken in any of his beliefs, and for every proposition, he cither believes it is
true or believes it is false.?

Notice next that essential omniscience is sufficient for infallibility in a particular
belief but is not necessary, whereas omniscience is neither necessary nor sufficient
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for infallible belief. Omniscience is not necessary because a particular belief or set
of beliefs can be infallible even if the knower does not know the truth value of all
propositions. It is not sufficient because a being who knows the truth value of all
propositions may not know one or more of them infallibly unless infallibility is
included in the definition of knowing. As long as it is possible to know without
knowing infallibly, there is nothing in being omniscient that entails knowing
infallibly. Essential omniscience is sufficient for infallibility because an essentially
omniscient being knows the truth value of all propositions infallibly. Essential
omuniscience is not necessary for infallibility in a particular belief, however, because
there might be a being who has some infallible beliefs, but who also has some
beliefs that are not infallible.

These considerations show that the problem of theological fatalism arises
from infallible foreknowledge, not simple omniscience. Infallible foreknowledge
is entailed by essential omniscience, and essential omniscience is no doubt the
doctrine that motivates the supposition that there is a being who has infallible
beliefs, namely, the God of the major monotheistic religions, but essential om-
niscience is stronger than is required to generate the problem. As we can see in
the argument above, infallibility with respect to belief B is sufficient to get the
conclusion that the agent is not free with respect to B. Widespread infallibility
generates widespread lack of freedom, and infallibility with respect to all future
acts of created agents is sufficient to generate the conclusion that no such agent
acts freely.

So far, then, we see that the first premise of the fatalist argument cannot be
weakened to a premise that merely refers to the omniscience of the postulated
foreknower, but it need not be so strong as to refer to the essential omniscience
of such a being. Infallible believing is the crucial concept.

Can the first premise be weakened in some other way without threatening the
validity of the argument? What about the attribution of beliefs to the being
postulated in that premise? It has sometimes been proposed that God does not
have beliefs; beliefs are mental states that only finite beings can have. That is
because an ancient tradition in philosophy going back to Plato makes knowing
(episteme) and believing (doxa) mutually exclusive states, the latter being inferior
to the former. If so, believing is not possible for a perfect being. But even so, a
perfect being is presumably cognitively perfect, and cognitive perfection involves
being infallible in grasping reality outside of himself, including that part of reality
consisting in human acts. Whether those states are properly called instances of
belief is not important for the argument. Readers who find the term “believes”
problematic need only reword the fatalist argument, using whatever word they
think accurately designates mental states that can be infallible.

There is still one important way the first premise can be weakened without
harm to the argument. Consider the modal status of each premise in the basic
argument. The principles of the necessity of the past, alternate possibilities, and
transfer of necessity are thought to be necessary truths, so premises (2), (5), and
(9) are necessary, as are the other two premises, (4) and (7), which are definitions.
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The logic of the argument shows that with these premises in place, infallible
foreknowledge is inconsistent with free will in the sense of having the ability to
do otherwise. If infallible foreknowledge is possible, free will is impossible. So the
dilemma is generated from the mere possibility of an infallible foreknower; an
actual one is not required. That is the reason theological fatalism is not only a
problem for committed theists.

The Premise of the Necessity of the Past

The necessity of the past is critical to the fatalist argument. The idea that the past
has a kind of necessity simply in virtue of being past is expressed in the aphorism
“There is no use crying over spilt milk.” This idea is one side of a wider intuition
that there is a modal asymmetry between past and future. The fixity of the past is
understood in contrast with the non-fixity of the future. We will explore this
intuition further in later sections, but for now the question is whether this premise
can be weakened. Suppose that God, or the infallible foreknower, is not in time.
Of course, if such a being is not in time, he cannot be a fore¢knower. Nonetheless,
he could have the cognitive perfection of infallibly knowing everything. This idea
is one of the oldest proposed solutions to the fatalist dilemma, going back to
Boethius in the early sixth century and endorsed by Aquinas in the thirteenth,?
but I think that even though this move is normally understood as a way out of
theological fatalism, it simply alerts us to a way that problem can be broadened.

In earlier work I argued that the existence of infallible knowledge of what is
future to us threatens fatalism whether or not the infallible foreknower is in time.*
I am not suggesting that the generality of the problem can be demonstrated in a
single argument, however. For a timeless knower, we need a different premise in
place of (2) that refers to the necessity of eternity rather than the necessity of the
past:

(2") Timeless states of affairs are now-necessary.
(3) then becomes:
(3") It is now-necessary that God timelessly believes B infallibly.

I recognize that (2’) is not a common principle. Nonetheless, it scems to me that
if there is an intuition that leads us to think that we can do nothing about what
is past, a similar intuition would lead us to think that we can do nothing about
what is eternal. A timeless realm would be as ontologically determinate and fixed
as the past. Perhaps it is inappropriate to express this type of necessity by saying
that timeless events are zow-necessary. Even so, we have no more reason to think
that we can do anything now about God’s timeless knowledge than about God’s
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past knowledge. If there is no use crying over spilled milk, there is no use crying
over timelessly spilling milk either. Of course, the nature of timeless eternity is
elusive, so the intuition of the necessity of eternity is probably weaker than the
intuition of the necessity of the past. Perhaps, then, the view that God is timeless
puts the theological fatalist on the defensive. It is incumbent upon him to defend
the principle of the necessity of eternity, which, unlike the necessity of the past,
does not have the advantage of being deeply embedded in ordinary intuitions — I
presume that most people’s intuitions about eternity are thin at best. Nonethe-
less, when we consider candidates for timeless truths such as truths of logic and
mathematics, they are truths that are unaffected by anything we do. Clearly we
have no power over mathematics. Whether we can do nothing about it because
it is timeless or because it is mathematics is another issue, of course. But it is
illuminating to notice that, leaving theological truths aside, every instance of a
timeless truth is one over which human beings are powerless.

Premise (27) might then be modified to make it clear that it is not ascribing a
temporal modality to a timeless proposition:

(2”) We cannot now do anything about timeless states of affairs.
And (3") becomes:

(3”) We cannot now do anything about the fact that God timelessly believes B
infallibly.

With (2”) and (3”) in place, we can generate an argument for theological fatalism
that parallels the basic argument. I do not think there is a more general premise
than (2) or (2”) that covers them both, and certainly not a weaker one. They are
just different modal principles. Their connection is not in content, but in a
common picture of modal reality and its relation to human power. I think, then,
that (2) cannot be weakened or broadened, but it can be shifted to a premise that
applies to timeless knowing. The foreknowledge dilemma and the timeless know-
ledge dilemma therefore ought to be treated separately. In most of the rest of this
paper I will concentrate on the foreknowledge dilemma because it is the classic
problem.

The Premise that Freedom Requires Alternate Possibilities

Let us now look at premise (9), a form of the principle of alternate possibilities
(PAP). It is possible simply to define freedom by PAP, in which case the con-
clusion that nobody acts freely follows by definition, but not by everybody’s
definition. However, PAP can be defended by an argument that the existence
of alternate possibilities is entailed by agent causation, the type of causation
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libertarian freedom requires. If that claim is right, the conclusion of the fatalist
argument is that nobody has libertarian free will, the kind of free will incom-
patible with determinism. Since those who think the kind of freedom we have s
compatible with determinism are not threatened by the argument anyway,” the
claim that PAP is entailed by libertarian freedom is a significant defense of the
important premise (9).

Several writers on PAP have argued that libertarian freedom does not require
alternate possibilities, and I am among them.® The crux of the argument is that
the kind of power required for libertarian freedom is agent causation, and the
thesis that human agents exercise agent causation is a thesis about the locus of
power. PAP, in contrast, is a thesis about events in counterfactual circumstances.
My position is that it is possible that an act is agent caused even when the agent
lacks alternate possibilities. Or, to be more cautious, perhaps we should say that it
might be possible. That agent causation and alternate possibilities can come apart
is illustrated by so-called Frankfurt cases, or counterexamples to PAP originally
proposed by Harry Frankfurt.” Frankfurt intended his examples to give aid and
comfort to determinism, but I believe he succeeded in showing PAP is false
without showing anything that should lead us to reject libertarian free will. This
issue is currently one of the most hotly disputed topics in the free will literature,
and I will not attempt to engage directly with that literature here. Instead, I want
to use the distinction between the thesis of agent causation and the thesis of
alternate possibilities to show the fundamental irrelevance of PAP to both sides
of the dispute over theological fatalism. This will permit the defender of our
basic argument to give up premise (9) and still have an equally plausible fatalist
argument.

Here is an example of a typical Frankfurt case used to show that an agent can
act freely even when she lacks alternate possibilities:

Black, an evil neurosurgeon, wishes to see White dead but is unwilling to do the
deed himself. Knowing that Mary Jones also despises White and will have a single
good opportunity to kill him, Black inserts a mechanism into Jones’s brain that
enables Black to monitor and to control Jones’s neurological activity. If the activity
in Jones’s brain suggests that she is on the verge of deciding not to kill White when
the opportunity arises, Black’s mechanism will intervene and cause Jones to decide
to commit the murder. On the other hand, if Jones decides to murder White on her
own, the mechanism will not intervene. It will merely monitor but not affect her
neurological function. Now suppose that, when the occasion arises, Jones decides
to kill White without any “help” from Black’s mechanism. In the judgment of
Frankfurt and most others, Jones is morally responsible for her act. Nonetheless, it
appears that she is unable to do otherwise since if she had attempted to do so she
would have been thwarted by Black’s device.?

Most commentators on examples like this agree that the agent is both morally
responsible for her act and acts freely in whatever sense of freedom they endorse.’
They differ on whether she can do otherwise at the time of her act. Determinists
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generally interpret the case as one in which she exercises compatibilist free will
and has no alternate possibilities. Most libertarians interpret it as one in which she
exercises libertarian free will and has alternate possibilities, contrary to appear-
ances. I interpret it as a case in which she exercises libertarian free will but does
not have alternate possibilties.

For the purposes of the foreknowledge issue I am not going to address the
standard Frankfurt case above. Instead, I want to begin by calling attention to a
disanalogy between the standard case and the situation of infallible fore-
knowledge. In the standard Frankfurt case the agent is prevented from acting freely
in close possible worlds. That is not in dispute. Black’s device is counterfactually
manipulative even if it is not actually manipulative. In contrast, infallible fore-
knowledge is not even counterfactually manipulative. There is no close possible
world or even distant possible world in which foreknowledge prevents the agent
from acting freely. Of course, if theological fatalism is true, nobody ever acts
freely, but my point is that there is no manipulation going on in other possible
worlds in the foreknowledge scenario. The relation between foreknowledge and
human acts is no different in one world than in any other. But it is precisely the
fact that the relation between the Frankfurt machine and Mary’s act differs in the
actual world than in other close worlds that is supposed to make the Frankfurt
example work in showing the falsity of PAD.

To make this point clear, let us look at how the standard Frankfurt case would
have to be amended to make it a close analogy to the situation of infallible
foreknowledge. The device implanted in Mary’s brain would have to be set in
such a way that no matter what Mary did, it never intervened. It is not even true
that it might have intervened. Any world in which she decides to commit the
murder is a world in which the device is set to make her commit the murder
should she not decide to do it, and any world in which she does not decide to
commit the murder is a world in which the device is set to prevent her from
deciding to do it if she is about to decide to do it. Now of course you may say
that this is a description of an impossible device. Perhaps that is true. But the
point is that it would have to be as described to be a close analogy to the fore-
knowledge scenario. And I propose that our reactions to this amended Frankfurt
case are very different from typical reactions to the standard Frankfurt case.

In the standard case it at least appears to be true that the agent cannot do
otherwise, whereas in the case amended to be parallel to the foreknowledge case
there is a very straightforward sense in which the agent can do otherwise because
her will is not thwarted by Black in any possible world. The machine is ready to
manipulate her, but it does not manipulate her, nor might it have manipulated
her since it does not even manipulate her in counterfactual circumstances. We
might describe the machine as a metaphysical accident — an extraneous addition to
the story that plays no part in the sequence of events in any world. My interpreta-
tion of the amended story is that Mary is not prevented from exercising agent
causation in any world because of the Frankfurt device, and, by analogy, neither
is she prevented from exercising agent causation because of foreknowledge.
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Furthermore, the amended story is plausibly interpreted as one in which Mary
does have alternate possibilities. I do not insist on that, however, since, as I have
said, my position is that it is possible to lack alternate possibilities even when
exercising agent causation. My point is that whether or not she has alternate
possibilities, she exercises agent causation and hence is free in making her choice.'

This means that even if I am right that libertarian freedom does not require
alternate possibilities and premise (9) is false, we are not yet in a position to reject
the theological fatalist’s argument. What the Frankfurt cases and my amended
Frankfurt case show, I think, is that the existence of alternate possibilities is
subsidiary to what is actually required for free will, namely agent causation.'' And
that means the argument for theological fatalism can be recast. Here is roughly
the way the argument should go.

(1)  Yesterday God infallibly believed I would do A tomorrow.

(ii) I have no agent power over God’s past belief or its infallibility.

(iii) Therefore, I do not have the power to agent-cause my act A tomorrow.
Looking back at the basic argument for theological fatalism, the place where the
argument goes oft the track is premise (7). I suggest that the defender of the

argument can bypass the dispute over PAP by changing (7) to:

(7") If it is now-necessary that B, then you do not agent-cause your act of choos-
ing tea tomMorrow.

(8) then becomes:

(8) You do not agent-cause your act of choosing tea tomorrow.
And (9) becomes the much more plausible:

(9’) If you do not agent-cause your act, you do not act freely.

Now we have an argument for fatalism that does not rely upon PAP. Whether
it is sound depends upon the kind of necessity possessed by the necessity of the
past and (7’) becomes the crucial premise. (7’) is true only if the necessity of

the past is a kind of necessity that prevents the power needed to exercise agent
causation. I believe (77) is plausible, but probably somewhat less so than (7).

The Premise of the Transfer of Necessity

The final problematic premise is premise (5), the transfer of necessity principle.
This principle says that the necessity of the past is closed under entailment.

11



Linda Zagzebski

Variants of this principle are part of every system of modal logic, so an attack on
such a principle is unlikely to succeed without attacking the coherence of the type
of necessity transferred. That means that the principle of the necessity of the past
and the transfer principle ought to be considered together.

What exactly is the alleged necessity of the past? It is intended to be a type
of necessity that the past has simply in virtue of being past. It is therefore a
temporally relative kind of necessity; the past has it and the future does not. The
intuition that the past is closed or fixed or necessary is therefore one side of a
single intuition, the other side of which is the intuition that the future is open or
unfixed or contingent. It seems to me that one side of the intuition is threatened
by a defeat of the other because they are two aspects of the same idea, that time
is modally asymmetrical. Now it could be argued that the intuition that the past
is fixed is firmer than the intuition that the future is open, and that is possible,
but notice that if it turns out that the future is fixed in the same sense as the past
is fixed, the necessity in question cannot be a temporally relative one. The past
could not then have a kind of necessity simply in virtue of being past if the future
has the same kind of necessity.

Consider for a moment the reverse foreknowledge argument.

Reverse foreknowledge argument

Let B be the proposition that you will choose tea tomorrow. Let “now-
contingent” designate the contingency of the future, the type of contingency that
the future has now just because it is future. To say that it is now-contingent that
B is to say that it is now-possible that B and it is now-possible that not-B.

(Ir) B.

(2r) IfE is a future state of affairs, it is now-contingent that E. [Principle of the
contingency of the future. ]

(3r) It is now-contingent that B.

(4r) If q is now-contingent and p is now-possible and necessarily (if p then q),
then p is now-contingent. [ Transfer of contingency principle. ]

(5r) It is now-possible that God infallibly believed B yesterday.

(6r) Necessarily, if yesterday God infallibly believed B, then B.

(7r) Therefore, it is now-contingent that yesterday God infallibly believed B.

And, of course, (7r) is no threat to human freedom.

This argument is generated from the other side of the intuition that time is
modally asymmetrical, the side that maintains that the future is temporally con-
tingent. The reverse argument does not rely upon any notion of a free act. What
drives the argument is a variation of what I’m calling the transfer of contingency
principle, which can be derived from the Transfer of Necessity principle as
follows.
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(1) nec (p > q) = (nec p — nec q) [transfer of necessity]
(2) nec (~q—> ~p)— (nec ~ q — nec ~ p) [ (1), substitution]
(3) nec (p > q) = (-~ nec ~p > ~ nec ~ q) [(2), contraposition |
(4) nec (p = q) = (poss p = poss q) [(3), definition of “possible”]
(5) nec (~q— ~p)— (poss ~ q — poss ~ p) [ (4), substitution |
(6) nec(p—q)
(7) nec (p - q)
sentential logic'?
(8) [nec (p = q) & poss p] = [(poss ~ q & poss q) — poss ~ p] [(7),
exportation |
(9) [nec (p — q) & poss p] = [(poss ~ q & poss q) — (poss ~ p & poss p) ]
[(8), tautology]
(10) [nec (p = q) & poss p] — (q is contingent — p is contingent) [ (9),
definition of “contingent” (transfer of contingency)"?]

poss ~ q@ — poss ~ p) [ (5), contraposition |

= (
— [(poss p & poss ~ q) — (poss q & poss ~ p) ] [(4), (6),
]

This pattern of argument can be used to derive a transfer of contingency
principle for contingency of type @ from a transfer of necessity principle for
necessity of type ®. In particular, the transfer of temporally relative contingency —
premise (4r) of the reverse argument — can be derived from the transfer of
necessity for temporally relative necessity — premise (5) of the basic argument for
theological fatalism — by the above argument. It follows that an upholder of the
transfer of temporally relative necessity is committed to the transfer of temporally
relative contingency. The principles are logically related.

We now have two arguments: the basic fatalist argument and the reverse
counterfatalist argument. Both begin with one side of the intuition that time is
modally asymmetrical and argue by way of a transfer of modality principle to the
conclusion that time is not modally asymmetrical. According to the basic argu-
ment, if the past is necessary, so is the future. According to the reverse argument,
if the future is contingent, so is the past. Which of the two arguments do we
choose? One answer is “neither.” The conclusion of each of these arguments
undermines the intuition supporting the modality generating the argument —
either the necessity of the past or the contingency of the future. The future
cannot be as necessary as the past if the type of necessity the past has is supposed
to be temporally relative. Similarly, the past cannot be as contingent as the future
it the type of contingency the future has is supposed to be temporally relative.
Both arguments are problematic, but since the reverse argument is as well sup-
ported as the standard argument, there is no more reason to adopt the one than
the other. These arguments should make us suspect a problem in the notion of
temporally relative modality. And perhaps we should have realized that even in
the absence of the reverse argument, since the conclusion of the basic fatalist
argument undermines the intuition supporting premise (2). It appears, then, that
these arguments show that if infallible forcknowledge is possible, the modal
asymmetry of time can be maintained only at the cost of giving up both transfer
of modality principles. However, I will argue next that even giving up the transfer
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principles is not enough. In the following section I will argue that the possibility
of essential omniscience directly conflicts with the modal asymmetry of time.

The Dilemma of Foreknowledge and the
Modal Asymmetry of Time

Have we now pared down the basic argument to the minimum necessary to get
the fatalist conclusion? We have retained the premise of infallible belief about
human future free choices, the necessity of the past (with worries about its
temporal relativity), the transfer of necessity principle, and the principle that the
necessity of the past is incompatible with agent causation. But the argument can
be pared even further. Here is a dilemma I have proposed in earlier work that
eliminates any premise about freedom, agent causation, or alternate possibilities,
and that does not use a transfer of modality principle. The argument combines
some features of the basic fatalist argument and the reverse argument. In one
respect the argument uses a stronger premise than the basic argument since it
arises from the premise that there is an essentially omniscient and necessarily
existent foreknower. However, we will consider whether this premise also can
be weakened.

Argument establishing the dilemma

Again, let B be the proposition that you will choose to drink tea tomorrow. As in
the reverse argument, to say that p is now-contingent is to say that it is now-
possible that p and it is now-possible that not-p.

(1t) There is (and was in the past) an essentially omniscient forcknower (EOF)
who exists necessarily.

The principle of the contingency of the future tells us that:
(2t) It is now-possible that B and it is now-possible that not-B.

Since the EOF is necessarily existent, B is strictly equivalent to The EOF believed
before mow that B. (1t) and (2t) therefore strictly imply:

(3t) It is now-possible that the EOF believed before now that B and it is now-
possible that the EOF believed before now that not-B.

From (1t) and the law of excluded middle we get:
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(4t) Either the EOF believed before now that B or the EOF believed before now
that not-B.

From the principle of the necessity of the past we get:

(5t) If the EOF believed that B, it is not now-possible that he believed that not-B,
and if he believed that not-B, it is not now-possible that he believed that B.

(4t) and (5t) entail:

(6t) Either it is not now-possible that he believed that B or it is not now-possible
that he believed that not-B.

But (6t) contradicts (3t)."*

There are a number of things to notice about the strength of this argument.
Free will does not enter into it at all. In fact, we can make the event in question
a contingent event that is not a human act, if there are any. So denying any
premise about alternate possibilities or agent causation will not get us out of
this dilemma. Second, no transfer of modality principle is used, so it will not help
to reject those either. The problem here is deeper than a problem about fore-
knowledge and freedom. It is a problem about foreknowledge and time.

The dilemma of foreknowledge and time does not have a reverse argument
because no transfer principle is used. That means that the fatalist argument
cannot be matched against a counterfatalist argument like the reverse fore-
knowledge argument given in the previous section. That also makes this new
dilemma particularly strong.

Let us now consider whether the first premise of the new dilemma can be
weakened without harm to the validity of the argument. That premise affirms the
existence of an essentially omniscient and necessarily existent being. We have
already seen one way that premise can be weakened in our discussion of the basic
argument: The premise need only affirm the possibility of the existence of such a
being. Actual existence is not required. But the premise can be weakened further.
The foreknower designated in the first premise need not be essentially omniscient
and necessarily existent. He need only have complete and infallible beliefs in some
range of knowledge that includes propositions about the contingent future, for
example, the food and drink choices of humans. In fact, the property of the
foreknower that generates the problem can be limited to his relation to a single
proposition. Let us consider a being who satisifes the following condition with
respect to a future contingent proposition p:

Necessarily (Alpha knows p if and only if p).

Let us say that any being Alpha who satisifes this condition is essentially epistemically
matched to p. Being essentially epistemically matched to p includes satistying the
following conditions:
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Necessarily, if Alpha believes p then p (Alpha is infallible in believing p)
and
Necessarily, if p then Alpha believes p.

If Alpha is essentially epistemically matched to p then Alpha exists in every
possible world in which p is true, but necessary existence is not required.

We can demonstrate that the existence of a being who is essentially epistemically
matched to a proposition p is incompatible with p’s having temporal modality by
a modification of the dilemma of foreknowledge and temporal asymmetry. The
argument proceeds as follows.

(1t")  There is (and was in the past) a being who is essentially epistemically
matched to B.
(2t) It is now-possible that B and it is now-possible that not-B.

B is strictly equivalent to The being essentially epistemically matched to B believed
before now that B. (1t') and (2t) therefore strictly imply:

(3t") It is now-possible that the being essentially epistemically matched to B
believed before now that B and it is now-possible that the being essentially
epistemically matched to B believed before now that not-B.

From (1t") and the law of excluded middle we get:

(4t") Either the being essentially epistemically matched to B believed before now
that B or the being essentially epistemically matched to B believed before now
that not-B.

From the principle of the necessity of the past we get:

(5t") If the being essentially epistemically matched to B believed that B, it is not
now-possible that he believed that not-B, and if he believed that not-B, it is
not now-possible that he believed that B.

(4t") and (5t”) entail:

(6t") Either it is not now-possible that he believed that B or it is not now-possible
that he believed that not-B.

But (6t") contradicts (3t").

This is the strongest foreknowledge argument I know. It shows that there is an
inconsistency between the existence of a being essentially epistemically matched
to a contingent proposition B and the assumption that the belief-states of such a
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being and the event that B is about possess temporally relative modality. Clearly,
parallel arguments can be given that apply to propositions other than B, in fact,
to any proposition about which it is possible that there is some being essentially
epistemically matched to it. Together they generate a strong attack on the compat-
ibility of the existence of any such foreknowers and the modal asymmetry of time.

Before examining our options in responding to the arguments of this section,
let us look at an even more radical way of attempting to eliminate a premise
without affecting the validity of the argument. The most ancient of all fatalist
arguments holds that fatalism follows internally from the nature of time itself;
it does not appeal to any premise about a foreknower. This is the argument of
logical fatalism.

Logical Fatalism

Arguments for logical fatalism do not use any premise about infallible knowledge
or essential omniscience. The logical fatalist argument does, however, use the
transfer of necessity principle as well as the principle of the necessity of the past.
Here is a typical strong argument for logical fatalism that parallels our basic
argument for theological fatalism.

Argument for logical fatalism
As before, let B be the proposition that you will choose tea tomorrow.

(11) Yesterday it was true that B. [Assumption. ]

(2I) Itis now-necessary that yesterday it was true that B. [ Necessity of the past. ]

(3l) Necessarily, if yesterday it was true that B, then now it is true that B.
[Omnitemporality of truth. ]

(41) If p is now-necessary, and necessarily (if p then q), then q is now-necessary.
[Transfer of necessity. ]

(51) So it is now-necessary that it is true that B. [(21), (31), (4l), conjunction,
modus ponens. ]

(6l) If it is now-necessary that it is true that B, then B cannot be false.
[Definition. |

(71) If B cannot be false, then you cannot do otherwise than choose tea tomorrow.
[Definition. ]

The most interesting feature of arguments for logical fatalism in contrast with
arguments for theological fatalism is that almost everybody finds the former
unsound, whereas many more think the latter is sound. That means that the
logical fatalist argument cannot be construed as an attempt to strengthen the basic
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argument for theological fatalism by reducing the number of premises or weaken-
ing them. Instead, most people find something fishy in logical fatalism, and it can
be illuminating to try to identify what makes logical fatalism seem fishy whereas
theological fatalism does not.

Previously I have suggested that (21) is much less plausible than (2)."® The past
truth of a proposition is not the sort of thing that is a plausible candidate for
possessing the necessity of the past, whereas the past belief of a being is the sort
of thing that ought to have the necessity of the past, if anything does. A past
belief is like spilled milk; the past truth of a proposition is not. In the logical
fatalist argument the proposition said to possess the necessity of the past obvi-
ously depends upon a future event, and that is one obvious source of the suspi-
ciousness of the premise. But it is hard to make the analogous move that a
proposition asserting that a foreknower had a belief in the past is future-relative in
the same way, although some have tried, most famously, William of Ockham.®
I am not suggesting that it is impossible to make a case for the position that a
past infallible belief about the future lacks the necessity of the past, but at a
minimum it requires considerable argument. In contrast, the parallel claim that it
is not now-necessary that what was true in the past was true requires hardly any
argument at all. In short, logical fatalism is suspicious because it collapses truth
into necessity. It purports to show that if a proposition is omnitemporally true, it
is omnitemporally necessary. To reject logical fatalism we need only deny that
the pastness of the truth of a proposition confers temporal necessity on that
proposition. That is compatible with the more fundamental modal asymmetry of
temporal events. In contrast, it is not so easy to deny that the pastness of an
occurrence of a belief confers temporal necessity on that occurrence.

Recently, Ted Warfield has given an interesting argument that theological
fatalism is equivalent to logical fatalism. He argues that it is widely agreed that
propositions such as the following are consistent:

(1) It was true in 1950 that LZ would do 6 in 2010.
(2) LZ freely does 6 in 2010."

If God is essentially omniscient and exists in all possible worlds, then (1) is
logically equivalent to:

(3) God knew in 1950 that LZ would do 6 in 2010.

But if two propositions are logically equivalent and one is consistent with some
third proposition, so is the other. Hence, (2) is consistent with (3).

It seems to me that Warfield’s argument does not show that the basic argument
for theological fatalism is sound just in case the basic argument for logical fatalism is
sound. What it does show is that a theological fatalist must maintain that proposi-
tions (1) and (2) are inconsistent in that there is no possible world in which both
are true. That is a perfectly coherent position for them to take since their position
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is that there is no possible world in which (2) is true. It means that (1) and (2)
are inconsistent in the sense in which 2 + 2 = 4 and God s evil are inconsistent
according to traditional theism. But, of course, it is not the truth of one that
makes it impossible for the other to be true. They are independent in content.

One moral of Warfield’s argument is that we cannot trust metaphysically
untutored intuitions in determining which propositions are necessary, which
contingent, and which impossible, and for the same reason we cannot use those
untutored intuitions to determine logical consistency, implication, and equival-
ence. But this result is a two-edged sword. We have been using our intuitions all
along, and some of them may be misguided. The theological fatalist who is not a
logical fatalist must deny the common intuition that (1) and (2) of the preceding
paragraph are consistent. I have urged that the new dilemmas of the previous
section show us that we must give up the common intuition that essential omnis-
cience and the modal asymmetry of time are consistent. At this stage of our
analysis our argument has outrun our intuitions. I think we need to take stock
and assess our metaphysical options.

Rejecting the Modal Asymmetry of Time

The arguments concerning the dilemmas of foreknowledge and time are the
strongest fatalist arguments I know. These arguments are strong in that there are
fewer premises than in the basic argument, and hence fewer ways out, and the
only premises other than the foreknowledge premise express the intuition that
there is temporally relative necessity and contingency, an intuition that is deeply
embedded in the way most of us think of the past and the future. This reduces
our options considerably. As far as I can see, there are four possible responses:

(1) It is logically impossible that there is a being Alpha who is essentially
epistemically matched to any future contingent proposition p.

(2) Alpha’s past state of believing p has the same contingency of the future as
does p.'*

(3) p has the same necessity of the past as does Alpha’s past state of believing p.

(4) Temporal modality with respect to p and/or Alpha’s past state of belief is
incoherent.

Options (2), (3), and (4) all require giving up at least part of the modal
asymmetry between past and future. Options (2) and (3) might appear to be safer
than (4) since they require more modest rejections of the asymmetry, but that
appearance is deceptive. Option (2) was vigorously defended by Ockham and his
recent supporters, but is notable for its lack of success. Option (3) is the fatalist
option. I have already said that if we say that some significant part of the future
is as necessary as the past, or that some significant part of the past is as contingent
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as the future, we are undermining the idea that temporally relative modality exists
at all. It is hard to see the justification for retaining a belief in temporally relative
modality when the intuition is undermined to the degree required for (2) or (3).

Option (4) has the advantage of avoiding the difficult, perhaps impossible task
of defending temporal modal asymmetry for some propositions and not others.
According to this option, the solution to all fatalist arguments that rely upon the
alleged modal asymmetry of time is simple: they are based on a confusion. In
the next section I will offer a conjecture on the source of the problem — the
confusion between temporal and causal modalities. If I am right, option (4) is less
radical than it appears.

Temporal versus Causal Modality

So far I have argued that the dilemmas of foreknowledge and temporal asym-
metry lead us to the conclusion that either it is impossible that there is (and was
in the past) a being essentially epistemically matched to contingent propositions
about the future, or modal temporal asymmetry is incoherent. I believe, though,
that a major reason for thinking that temporal modality must not be given up is
that it is easy to confuse with causal modality. Recall that the alleged necessity of
the past is the necessity the past has simply in virtue of being past; the alleged
contingency of the future is the contingency the future has simply in virtue of
being future. If an event has the necessity of the past, then there is no longer
anything anybody can do about it; it is beyond our power. If an event has the
contingency of the future, then there is nothing about its temporal status that
prevents it from being such that we can do something about it. But it does not
follow that if an event is temporally contingent we can, in fact, do something
about it, since the event might be beyond our power for some other reason; for
example, it might be causally necessary or — and this is not the same thing — it
may be too late to cause it.

To see the extent to which temporal and causal modalities are independent, let
us first look at how a tempting way to make them dependent will not work. An
innocent-looking suggestion would go as follows. To say that p is now causally
necessary is to say that p is now causally closed; nobody now or in the future can
do anything to cause p, to bring about its truth. To say that p is now causally
contingent is to say that p is now causally open; somebody now or in the future
can do something to cause the truth of p. Given the assumption that we have no
causal influence over the past, it seems to follow that the entire past is causally
necessary even if some parts of the future are causally contingent. If so, there is a
significant correspondence between causal and temporally relative modality. But
the compatibility of the existence of an infallible foreknower and causal modality
as just described can be refuted by an argument exactly parallel to the arguments
of the section on foreknowledge and time.
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(1t) There is (and was in the past) a foreknower who is essentially epistemically
matched to B, a contingent proposition about the future.

The principle of the causal contingency of the future tells us that:
(2t) It is causally possible that B and it is causally possible that not-B.

B is strictly equivalent to The beinyg essentially epistemically matched to B believes B.
(1t) and (2t) therefore strictly imply:

(3t) It is causally possible that the being essentially epistemically matched to B
believed B before now and it is causally possible that the being essentially
epistemically matched to B believed not-B before now.

From (1t) and the law of excluded middle we get:

(4t) Either the being essentially epistemically matched to B believed B before now
or the being essentially epistemically matched to B believed not-B before now.

From the principle of the causal closure of the past we get:

(5t) If the being essentially epistemically matched to B believed that B, it is not
causally possible that he believed that not-B, and if he believed that not-B, it
is not causally possible that he believed that B.

(4t) and (5t) entail:

(6t) Either it is not now causally possible that he believed that B or it is not now
causally possible that he believed that not-B.

But (6t) contradicts (3t).

This argument shows that under the assumption that an infallible epistemic
agent as defined above is possible, it is impossible that the entire past is causally
necessary whereas some part of the future is causally contingent. And as we saw in
the previous section, there are four responses. The parallel to option (4) is that
causal necessity and contingency as defined above are incoherent. If that is right,
and I suspect it is, it means that the causal necessity or contingency of an event
has nothing to do with whether it is past or future. And that in turn means that
causal necessity and contingency cannot be modalities that change over time.
Instead, an event must possess causal necessity or contingency in virtue of its
enduring relations to other events. An event cannot be causally contingent up to
a certain moment of time whereupon it becomes causally necessary. To think so
is to fall prey to the same problem that infects temporally relative modality. If] in
addition, it is a metaphysical law that causes precede their effects, then an event’s
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causal necessity or contingency is determined by its enduring relations to events
previous to it. But whether or not causes must precede effects, the causal modal-
ity of an event is not temporally relative. That is the lesson of the dilemmas of
foreknowledge and time.

But, someone will reply, it does make sense to say that we no longer have any
causal power over events that have already occurred even though it also makes
sense to say that we had causal power over (some of ) those events before they
occurred. Indeed, it does, but we must be careful how we express that fact. There
is a difference between lacking causal power over an event because it is a causally
necessary event and lacking causal power over an event because it is now outside
the realm of causes due to the metaphysical law that causes precede effects. An
event does not become causally necessary once it occurs, although it may none-
theless be true, indeed, a law, that nobody can any longer do anything to cause it.

It follows that temporal and causal modalities are independent. If there is
temporal modal asymmetry, then any event in the past is temporally necessary
even if that event is a causally contingent event. Similarly, an event in the future
can now be causally necessary even though it is now temporally contingent.'’
More importantly, this independence means that if temporal modality is incoher-
ent, it need not drag causal modality into incoherence with it. As we have seen,
it does drag one way of understanding causal modality into incoherence — the one
just given above, but there remains a notion of causal modality that does make
sense. It may be true that we have no causal power over the past even though we
have causal power over the future, not because the past is past and the future is
future, but because of the metaphysical law that causes precede effects. The
aphorism “There is no use crying over spilt milk” should not be interpreted to
mean that we cannot do anything about the past just because it is past. Certainly,
it means that we cannot do anything about the past, but that is because doing
something about the past requires a cause to come after its effect and that is ruled
out by the causal arrow. It follows that if temporal modal asymmetry collapses,
our power over an event has nothing to do with its pastness or furturity per se; it
depends upon laws of causality.

It is my position that temporal modal asymmetry is incoherent. I have argued
that even if that is the case, we can save the arrow of time most important in
science and ordinary life: the causal arrow, or the earlier-to-later direction of
causes and effects. But temporal modality is not an arrow of time in addition to
the causal arrow.

Is Essential Omniscience Possible?

For those people convinced of the modal asymmetry of time and unwilling to
make the timelessness move, there remains only the option of rejecting the
possibility of an essentially omniscient and necessarily existent being, as well as
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rejecting the possibility of a being who is essentially epistemically matched to any
contingent future proposition. Most of the literature on omniscience and infallible
foreknowledge has focused on theological reasons for either keeping or giving
up the assumption that such a being is possible. I have already remarked that the
thesis that the Christian God is essentially omniscient is a central part of the
traditional conception of God. Recently, the so-called “free will theists” or “open
God” advocates have argued that the God of Christianity is a God who takes
risks, one of which is the risk of giving humans freedom at the cost of denying him-
self infallible foreknowlege. But the arguments of the section on foreknowledge
and time have nothing to do with freedom, so God’s motive in “giving up”
infallibility in belief cannot be love of human creatures. Moreover, there is noth-
ing to give up because being essentially epistemically matched to a proposition
about a future human choice is metaphysically impossible. Of course, those who
have theological reasons for denying that God is essentially epistemically matched
to propositions about their future choices may also be willing to deny it for
reasons arising from their beliefs about the metaphysics of time. Generally, how-
ever, one’s theological beliefs and one’s beliefs about time occupy different places
in one’s web of belief. The epistemic consequences of giving up the possibility of
a perfect epistemic agent are quite different from the consequences of giving up
the modal difference between past and future, and I have said only a little about
what those consequences might be. The implications of the choice are not always
easy to determine. It is not simply a matter of deciding which belief is more
important or is one to which we are more deeply committed. Both the belief that
a perfect epistemic agent is possible and the belief in the modal asymmetry of
time have deep implications about what is possible and what is impossible that may
ramify into seemingly unrelated areas of the metaphysics of modality. I would not
be surprised, then, if the choice is frustrating even for non-theists.

I conclude that either essential omniscience is impossible or time is not modally
asymmetrical. I do not think we can determine which of the two takes precedence
without determining other metaphysical truths. If time was created by a being
with infallible knowledge, then there is no contest. Even an omnipotent being can-
not create something with modal properties inconsistent with his own. But if time,
with its modal asymmetry, is metaphysically necessary, then it is metaphysically
impossible that there is an essentially omniscient being. The moral is that we
cannot solve the dilemma of foreknowledge and time using logic alone. We need
to make metaphysical choices. Logic can tell us what the choices are, but we still
need to make them. I see no way that can be done independently of background
beliefs on the relations among God, time, and the structure of modality.*

Notes

1 The literature on this argument or some variation of it is enormous. For a survey of
work in the last couple of decades, see my “Recent Work on Divine Forecknowledge
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and Free Will,” forthcoming, in Oxford Handbook on Free Will, ed. Robert Kane
(New York: Oxford University Press). The paper contains a substantial bibliography.
I am making the common assumption that every proposition has a truth value.
Boethius, The Consolation of Philosophy, 5; Aquinas, Summa theologica, 1, 14, 13.
Linda Zagzebski, The Dilemma of Freedom and Foreknowledge (hereatter DFF, New
York: Oxford University Press, 1991), pp. 60-3.

For an example of a compatibilist take on the dilemma, see Anthony Kenny, “Divine
Foreknowledge and Human Freedom,” in Aquinas: A Collection of Critical Essays,
ed. A. Kenny (New York: Anchor Books, 1969).

I argued for the position that libertarian freedom does not require alternate possibil-
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ities in DFF, chapter 6, and most recently in “Does Libertarian Freedom Require
Alternate Possibilities?” Philosophical Perspectives, 14 (Action and Freedom), ed. James
E. Tomberlin (Oxford: Blackwell, 2000), pp. 231-48. Eleonore Stump has defended
this position in “Libertarian Freedom and the Principle of Alternate Possibilities,” in
Fuaith, Freedom, and Rationality, ed. Jeff Jordan and Daniel Howard-Snyder (Lanham,
Md.: Rowman and Littlefield, 1996), pp. 73-88. David Hunt is another proponent
of the position. See “On Augustine’s Way Out,” Faith and Philosophy, 16, 1 (January
1999), pp. 3—26. Another incompatibilist who denies PAP is Derk Pereboom in “Altern-
ative Possibilities and Causal Histories,” in Philosophical Perspectives, 14 (Action and
Freedom), pp. 119-38.

Harry Frankfurt, “Alternate Possibilities and Moral Responsibility,” Journal of Philo-
sophy, 66 (December 1969), pp. 828-39.

This adaptation of Frankfurt’s example using a neurological device is similar to some
of the cases described by John Martin Fischer. An early use of this type of example
appears in his “Responsibility and Control,” Journal of Philosophy, 89 (January 1982),
pp. 24-40.

A recent exception is David Widerker in “Frankfurt’s Attack on the Principle of
Alternate Possibilities: A Further Look,” Philosophical Perspectives, 14 (Action and
Freedom), pp. 181-202.

I made this point in DFF, chapter 6, section 2.1.

I pursue the way human agency in obtaining knowledge and the satisfaction of
counterfactual conditions can come apart in “Must Knowers Be Agents?,” in Virtue
Epistemology, ed. Abrol Fairweather and myself (New York: Oxford University Press,
2001), pp. 142-57.

The inference from (4) and (6) to (7) can be easily demonstrated in sentential logic
by indirect proof.

Notice that unlike the transfer of necessity principle, the transfer of contingency
principle requires the assumption that p is possible. That is because an impossible
proposition implies every proposition, including a contingent proposition q. I thank
James Hawthorne for discussion about the transfer principles.

I first presented this argument in the Appendix to DFF.

DFF, chapter 1, section 3.

See William of Ockham, Predestination, God’s Foreknowledge and Futuve Contingents,
trans. Marilyn McCord Adams and Norman Kretzmann (Indianapolis: Hackett Pub-
lishing, 1969).

Warfield is using a libertarian notion of freedom.
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18 More precisely, Alpha’s past state of believing p has the contingency that is trans-
ferred from the contingency of p via the transfer of contingency principle. Presum-
ably, it is the same kind of contingency that is transferred since it is hard to see how
the transfer principle could produce a new kind of contingency. The parallel point
applies to option (3).

19 And even if every event is causally determined, that is because of the truth of a
metaphysical thesis, not because temporal necessity entails causal necessity. In any
case, causal contingency does not entail temporal contingency.

20 My thanks to Fritz (Ted) Warfield for helpful comments on an earlier draft of this
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Chapter 2

Divine Power and Action
Hugh J. McCann

It is natural to think of God as a being supreme in power and influence, whose
creative will and sovereign authority extend to all that exists, and whose loving
providence governs the universe in every dimension. The moment we take such
characterizations seriously, however, a number of problems arise. For example,
suppose we agree with theological tradition that God’s creative action is needed
not only to put the world in place but also to sustain it, so that he is as much
responsible for the present existence of things as for their existing at all. If this is
s0, it is reasonable to think God is also responsible for things having the proper-
ties they do, since the idea that he might create utterly propertyless entities is
exceedingly suspect. But if God is responsible for the properties of things, then
what role is there for natural causation in the operation of the universe? If, when
the cue ball strikes the object ball, the latter’s acceleration is owing to God’s
activity as creator, then what, if anything, is owing to the action of the cue ball?
On a somewhat different front, consider our activity as moral agents. If God’s
creative fiat produces all of our properties then it must also produce our actions.
But if that is so then what becomes of free will and the power of human agency?
And how does God escape responsibility for moral wrongdoing?

These concerns are as daunting as they are familiar, but in fact they are only the
beginning. Think of the injunctions of morality, which in scripture are presented
to us as divine commands. In advancing these commands, is God simply passing
along to us information that exists independent of his will, or is he doing what
the air of authority suggests — i.e., actually creating morality? If the former, then
God’s authority is limited, and his actions are no doubt hemmed in by moral
rules, just as ours are. On the other hand, if the laws of morality come to no more
than a set of arbitrary dictates, then regardless of their pedigree they appear to
lack rational force: murder, robbery, and incest could as well have been right as
wrong. A similar problem pertains to the conceptual order. In giving existence to
the world, does God create only things, or their natures as well? That is, does he
create only such things as triangles and humans, or does he also create things like
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triangularity and humanity, the universals that define creaturely natures? If not
the latter, then God is subordinate to the conceptual order: his options as creator
are bound by what universals happen to be available. But if he creates natures as
well as things, it looks as if anything goes — as if we might have had three-and-a-
half-sided triangles, perhaps, or two plus two equal to five. Finally, consider those
universals that pertain to the divine nature, things like perfect wisdom, goodness,
and omnipotence. Might God also create those, and what would be the implica-
tions of that?

A common thread runs through these dilemmas: to the extent that we max-
imize God’s power in creating the world, we tend to minimize the powers of
the things he creates. In the natural order, if God’s power as first cause is
all-embracing, there is a danger that very little power may be left to creatures, to
physical bodies and human wills. In the moral and conceptual spheres, if God
is the source of moral imperatives and abstract natures, then moral imperatives
may wind up with little persuasive force, and the abstract natures of things may
prove incapable of structuring reality. We can, of course, escape such dilemmas
by restricting God’s power and hegemony, by holding that the moral and con-
ceptual orders exist independently of anything he does, and by confining God’s
creative activity to putting the natural world in place “in the beginning,” together,
perhaps, with an occasional foray of miraculous intervention. But that would
accord neither with piety nor with traditional theology, which sought to under-
stand God’s power and action in a way that would maximize his sovereignty, yet
also keep intact the power and significance of what is created. Let us consider
how well such an enterprise might succeed.

The Natural Order

Traditional theology holds that God’s creative activity alone is responsible for the
entire existence of the universe. He does not just put things in place “in the
beginning,” assuming there was one; rather, he must conserve the world through
its entire history, for it is not self-sustaining. Lacking God’s creative support, it
would simply cease to be (Aquinas, ST'1, 104, 1, 1945, vol. 1, pp. 962-5). There
is scriptural backing for such a view (e.g., Heb. 1:3), and it fits well with other
claims about creation. For example, theists would argue that even if the universe
has always existed it must still have been created by God, since otherwise we
would have no explanation for the fact that it is this universe that exists, rather
than some other or none at all. Now if indeed God has created a world whose
history is infinite, it is plausible to think his creative activity is equally responsible
for every moment of the universe’s existence. The alternative would be to say he
sustains things only up to a certain point, and then introduces a self-sustaining
feature that takes over from there. But if such a feature is possible, why delay
creating it? And what could be the reason for introducing it at one point in time
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rather than any other? The arbitrary introduction of a power of self-sustenance
would be a violation of the principle of sufficient reason, which it is fitting for a
perfect God to observe. Better, then, to say that God is equally and directly
responsible for the entire existence of such a world, in all its infinite history; and
to say that is, of course, to say that the universe is sustained in existence by the
creative power of God, not by any power of its own.

The situation is less clear if we understand the universe to have had a temporal
beginning, for then it might be thought that although the universe is indebted to
God for the first moment of its existence, it sustains itself thereafter. God may
intervene occasionally to perform some miracle, but otherwise the world operates
entirely under its own power, not just for the changes it undergoes but also for its
continued existence. We might even think a power of self-sustenance has scien-
tific credentials, being called for by laws for the conservation of mass and energy.
When we try to describe how such a power might function, however, we are at a
complete loss. Science does not detect, nor does metaphysics describe, any opera-
tion by which either the universe or its contents somehow bootstrap themselves
into the future. Indeed, it is not even possible to imagine such a thing. Nor can
we imagine how the operation could contrive to be efficacious in the future — that
is, at points in time later than its own occurrence, which must necessarily be at a
temporal distance from it (Kvanvig and McCann, 1988, pp. 42-3). If, on the
other hand, we discard the idea of an operation, and think of self-sustenance as
just a pure disposition of things to survive, we find that the supposed disposition
boils down to nothing beyond the phenomenon to be explained. Such a disposi-
tion could not supervene on anything else in the structure of the world, for if it
did we would need another disposition to explain how that supervenience base
persists. And again, we really cannot imagine what the basis for such a disposition
might be. But then the sole manifestation of the alleged disposition to survive has
to be the very thing we were trying to explain — namely, the fact that the universe
does persist in being. There is no difference between that kind of disposition
and no disposition at all. No matter how we seek to conceive of a power of
self-sustenance in the world, therefore, we are forced to conclude that it does
not exist.

If this is correct, then whether the world is finite or infinite in duration, the fact
that it endures can only be explained by the creative power of God, whose fiat
holds all things in being. Nor should this be taken as somehow contradicting
scientific law. Laws of conservation do not speak of a pure power of things to
persist; rather, they tell us that in all natural processes, the quantity of mass-
energy in the world remains the same. But that is the equivalent of saying
precisely what is argued above: that there are no natural processes that account
cither for the existence or for the persistence of things — which, rather than being
explained, is in fact presumed in our descriptions of the operations of nature.
In this much, then, there is no conflict between the claims of natural theology
and those of science. But what about the operation of natural causes? If God’s
creative activity is alone responsible for each moment of every entity’s existence,
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then it ought to be responsible for the existence of every property as well.
Malebranche, for one, claimed it is impossible for God to create an entity and not
create it in a particular place, in a particular state of rest or motion, etc., and he
drew from this the conclusion that physical entities have no natural powers
(Malebranche, 7, 1980). It is not possible for the cue ball to move the object
ball; rather, the cue ball coming into contact with the object ball is the occasion
for God to impart motion to the latter, which he does according to the orderly
principles we refer to as “laws of nature.” A similar explanation would be in order
for any property a thing might have. Moreover, there is at least some firm
metaphysical ground here. For if God were to create things with no properties
at all, the products of creation would be bare particulars — entities with no
determinate nature, that could as well turn out to be quarks, atoms, frogs, or
humans, depending on how natural causes operate. There is no plausibility to
that idea. Yet it seems equally implausible to hold that natural causation is a mere
illusion, and natural laws nothing but a record of God’s constancy in producing
a regularly ordered world.

How, then, is it possible to preserve the insight that God alone is responsible
for the existence of all of nature without lapsing into Malebranchian occasional-
ism about natural processes? The key is to realize that natural causation is not a
matter of existence conferral. We tend to suppose it is — to think, for example,
that when the cue ball strikes the object ball, that event somehow generates or
necessitates (ex nihilo, one might say) the succeeding event of the object ball’s
motion. If this is our paradigm, we will think of natural causation as another
bootstrapping operation: a grand process by which, in accordance with a few
fundamental scientific laws, the universe propels itself into the future, with each
successive state conferring existence on the next. In fact, however, this picture is
deeply problematic. Classically, at least, scientific laws are not diachronic. There is
nothing in Newton’s laws that gets us from one moment to the next. Rather,
Newton’s laws speak of simultaneous action and reaction: an object not acted
upon by a net force at t is at rest or in uniform rectilinear motion at t; if subject
to a net force, it is under acceleration a¢ t. That is all. We only get to the future
by extrapolating from this: that is, by assuming the masses and energy in question
will continue to exist, and then inferring their future dynamic situation from the
present one. If we have the physics right, we will predict that future correctly. But
as Hume famously pointed out, there is nothing either in law or in observation
that necessitates its occurrence (1959, pp. 160-5). We see nothing that counts
as the past conferring existence on the future, nor does a proper understanding of
science call for such a thing.

Once this is realized, the temptation to treat natural causation as a matter of
existence conferral disappears. Rather, causation should be viewed as a process in
which conserved quantities, such as mass, energy, momentum, and the like, enter
into new configurations, which emerge from the past as natural outcomes of
ongoing dynamic interaction. Thus, unlike what classical occasionalists claimed,
the cue ball really does operate on the object ball. When the two come into
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contact kinetic energy is transferred from the former to the latter, so that the
latter accelerates. But the acceleration, though a new event, is not in any useful
sense “created” by the collision. It just is the absorption of additional kinetic
energy by the object ball. The only creating is done by God, who conserves in
existence all of the participants in the operation. Understood in this way, there is
no conflict between God’s activity as creator and the operation of natural causes.
Neither God nor the cue ball duplicates the effort of the other, for the operation
of the two is entirely different. God is solely responsible for the existence of
everything; he conserves the cue ball and the object ball 7 their interaction, and
so is responsible for the existence of the event which is the object ball’s accelera-
tion. Nevertheless, that event occurs as a natural outcome of the collision with
the cue ball, and so has the collision as its physical cause.

Human Agency

If the above account is correct, God is able to exercise complete sovereignty
over the operations of nature without detriment to those operations themselves.
Properly understood, natural causes are fully efficacious, even though God is
responsible for the existence of all. Can the same be said for the operations of
human agents? Many think not, especially if, as is often supposed, the decisions
and actions of rational creatures are free in the sense of not being determined by
causes analogous to the natural forces of physics — things like preponderant
motive, or strongest desire. Theists have good reasons for claiming we enjoy such
freedom. For one thing, creatures able to choose an authentic moral destiny for
themselves represent an enhancement to creation. They are made in the image of
God, who we assume also enjoys free will. We shall eventually have to examine
that assumption, but most believers would be surprised if it turned out that
creation represents not a spontaneous outpouring of divine love, but rather the
work of a God passive in the face of all options, because he is compelled to do
what is best. We do not think God is driven by motives, and neither do we think
we are. Indeed, we generally feel that this so-called “libertarian” freedom is
necessary for meaningful moral appraisals of action. Lacking it, a person could
not have done otherwise, and so is not responsible, no matter what wonders or
horrors he might perpetrate.

The most attractive dimension of libertarian freedom for many theists, however,
concerns its implications regarding the problem of evil. Opponents of theism
are fond of arguing that the evil the world contains is not compatible with the
existence of the God of traditional belief, a God who is supposed to be all-
powerful, all-good and all-knowing. How, they ask, is the existence of such a
God to be maintained in the face of the holocaust, child abuse, or the sufferings
of burn victims and those dying of cancer? It God is omniscient he must, in
creating the world, have known such things were portended; if he is omnipotent
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he could have prevented them; and if he loves us he would have wanted to do so.
Surely, then, any God that exists must have a nature far from what theologians
take it to be, and there may well be no God at all. It is here that free will enters
the discussion. A prominent reply to the argument from evil is that at least when
it comes to moral evil — that is, evil owing to the operations of creaturely freedom
— God is not to be faulted. Instead, we creatures are to blame for moral evil, for
it is we who cause it (Plantinga, 1974, pp. 29-30). God does, of course, risk the
occurrence of moral evil, by creating creatures with libertarian freedom. But
moral evil comes to pass only when we exercise our freedom wrongly, and that is
our doing, not God’s. Moreover, God was fully justified in risking moral evil, due
to the great value of a universe that includes creatures with free will. Only in such
creatures is God’s image truly manifested, and only such creatures can come to a
loving relationship with God by their own choice, rather than through some form
of manipulation or coercion.

It should be noted that the free will defense addresses only moral evil, whereas
a great deal of human suffering seems to arise from strictly natural causes, such as
disaster and disease. Even in the case of moral evil, however, the antitheist can
claim the defense fails. It is part of the concept of free will that any particular act
that is freely performed need not have occurred. A free agent might always have
done otherwise. It seems possible to imagine, moreover, that there be rational
agents who possess free will but who never sin, who always decide and act rightly.
But then, if God is all-powerful, he should have been able to create a world
entirely composed of such creatures — of beings who, though possessed of free
will, always exercise it for good (Mackie, 1955, p. 209). If what the free will
defense claims about the relationship between divine power and creaturely free-
dom is correct, however, to create such a world falls within God’s power only in
the rather weak sense that he can set things moving in that direction. The desired
outcome might occur, but only if we free creatures choose to bring it about,
which obviously we have not done. This level of power is far below that of the
Judeo-Christian God — who, the prophet says, has wrought all our works in us
(Isa. 26:12), and who works in us both to will and to do of his good pleasure
(Phil. 2:13). Such a God must exercise complete sovereignty over all outcomes —
including, paradoxical though it may seem, any that occur through free will. The
free will defense does not accord God this sovereignty, thus it diminishes his
power.

The free will defense also threatens God’s omniscience. For if he has no control
over how we exercise our freedom, how can God know what we will do? As
creator, at least, it seems he cannot, because how we act depends entirely on how
we decide, which we cannot do until we are on the scene. The Spanish Jesuit Luis
de Molina claimed otherwise (Molina, 1988). He held that for every free creature
God might create, and each set of circumstances in which that creature might be
placed, God knows prior to creation how the creature would behave in that
situation. Some contemporary philosophers have taken up this view — holding,
for example, that God knew in creating the world that if I were given the
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opportunity to contribute an article to this volume I would (freely) do so, and
was able to adjust his creative decisions accordingly. But knowledge requires
more than true belief, even on God’s part. It demands justification, and in this
case there is none. It is only a contingent fact that given the opportunity I would
decide to write this article, so there is no basis for God to deduce this truth a
priori. And any actual activity of mine has no ontological standing prior to God’s
decision to create me, and so can provide no evidence. Indeed, to have such
evidence would only further undermine God’s creative autonomy, since that
would amount to his being presented, prior to any creative decision, with the fait
accompli that he was going to create me in the circumstances he did, and that
I was going to decide as I have. So if God has no control over the decisions and
actions of free creatures, there is no basis for him to know as creator what they
will be. He is in the dark until, in the wake of creation, he is able to observe what
we do.

If these arguments are correct then the free will defense, at least in its normal
deployment, is not a satisfactory strategy for exonerating God for the existence
of moral evil. It hardly follows, however, that we should give up the claim that
rational agents enjoy libertarian freedom. The claim that such creatures enhance
creation has force, and it may well be that this sort of autonomy is crucially
involved in the plan of salvation. The only obstacle lies in the supposition that
libertarian freedom is incompatible with divine sovereignty, that our exercises of
will must, to be free, outreach God’s creative fiat. Traditional theology asserted
the opposite. Aquinas, in particular, holds that God is the first cause even of those
acts in which we sin (ST 1-2, 79, 2, 1945, vol. 2, pp. 653—-4). But he sees no
conflict between God’s action as creator and ours as free creatures. On the con-
trary: he holds that as first cause, God is actually the cause of our freedom, since
he moves us in accordance with our voluntary nature, just as he moves natural
things in accordance with their nature (S7 1, 84, 1, 1945, vol. 1, pp. 786-8).
Can we make sense of this idea?

We can, if we avoid two common misapprehensions. The first is that when we
behave freely, we confer existence on our own acts of will. It is natural enough to
think we do, for we think that when we behave freely what we do is entirely “up
to us,” and what could this mean except that we are responsible for the existence
of our willings? In fact, however, we do not confer existence on events any more
than natural causes do. For consider again my act of deciding voluntarily to write
this paper. If it was I who conferred existence on it, then I had to do so either
through a separate act or as an aspect of the decision itself. If it was through a
separate act, then my decision appears to have been caused rather than free. So if
I was free at all, my act of conferring existence on my decision must have been
the true locus of my freedom. But if it can be rendered voluntary only by
postulating yet another act, we are headed for a vicious regress. Might I, then,
have conferred existence on my decision as an aspect of the decision itself? Again
no, for until my decision was on hand it would have been impossible for that
dimension of it to do its work, and once the decision was present there was no
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work to be done. Whatever voluntariness consists in, then, it is not a matter of
bringing our acts of will into existence. If exercises of creaturely freedom have any
cause at all, that cause has to be God, who must create us iz our decisions and
willings, just as he creates us in all else that we do or undergo.

Here, however, there is a second mistake to be avoided. We tend to think of
God as creating things by employing commands as causal means: He says Fiat
lux, and his doing so causes light to exist. Applied to our example, this would
mean God issues an edict that I decide to contribute to this volume, and this in
turn causes me to decide. That is, he acts upon me, producing my decision
through an independent event that determines its occurrence — just the sort of
thing we see as ruling out libertarian freedom. But this view of God’s action as
creator is misguided. Even if we think that, unlike other events, God’s commands
have existence-conferring power, the actual operation of that power could not
occur with logical necessity. It would constitute an event-causal relation, and
such relations are contingent. But then whatever nexus we might think binds
God’s command to my decision must itself have been created by God, and if that
takes another command we are headed for another vicious regress. The only way
to avoid the regress is to hold that God directly creates the causal connection in
question, without employing a command as means. If God’s will can be directly
efficacious in that task, however, it can be equally efficacious in producing my
decision. There is no need, therefore, for a causal nexus to explain the efficacy of
God’s creative will, nor is there any causal distance at all between God’s will and
either us or our behavior. Rather we and all that we do have our being i God,
and the first manifestation of his will regarding our decisions and actions is not
some imagined command, but those very acts themselves.

If this is correct, then libertarian freedom can be a reality even though God’s
sovereignty over our actions is complete. God is not an inhabitant of the created
world, interacting with entities within it. Rather, our relationship to God is rather
like that of characters in a novel to their author. The characters have their being
first in the author’s creative act; but they are not acted #pon, nor (if the author is
any good) are they manipulated. On the contrary: they may be as free and as
authentic as the author creates them. And so it is with us. Our actions are willed
by God, but not as an external, determining cause. Quite the contrary: assuming
God’s own will is free, there is no event in heaven or earth that is independent of
my decision to contribute to this volume, and which caused that decision. My act
of deciding just #s God’s will made manifest. The decision is still mine as to
ownership, however, and as such it can have all the legitimate features of volun-
tariness. I do not confer existence on it, but I could not do that in any case. I do,
however, act in complete freedom from all secondary causation, and I am fully
identified with my act. Indeed, all decisions are intrinsically intentional: it is not
possible to decide something inadvertently or accidentally. When I decide to
contribute to this volume, therefore, I do so with complete spontaneity and
moral authenticity, notwithstanding the fact that I do so only under God’s cre-
ative sovereignty. There is, of course, something that cannot happen: it is not
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possible for God to will as creator that I decide to write this paper, and for me to
forebear deciding, or to decide something else. But that is not because were I to
try it, I would find myself in a losing battle with God’s efficacious will. Just the
opposite: were I to try, that would have been God’s will. Yet I would have acted
with complete voluntariness and all legitimate freedom, just as I did in making
the decision I did make.

Divine Freedom

If this view is correct, then God exercises full power and authority over every
dimension of creation, and knows the world completely simply by knowing his
own intentions as creator. Yet our decisions and actions can still be free, because
the relationship between his will and ours is not that of cause to effect, but
instead analogous to that between mental act and content in the case of human
authorship. The difference is that in God’s case the content of the act of creation
is real: my act of deciding to contribute to this volume is the content, and hence
the first expression, of his creatively willing that I so decide — a relationship,
interestingly enough, too intimate to damage my freedom. The price of this view
is that the standard free will defense, which places our wills outside God’s creative
authority, must be given up. Based on what we have seen, however, this is not
much of a price, and while the matter can hardly be taken up here, we need
hardly despair of an effective theodicy. God’s willing that I perform the actions in
which I sin no more makes him a sinner than his willing that a billiard ball have
velocity puts him in motion. Indeed, the position of God vis-a-vis the evil in the
world is little different on this view from what it would be on any other account
that has him knowingly and willingly creating a world that contains sin and
suffering.

There is, however, a potential difficulty to be faced. The view described makes
both divine sovereignty and creaturely freedom depend on God’s having free
will. The first is obvious: without freedom, God’s control over creation would be
as hollow as that of any determined agent over his behavior. His sovereignty
would come to nothing, because it could be exercised in just one way. Equally,
however, we would lack freedom if God did, since our actions are expressions of
his will as well as ours. Thus, if God’s creative decisions were the product of some
deterministic process having to do with his choices as creator, our freedom would
be undone, by causes we could neither observe nor control. And it is easy to
think of a scenario on which this might be so. God is supposed, after all, to be
perfectly good; indeed, this is usually claimed to be an essential trait of his — one
of the things that makes him God. This fact promises trouble if we combine it
with what we might call the deliberational model of creation. According to the
deliberational model, God is presented in advance of creation with a complete
set of descriptions of all the countless ways things might go. That is, God has
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complete knowledge of all possible worlds, where a possible world is just an
exhaustive description of some universe logically eligible for creation. Suppose,
then, that there is a best of all possible worlds — that is, a single world description
such that none other equals it in goodness. It seems obvious that this is the world
a perfectly good God would choose to actualize in creation. But if perfect good-
ness is an essential trait of God would he not be compelled to do so? Would he
not be driven by the attractiveness of that world to prefer it over all others? And
if so would not his will, and by proxy our own, be unfree after all?

One strategy for heading off this problem is to question whether, in deliberat-
ing over creation, God is faced with exactly one best alternative. Perhaps there are
many. Maybe if we arrange worlds in order of perfection more than one will be
found to occupy the top level. There could even be an infinite number of worlds
which, though they outstrip inferior competition, are nevertheless on a par with
each other, each being of unsurpassable value. If so, then although God may be
compelled to choose a world from this top tier, he would still have the luxury of
many alternatives. Or, it may be that nzo world is unsurpassable, that when we
rank them according to perfection worlds simply ascend to infinity, each surpass-
ing all that go before it, yet surpassed by all that come after (Adams, 1972,
p. 317). Then, God’s goodness would not compel him to create any one of them,
since an infinity of better alternatives would always be available. Yet he might still
select some very excellent world to create, since this would presumably be better
than creating nothing at all. This selection could presumably be made freely,
since no available candidate is dictated by perfect goodness.

Upon reflection, however, this strategy appears heavily flawed. For one thing,
neither of these suggestions for generating multiple creative options may be
viable. Believers maintain that the concrete world of daily experience, the one
God actually chose to create, is headed for an eventual transformation, in which
the bodies of the saved will be glorified, heaven and earth will be renewed, and
those destined for it will enjoy a life of eternal bliss, in which no good thing will
be denied them. Now we may not often think of it this way, but the fact is that
this new heaven and new earth would have to count as part of God’s present
creative project, and hence as belonging to the possible world he has chosen to
actualize. But if this is so then it may well be that the present world is infinite in
both the quantity and the variety of goods it contains. That would preclude there
being any better worlds, and it is not clear how a world held to be distinct but
equal might actually differ from it.

But even if these ways of multiplying God’s alternatives should prove con-
ceptually viable, they are unsatisfactory theologically. Multiple unsurpassable
worlds might secure a modicum of divine liberty, but only at the expense of
rendering it pointless. They place God in a Buridan’s ass situation as creator,
where he is free only because there is no meaningful decision to be made. Of
course, God might still select a world to create, assuming it is better to have
some unsurpassable world than to have a lesser one, or no world at all. But in
these respects God’s choice would still be determined, if our original assumptions
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were correct. His freedom would concern only which of the ideal options he
selects. And in this task freedom is useless, even irrational, since there could be no
sufficient reason for preferring any option over its competitors. The situation in
which God faces an ascending infinity of creative options is even worse. Accord-
ing to traditional theology, God is pure act: that is, his nature involves no
unrealized potency or disposition, but rather is fully realized in what he is and
does. Applied to our present problem, this means that God’s goodness cannot
be measured by any desire on his part to do good, for he has no desires in the
passional sense; it has to be measured entirely by what he does. Assume, then,
that for any world God might choose to create, there is an infinite, ascending
hierarchy of better worlds. If so, then whatever world God chooses, he would
have been a better God had he aimed higher (Rowe, 1993, pp. 228-9). More-
over, since the succession of higher worlds is endless, God could have been
infinitely better than he is. That is an unacceptable price for theology to pay for
securing divine freedom.

We can, however, secure divine freedom if we abandon the deliberative model,
and there is every reason to do so. Suppose that, instead of designing the Sistine
Chapel ceiling out of his artistic imagination, Michelangelo had in fact painted it
from a set of pastel drawings, perfect in every detail, that he chanced to find on
the ground in the Vatican gardens. Would we then call the Sistine Chapel ceiling
a creation of Michelangelo’s? Hardly. Michelangelo, we would say, was only the
manufacturer; the true creator was whoever produced the drawings. Suppose,
however, that the drawings were actually left in the gardens by God, who had
simply selected them as the best alternative from a complete catalog of all possible
chapel ceilings, which he happens to possess a priori. Who is the creator now?
Obviously, no one, at least so far. Only the creator of God’s catalog would
qualify, and we have yet to locate that individual. But then why call God the
creator of heaven and earth, if all he does is select the world he will actualize from
a complete set of exhaustively described alternatives given in advance? We might
think the title is deserved because creation is ex nibilo, which is often naively be
taken to mean the created world is produced out of some prior nothingness. As
long as the plan is given a priori, however, even this is a task only for a conjuror,
not a creator. A true creator produces the plan as well as the product — often in
the very same effort, as with poetry, improvisational music, and a lot of sculpture
and painting.

The lesson of this example is obvious: there is no plan from which the world is
created. What would be the point, to guard against error? If God is anything like
we take him to be, he requires no such precaution; nor is it necessary for him to
deliberate over blueprints — or indeed even to form an advance intention — in
order to assure quality control. Rather, God creates as the perfect artist: spon-
taneously yet with total mastery, able to accomplish in a single movement of his
will the production of a world flawless in each minutest detail. To be sure, such
a world, if only we were able to comprehend it, could readily be mistaken for a
product of exquisite planning. Nothing would be out of place, nothing wanting,
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nothing redundant. If we understand what creation truly is, however, we will see
that the measure of God’s perfection as creator is precisely that all of this is
accomplished with no deliberation whatever. The deliberational model is, then,
mistaken; its home is in the realm of moral decision-making, not creation. And
once it is abandoned, any threat to God’s freedom disappears. There is no danger
that he will be carried away by the attractions of any particular world model,
driven by any mandate, or determined by any disposition of spirit. Creation is not
a matter of evaluating alternatives, or of following instructions, and God has no
dispositions. He simply does what he does, with full authority and power, and
that alone constitutes his character. Thus, he can act with absolute spontaneity
and complete freedom; indeed, if God has no dispositions then no cause can act
upon him, for there is nothing in him to be set in motion.

Divine Commands

Our attention so far has been directed to the domain of the actual — to the world
of substances and events, and to human and divine acts of will. Our argument has
been that everything in this realm is subject to God’s power and authority as
creator. But what about the conceptual world, that of universals, propositions,
and commands? It appears, at least, to play a powerful role in structuring reality.
Universals encapsulate the natures of things. The propositions we frame in terms
of them often record facts about reality, as when I state that my desk is rectan-
gular. Some propositions do much more: they record the boundaries of possible
reality — as when we say that a rectangle must have four sides, and that if my desk
is to have fewer sides it must be triangular, since there is no two- or three-and-a-
half-sided figure it can display. In large collections, as we have seen, propositions
can encode entire possible worlds. And besides the possible and impossible, there
is the permissible and impermissible: what we may and may not do, which gets
formulated in the commands and injunctions of morality. How much of all this
can reasonably be claimed to be put there by God? Does it all fall under his
creative sovereignty, or are there things belonging to the conceptual order that
God is simply stuck with, just as we are?

A good place to begin this discussion is with divine command accounts of
moral obligation, which, commencing with Adams (1973), have appeared in
several formulations in recent years. It was mentioned earlier that the laws of
morality are given in scripture as commands that proceed directly from God. This
raises the possibility that there is no intimate or direct tie between ethical rules
and the descriptive nature of agents and their actions, that God simply super-
imposes morality on the world in the wake of creation, perhaps to foster human
solidarity, or to assist us in exercising an otherwise bewildering free will. Such a
situation would not be without appeal. For one thing, it promises help with the
notoriously difficult problems of moral epistemology. Rather than having to find
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a ground for ethics in human nature or the demands of rational agency, we would
insist that it arises immediately from the expressed will of God: what he com-
mands is required, what he permits is permissible, and what he forbids must not
be done. Moral quandaries, when they occur, are to be resolved solely by consult-
ing his will, whether in scripture, the messages of contemporary prophets, or our
own religious experience. No more sophisticated method is either necessary or
possible. But divine command ethics also holds promise for our present discussion,
for it seems to offer a handy way of extending God’s sovereignty (Quinn, 1990).
If ethics is strictly a matter of heavenly mandate, then it has no existence prior to
divine injunction. In effect, God creates morality by issuing orders as he pleases.
This may help settle a lingering doubt about his freedom as creator. Not only is
there no prior plan of creation; there are no moral strictures God must follow,
cither. And this approach to ethics provides a ready explanation of divine impec-
cability — that is, of the fact that God cannot sin. For if morality is nothing but
what God wills it to be, then his will would have to transcend morality, and so be
exempt from it. How could God’s commands be binding on his own will, if by
that same will any obligation can summarily be revoked?

But divine command ethics also faces profound difficulties. The most obvious
is arbitrariness. If morality is simply superadded to the world, and in no way tied
to the nature of things, it is in principle possible that anything might be permit-
ted or forbidden. God could as well have made killing the innocent, theft, or
adultery right as made them wrong; he could alter the moral worth of any type of
action as he pleases with no attention to setting and circumstance; and he could
give conflicting commands to different groups of agents, demanding of some the
very conduct he forbids to others in situations exactly alike. This is offensive to
our intuitions about what morality should be, and removes any possibility that
cthics might be given a rational foundation. It also appears to trivialize an idea
believers take to be profoundly important: namely, that God himself exhibits
moral qualities, such as justice, benevolence, and mercy. A second problem with
this approach to ethics is its potential for fostering a certain kind of elitism.
Ordinary people often find their experience of the world morally compelling:
we see the sufferings of the poor, or the desolation of war, and feel we must do
something about it. Simply formulated, however, divine command ethics does
not allow God to speak to us through the world. His commands must be given
independently, either in religious experience or through communication with
others. And the danger then is that a special class of messengers will develop, an
elite corps of moral experts who claim God’s special guidance, and on that basis
insist on our obedience. The idea that there is such a thing as moral sensitivity,
and that each of us is required to develop it, would have little or no purchase in
that kind of setting.

By far the greatest problem with divine command ethics, however, has to do
with God’s authority as commander. When I tell my young son to be in by
midnight my command has the effect of obligating him, because he and I both
know that independent of anything I say, he is required to obey me. As to how

38



Divine Power and Action

that general obligation arises, we may allow that it is based in a command from
God - “Honor your father and your mother,” perhaps (Ex. 20:12). Notice,
however, that we cannot make the same move in God’s case. Suppose that when
he was commanded to go to Nineveh, Jonah had taken an even more reckless
course than he did, and replied to God, “Where do you get off, giving me orders?
What right have you to demand obedience from me?” No doubt, God would
have found an effective reply; but it certainly would not have consisted in issuing
a second command, enjoining Jonah to obey his first one. When someone’s
authority to issue commands is at stake, it cannot be rescued by another command
from that same person. And since in God’s case there is no higher authority, this
means that our obligation to obey his commands cannot be grounded in his or
anyone else’s verbal insistence. It has to supervene on the nature of the case, to
be grounded in the relationship between creator and creature, wherein we owe
God our complete loyalty in return for his loving providence. Once we make this
concession, however, any crude form of the divine command theory is in trouble.
For if Jonah’s obligation arises from the relationship between creator and crea-
ture, why does my son’s not arise from the bond between parent and oftspring?
That, after all, is the way obligations are normally understood — as grounded in
the way things are, not superimposed externally — and this perspective offers the
hope, at least, that morality will finally be found to have a rational basis. We
might as well hang on to that hope, as well as avoid the other problems of a naive
command theory, since the view that obligations are simply decreed requires a
fundamental exception anyway.

If we take this approach, we give up the false dream of a quick and effortless
solution to the problems of moral epistemology, and recognize that these must
be solved on their own ground. Somehow, we have to be able to discern what is
right and wrong through ordinary experience of the world itself. If we could not,
the assistance of religion would do no good, because the moral force of a divine
command would be imperceptible to us. But we need not surrender entirely the
view that morality is a matter of divine injunction, and there are good reasons not
to. As we have seen, God’s autonomy and sovereignty as creator are increased if
he is the source of moral duties. Moreover, the idea that the content of morality
is to be formulated in imperatives has an honored history, and commands make
no sense without a commander. The problem only comes when God’s role as
commander is separated from his role as creator — that is, when we take the
decrees of morality as a kind of divine afterthought, superimposed on the world
rather than built into it. Instead, we have to think of moral import as essentially
tied to the descriptive nature of things, so that right and wrong cease to be
arbitrary, and learning what is morally required of us becomes part and parcel of
understanding our own nature, and that of the world over which, in the religious
perspective, we are given dominion and stewardship. We can think this way and
still maintain that ethics consists in commands that come from God. All we have
to claim is that God is the creator not just of the entities that make up the
domain of the actual, but of their natures as well.
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Absolute Creation

If we hold that the injunctions of morality supervene on natures created by God,
we make it possible for the force of those injunctions to be felt through our
experience of the world, while at the same time placing them under the creative
sovereignty of God, and therefore retaining a form of the divine command theory.
To make God creator of the natures of things is, however, a bold and controver-
sial step, because it amounts to claiming that God is the creator not just of the
actual world, but of the domain of necessity and possibility as well. That would
represent a huge extension of divine sovereignty. We are prone to assume that
necessary truths constitute a kind of a priori framework within which creation
occurs: particular triangles have three sides because it is logically necessary that a
triangle have three sides; tigers are mammals because they cannot be anything
else; and two plus two is four because it has to be that way. There is no sugges-
tion, usually, that any of this is up to God. But if this is so then the defining
> and the necessary
truths determined by them also define the limits of God’s creative authority. His
ability to create triangles depends on the prior availability of the nature of trian-
gularity, and he must create particular triangles according to the specifications
this universal imposes. The same goes for any other entity God might create, and
any features it might have. Suppose, however, that in creating particular triangles
God also creates triangularity itself. Then the direction of dependency is reversed.
By creating triangularity, it is God who determines that such a nature shall be,
that the sum of the angles will be 180 degrees, etc. Similarly, in creating tigers he
wills that a tiger shall be a mammal, and thereby makes it so; and by creating
entities as individuals he determines their mathematical nature, and thus sets up
the principle that twice two must be four. In the same way, he is creatively
responsible for any principles that supervene on the natures of things, as we have
suggested the commands of morality must.

To adopt this view is to espouse absolute creation — the theory that everything
that exists in any way has its being grounded in the creative will of God. If the
understanding of God’s creative freedom suggested earlier is correct, moreover,
an especially economical form of the theory can be upheld. One need not main-
tain that abstracta are created by God as an independent realm — a sort of

natures of substances and events, what we call “universals,’

Platonic heaven in which the formal principles of the world find reality independ-
ent of anything concrete. Indeed, such a claim would be highly problematic. A
realm of Platonic entities would be of no use to us in understanding the world,
for we would have no access to it. And far from helping God, it would be an
actual impediment to him: to create it would only impose prior limitations on
himself as creator — something which, if he is truly omnipotent, he need not and
cannot do. Rather, what is fitting is that God create the plan with the production,
as the more mundane artists of our common experience do. Absolute creation fits
nicely, then, with the view of God as a consummate artist, who fully creates and
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thoroughly understands all that has being simply by exercising his conscious will.
But it also faces two serious lines of objection, one having to do with the very
nature of necessary truth, and the other with the universals we understand to
pertain to God’s own essence. The first will be considered in the remainder of
this section, and the second in the section to follow.

Absolute creation makes the existence of necessary truths depend on God’s
will. He creates them by creating the natures of things, and he creates those
natures simply by creating the things that display them in the world of actuality.
But that seems to have two untoward consequences. First, it suggests that the
existence of abstracta has a temporal beginning — for example, that prior to the
existence of the first actual triangle there was no such thing as triangularity, or
any truth that triangles must have three sides. The same would go for all universals
having to do with the created world, and the necessary truths that go with them.
But we are accustomed to think of abstracta in more Platonic terms, as being
eternal. Second, to hold that necessary truths depend on God for their existence
is to suggest a view with which Descartes seems at least to have flirted — namely,
that the truths of logic, mathematics, and other conceptual disciplines are not
really necessary, or at least that other necessary truths were possible (Plantinga,
1980, pp. 95-107). But surely this kind of claim, sometimes called #niversal
possibilism, is unacceptable. It implies that it might have been true that triangles
have two sides, or three and a half — or, to cite an even more egregious example,
that God might have made it true both that he exists necessarily and that he does
not exist at all (Plantinga, 1980, p. 127). If philosophy, and human knowledge in
general, are to have anything resembling a rational foundation, consequences like
these cannot be allowed.

These doubts can, however, be allayed. On the matter of temporality, the
version of absolute creation stated above denies that abstract entities exist at all in
separation from the world of the actual. Thus, it denies any being to triangularity
apart from particular triangles, and the conceptions of beings who understand
what a triangle is. Accordingly, defenders of this view need maintain only that
particular triangles, and the conceptions of triangles held by created intellects,
have a beginning in time — which, of course, is true. As for God’s conception of
triangularity, whether it has a temporal beginning depends on whether God
himself is a temporal being. Space does not permit discussion of that issue here,
but there are good reasons for thinking God is not a temporal being (McCann,
1998), and while the machinations of Molinist and other deliberational accounts
of creation may suggest otherwise, the account of God’s power and action
defended in this paper does not. It is entirely consistent with the idea that all of
heaven and earth are both created and sustained in a single, timeless act on God’s
part, an exercise of power in which the universe in all its history is both given
existence and comprehended. If that is so, then God’s conception of triangularity
has no temporal beginning: it is part of the timelessly eternal content of his
knowing will. Similar observations apply to necessary truths. Propositions, on the
present view, have no temporal beginning, because in themselves they have no
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independent existence. Only particular conceptions of them count as real, and
in God’s case even that is not temporal. This allows us to treat propositions as
timeless abstractions, and so to hold that principles such as T7riangles have three
sides or Twice two is four are eternally true.

As for whether absolute creation implies universal possibilism, there is a per-
suasive argument by Morris and Menzel (1986, pp. 356—7) that this is not the
case. What makes it seem otherwise is the thought that if the relationship between
triangularity and three-sidedness, or between numbering twice two and number-
ing four is owing to God’s creative activity, then it must have been possible for
things to go differently, that it was possible for God to make triangularity a
matter of having three and a half sides, or to make two plus two equal five. This,
however, overlooks the fact that the entire range of possibilities as to what a
triangle might be is completely determined by the nature that God creates when
he creates triangularity. That nature is created with complete spontaneity, and
apart from it there simply are no possibilities or impossibilities to be considered.
The modal facts appear only with triangularity itself. The fact that it includes
three-sidedness makes the entailment between the two a matter of necessity, and
that is all there is to the matter. Similarly, it is owing to the nature of two, four,
and the addition and equality relations that two plus two is four. And because this
truth is owing to the natures involved, it is a necessary truth. There is no other
possibility. Universal possibilism is therefore false. But this is not a limitation on
God’s power or sovereignty; on the contrary, possibilism fails for no other reason
than that God chooses to create the universe as it is, with legitimate natures
involving real entailments.

Creation and the Divine Nature

The challenge having to do with God’s own nature is more difficult. Traditional
theology associates a number of perfections with the divine essence. Some are
moral in character: God is held to be perfectly loving, just, merciful, and so forth.
Others, such as omniscience and omnipotence, reflect God’s absolute sovereignty
over all things. Still others try to get as close to the core of God’s being as we
can: he is held to be pure act, to exhibit absolute simplicity, to exist by his very
nature. Now because these universals pertain to God’s own essence, they threaten
his sovereignty far more than those that characterize only created things. For if
they have reality independent of his creative will, then God is dependent on them
for his very life and being: he is able to be all-good and all-knowing only because
of the a priori availability of these properties, and he can come to exhibit them
only by behaving as they require. Thus, his autonomy and power are comprom-
ised. But if we attempt to rectify this situation, we court far worse trouble. If
the universals that define God’s nature arise only from the creative exercise of his
will, it begins to appear that in fact God has no nature (Plantinga, 1980, pp. 7ft.).
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We creatures, after all, have a choice only about characteristics that are accidental
to us — about our careers, for example, or whether to marry. The attributes that
are essential to us are with us all along; indeed, if they were not, we would not be
here to do any choosing, since our existence depends on their presence. Why
should it not be the same for God? But if it is, then his instantiating those
universals that pertain to his nature must be ontologically prior to any choices
God makes. Moreover, if God has a choice about whether to display an attribute,
it would seem that he need not have displayed it, in which case it cannot be
essential (Plantinga, 1980, p. 126). Finally, we need to remember that God is
unique among all beings, in that his existence belongs to his essence. Indeed,
many would say this is his most important defining attribute — that God is ipsum
esse subsistens — being itself subsistent. And surely, it will be urged, we cannot
claim this aspect of his nature is owing to God’s creative will, for to say this is to
suggest God is somehow self-creating. That is unacceptable; no being can confer
existence on itself.

It will not do to bail out at this point. One could try to draw a line, claiming
that while most abstracta owe their reality to God’s creative will, those that
pertain to his own nature do not. Such a distinction has an arbitrary ring, how-
ever, and it is hard to see how universals that are independent of God’s will could
ever influence his nature. Alternatively, one might try arguing that God’s nature
is completely impenetrable to us, so that questions about the origin of the universals
that populate our pale descriptions of him are entirely moot. But while there is
some plausibility to this stance, neither revealed nor natural theology has tended
in the main to be so radical. True, the divine nature may finally escape literal
description, but our efforts in that direction are generally allowed to convey some
understanding, however dim and analogical. To the extent they succeed, it is fair
to accept talk of God as having properties, and to seek to square that idea with
the complete sovereignty tradition accords him as creator. What sense can be
made, then, of the idea that the properties that define God’s own nature owe
their reality to his creative will?

We can begin by recalling the point mentioned in discussing God’s freedom,
that he is supposed to be pure act. The import of that claim is that there is no
potentiality in God, that the attributes he exemplifies do not consist in disposi-
tions to behave in various ways, but instead are fully realized in what he is and
does. Consider, then, those attributes of God that are moral in import, such as
complete goodness, and perfect justice and mercy. These are not propensities on
God’s part to act virtuously. Rather, they accrue to him entirely as a result of his
action, as intrinsic to the very operation of his will in which, with complete
freedom and spontaneity, he does all things well. God’s having these properties
is therefore entirely a matter of his will and action. Furthermore, since on the
present view universals have no being apart from the actual events in which they
are instantiated or understood, the universals that encapsulate the excellence of
God owe their being to the operation of his will. Omnibenevolence, perfect
mercy, and the like have reality entirely due to the fact that God creatively wills
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the actuality of everything that displays these perfections — an act which, remem-
ber, he performs without the aid of a plan. Accordingly, these universals can be
said to be created by him. Furthermore, it is clear that the same would apply to
every universal that God displays because he acts as he does. That covers an
awful lot, perhaps even everything. For example, it includes the sovereignty and
providential care with which God governs the created order, as well as the
omnipotence and omniscience that go with them. All of these attributes too
accrue to God in light of his pure actuality, for they are manifested entirely in the
knowing will through which he creates, sustains, and governs all things.

There is more to the story, however. The situation described above is not that
strange, really, because it has a close analog in the human setting. Not all brave
acts are performed by courageous people, nor all acts of kindness by the good.
Rather, we come to possess moral virtues largely through our actions, and we can
be momentarily brave or kind even if we lack an abiding disposition to be that
way. So apart from the fact that God acts without prior guidelines, the situation
in which the present view places him is not unfamiliar. There is, however, a major
difference. In our case, attributes we come to possess through our own will are
always accidental. In part, this is simply because we have free will, and so can
always behave differently, in ways that would gain us other attributes. But there is
also the fact that we, as agents, are ontologically prior to our actions. We exist
before they do, and we take advantage of our essential features, our intellect and
will, in undertaking to act as we do. Now if God’s freedom is analogous to ours,
should things not be the same within him? And if it is, then are we not faced with
the situation alluded to above, in which God has little or nothing by way of a
nature? Properties like omniscience and omnibenevolence are usually thought to
be essential to God. How can this be so if he gains them through the exercise
of his will?

The solution to this difficulty is to be found in another traditional doctrine,
that of divine simplicity. According to this teaching, the reality that is God is
completely simple — he cannot be analyzed into elements of any kind. He has no
parts, and there is in him no composition, whether of matter and form, potency
and act, or substance and attribute. This last pair is the one most important to the
present discussion, for if there is no composition of substance and attribute in
God, then, unlike us, he is not ontologically prior to the action in which his
attributes are expressed. Rather, he must be held to be identical with the action
in which his perfections are manifested (Mann, 1982). So the actual reality in
which God’s perfect goodness is manifested — we might call it God’s acting with
perfect goodness, or his being perfectly good — turns out to be nothing other
than God himself. The same goes for the other attributes we have been discuss-
ing. God is identical with his being perfectly merciful, with his being omniscient,
with his being absolutely sovereign, and so forth — all of which turn out, as a
result, to be exactly the same actuality: the single, timelessly eternal act through
which God both knows and creatively wills all that exists. Notice this is not, as is
sometimes thought (Plantinga, 1980, pp. 52-3), a view on which God turns out

44



Divine Power and Action

to be an abstract entity. God’s creating the universe is not an abstraction but an
action, just as Lindbergh’s crossing the Atlantic was, and his being perfectly good
is as much a reality as my cat’s being friendly. So this account of divine simplicity
reflects the view that abstracta have no reality independent of concrete actuality.
We should observe too that nothing said here demands that God ever become
good, merciful, sovereign, or the like. Rather, we can understand God as having
these attributes in timeless eternity, by virtue of a single creative act in which
he undergoes no change. Finally, we need to see that, if this account is correct,
then the attributes made real through God’s creative activity are indeed essential
to him.

We can do so by considering some human act of virtue — say, Mother Teresa’s
tending the sick. Saintly though she was, goodness was only an accidental feature
of Mother Teresa. Indeed, she need not have done anything virtuous. But if
goodness supervenes on the descriptive aspects of acts of tending the sick, then
even though it was accidental to Mother Teresa, goodness was essential to her
action. In the same way, moral traits such as perfect justice and mercy have to be
essential to God’s action in creating and governing the universe: they have reality
only in that he acts as he does. The same goes for omnipotence, which God has
precisely in virtue of his activity as creator, and for omniscience, since he can only
will what he conceives, and therefore knows. Now according to the simplicity
doctrine God is unlike us, in that he is identical to the single action in which his
various attributes — his omnipotence, omniscience, perfect justice, and so forth —
are displayed. But then, since those attributes are essential to his action, they are
essential to him, even though they owe their being solely to his creative will.
Moreover, since these attributes owe their reality solely to God’s behaving as he
does, there is no point to talk of alternative possibilities. Thus, just as by creating
triangles God makes them necessarily three-sided, so also by creating for himself
the essential attributes of perfect goodness and the like, God makes it the case
that he is necessarily good.

This account depends, of course, on a number of assumptions, most notably
the claim that God is pure act, and the version of divine simplicity that has been
adumbrated. But if these are granted, the upshot is that God is indeed the creator
even of his own nature — at least in so far as the attributes that characterize him
can be held to find reality solely through his creative willing. Can all of his
attributes be brought under this rubric? We may suspect that some will prove
recalcitrant: perhaps pure actuality and simplicity themselves, or necessary being.
Or, we might pick on the trait we have relied on most: that God is manifested in
his very willing. Could the aspect of God’s nature that consists in his willing as
he does find reality only as a matter of his willing? These are difficult questions,
and this article is now well beyond its word limit. But none of these potential
problem-cases should cause us to throw up our hands. Simplicity and pure actual-
ity may find reality simply in the fact that God intends to create the world as he
does, in a single, eternal act that is truly creative, rather than a product of
planning and deliberation. Necessary being is more difficult, for while there is
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plenty of reason for thinking God has this trait, we do not really understand it.
This much, however, can be said: to tie God’s necessary existence to an eternal
act of will with which he is in fact identical would not involve our saying that
God confers existence on himself, in the sense of bringing himself into existence.
That would not be possible for a timeless God. What it would mean would be
something more like this: that God is pure act not just in the sense of being
actual, but in a sense that incorporates the features of voluntary agency. This is
implicit in the doctrine of simplicity anyway, and it may prove very important.
For consider the last of our potential problem children, the attribute that con-
sists in God’s having a will. By the simplicity and actuality doctrines, this attribute
is not exemplified as it is with us, through a latent faculty God possesses; it
arises out of God’s being identical with the very act in which he wills all that
he does — everything, let us say. If this act has the features of voluntariness, then
it is completely spontaneous, and intrinsically intentional. Just as we cannot
engage in an act of will or decision without meaning to will exactly as we do,
so God must intend to be exactly what he is, and that intention is carried out in
the very act to which it is intrinsic, the act which, as it turns out, is God himself.
Thus, while God does not confer existence on himself, he does intend to exist,
and indeed to exist necessarily, and that intention is carried out in the very act
which is his existing, and therefore existing necessarily. A difficult and mysterious
nature, no doubt. But still a coherent one, and if the poor description given
here may be forgiven, perhaps even a nature appropriate to the creator of heaven
and earth.
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Chapter 3

Eternity and Immutability

Brian Leftow

Western theists agree that God is eternal. But Western theists disagree on what
being eternal is. “God is eternal” makes a claim about what kind of life God
has. Some see it as claiming that God lives through all past and future time.
Others see it as claiming that God’s life is wholly atemporal. Still others see being
eternal as something between these two extremes. Thinkers from Augustine to
Duns Scotus denied God’s life most or all temporal properties. Scotus began a
retreat from this; today most treat God’s life as fundamentally temporal. I first
show that views of God’s eternality must meet a condition Western scripture sets.
I then lay out some views of God’s eternality, noting how they do or don’t meet
this condition. I next show how the doctrine of divine immutability factors into
the discussion of God’s eternality. Finally I consider some arguments for and
against the claim that an eternal God’s life is “timeless,” i.e. without location
in time.

Beginning with Scripture

Ultimately, all Western views of what it is for God to be eternal have Western
scripture as their touchstone. For the concept of God has its home in religion,
not philosophy. So however far Western philosophy moves in the end from
Western scripture’s language, it succeeds in talking of God, not some purely
philosophical construct, only if there is some connection between what philo-
sophy says of its deity and what scripture says of its God. Thus I begin with a
look at some scriptural statements about God’s eternality.

Many Old and New Testament texts call God eternal. But bare use of the word
“eternal” does not tell us just what it is for God to be eternal. More informative
is the Psalmist’s “Your years will never end.”" If God’s years (a metaphor for his
life) never will end, they never did begin: being endless pastward seems as fully
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part of being eternal as being endless futureward. Some Old Testament authors
assert that God is eternal by saying that

(1)  God exists “from everlasting to everlasting.”

This confirms that being endless pastward matters. So scripture has it that
(2) God’s life neither begins nor ends.

(1) has still more content. To some, (1) asserts that

(3) God exists, has existed through all past time, and will exist through all future
time.?

But if (1) asserts just (3), (1) would be true even if there has been only a finite
amount of past time or will be only a finite amount of future time, so long as
God existed and will exist through all of it.* And this does not seem so. Intuitively,
a life with a finite past is not “from everlasting,” and one with a finite future is
not “to everlasting.”

Given this, one might suggest that (1) asserts

(4) God exists, has existed through a non-finite past time, and will exist through a
non-finite future time.’

But (4) does not capture (1)’s force either. God could exist through infinite
past time (for instance) without existing through all past time, if the sequence of
(say) past minutes had the structure of the series 1, 3,5 ...2,4,6 ..., in which
one infinite series begins after another. Were there an infinite past time before
God existed, then even if he himself existed for an infinite past time, it would
not seem apt to say that he had existed “from everlasting.” Rather, it seems
part of the phrase’s force that God has existed from forever — i.e. through all
past time.
Thus (1)’s force might be that

(5) God exists, never began to exist, has lived through all of a non-finite past time,
will live through all of a non-finite future time, and will never cease to exist.

But (5) says too much (and of the wrong sort) to be what (1) intends. Gen.
1:1-5 speaks of there being a first “day,” a first time-period of some sort. And
perhaps harking back to this, New Testament texts assert that time began. (Of
this more anon.) But apart from this, it is doubtful that Biblical authors want
to make or imply claims about the nature of time. They were not “doing”
cosmology. For the most part, they simply assumed the cosmology they had at
hand, and within it used temporal talk to make claims about God. Had their
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milieu offered a different cosmology, they would have used #ts resources to make
the same claims about God, correcting 7t as their view of God dictated and
otherwise not bothering with it.

If (1) asserts (5), there is a Biblical doctrine of the extent of time, one as
binding on theists who take the Old Testament as authoritative as the very claim
that God is eternal. There is no such doctrine.® Save for the exceptions just
noted, if what Biblical writers say has implications about time’s nature or struc-
ture, these implications are part of the medium, not the message.” So (1) does
not assert (5). Some conjuncts of (5) are not really part of (1)’s content. One can
better read (1) as asserting just that

(6) God exists, and his life never began, will never cease, and is not finite pastward
or futureward.

Unlike (5), (6) makes claims only about God’s life.

(1) may also assert that God exists from and to further away than we can
temporally measure. This is in any case something scripture wants to say. Thus
Job: “How great is God — beyond our understanding! The number of His years
is past finding out.”® Job also gives us a spatial parallel: “Can you probe the limits
of the Almighty? They are higher than the heavens — what can you do?”” Our
spatial measures can reach only to the heavens, for the Biblical authors. What is
“higher than the heavens” goes beyond our ability to measure distance. “From
everlasting to everlasting,” I suggest, does in temporal terms what “higher than
the heavens” does in spatial terms. It asserts imter alin that God’s life goes
beyond our ability to temporally measure. In doing so it may hark back to
Genesis 1, which depicts God as acting (and so living) temporally before he
establishes the natural phenomena by which we measure time: only on the fourth
“day” does God say “Let there be lights in the expanse of the sky to separate the
day from the night, and let them serve as signs to mark seasons and days and
years.”'" So either (1) asserts that

(7) God exists, and his life never began, will never cease, is beyond temporal
measure, and is not finite pastward or futureward

or (7) is at any rate part of the overall “mind of scripture” on God’s life. There is
still more to the latter, though. In the Pauline corpus we read: “we speak of
God’s secret wisdom . . . that God destined for our glory before time began.”"!
“This grace was given to us in Jesus Christ before the beginning of time ...”"
“God ... promised us eternal life before the beginning of time.”'* There is no
“before” the beginning of time. If a time t has something temporally before
it, t is ¢pso facto not time’s beginning. Whatever we make of talk of acting before
time began, such talk certainly implies that time’s limits somehow do not limit
God’s life and activity. Thus “the mind of scripture” on God’s eternal life is at
least that
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God exists, and his life (a) never began, will never cease, is not finite pastward
or futureward, (b) is beyond temporal measure and is not limited by time’s limits
(if any).

This statement makes no claim about time’s nature or structure — though it
may imply some in conjunction with further premises. Its (a)-clause asserts that
God’s existence is permanent. Its (b)-clause asserts that God’s life in some way
transcends time.

Scripture also asserts that God’s relation to time is unique: “I am the first and
I am the last ... Who then is like me?”'* “He is before all things.”*® “God . ..
alone is immortal.”*® If God’s relation to time is unique, God’s life also has a
unique relation to time.'” Now consider again the Pauline “before time began.”
This suggests that God was there first, before time, and then time began. If God
has the sort of power and authority Western theists typically claim for him, it
seems inconceivable that time should begin against his will. If time cannot begin
against God’s will, he is able to prevent its beginning. So if God was there before
time began, God has power over whether time begins. If time begins, time begins
to exist. So it God has power over whether time begins, God has power over
whether time exists. Gen. 1:1-5 may even depict God creating time. Evening,
morning, and the first “day” are clearly things he brings to be; it is not implaus-
ible to take his doing so as his causing time to begin.'® Moreover, scripture has
it that God created “all things” . . . in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible.”"
Arguably whatever begins to exist is enough of a “thing” to fall under this.

So “the mind of scripture” on God’s life seems to be that

(8) God exists, and his life (a) never began, will never cease, is not finite pastward
or futureward, (b) is beyond temporal measure and is not limited by time’s
limits (if any), and (c) has a unique relation to time, (d) transcending time in
that God has power over whether time exists.

The power in (d) may go so deep as to make God time’s creator, and clearly does
go so deep that whether time exists depends on whether God does, and not vice
versa. Philosophical treatments of God’s eternality, then, can claim to be theories
about the God of Western religion only if they adequately embody (8). I now
introduce three sorts of account of God’s eternality.

Temporal Eternality

Pure temporalism is the view that God is “in time” as we are, but unlike ours, his
life is both omnitemporal and infinite — as in (5). One finds this at least in process
philosophers like Charles Hartshorne.?® This view has a problem squaring God’s
eternality with current cosmology’s suggestion that time is finite in extent.?!
More to the present point, it is hard to see how pure temporalism can handle
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(8b). One move would be to say that what is infinite is as such immeasurable.
But this would then imply that (time being infinite) time itself extends beyond
temporal measure.”” And this is just wrong: one can measure infinite time in
years, and there are numbers of years infinite time could have, e.g. N;. For pure
temporalism, God exists through time as we do. So counter to (8b), his life is not
beyond temporal measure, and any limits time has are limits within which he
toils. As to (8d), process philosophers, at least, are emphatic that God has no
power over time as such,? that he is caught up in a temporal flow which is either
as ultimate metaphysically as he or more so.** More generally, any thesis about
God which satisfies (8d) will entail that his relation to time is non-ordinary, and
so push a temporalist view away from being pure.

If (8) represents what scripture has to say about eternality, pure temporalism
won’t do, particularly in its “process” version. What gives God’s life a unique
relation to time cannot be just its extent. A viable temporalist position must claim
that God’s life relates to time in some way ours don’t.

Atemporality

All temporal events either are first present and then past, or are first future and
then present, or have parts of which one of these is true. They either are before
or after other events or have parts which are. Thus they #pso facto have positions
in some time-series.”> If an event has a part which is later than another part,
carlier—later relations order its parts. Thus the event also has intrinsically a non-
spatial direction. Pure atemporalism denies the items which make up God’s life
these and any other attributes typically associated with temporality. Maimonides
and Schleiermacher may hold this view.?® Both profess faithfulness to Western
scripture. Asked for their reading of (1), they might reply that its real point is that
what time it is is irrelevant to whether God exists. Certainly, if God is wholly
atemporal, God never began or will cease to exist. If a wholly atemporal God is
alive, his life is beyond temporal measure, not finite pastward or futureward, and
not limited by time’s limits (if any). An atemporal God is well placed to have
power over time: He can create it, or refrain.”” But an atemporal God’s relation
to time is unique only if there are no atemporal abstract entities. Further, Western
scripture’s God is “the living God.”?* Lives consist of events. Can anything wholly
atemporal be an event?

Intermediate Temporalisms

Many views are possible between the extremes of pure temporalism and
atemporalism, each distinguished by which set of properties typically associated
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with temporality it ascribes to God’s life. Let’s say that a view calls God timeless
it (whatever else it holds) it denies God’s life location in time, and let’s call a view
temporalist if (whatever else it holds) it locates God’s life in time. New forms of
temporalism, then, dot the current scene. On each, God exists in time, but his life
has some property no other temporal life has. So each seeks a middle ground
between claiming that God is ordinarily, “purely” temporal and claiming that
God has no typically temporal properties at all. Lucas and Swinburne propose
that

(9) Before the universe existed, God lived alone in unmetered time, time such that
there is no fact about how much of it has passed; once he institutes laws of
nature which set a metric for time, creating facts about how much time has
passed, he lives in metered time.”

Padgett suggests instead that

(10) God lives in unmetered time both before and while the universe exists.*
Padgett, Craig, and Senor assert that

(11) God is contingently temporal: he could have been timeless instead.?!
Craig adds that

(12) God’s life actually has both a timeless and a temporal phase.*

(9)-(12) let temporalism satisty (8b). On (9), God’s life is beyond temporal
measure. God’s life in metered time has a definite length, but his life in unmetered
time has none, since there are no definite temporal lengths there. The sum of a
definite length and an indefinite one is an indefinite length, one which cannot be
measured. And on (9), God’s life extends at least beyond the limits of measured
time. On (10), God lives outside ordinary (metered) time — which amounts to his
life’s escaping ordinary temporal measurement.*® On (11), God need not exist in
time at all, which makes him wholly free of time’s limits.** On (12), God initially
did not live in time. This again makes him free of time, and as with (9), entails
that God’s life as a whole has no definite temporal length.

But (9)—(12) face questions. I first show the troubling nature of Swinburne’s
unmetered time, then suggest that his (9) runs foul of the “no beginning”
requirement.

As Swinburne sees it, in empty unmetered time before the universe, “every
period ending with the beginning of the universe would be identical with every
other.”®® If they’re all identical, there is just one. If there is just one, it has no
sub-periods ending with the universe’s beginning. Nor has it distinct sub-periods
beginning or ending elsewhere. For Swinburne, periods are distinguished by the
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actual or possible events ending or beginning where the periods begin or end.*
So on his view, empty time before the universe has parts begin or end elsewhere
than in the universe’s beginning only if other events actually or possibly begin or
end these parts. Nothing actually occurs in empty time. Each period of it can host
instances of the same set of event-types: beginning of a universe of type 1, type 2,
etc. There could be distinct possible token events to distinguish these periods
only if these tokens’ possible times of occurrence distinguished them. But if one
needs distinct periods to have distinct possible event-tokens, one can’t appeal to
distinct possible event-tokens to ground the distinctness of periods. So on
Swinburne’s terms, there is nothing to render sub-periods of pre-universe empty
time distinct. There is just one period of it, period. Further, for Swinburne,
instants are distinct only by beginning or ending distinct periods.*” So if there is
just one period of empty time, without sub-periods, it does not even contain
distinct instants. This period has the internal structure of a single instant.*®

Putting God into this picture changes it only slightly. Instead of empty
unmetered time there is unmetered time filled by God’s having a single qualit-
atively changeless thought, which does not begin, and ends when God makes
a universe.”” As God’s thought is qualitatively changeless, nothing in it marks
oft one period of unmetered time from another. God’s unmetered time is as
homogenously filled as empty unmetered time. The events which might end
God’s period of unmetered time are not comings to be of universes but God’s
making them come to be or having a new thought. But as in the empty-time
case, the same set of event-types can be instanced at any point within this period,
and so here too there are no sub-periods, and so (on Swinburne’s terms) no
distinct instants either. Thus it is not surprising that to Swinburne, the only
referent for a token of “now” during God’s life in unmetered time is the whole
period of unmetered time:* it is all just one “now.” Here too, it is hard to see
why Swinburne’s period of unmetered time is not just an instant. If it contains
neither distinct parts nor distinct instants, how can unmetered time be extended?
Swinburne replies that

I do not hold that it has distinguishable parts, but I do hold that something could
have happened during that period which would have produced distinguishable parts

. it has potential parts, in the sense that it might have been divided — although
there would be no difference between it being divided in one place and it being
divided in another ... We can individuate a period by what actually happened, and
then consider what could have happened during such a period so individuated . . .
assume that God had one qualitatively undifferentiated thought until he created the
universe. We now have a fixed point — the creation of our universe, and we can
consider what could have happened before it. If he had had a second thought before
he created the universe, then that period before the universe would have consisted
of two parts: and so (given that he didn’t have the second thought) it now consists
of potential parts. (There are of course no different actual instants at which his
second thought could have begun.) ... if we mean non-distinguishable parts, it has
an infinity; if we mean distinguishable parts it has none.*!
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“It now consists of potential parts” seems to mean that it now is extended,
and because it is, it can be divided into parts. It is not actually parted. It con-
tains no distinct instants, but could. It has the internal structure of an instant,
but need not have. So the question remains, in virtue of what is it actually
extended? It would be hard doctrine indeed to hold that a period of time is
actually extended due to what might have happened during it, but did not.*
For this would be to hold that time passed during that period due entirely to
what could have occurred then.** So perhaps Swinburne’s answer is best taken
as: its being extended is a primitive fact about it, in virtue of which it is divis-
ible. The same will be true of God’s mental event too, for if this had any internal
part-structure, this would provide internal structure for the period in which
it occurs.

This leads to a fundamental question. Why is a supposed extension with neither
instants nor periods within it a form of time at all? It’s not clear that Swinburne’s
unmetered time contains before—after relations. For it does only if something
bears them. But in empty time there are neither events, periods, nor instants to
bear them. In unmetered time filled with God’s homogenous mental event, this
event as a whole cannot be before or after itself, and it has temporal parts to
bear them only if the time during which it occurs does. (Merely possible events
have no actual attributes at all, and so don’t stand in relations.) But again,
there are no distinct periods or instants here. The best Swinburne can say is that
there could have been. So as things actually are, Swinburne’s divine unmetered
time has nothing to stand in before—after relations. And so it seems to contain
none. But an extension in which nothing is before anything else is not a form
of time.

Again, it’s not clear that Swinburne’s unmetered time passes. If a period of time
passes, then as time goes on, more of it has passed than had passed earlier. If this
is true, the period contains distinct sub-periods: there is the period up to now,
and then later there is the period up to a later now.** There is a present edge to
the period, forging into future. “Now,” tokened within the period, can refer to
that present, not the whole interval, and the “now” moves within that period.*
None of this depends on the claim that the period has a metric, and none of it is
true of Swinburne’s unmetered time. So Swinburnean unmetered time seems an
extended pure present: one extended “now.” This is just what Stump, Kretzmann,
and others take to be Boethius’s description of God’s non-temporal mode of
existence.*® So it’s just not clear why what Swinburne describes is a period of
time. In any case, just why is God’s unmetered time supposed to pass, if there is
no change in the divine life to (as it were) power its passage? If God’s single
thought never in any way alters, why does it continue to exist, rather than simply
exist, in a Boethian nunc stans?*” If this is imposed on God from without, then
God seems time’s prisoner; it, not he, has the ultimate say.*® Perhaps this is a
function of his nature: but then we must ask whether a perfect being’s nature
would imply temporal passage or Boethian stasis. Moreover, if this is a function of
his nature, then while God is responsible for there being time — it depends on his
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being, and not vice versa — his power over it is only as great as his power over his
nature. It gives God greater sway to hold that God literally creates time, and can
refrain — that time passes because God so chooses, not because of what he is or as
an aspect of his being.

If there is just one partless period, one “now” before metered time’s begin-
ning, God’s life has a unique first segment (of indefinite length). This segment
(says Swinburne) does not itself begin.* All the same, a unique smallest unpreceded
segment which is a proper part of a life is that life’s beginning.® That the
segment does not begin does not entail that God’s life does not begin with it — so
too, if God’s life began with a single instant of time, that instant would not
begin, but God’s life would begin with it.”! In fact, having no beginning makes
unmetered time more, not less, like an initial instant.®> If one asks whether
starting with a segment of unmetered time is the sort of beginning (2) wants to
rule out, the answer rests with whether one would say that Swinburne’s God
exists “from everlasting.” A finite life in metered time plus a segment of indef-
inite length do not seem to add up to existing “from forever.” (10) parallels
(9) for the period prior to creation, and so does no better. (12) may also fail
here. The timeless “phase” of God’s life — at best an oxymoron — would clearly
count as its beginning. And if a timeless “phase” has no duration at all, there
seems no relevant difference between a life with a finite temporal past but no first
instant in time, “preceded” (!) by a timeless phase, and a life with a finite
temporal past and a first temporal instant.”® Neither seems to count as existing
“from forever.”"*

Padgett and Senor hold that God chose to be temporal.”® But when? Says
Padgett, “this choice ... must always have been made.”*® That is, every time
is one at which it already Aas been made; none is a time at which it is being
made. But this can’t be true. If something bas occurred, then at some time it s
occurring. Nothing gets into the past save by being at some time present. So let’s
ask just when and how God could choose this. He couldn’t do it while he’s
temporal, one would think. If he already is, it’s too late to choose to be. If God
chooses this while he’s timeless, then he’s first timeless, then (!) temporal. This is
(12). There is a third option: perhaps God’s choice makes itself temporal. Perhaps
a God who could have been timeless chooses to be temporal by initiating time.
Because God decides to make time, there came to be events or times later than
this decision. So the decision comes to have been temporal, and so God’s decision
accounts for his being in time. But there is a problem with this: the decision is
not temporal till there are events after it. The decision comes to have been
temporal, though “while” it was occurring it was not temporal. So its being
temporal is past without having been present. Further, the decision will presum-
ably lack temporal extent. (Having events after it presumably could not alter its
length.) So its time will be the first instant of God’s life, giving it a beginning. I
take it, then, that if God lives in time, this is by nature, not choice, unless (12) is
viable. I suggest below that (12) is not.
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An Intermediate Timelessness

The claim that God’s life is not located in time entered Western theism with
Philo Judaeus and became well-nigh universal by Augustine. Some deride this as
kowtowing to Platonic fashion in philosophy.®” Another view would be that early
Jewish and Christian thinkers saw in Platonism a powerful, plausible theory of
“eternal” truths which grounded them on real eternal truthmakers (“Forms”),
and wanted to reconcile that theory with their belief that only God is truly
eternal. They did so by taking God as the locus of all Plato’s Forms, making some
aspects of His being, others ideas in His mind. In so doing, they ascribed to God
some traits of Forms which fit them for their role as truthmakers for “eternal”
truths, including immutability and timelessness.

Philo wrote that in God’s life “there is no past or future, but only present
existence.” Boethius gave this claim its most influential exposition. Boethius
wrote that “our now, as it were running, makes time . .. God’s now, permanent
and not moving . . . makes eternity.”® Talk of “now” moving suggests an image,
that the now — presentness — alights on ever-later events like a spotlight moving
down a row of buildings, the events being present when the light hits, past when
it passes on.*” Behind the image is the fact that temporal events are present and
then past. For Boethius, this is what “makes” events temporal.®* According to
Boethius, God’s “now” does not “move.” The spotlight of th