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INTRODUCTION 

F o r the last t w e n t y or thirty years t h e r e has b e e n a revival o f 

serious debate a m o n g phi losophers in Britain and the Uni ted 

States about the e x i s t e n c e o f G o d , c o n d u c t e d at a high level 

o f inte l lectual r igour . It has b e e n recognized that the sub ject 

is n o t only o f the highest i m p o r t a n c e , b u t also o f g r e a t intel ­

lectual in teres t . Christ ian thinkers have b e e n to the fore in this 

d e b a t e , and the debate has led to a considerable g r o w t h in 

n u m b e r s o f philosophy students taking courses on the phi lo­

sophy o f re l ig ion. Lit t le o f this , h o w e v e r , has reached the gen­

eral publ ic , w h o have b e e n led by journal is ts and broadcas ters 

to be l ieve that the e x i s t e n c e o f G o d is , inte l lectual ly , a lost 

cause and that rel igious faith is an ent ire ly non-rat ional 

m a t t e r . 

T h e publ ic thinking about such issues has b e e n inf luenced 

by several b o o k s by distinguished scientists , a m o n g t h e m 

Richard D a w k i n s ' s The Blind Watchmaker ( 1 9 8 6 ) and Stephen 

H a w k i n g ' s A Brief History of Time ( 1 9 8 8 ) . W i t h the scientif ic 

theor ies advocated in these b o o k s I have relat ively l i tt le quar­

r e l , and can only admire H a w k i n g ' s depth o f physical intuit ion 

and D a w k i n s ' s clarity o f expos i t ion . But these b o o k s carry the 

suggestion that their scientif ic theor ies indicate that t h e r e is n o 

G o d w h o is in any way involved in sustaining the w o r l d . T h e s e 

authors are n o t , h o w e v e r , very familiar wi th the philosophical 
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debate and are o f ten unaware o f the e x t e n t t o w h i c h their 

v iews about G o d are open t o cr i t ic ism. M y aim in wri t ing this 

b o o k is to help to r e m e d y this situation by putt ing f o r w a r d for 

a w i d e r publ ic a short vers ion o f the posit ive case for the exis­

t e n c e o f G o d put f o r w a r d in m y earl ier b o o k The Existence of 

God ( 1 9 7 9 ) . 

T h e basic s t ructure o f m y a r g u m e n t is this . Sc ient is ts , his­

tor ians , and detec t ives observe data and p r o c e e d t h e n c e to 

s o m e theory about what bes t explains the o c c u r r e n c e o f these 

data. W e can analyse the cr i ter ia which they use in reaching a 

conc lus ion that a certa in theory is b e t t e r supported by the data 

than a di f ferent t h e o r y — t h a t is , is m o r e l ikely, o n the basis 

o f those data, to b e t r u e . Using those same cr i ter ia , w e find 

that the v iew that t h e r e is a G o d explains everything w e 

o b s e r v e , n o t jus t s o m e n a r r o w range o f data. It explains the 

fact that t h e r e is a universe at all , that scientif ic laws opera te 

within i t , that it contains consc ious animals and humans with 

very c o m p l e x intr icately organized bodies , that w e have abun­

dant opportuni t ies for developing ourselves and the w o r l d , as 

we l l as the m o r e part icular data that humans r e p o r t mirac les 

and have rel igious e x p e r i e n c e s . In so far as scientif ic causes and 

laws explain s o m e o f these things (and in part they d o ) , these 

very causes and laws n e e d explaining, and G o d ' s act ion 

explains t h e m . T h e very same cr i ter ia which scientists use to 

reach their o w n theor ies lead us t o m o v e b e y o n d those t h e o r ­

ies t o a c r e a t o r G o d w h o sustains everything in e x i s t e n c e . 

[2] 



1 
GOD 

M y topic is the c laim that there is a G o d , unders tood in the 

way that W e s t e r n rel igion (Chris t iani ty , Judaism, and Islam) 

has general ly u n d e r s t o o d that c la im. I call that c la im the i sm. 

In this chapter I shall spell out what the claim amounts t o . 

T h e n in later chapters w e can g o on to the grounds for be l iev­

ing it to b e t r u e . I emphasize that , in this chapter , w h e n I 

wr i te that G o d does this o r is like that , I am n o t assuming that 

there is a G o d , b u t m e r e l y spelling out what the c laim that 

there is a G o d a m o u n t s t o . I am n o t direct ly c o n c e r n e d to 

assess the claim that there is a G o d , w h e r e ' G o d ' is be ing 

unders tood in s o m e quite dif ferent sense , as the n a m e o f a 

quite di f ferent sort o f being f r o m the one worshipped in 

W e s t e r n re l igion. B u t , in arguing at various points that the­

ism explains the observed data w e l l , I shall occasional ly point 

out that o t h e r hypotheses , including ones which invoke a 

' G o d ' in s o m e o t h e r sense , explain the data less w e l l . Even 

within the mains t ream o f the W e s t e r n tradit ion, there have 

b e e n s o m e di f ferences about what G o d is l ike , and I shall draw 

at tent ion t o s o m e o f these di f ferences in this chapter and sug­

gest that s o m e views about what G o d is l ike are t o b e p r e ­

f e r r e d t o o t h e r s . 
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T h e i s m claims that G o d is a personal b e i n g — t h a t is , in s o m e 

sense a person. By a person I m e a n an individual wi th basic 

p o w e r s ( t o act in tent iona l ly ) , purposes , and bel ie fs . 

An intentional action is o n e which a person does and m e a n s 

t o d o — a s w h e n I walk downstairs o r say someth ing which I 

m e a n to say. A basic action is o n e which a p e r s o n does inten­

t ional ly jus t l ike that and n o t by doing any o t h e r intent ional 

ac t ion . M y going f r o m O x f o r d t o L o n d o n is a non-basic action, 

because I do it by doing various o t h e r a c t i o n s — g o i n g t o the 

s tat ion, get t ing on the train, e t c . B u t squeezing m y hand o r 

m o v i n g m y leg and even saying ' th is ' are basic ac t ions . I jus t 

do t h e m , n o t by doing any o t h e r intent ional act . ( T r u e , c e r ­

tain events have to happen in m y b o d y — m y nerves have t o 

t ransmit i m p u l s e s — i f I am t o p e r f o r m the basic ac t ion . B u t 

these are n o t events which I br ing about intent ional ly . T h e y 

jus t h a p p e n — I m a y n o t even k n o w about t h e m . ) By a basic 

power I m e a n a p o w e r t o p e r f o r m a basic ac t ion . W e humans 

have similar basic p o w e r s t o each o t h e r . T h e y are normal ly 

conf ined to p o w e r s o f thought and p o w e r s over the small 

chunk o f m a t t e r which each o f us calls his or h e r b o d y . I can 

only p r o d u c e ef fects in the w o r l d outside m y body by doing 

someth ing intent ional wi th m y b o d y . I can open a d o o r by 

grasping the handle wi th m y hand and pulling i t towards m e ; 

or I can get you t o k n o w someth ing by using m y m o u t h t o 

tel l you someth ing . W h e n I p r o d u c e s o m e e f fec t intent ional ly 

( e . g . the d o o r be ing o p e n ) by doing s o m e o t h e r act ion ( e . g . 

pulling it towards m e ) , doing the f o r m e r is p e r f o r m i n g a n o n -

basic ac t ion . W h e n I go t o L o n d o n , o r w r i t e a b o o k , or even 

put a s c r e w into a wal l , these are non-bas ic act ions which I do 

by doing s o m e basic ac t ions . W h e n I p e r f o r m any intent ional 

ac t ion , I seek t h e r e b y t o achieve s o m e purpose—normally o n e 

b e y o n d the m e r e p e r f o r m a n c e o f the act ion i tsel f (I o p e n a 
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d o o r in o r d e r t o b e able t o leave t h e r o o m ) , b u t s o m e t i m e s 

simply the p e r f o r m a n c e o f the act ion i t se l f (as w h e n I sing for 

its o w n s a k e ) . 

Beliefs are v iews , o f ten t rue b u t s o m e t i m e s false, about h o w 

the w o r l d is. W h e n bel iefs are t rue and wel l just i f ied, they 

const i tu te k n o w l e d g e . O u r human k n o w l e d g e o f the w o r l d 

b e y o n d o u r bodies is f o r m e d b y s t i m u l i — o f l ight, sound, 

smel l , and such l i k e — c o m i n g f r o m the w o r l d b e y o n d our 

bodies and landing on our bodies . It is because light part ic les 

land o n our eyes and sound waves ( including those p r o d u c e d 

b y speech) land on our ears that w e acquire our in format ion 

about the w o r l d . G o d is supposed to b e like us, in having basic 

p o w e r s , be l ie fs , and p u r p o s e s — b u t ones very di f ferent f r o m 

o u r s . H u m a n persons are e i ther male or f e m a l e . But the the-

ist, o f c o u r s e , c laims that G o d is ne i ther m a l e n o r f e m a l e . T h e 

English language alas does n o t have a p r o n o u n for re ferr ing t o 

persons w i t h o u t carrying any impl icat ion o f their s e x . So I 

shall follow c u s t o m in re ferr ing t o G o d as ' h e ' , but I e m p h a ­

s i z e — w i t h o u t the implicat ion o f maleness . 

G o d ' s basic p o w e r s are supposed to b e infinite: he can br ing 

about as a basic act ion any event he c h o o s e s , and h e does n o t 

need b o n e s or musc les t o opera te in cer ta in ways in o r d e r to 

do so . H e can bring o b j e c t s , including mater ia l o b j e c t s , in to 

e x i s t e n c e and k e e p t h e m in e x i s t e n c e f r o m m o m e n t t o 

m o m e n t . W e can imagine finding ourselves having a basic 

p o w e r n o t m e r e l y to m o v e o b j e c t s , but to c rea te t h e m instan­

t a n e o u s l y — f o r e x a m p l e the p o w e r to m a k e a pen o r a rabbit 

c o m e into e x i s t e n c e ; and to k e e p t h e m in e x i s t e n c e and then 

le t t h e m n o l o n g e r ex i s t . T h e r e is n o contradic t ion in this sup­

posi t ion, b u t o f course in fact n o h u m a n has such a p o w e r . 

W h a t the theist c laims about G o d is that he does have a p o w e r 

t o c r e a t e , c o n s e r v e , o r annihilate anything, big o r smal l . And 
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he can also m a k e o b j e c t s m o v e o r do anything e lse . H e can 

m a k e t h e m at tract o r r e p e l each o t h e r , in the way that scien­

tists have discovered that they d o , and m a k e t h e m cause o t h e r 

o b j e c t s to do or suffer various things : h e can m a k e the plan­

ets m o v e in the way that K e p l e r d iscovered that they m o v e , 

or m a k e g u n p o w d e r e x p l o d e w h e n w e set a m a t c h t o i t ; o r 

he can m a k e planets m o v e in quite di f ferent ways , and c h e m ­

ical substances e x p l o d e o r n o t e x p l o d e under qui te di f ferent 

condi t ions f r o m those which n o w g o v e r n their behaviour . G o d 

is n o t l imi ted by the laws o f n a t u r e ; he makes t h e m and he 

can change or suspend t h e m — i f he c h o o s e s . T o use the tech­

nical t e r m , G o d is omnipotent: h e can do anything. 

H u m a n bel iefs are l imi ted in the i r s c o p e , and s o m e o f t h e m 

are t rue and s o m e o f t h e m are false. G o d is supposed t o b e 

omniscient—that is, he k n o w s everything. In o t h e r w o r d s , 

w h a t e v e r is t r u e , G o d k n o w s that it is t r u e . I f it s n o w e d o n 

1 January 10 mi l l ion BC on the site o f present -day N e w Y o r k , 

G o d k n o w s that it s n o w e d there and then. I f there is a p r o o f 

o f G o l d b a c h ' s c o n j e c t u r e ( someth ing mathemat ic ians have 

b e e n trying to discover for the past 3 0 0 years ) , G o d k n o w s 

what it is ; i f there is n o p r o o f , G o d k n o w s that there is n o 

p r o o f . All G o d ' s beliefs are t r u e , and G o d bel ieves everything 

that is t r u e . 

H u m a n persons are inf luenced in forming the i r purposes by 

their desires , their in-bui l t incl inations t o m a k e this choice and 

n o t that o n e . O u r desires include those p r o d u c e d by our b o d ­

ily p h y s i o l o g y — s u c h as desires for f o o d , drink, s leep , and 

s e x — a n d those f o r m e d in part by our c u l t u r e — s u c h as desires 

for fame and f o r t u n e . W e a r e , it s e e m s t o us (I b e l i e v e , c o r ­

r e c t l y ) , f ree to s o m e e x t e n t to fight against our desires and do 

s o m e act ion o t h e r than o n e which w e are naturally incl ined to 

d o , b u t i t requires e f for t . H u m a n beings have l imi ted f r e e 
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wil l . B u t G o d is supposed to b e n o t thus l imi ted . H e is per­

fectly free, in that desires n e v e r e x e r t causal inf luence on him 

at all . N o t m e r e l y , be ing o m n i p o t e n t , can he do w h a t e v e r he 

c h o o s e s , but h e is p e r f e c t l y f ree in making his cho ices . 

G o d t h e n , theism c la ims , is a p e r s o n , o m n i p o t e n t , o m n i s c i e n t , 

and per fec t ly f r e e . B u t n o w w e m u s t b e careful h o w w e 

understand these c la ims . An o m n i p o t e n t be ing can do any­

thing. B u t does that m e a n that he can m a k e the universe ex is t 

and n o t exis t at the same t i m e , m a k e 2 + 2 t o equal 5 , m a k e 

a shape square and r o u n d at the same t i m e , o r change the past? 

T h e ma jor i ty rel igious tradit ion has c la imed that G o d cannot 

do these things; n o t because G o d is w e a k , but because the 

w o r d s — f o r e x a m p l e , ' m a k e a shape square and r o und at the 

same t i m e ' — d o n o t descr ibe anything which makes sense. 

T h e r e is noth ing which would const i tute a shape be ing both 

square and r o u n d . Part o f what saying that something is square 

involves is saying that that thing is n o t r o u n d . S o , in technical 

w o r d s , G o d cannot do what is logically impossible (what 

involves a se l f - cont rad ic t ion) . G o d can m a k e the universe exis t 

and G o d can m a k e the universe n o t ex is t , b u t G o d cannot 

m a k e the universe ex is t and n o t ex is t at the same t i m e . T h e 

reason why theists ought to say what I have jus t said was first 

grasped c lear ly by the great Christ ian philosophical theologian , 

St T h o m a s Aquinas , in the th i r teenth c e n t u r y . 

It seems to m e that the same considerat ions require that w e 

understand G o d being omnisc ien t in a similarly careful way. 

Jus t as G o d cannot b e required t o do what is logically 

impossible to d o , so G o d cannot b e r e q u i r e d to k n o w what 

is logically impossible t o k n o w . It seems t o m e that it is logic­

ally impossible to k n o w (wi thout the possibility o f mis take ) 

what s o m e o n e wil l do freely t o m o r r o w . If I am really f ree to 
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c h o o s e t o m o r r o w w h e t h e r I will g o t o L o n d o n o r stay at 

h o m e , then i f anyone today has s o m e b e l i e f about what I will 

do ( e . g . that I will g o to L o n d o n ) , I have it in m y p o w e r 

t o m o r r o w to m a k e that b e l i e f false ( e . g . by staying at h o m e ) . 

So n o o n e ( n o t even G o d ) can k n o w today (wi thout the pos­

sibility o f mis take) what I wil l choose t o do t o m o r r o w . So I 

suggest that w e understand G o d being o m nisc ie n t as G o d 

k n o w i n g at any t i m e all that is logically possible to k n o w at 

that t i m e . T h a t wil l n o t include k n o w l e d g e , b e f o r e they have 

d o n e i t , o f what h u m a n persons wil l do f ree ly . Since G o d is 

o m n i p o t e n t , it will only b e because G o d al lows there to b e 

f ree persons that there will b e any f ree persons . So this l imit 

t o divine o m n i s c i e n c e arises f r o m the c o n s e q u e n c e s (which 

G o d could f o r e s e e ) o f his o w n choice t o create f ree agents . I 

m u s t , h o w e v e r , warn the reader that this view o f m i n e that 

G o d does n o t k n o w ( w i t h o u t the possibil ity o f mis take ) what 

f ree agents will do until they do it is n o t the n o r m a l Christian 

( o r J e w i s h or Is lamic) v iew. M y view is , h o w e v e r , impl ied , I 

b e l i e v e , by certain biblical passages; it s e e m s , for e x a m p l e , the 

natural in terpreta t ion o f the b o o k o f J o n a h that , when G o d 

told J o n a h to preach to Nineveh that it w o u l d b e d e s t r o y e d , 

he be l ieved that probably he w o u l d n e e d t o destroy it , b u t that 

for tunate ly , s ince the p e o p l e o f Nineveh r e p e n t e d , G o d saw 

n o n e e d t o carry out his p r o p h e c y . In advocating this 

r e f i n e m e n t o f o u r understanding o f o m n i s c i e n c e , I am simply 

carrying fur ther the process o f internal clarification o f the basic 

Christ ian understanding o f G o d which o t h e r Christ ian phi lo­

sophers such as Aquinas pursued in ear l ier days. 

All this does o f course assume that h u m a n beings have s o m e 

l imi ted f ree wi l l , in the sense that n o causes ( w h e t h e r brain 

states o r G o d ) d e t e r m i n e fully h o w they will c h o o s e . T h a t is 

the way it o f ten s e e m s t o us that w e have such a p o w e r . Even 
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the inanimate w o r l d , scientists n o w real ize , is n o t a fully 

de terminis t i c w o r l d — a n d the w o r l d o f thought and c h o i c e is 

even less obviously a predic table w o r l d . (I shall have a l i tt le 

m o r e t o say about this issue in Chapter 5 . ) 

G o d — t h e o m n i p o t e n t , omnisc ien t , and per fec t ly f ree per ­

s o n — i s , according t o the i sm, eternal. B u t there are t w o dif­

f e rent ways o f understanding ' e t e r n a l ' . W e can understand i t , 

as c learly the biblical w r i t e r s did, as everlast ing: G o d is e t e r ­

nal in the sense that he has ex is ted at each m o m e n t o f past 

t i m e , exists n o w , and will exis t at each m o m e n t o f future 

t i m e . Al ternat ive ly , w e can understand ' e t e r n a l ' as ' t i m e l e s s ' : 

G o d is e ternal in the sense that he exis ts outside t i m e . This 

la t ter is h o w all the great philosophical theologians f r o m the 

fourth t o the f o u r t e e n t h century AD (August ine , Boe th ius , and 

St T h o m a s Aquinas , for e x a m p l e ) u n d e r s t o o d G o d ' s e tern i ty . 

G o d does n o t , on this v iew, str ict ly speaking, exis t today or 

yesterday o r t o m o r r o w — h e just ex is ts . In his o n e t imeless 

' m o m e n t ' , he ' s imul taneous ly ' causes the events o f AD 1 9 9 5 

and o f 5 8 7 BC . In this one t imeless m o m e n t also h e k n o w s 

s imultaneously (as they happen) what is happening in AD 1 9 9 5 

and in 5 8 7 BC . F o r m y s e l f I cannot m a k e m u c h sense o f this 

s u g g e s t i o n — f o r m a n y reasons . F o r e x a m p l e , I cannot see that 

anything can b e m e a n t by saying that G o d k n o w s (as they hap­

p e n ) the events o f AD 1 9 9 5 unless it means that he exists in 

1 9 9 5 and k n o w s in 1 9 9 5 what is happening then. And then he 

cannot k n o w in the same act o f k n o w l e d g e (as they happen) 

the events o f 5 8 7 B C — f o r these are di f ferent years . H e n c e I 

p r e f e r the understanding o f G o d be ing eternal as his be ing 

everlast ing ra ther than as his be ing t i m e l e s s . H e exists at each 

m o m e n t o f unending t i m e . 

All the o t h e r essential proper t ies which theism at tr ibutes 

to G o d at each m o m e n t o f t i m e f o l l o w f r o m the three 
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p r o p e r t i e s o f o m n i p o t e n c e , o m n i s c i e n c e , and p e r f e c t f r e e d o m . 

T h u s G o d is supposed to b e bodiless. F o r a p e r s o n t o have a 

b o d y is for t h e r e to b e a chunk o f m a t t e r through which alone 

he o r she can m a k e a di f ference t o the physical w o r l d and 

acquire t rue bel iefs about i t . But , be ing o m n i p o t e n t , G o d can 

m a k e di f ferences t o the w o r l d and learn about it wi thout be ing 

thus d e p e n d e n t . So he will have n o b o d y ; he does n o t depend 

o n m a t t e r to affect and learn about the w o r l d . H e m o v e s the 

stars, as w e m o v e our a r m s , jus t l ike t h a t — a s a basic act ion. 

It fo l lows t o o f r o m his o m n i p o t e n c e that G o d is omnipresent 

( i . e . p r e s e n t e v e r y w h e r e ) , in the sense that he can m a k e a dif­

f e r e n c e to things e v e r y w h e r e and k n o w what is happening 

e v e r y w h e r e jus t l ike that , w i t h o u t needing arms o r sense 

organs o r the n o r m a l operat ion o f l ight rays in o r d e r t o do so . 

But , although he is e v e r y w h e r e p r e s e n t , he is n o t spatially 

e x t e n d e d ; he does n o t take up a v o l u m e o f s p a c e — f o r he has 

no b o d y . N o r , t h e r e f o r e , does he have any spatial parts : all o f 

h im is present e v e r y w h e r e , in the sense in which he is present 

at a p lace . It is n o t that part o f h im is in England, and another 

part in the U n i t e d States . 

G o d being o m n i p o t e n t could have p r e v e n t e d the universe 

f rom exist ing, i f he had so chosen . So it exists only because 

he al lows it to ex i s t . H e n c e e i ther he causes the e x i s t e n c e o f 

the universe , o r he causes or a l lows s o m e o t h e r agent to do 

so . In this sense , t h e r e f o r e , he is the creator of the universe, and, 

b e i n g — b y the same a r g u m e n t — e q u a l l y responsible for its 

cont inued e x i s t e n c e , he is the sustainer o f the universe . He is 

responsib le for t h e e x i s t e n c e o f the universe (and every o b j e c t 

within i t ) for as long as it ex is t s . T h a t may b e a finite t i m e — 

the universe may have begun to exis t a certa in n u m b e r o f 

years ago; c u r r e n t scientif ic ev idence suggests that the universe 

began t o exis t wi th the 'B ig Bang ' s o m e 1 5 , 0 0 0 mi l l ion years 
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ago . O r the universe m a y have ex is ted f o r e v e r . T h e theist as 

such is n o t c o m m i t t e d t o o n e or o t h e r o f these posi t ions . But 

the theist c laims that , even i f the universe has ex is ted f o r e v e r , 

its e x i s t e n c e at each m o m e n t o f t i m e is due to the conserving 

act ion o f G o d at that m o m e n t . 

G o d is supposed to b e responsib le , n o t m e r e l y for the exis t ­

e n c e o f all o t h e r o b j e c t s , b u t for their having the p o w e r s and 

liabilities they do . Inanimate things have certa in p o w e r s — f o r 

e x a m p l e , to m o v e in cer ta in ways , a t t ract o r repe l each o t h e r . 

T h e s e are n o t 'basic p o w e r s ' in the sense in which I was using 

the t e r m ear l ier ; a basic p o w e r is a p o w e r t o do someth ing 

intent ional ly , by c h o i c e . T h e p o w e r s o f inanimate things are 

p o w e r s to p r o d u c e e f fec ts , b u t n o t through c h o i c e or for a 

p u r p o s e . In genera l inanimate things have to act as they d o , 

have t o e x e r t their p o w e r s under cer ta in c i r c u m s t a n c e s — t h e 

g u n p o w d e r has to e x p l o d e w h e n you light it at the r ight t e m ­

pera ture and pressure . T h a t is what I m e a n by saying that it 

has a liability t o e x e r t its p o w e r s under certa in c i r c u m s t a n c e s . 

( O n the very small scale , the wor ld is n o t fully de termin is t i c 

— a t o m s and smal ler part ic les have only a probabi l i ty , a 

propensi ty to do this ra ther than that . T h e i r liability t o e x e r t 

their p o w e r s is only a propens i ty . But this randomness is n o t 

a m a t t e r o f c h o i c e , and so the i r act ions are n o t in tent iona l . ) 

G o d , the ism c la ims , causes inanimate things to have the 

p o w e r s and liabilities they d o , at each m o m e n t w h e n they have 

t h e m . G o d continual ly causes the g u n p o w d e r t o have the 

p o w e r to e x p l o d e , and the liability t o exerc i se the p o w e r 

w h e n it is ignited at the right t e m p e r a t u r e and pressure . And 

l ikewise , theism c la ims , G o d causes plants and animals (and 

human bodies , in so far as they act n o n - i n t e n t i o n a l l y — f o r 

e x a m p l e , w h e n the b l o o d is p u m p e d round o u r arter ies and 

veins) t o have the p o w e r s and liabilities they d o . And G o d is 
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also responsib le for the e x i s t e n c e o f h u m a n s . H e could cause 

us t o act o f physical necess i ty . B u t , given that w e have l im­

i ted f r e e wi l l , G o d does n o t cause us t o f o r m the purposes w e 

d o . T h a t is up to us . But G o d does c o n s e r v e in us f r o m 

m o m e n t to m o m e n t our basic p o w e r s t o act , and thus ensures 

that the purposes w e f o r m m a k e a d i f ference t o the w o r l d . 

G o d al lows us t o c h o o s e w h e t h e r to f o r m the purpose o f m o v ­

ing a hand or n o t ; and G o d ensures that ( n o r m a l l y ) , w h e n w e 

f o r m that p u r p o s e , it is e f f i c a c i o u s — i f w e t ry t o m o v e our 

hand, it m o v e s . 

W h e n G o d acts t o p r o d u c e s o m e ef fect by conserving 

o b j e c t s in e x i s t e n c e , and conserving the i r p o w e r s and liabili­

t ies to act , he produces the ef fect in a non-bas ic w a y . W h e n 

G o d makes the g u n p o w d e r e x p l o d e by conserving its exp los ­

ive p o w e r , and its liability t o e x e r c i s e the p o w e r w h e n 

igni ted, he produces the explos ion in a non-bas ic w a y — j u s t as 

when I cause the d o o r t o b e open by pulling it towards m e . 

G o d normal ly br ings about ordinary historical events by these 

non-bas ic r o u t e s — t h a t is, by making o t h e r o b j e c t s br ing about 

those events . But he could bring about any e v e n t by a basic 

ac t ion; and jus t s o m e t i m e s , the theist normal ly c la ims, he does 

p r o d u c e ef fects in a basic way. He occasional ly in tervenes in 

the natural w o r l d to p r o d u c e ef fects d i r e c t l y — f o r e x a m p l e , 

curing s o m e o n e o f c a n c e r , w h e n they w o u l d n o t ge t b e t t e r by 

n o r m a l processes . (I shall say m o r e about such divine act ions 

in Chapter 7 . ) 

G o d is supposed t o b e perfectly good. His being per fec t ly 

g o o d fo l lows f r o m his be ing per fec t ly f ree and o m n i s c i e n t . A 

per fec t ly f ree person wil l inevitably do what he bel ieves to b e 

(overa l l ) the bes t act ion and n e v e r do what h e bel ieves t o b e 

an (overal l ) bad ac t ion . In any situation to f o r m a purpose to 

achieve s o m e goal , to t ry to achieve s o m e goal involves 
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regarding the goal as in s o m e way a g o o d thing. T o t ry t o go 

to L o n d o n , I m u s t regard m y being in L o n d o n as in s o m e way 

a g o o d t h i n g — e i t h e r because I w o u l d en joy being t h e r e , o r 

because t h e r e b y I can avoid s o m e unpleasant occas ion , or 

because it is m y duty t o b e in L o n d o n . T o regard s o m e aspect 

o f be ing in L o n d o n as g o o d is t o have a reason for going to 

L o n d o n . If I had n o reason at all for going t o L o n d o n , m y 

going t h e r e w o u l d n o t b e an intent ional act ion ( w o u l d n o t b e 

someth ing I m e a n t t o d o ) . A p e r s o n ' s intent ional act ions m u s t , 

t h e r e f o r e , in part b e rat ional ; in t h e m he m u s t b e guided in 

par t by rat ional cons iderat ions . Y e t , as n o t e d ear l ier , w e 

humans are n o t fully rat ional , be ing sub jec t t o des ires . (In call­

ing desires non-ra t iona l , I do not wish to imply that there is 

someth ing w r o n g with t h e m , and that w e ought n o t to yield 

to t h e m . I m e a n only that they are incl inations wi th which w e 

find ourse lves , n o t ones solely under the c o n t r o l o f reasons . ) 

But a p e r s o n free f r o m desires w h o f o r m e d his purposes solely 

on the basis o f rat ional considerat ions w o u l d inevitably do the 

act ion which he be l ieved (overal l ) the bes t one to d o , o r ( i f 

t h e r e is n o t , the p e r s o n be l ieves , a b e s t ac t ion, b u t a n u m b e r 

o f equal best ac t ions) o n e o f the equal bes t act ions . 

N o w , i f t h e r e are m o r a l t r u t h s — t r u t h s about what is 

mora l ly g o o d and b a d — a n omnisc ien t p e r s o n will k n o w what 

they are . If, for e x a m p l e , lying is always m o r a l l y w r o n g , G o d 

will k n o w that . O n the o t h e r hand, i f lying is w r o n g only in 

certa in c i r c u m s t a n c e s , then G o d will k n o w that . D e s p i t e the 

doubts o f the occasional hardened scept i c , w e do a lmost all o f 

us think a lmost all the t i m e that t h e r e are s o m e acts which are 

mora l ly g o o d (and a m o n g t h e m s o m e which are m o r a l l y oblig­

a t o r y ) , and s o m e which are mora l ly bad (and a m o n g t h e m 

s o m e w h i c h are mora l ly w r o n g ) . It is m o r a l l y g o o d t o give (at 

least s o m e m o n e y s o m e t i m e s ) to the starving, and obl igatory 



God 

[ 1 4 ] 

t o feed o u r o w n chi ldren w h e n they are starving; and it is 

w r o n g t o t o r t u r e chi ldren for fun. W h o can seriously deny 

these things? T h e mora l ly g o o d is the overal l g o o d . T o say that 

it is mora l ly g o o d t o feed the starving is n o t to say that it is 

g o o d in all respec ts , in depriving us o f m o n e y it m a y deprive 

us o f s o m e future e n j o y m e n t , and so giving wil l n o t b e g o o d 

in all r espec t s . But it is g o o d in the m o r e i m p o r t a n t r e s p e c t 

that it saves the lives o f human beings and so gives t h e m the 

oppor tuni ty for m u c h future we l l -be ing . In c o n s e q u e n c e , it is 

overal l a g o o d a c t — o r so s o m e o n e claims w h o claims that i t 

is a mora l ly g o o d act . G o d , be ing o m n i s c i e n t , will have t r u e 

bel iefs about what is mora l ly g o o d , and, be ing per fec t ly f r e e , 

he will do what he bel ieves is (overa l l ) the b e s t . So he will 

always do what is overal l the b e s t , and n e v e r do what is over ­

all bad. H e n c e G o d will be per fec t ly g o o d . 

S o m e m o r a l t ruths are c learly m o r a l t ruths , w h e t h e r or n o t 

t h e r e is a G o d : i t is surely w r o n g to t o r t u r e chi ldren for fun 

w h e t h e r or n o t t h e r e is a G o d . O n the o t h e r hand, i f the ism 

is t r u e , w e o w e our e x i s t e n c e f r o m m o m e n t to m o m e n t t o 

the conserving act ion o f G o d ; and he gives us this wonder fu l 

w o r l d t o en joy . ( O f course n o t all aspects o f this w o r l d are 

w o n d e r f u l , and I will c o m e t o cons ider its bad aspects in 

C h a p t e r 6 . ) G o d is a generous b e n e f a c t o r . O n e o f the m o s t 

fundamental human obligations ( i . e . dut ies) is (within l imits ) 

t o please our m a j o r b e n e f a c t o r s — t o do in r e t u r n for t h e m 

s o m e small favour which they r e q u e s t in re turn for the great 

things they have given us. I f theism is t rue , G o d is by far o u r 

greates t b e n e f a c t o r , for all our o t h e r benefac tors depend for 

the i r ability to benef i t us on G o d ' s sustaining p o w e r . W e o w e 

G o d a lo t . H e n c e (within l i m i t s ) , i f G o d tells us to do certa in 

things , it b e c o m e s o u r duty to do t h e m . Jus t as (within nar­

r o w l imits) it b e c o m e s o u r duty to do cer ta in things i f our 
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parents ( w h e n w e are chi ldren) tel l us to do t h e m , o r the state 

tells us t o do t h e m , so (within w i d e r l imits ) it b e c o m e s our 

duty t o do things i f G o d tells us to do t h e m . F o r e x a m p l e , it 

w o u l d n o t b e a duty t o worship G o d especially o n Sundays i f 

G o d did n o t tell us t o do s o ; b u t , i f G o d tel ls us t o worship 

h im then , it b e c o m e s o u r duty. (And i f his c o m m a n d refers to 

Saturdays or Fridays instead, then our duty is to worship h im 

t h e n . ) A n d , i f G o d tel ls us t o do someth ing which is our duty 

anyway for o t h e r reasons ( e . g . t o ensure that our o w n chil­

dren are fed and e d u c a t e d ) , it b e c o m e s even m o r e our duty 

t o do that thing. G o d is thus a source o f m o r a l o b l i g a t i o n — 

his c o m m a n d s c r e a t e m o r a l obl igat ions . But G o d c lear ly can­

n o t m a k e things which are our duty n o longer our duty : h e 

cannot m a k e it r ight t o t o r t u r e chi ldren for fun. T h a t be ing 

s o , i t fo l lows f r o m his p e r f e c t goodness that he will n o t c o m ­

m a n d us t o do s o — f o r it is w r o n g to c o m m a n d what is 

w r o n g . 

It may surprise s o m e m o d e r n readers t o suppose that a t h e ­

ist can a l low that s o m e m o r a l truths are m o r a l truths quite 

independent o f the will o f G o d . This is , h o w e v e r , an issue o n 

which the Christ ian philosophical tradit ion has b e e n split r ight 

d o w n the m i d d l e ; and I side with t w o o f its greatest r e p r e ­

s e n t a t i v e s — S t T h o m a s Aquinas and the f o u r t e e n t h - c e n t u r y 

Scott ish phi losopher D u n s S c o t u s — i n holding that t h e r e are 

m o r a l t ruths independent o f the will o f G o d . G o d can only 

e n f o r c e t h e s e , n o t a l ter t h e m . But , i f t h e r e are m o r a l t ruths 

such as ' it is w r o n g t o t o r t u r e chi ldren for f u n ' which hold 

independent ly o f the wil l o f G o d , they wil l b e l ike ' n o shape 

can b e b o t h ro u nd and square at the same t i m e ' ; they m u s t 

hold whatever the w o r l d is l ike , and that is because there is 

n o sense ul t imately in supposing t h e m n o t t o ho ld . 

G o o d act ions are o f t w o kinds. T h e r e are obligations ( i . e . 
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dut ies ) , and t h e r e are g o o d act ions b e y o n d o b l i g a t i o n — c a l l e d 

supererogatory g o o d act ions . W e are b l a m e w o r t h y i f w e fail 

t o fulfil our obl igat ions b u t n o r m a l l y n o t pra i seworthy for 

fulfilling t h e m . C o n v e r s e l y , n o b l a m e attaches to us i f w e fail 

t o do s o m e supererogatory g o o d act , b u t w e are pra iseworthy 

i f w e d o i t . J u s t w h e r e the l ine is t o b e drawn is n o t always 

obvious . But it is c lear that t h e r e is a l ine . I f I b o r r o w m o n e y , 

I have an obl igat ion to repay . If I fail to repay b o r r o w e d 

m o n e y , I am b l a m e w o r t h y ; b u t I d o n o t normal ly deserve any 

praise for repaying the m o n e y . C o n v e r s e l y , I have n o obliga­

t ion t o t h r o w m y s e l f on a grenade which is about t o e x p l o d e 

in o r d e r t o save the life o f a fr iend w h o is standing c l o s e . But 

i f I do the ac t ion , I deserve the highest praise . Obl igat ions 

most ly arise f r o m benef i ts voluntari ly accepted o r undertak­

ings voluntari ly e n t e r e d i n t o . I have n o obl igat ion t o m a r r y 

and have chi ldren; b u t , if I do have chi ldren, I have an obliga­

t ion t o feed and educate t h e m . This suggests that G o d b e f o r e 

he creates any o t h e r persons has n o obl igat ions , though it is a 

supererogatory g o o d act for h im to c rea te m a n y o t h e r persons 

including h u m a n s . I f h e does c r e a t e t h e m , he will then incur 

cer ta in obl igat ions towards t h e m . Exac t ly what those are m a y 

b e disputed, but the Christ ian tradit ion has n o r m a l l y main­

ta ined, for e x a m p l e , that , i f G o d m a k e s p r o m i s e s to us , he is 

obl iged to k e e p t h e m . 

T o fail t o fulfil your obligations is always an overal l bad act , 

b u t obligations are l imi ted . G o d can easily, and in virtue o f 

his p e r f e c t goodness will easily, fulfil all his obl igat ions . But 

t h e r e is n o l imit t o the possible acts o f supererogatory g o o d ­

ness which a p e r s o n can do e x c e p t any l imit arising f r o m his 

or h e r p o w e r s . W e humans have l imi ted p o w e r s ; and can do 

only a f e w l imi ted supererogatory g o o d acts . I can give m y 

savings t o o n e char i ty , b u t then I will b e unable t o give any-
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thing t o another chari ty . I f I devote m y life t o caring for one 

g r o u p o f chi ldren in England, I shall b e unable t o care for 

a n o t h e r g r o u p o f chi ldren in a distant land. G o d ' s p o w e r s , 

h o w e v e r , are u n l i m i t e d . But even G o d , w e have seen, cannot 

do the logically imposs ib le . And it is logically impossible t o do 

every possible supererogatory g o o d act . It is g o o d that G o d 

should c rea te p e r s o n s , including h u m a n persons . B u t , h o w e v e r 

m a n y he c r e a t e s , it w o u l d b e even b e t t e r i f he c rea ted m o r e 

(perhaps we l l spaced out in an infinitely large u n i v e r s e ) . Given 

that h u m a n life is in general a g o o d thing, the m o r e o f it the 

b e t t e r . G o d cannot c r e a t e the bes t o f all possible w o r l d s , for 

t h e r e can b e n o such w o r l d — a n y w o r l d can b e i m p r o v e d by 

adding m o r e persons t o i t , and n o d o u b t in plenty o f o t h e r 

ways as w e l l . So what does G o d ' s p e r f e c t goodness a m o u n t 

to? N o t that h e does all possible g o o d a c t s — t h a t is n o t logi­

cally possible . Presumably that h e fulfils his obl igat ions , does 

n o bad acts , and p e r f o r m s very m a n y g o o d acts . 

So G o d ' s p e r f e c t goodness places very l i t t le res t r i c t ion on 

which act ions he will d o . T h e res t r i c t ion that he m u s t p e r f o r m 

n o bad acts , and so fulfil all his obl igat ions , m a y l imit s o m e ­

what what he can do with creatures whi le he keeps t h e m in 

be ing. But it does n o t , I suggest , obl ige h im t o k e e p t h e m in 

be ing forever (good though it is in s o m e cases that h e should) , 

l e t a lone c rea te t h e m in the first p l a c e . But there is open t o 

G o d an infinite range o f g o o d acts : infinitely m a n y dif ferent 

universes which h e could c r e a t e , and infinitely m a n y dif ferent 

things he could do with t h e m — a l l possible express ions o f c r e ­

ative overf lowing love . Y e t , although t h e r e are infinitely many 

di f ferent universes he could c r e a t e , t h e r e are perhaps only a 

small n u m b e r o f kinds o f universe he could c r e a t e . H e could 

c rea te universes containing s o m e persons o f l imi ted p o w e r s 

such as h u m a n s , o r universes w i t h o u t such p e r s o n s . And the 
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obvious goodness o f at least one universe o f the f o r m e r kind 

m a k e s it quite l ikely that h e will c rea te o n e . B u t t h e r e is n o 

l imit t o the possibil i t ies o f h o w m a n y persons it could contain , 

and indeed which persons they are . G o d m u s t c h o o s e which 

to do o f the infinitely m a n y g o o d act ions , each o f which he 

has a reason t o d o . S o , l ike ourselves in a situation w h e r e w e 

have a choice b e t w e e n act ions each o f which w e have equal 

reason to d o , G o d m u s t p e r f o r m a ' m e n t a l t o s s - u p ' — d e c i d e , 

that is, on which reason t o act in a way which is n o t d e t e r ­

m i n e d by his nature o r anything e lse . W e can understand such 

an operat ion o f n o n - d e t e r m i n e d rat ional c h o i c e , for w e seem 

s o m e t i m e s to e x p e r i e n c e it in ourse lves . 

So it fo l lows f r o m G o d be ing everlast ingly o m n i p o t e n t , o m n i ­

sc ient , and per fec t ly f ree that he is everlast ingly bodi less , 

o m n i p r e s e n t , c r e a t o r and sustainer o f the universe , per fec t ly 

g o o d , and a source o f m o r a l obl igat ion. But theism does n o t 

claim m e r e l y that the person w h o is G o d has these proper t ies 

o f be ing everlast ingly o m n i p o t e n t , o m n i s c i e n t , and perfec t ly 

f r e e . It c la ims that G o d has these proper t ies n e c e s s a r i l y — t h e s e 

are essential properties o f G o d . L e t m e explain what this m e a n s . 

Every o b j e c t has s o m e essential proper t ies and s o m e acciden­

tal ( i . e . non-essent ia l ) p r o p e r t i e s . T h e essential proper t ies o f 

an o b j e c t are those which it cannot lose w i t h o u t ceasing t o 

ex is t . O n e o f the essential proper t ies o f m y desk, for e x a m ­

p l e , is that it occupies space . It could n o t cease t o o c c u p y 

space ( b e c o m e d i sembodied) and yet cont inue t o ex is t . By 

contras t , o n e o f its accidental proper t ies is be ing b r o w n . It 

could still exis t i f I painted it r e d so that it was n o longer 

b r o w n . Persons are essentially o b j e c t s wi th the potent ia l to 

have ( intent ional ) p o w e r s , purposes , and bel ie fs . I may b e 

t e m p o r a r i l y paralysed and unconsc ious and so have t e m p o r a r -
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ily lost the p o w e r t o think o r m o v e m y l imbs . B u t , i f I lose 

the potent ia l to have these p o w e r s ( i f I lose t h e m b e y o n d the 

p o w e r o f medica l o r o t h e r help t o r e s t o r e t h e m ) , then I cease 

to ex is t . O n the o t h e r hand, m y p o w e r s can g r o w or dimin­

ish, and m y bel iefs can change (I can forge t things I o n c e 

k n e w , and acquire n e w areas o f k n o w l e d g e ) , whi le the same 

I cont inues to ex is t through all the change . 

By contras t , the ism maintains that the personal be ing w h o 

is G o d cannot lose any o f his p o w e r s or k n o w l e d g e or b e c o m e 

sub jec t to inf luence by des i re . If G o d lost any o f his p o w e r s , 

he w o u l d cease t o ex is t , jus t as m y desk would cease to exis t 

i f it ceased to o c c u p y space . And e terni ty ( that is , everlast-

ingness) also be ing an essential p r o p e r t y o f G o d , n o indi­

vidual w h o had begun to ex is t o r could cease t o exis t w o u l d 

b e G o d . 

If, as theism mainta ins , there is a G o d w h o is essentially 

eternal ly o m n i p o t e n t , o m n i s c i e n t , and per fec t ly f r e e , then he 

will b e the ul t imate brute fact which explains everything e l se . 

G o d is responsib le for the e x i s t e n c e o f everything else besides 

h i m s e l f and for it be ing as it is and having the p o w e r s and liab­

ilities it d o e s ; by his cont inual act ion at each m o m e n t o f t i m e , 

G o d ' s o w n e x i s t e n c e is the only thing w h o s e e x i s t e n c e G o d ' s 

act ion does n o t expla in . F o r that t h e r e is n o explanat ion . In 

that sense G o d is a necessary be ing , someth ing which exists 

under its o w n s t e a m , n o t d e p e n d e n t on anything e lse . 

S o that is the G o d w h o m theists (Chris t ian, J e w i s h , and 

Islamic a m o n g o t h e r s ) c la im t o ex is t . W h y should w e be l ieve 

t h e m ? T o answer that quest ion w e m u s t l o o k at the cr i ter ia 

which scientists , historians and others use w h e n they put for ­

ward their theor ies about the causes o f what they o b s e r v e . 



2 
HOW WE EXPLAIN 

THINGS 

Two Kinds of Explanation 

T h e w o r l d consists o f o b j e c t s — o r , m o r e technica l ly , as 

phi losophers s o m e t i m e s call t h e m , substances . Desks and 

t r e e s , stars and galaxies , a toms and e l e c t r o n s , animals and 

h u m a n beings are all substances. (I m u s t w a r n the r e a d e r that I 

am using the w o r d ' s u b s t a n c e ' n o t as the n a m e o f a kind o f 

t h i n g — s u c h as oil o r s u l p h u r — b u t as the n a m e o f individual 

things. It is this desk o r that t r e e which is a subs tance . ) 

Substances have p r o p e r t i e s : they are square o r have such and 

such a mass o r e l e c t r i c charge ; and they have re lat ions t o o t h e r 

substances : one substance is 10 feet away f r o m s o m e o t h e r 

substance or to the left o f i t , exists ear l ier than i t , o r looks 

ye l low to i t . A substance having a p r o p e r t y (this desk having 

a mass o f 1 0 kg) o r re lat ion ( the desk standing on the f l o o r ) , 

o r changing its proper t ies (this lump o f putty changing f r o m 

be ing square t o be ing r o u n d ) or re lat ions ( m e m o v i n g away 

f r o m y o u ) , o r c o m i n g in to e x i s t e n c e o r ceasing t o exis t is an 

event ( o r p h e n o m e n o n ) . Events are caused by substances . T h e 

dynamite caused the exp los ion , o n e bil l iard ball caused 

another to m o v e away, and the m a r k s m a n caused the m o t i o n 
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o f the gun t r igger . O f t e n m a n y substances c o m b i n e t o cause 

s o m e event . Several painters m a y c o m b i n e t o cause a house t o 

b e pa inted , and sun and ear th may b o t h e x e r t f o r c e on the 

m o o n so as to cause i t t o m o v e in a certa in path. 

H u m a n beings have always sought the t r u e explanat ions o f 

all the events (all the p h e n o m e n a ) o f which they k n o w , have 

sought t o discover the causes o f events and the reasons why 

those causes had the ef fects they did. W e have had pract ical 

aims in this : i f w e k n o w what causes explos ions o r the g r o w t h 

o f plants , then w e can br ing these things about ourse lves . But 

humans have also had deep non-prac t i ca l aims in finding out 

the causes o f things and the reasons w h y the causes p r o d u c e d 

the ef fects they d i d — b o t h the causes o f part icular things (what 

m a d e the Pres ident or the P r i m e Minis ter say what he d i d ) , 

and o f very general things (what causes leaves t o b e g r e e n , o r 

animals to ex is t ; and h o w do they cause these e f fec t s ) . 

W e find t w o di f ferent kinds o f explanat ions o f events , t w o 

dif ferent ways in which o b j e c t s cause events . T h e r e is inani­

m a t e causation, and there is intent ional causat ion. W h e n the 

dynamite causes a part icular exp los ion , it does so because it 

has, a m o n g its p r o p e r t i e s , the p o w e r t o do so and the liabil­

ity to e x e r c i s e that p o w e r under certa in c o n d i t i o n s — w h e n it 

is ignited at a cer ta in t e m p e r a t u r e and pressure . It has t o cause 

the explos ion under those condi t ions ; it has n o opt ion , and 

there is nothing purposive about it doing so . But the dynamite 

was ignited b e c a u s e , say, a t e r ror i s t ignited it . T h e ter ror i s t 

caused the ignit ion, because he had the p o w e r to do so , the 

b e l i e f that doing so w o u l d cause an exp los ion , and the pur­

pose o f causing an exp los ion . H e chose to cause the ignit ion; 

he could have d o n e o t h e r w i s e . H e r e w e have t w o kinds o f 

explanat ion . T h e first, in t e r m s o f p o w e r s and liabilit ies, is 

inanimate explanat ion . T h e s e c o n d , in t e r m s o f p o w e r s , 
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bel ie fs , and purposes , is in tent ional , o r — a s I shall call it in 

future—personal explanat ion . D i f f e r e n t p h e n o m e n a are 

expla ined in di f ferent ways : s o m e events are b r o u g h t about 

intent ional ly by persons (and animals , s o m e o f w h o m also act 

in tent iona l ly ) , and s o m e events are b r o u g h t about by inani­

m a t e things. 

T h e personal -explanat ion m o d e l o f explanat ion is , l ike the 

inanimate o n e , unavoidable in o u r thinking about the w o r l d . 

S o m e thinkers have c la imed that persons and their purposes 

real ly m a k e n o d i f ference t o what happens ; brain events cause 

and are caused by o t h e r n e r v e events and br ing about bodi ly 

m o v e m e n t s wi thout persons and purposes making any differ­

e n c e . But n o o n e can think consis tent ly in that way. T o f o r m 

a purpose (in the sense which I have descr ibed) to m o v e o n e ' s 

hand or whatever involves trying t o m o v e the hand. And w e 

k n o w very wel l that , i f w e ceased t o f o r m purposes and to t ry 

t o e x e c u t e t h e m , nothing w o u l d happen; w e w o u l d cease t o 

eat and talk and w r i t e and walk as w e d o . W h a t w e try to 

achieve makes all the d i f ference t o what happens . 

Scientists ref ine our ordinary everyday explanat ions o f 

e v e n t s . Physics and chemis t ry provide inanimate explanat ions , 

and so m u c h his tory , psychology, soc io logy, and detec t ive 

w o r k provide personal explanat ions . W e find that inanimate 

o b j e c t s o f similar kinds all have similar p o w e r s , and similar lia­

bil i t ies to e x e r c i s e those p o w e r s under di f ferent condi t ions . It 

is n o t m e r e l y that heat ing a part icular p iece o f c o p p e r causes 

it t o e x p a n d , but that all c o p p e r expands when hea ted . T h e s e 

general izat ions about w h e n things e x e r c i s e their p o w e r s are 

cal led laws o f n a t u r e , o r natural laws , or scientif ic laws. 

Psychologists and sociologists have n o t so far b e e n nearly as 

successful at finding general izat ions about h u m a n purposive 

behaviour . B u t n o doubt t h e r e are s o m e generalizations t o b e 
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found about w h i c h h u m a n persons have which p o w e r s and 

bel iefs under w h i c h c i r c u m s t a n c e s ; and, to s o m e e x t e n t , about 

which purposes they will probably ( though n o t cer ta inly) 

f o r m . 

I f every o b j e c t in the w o r l d had dif ferent p o w e r s and lia­

bil i t ies ( to e x e r c i s e t h e m under certa in condi t ions) f r o m every 

o t h e r o n e , the w o r l d w o u l d b e a very c o m p l i c a t e d and unpre­

dictable p lace . But it is a for tunate fact , which I shall b e going 

on t o emphasize qui te a l o t , that o b j e c t s fall into kinds w h o s e 

m e m b e r s all behave in the same w a y . All vo lumes o f w a t e r 

f reeze at the same t e m p e r a t u r e — t h a t is, they have the p o w e r 

to f reeze , and the liability t o e x e r c i s e that p o w e r w h e n the 

t e m p e r a t u r e falls to 0 ° C . All e l e c t r o n s ( the part ic les o f e l e c ­

t r i c charge) repe l all o t h e r e lec t rons with the same force in all 

condi t ions . And so o n and so on . And it seems that all m a t e r ­

ial o b j e c t s w h a t s o e v e r c o n f o r m t o the same very genera l laws 

o f b e h a v i o u r — f o r e x a m p l e , each attracts each o t h e r wi th a 

gravitational f o r c e which ( to a high degree o f accuracy) 

N e w t o n codif ied in his law o f gravitational a t t rac t ion . 

Scientists are trying to find the m o s t genera l laws o f nature 

f r o m which all the lesser laws applying only very approxi ­

m a t e l y , o r applying only to special kinds o f ob jec t s ( w a t e r , o r 

e l e c t r o n s ) , apply. In discussing the laws o f n a t u r e , what sci­

entists are discussing are the p o w e r s and liabilities to act o f 

i n n u m e r a b l e part icular substances , e i ther all part icular o b j e c t s 

o r ones o f certa in kinds . 

Because o f this widespread uni formity in the behaviour o f 

things, w e m a y phrase our explanat ion o f a part icular event in 

t e r m s o f the initial condi t ions surrounding the causing sub­

stance which t r iggered it to act and a law o f nature stating 

what p o w e r s and liabilities substances o f that kind have . W e 

m a y say that the c o p p e r expanded because the c o p p e r was 
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heated and it is a law o f nature that all c o p p e r expands w h e n 

hea ted . But it is i m p o r t a n t t o b e a r in m i n d that laws o f nature 

are n o t substances ; they are jus t human summar ies o f the 

p o w e r s and liabilities o f substances . It is the p o w e r s and liab­

ilities o f a part icular p iece o f c o p p e r which m a k e it expand 

w h e n hea ted . W h i l e I shall n e e d t o c o m e b a c k t o this po int , 

I shall find it m o r e c o n v e n i e n t f o r m u c h o f the res t o f this 

chapter to summarize inanimate explanat ion simply as initial 

conditions plus law of nature causing event. 

Explanat ions in the physical sc iences a r e , o f c o u r s e , n o r ­

mal ly a lo t m o r e compl i ca ted than the (over-s impl i f ied) e x a m ­

ple o f the last paragraph. T h e y typically involve several initial 

condi t ions and several di f ferent laws. An explanat ion o f 

J u p i t e r be ing w h e r e it is n o w m a y involve the posit ions o f 

J u p i t e r and the sun last year and also those o f o t h e r planets , 

and several laws (such as N e w t o n ' s three laws o f m o t i o n and 

his law o f gravitational a t t r a c t i o n ) , and the process o f deriv­

ing f r o m these the p h e n o m e n o n to b e expla ined may b e quite 

a lengthy o n e . T h e explanat ion will b e a t rue o n e if the sug­

gested initial condit ions did indeed o c c u r , the c i ted laws are 

indeed t r u e laws, and t o g e t h e r these lead us to e x p e c t J u p i t e r 

t o b e w h e r e it is. 

Laws o f nature may b e universal ones ( e . g . 'all part ic les o f 

l ight travel wi th a veloc i ty o f 3 0 0 , 0 0 0 k m / s e c . ' ) o r statistical 

ones ( 'all a toms o f radium have a probabi l i ty o f lA o f decaying 

within 1 , 6 2 0 y e a r s ' ) . 

T h e factors involved in explanat ion can themselves of ten b e 

expla ined . T h e posi t ion o f J u p i t e r last year can b e expla ined 

in t e r m s o f its posi t ion the year b e f o r e ; and the operat ion o f 

N e w t o n ' s laws o f m o t i o n can b e expla ined by the operat ion 

o f m o r e general l a w s — f o r e x a m p l e , E inste in ' s laws. (That is, 

the p o w e r s and liabilities to act which a substance has as 

[24 ] 



How We Explain Things 

descr ibed b y N e w t o n ' s laws are der ived f r o m the ones it has 

as descr ibed b y E ins te in ' s l a w s . ) Typica l ly , l o w - l e v e l laws con­

c e r n e d with things readily observable ( e . g . vo lumes o f a gas 

in a test t u b e ) in s o m e n a r r o w reg ion ( e . g . near the surface 

o f the ear th) are expla ined by 'h igher - leve l ' laws which con­

c e r n the behaviour o f things n o t so readily observable ( the 

m o l e c u l e s o r a t o m s o f gases) over a w i d e r reg ion . Similarly, 

t o r e v e r t to personal explanat ion , s o m e purposes and beliefs 

m a y b e expla ined by o t h e r purposes and bel ie fs . I f o r m a 

purpose o f going t o the cupboard because I have the purpose 

o f get t ing food and I be l ieve that t h e r e is food in the 

c u p b o a r d . 

The Justification of Explanation 

So m u c h for the e l e m e n t s involved in explanat ion o f the t w o 

kinds : inanimate substances , and their p o w e r s , l iabilit ies, and 

events which t r igger t h e m off ; p e r s o n s , and the i r p o w e r s , pur ­

p o s e s , and bel ie fs . T h e s e are the causes o f events and the rea­

sons why the causes have the ef fects they d o . But what justif ies 

a claim that so and so is the cause o f s o m e event and such and 

such is the reason w h y it had t h e ef fect it did? Let us answer 

this quest ion first for inanimate explanat ion , and le t us c o n ­

t inue to o p e r a t e t emporar i ly in t e r m s o f laws o f nature and 

initial condi t ions . W h y do w e suppose , for e x a m p l e , that 

N e w t o n ' s laws o f m o t i o n and the previous posit ions o f sun, 

m o o n , and o t h e r planets explain the p r e s e n t posi t ion o f 

Jupi ter? 

A claim that s o m e proposed law is real ly a law o f n a t u r e , 

is just i f ied ( i . e . l ikely t o b e t r u e , r e n d e r e d p r o b a b l e ) t o the 

e x t e n t to w h i c h : 
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( 1 ) i t leads us t o e x p e c t (wi th accuracy) m a n y and varied 

events which w e observe (and w e do n o t observe any 

events w h o s e n o n - o c c u r r e n c e it leads us t o e x p e c t ) , 

( 2 ) what is p r o p o s e d is s imple , 

( 3 ) it fits wel l with o u r b a c k g r o u n d k n o w l e d g e , 

( 4 ) w e w o u l d n o t o t h e r w i s e e x p e c t t o find these events 

( e . g . t h e r e is n o rival law which leads us t o e x p e c t 

these events which satisfies cr i ter ia (1—3) as we l l as 

does o u r proposed l a w ) . 

L e t m e i l lustrate these cr i ter ia at w o r k wi th a s o m e w h a t 

simplified version o f a famous historical case . C o n s i d e r K e p l e r 

in the s ix teenth century studying the m o t i o n o f the planet 

M a r s . O t h e r s have provided him with a large n u m b e r o f 

observat ions o f past posit ions o f M a r s . H e wishes t o discover 

the law governing the m o v e m e n t o f M a r s — t h a t is, the path 

along which Mars m o v e s , k n o w l e d g e o f which will enable h im 

t o predic t its future posi t ions . H e can m a r k o n a m a p o f the 

sky the observed past pos i t ions , and clearly any law governing 

the m o t i o n o f Mars will b e r e p r e s e n t e d by a curve which 

passes through those posit ions ( a p p r o x i m a t e l y — t h e r e may b e 

small inaccuracies o f o b s e r v a t i o n ) . Such a law will satisfy cr i ­

t e r i o n 1 . T h e t r o u b l e is that an infinite n u m b e r o f di f ferent 

curves wil l satisfy c r i te r ion 1 . O n e possibil ity is , o f c o u r s e , 

that Mars m o v e s in an el l ipse. A n o t h e r is that Mars m o v e s in 

a spiral which diverges hardly at all f r o m the el l ipse during the 

per iod studied so far, but will diverge significantly h e r e a f t e r . 

A n o t h e r is that Mars m o v e s along a path which descr ibes 

increasingly large ell ipses which eventually b e c o m e parabol ic 

in shape. T h e n t h e r e are curves o f a kind m a r k e d in Fig. 1 , 

coinciding wi th the ell ipse for the observat ions m a d e so far b u t 

diverging subsequently in a qui te wild w a y . H o w is a c h o i c e 
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position 

Fig. 1 . Possible curves for the motion of Mars (positions of Mars 
marked by crosses) 

C r i t e r i o n 3 d o e s , h o w e v e r , also c o m e i n — t h e p r o p o s e d 

law has t o fit we l l wi th our b a c k g r o u n d k n o w l e d g e . By 'back­

ground k n o w l e d g e ' I m e a n k n o w l e d g e o f h o w things w o r k in 

ne ighbour ing areas . F o r e x a m p l e , w h e n w e are consider ing 

theor ies about h o w a part icular gas behaves at l o w t e m p e r a ­

t u r e , w e take into a c c o u n t w h a t , i f anything, w e k n o w about 

h o w o t h e r gases behave at l o w t e m p e r a t u r e . O u r third cr i ­

t e r ion is satisfied t o the e x t e n t t o which a p r o p o s e d law ' f i ts ' 

wi th that w i d e r k n o w l e d g e . In plot t ing his curve for M a r s , 
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t o b e made? M o s t possible curves are very un-s imple in t w o 

r e s p e c t s — t h e i r equat ions are highly c o m p l e x and their graph­

ical representa t ion is u n s m o o t h . T h e equat ion o f an ellipse is 

relat ively s imple , and the curve is s m o o t h . S o m e o t h e r rivals 

are perhaps a lmost equally s imple , and w e may n o t b e able to 

dec ide b e t w e e n t h e m and the ell ipse until w e have m o r e 

observat ions , o r w e m a y b e able to do so by s o m e o t h e r cr i ­

t e r i o n . B u t , f o r the serious w o r k o f e l iminat ing a lmost all o f 

the infinite n u m b e r o f o t h e r a l ternat ives , C r i t e r i o n 2 — t h e cr i ­

t e r ion o f s i m p l i c i t y — i s essential . 

First observed 
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K e p l e r t o o k into account his k n o w l e d g e o f h o w o t h e r planets 

b e h a v e d . I f the law o f planetary m o t i o n b e s t just i f ied for 

M e r c u r y , V e n u s , J u p i t e r , and Saturn had n o t b e e n that o f an 

el l ipse, b u t , say, that o f a spiral , then , a l though a spiral law 

m a y b e less s imple than that o f an el l ipse, K e p l e r w o u l d have 

had g o o d grounds for pre fer r ing it t o the ell ipse as the law 

governing the m o t i o n o f M a r s . In fact , o f c o u r s e , K e p l e r 

found that for o t h e r planets also the suggested law that bes t 

satisfied the o t h e r cr i ter ia was the law that the planet m o v e s 

in an el l ipse. In each case t h e r e was n o fur ther background 

k n o w l e d g e t o take in to a c c o u n t than that o f the m o t i o n s o f 

o t h e r planets , and so K e p l e r could adduce as the law o f plan­

etary m o t i o n , n o t m e r e l y for Mars b u t for all p lanets , that 

they m o v e in el l ipses . 

H o w e v e r wel l s o m e p r o p o s e d law satisfies cr i ter ia 1—3, i f 

t h e r e is an incompat ib le law which satisfies those cr i ter ia even 

b e t t e r , s ince they cannot b o t h b e laws, the f o r m e r m u s t b e 

r e j e c t e d . T h a t is what c r i t e r ion 4 says. N o rival law p r o p o s e d 

for Mars satisfied cr i ter ia 1 3 b e t t e r , and so the law o f the 

ell ipse satisfied cr i ter ion 4 . 

Scienti f ic laws fit t o g e t h e r into scientif ic theor ies . K e p l e r ' s 

t h e o r y o f planetary m o t i o n consis ted o f t h r e e laws, o f which 

w e have had t i m e t o discuss only the first. But the same cr i ­

ter ia c o m e into play to judge the result ing t h e o r y . T h e sim­

plicity o f a theory will inc lude its c o m p o n e n t laws fitting 

t o g e t h e r w e l l . As w e n o t e d ear l ier , laws and so theor ies can 

b e expla ined by higher- level theor ies . T h e same cr i ter ia are 

again at w o r k . T h e opera t ion o f K e p l e r ' s laws is expla ined b y 

the operat ion o f N e w t o n ' s laws , given that the mass o f sun is 

large in compar ison t o that o f the planets . T h e grounds for 

bel ieving N e w t o n ' s t h e o r y t o b e t rue are ( c r i ter ion 1) that w e 

can der ive f r o m it wel l - just i f ied laws o f nature in m a n y diverse 
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fields—Kepler's laws, Ga l i l eo ' s law o f fall , laws o f the 

m o t i o n s o f planetary m o o n s , t ides , pendula , and so o n — 

which ( c r i t e r ion 4 ) w e w o u l d have n o o t h e r reason to e x p e c t 

to ho ld . N e w t o n ' s t h r e e laws o f m o t i o n and his law o f gravi­

tat ional a t t ract ion are s imple ( c r i ter ion 2 ) — i n compar i son 

wi th wild alternatives which could b e c o n s t r u c t e d . 

T h e c r i t e r ion o f b a c k g r o u n d k n o w l e d g e (cr i ter ion 3 ) does 

n o t opera te w h e n w e do n o t have k n o w l e d g e o f h o w things 

w o r k in any neighbouring fields o f enquiry . I f w e do n o t have 

any m e a s u r e m e n t s o f the posi t ions o f o t h e r planets , l e t alone 

any postulated laws o f their behaviour , w e cannot take into 

a c c o u n t the behaviour o f o t h e r planets in assessing a t h e o r y 

about the behaviour o f M a r s . A n d , inevitably, the wider our 

area o f enquiry , the less t h e r e will b e any neighbouring fields 

t o take into a c c o u n t . In his theory o f mechanics N e w t o n was 

trying t o explain so m u c h that (s ince so l i tt le was k n o w n in 

the seventeenth century about chemis t ry , l ight , and e l e c t r o -

m a g n e t i s m ) there was n o neighbouring area with which he 

could c o m p a r e his o w n area. H e just i f ied his t h e o r y on the 

grounds that it was a s imple t h e o r y which led h i m t o e x p e c t 

the observed p h e n o m e n a which o t h e r w i s e w o u l d n o t b e 

e x p e c t e d . And c lear ly , w h e r e w e are c o n c e r n e d with explain­

ing ( l i teral ly) everything observed , the c r i te r ion o f background 

k n o w l e d g e will b e i r re levant . 

Anyway, c r i te r ion 3 reduces to c r i te r ion 2 . F o r what is it 

for one law t o ' f i t ' wi th another? K e p l e r ' s laws for the m o t i o n 

o f Mars fitted with his laws for the m o t i o n o f the o t h e r plan­

ets because they had the same f o r m . B u t what this amounts t o 

is that the c o m b i n a t i o n o f l a w s — ' t h e o t h e r planets m o v e 

always in an ell ipse and Mars m o v e s always in an e l l i p s e ' — 

was to b e p r e f e r r e d to ' the o t h e r planets m o v e always in an 

ell ipse and Mars m o v e s always in a spira l ' . W h y ? Because the 
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first supposit ion is s impler than the s e c o n d . It can b e phrased 

simply as 'all planets m o v e always in e l l ipses ' . In o t h e r w o r d s , 

a law for a n a r r o w area fits we l l wi th laws o f a ne ighbour ing 

area, in so far as they support a s imple ra ther than a c o m p l e x 

law for the w h o l e area . Because the c r i te r ion o f b a c k g r o u n d 

k n o w l e d g e in judging the acceptabi l i ty o f a p r o p o s e d n a r r o w 

law in the end boils d o w n to t h e c r i t e r ion o f s implici ty for a 

wider law, I shall of ten b e able to ignore it in fu ture . It is sim­

plicity which is the key c r i t e r ion for judging b e t w e e n laws 

which yield the observed data. 

A reader m a y think that w e could e l iminate all these ' w i l d ' 

curves which are compat ib le wi th observat ions b y wait ing for 

m o r e observat ions . W i l l n o t the n e x t observat ion o f a posi­

t ion o f Mars e l iminate all the curves which I have m a r k e d on 

m y diagram (Fig. 1) e x c e p t o n e — p r e s u m a b l y the ellipse? Y e s , 

but there will still b e an infinite n u m b e r o f curves (which I 

had n o space t o m a r k on the diagram) which pass through the 

old posit ions and the n e w o n e and yet diverge wildly in the 

future . W i t h o u t the c r i te r ion o f s implic i ty , w e n e v e r have any 

way o f choos ing b e t w e e n an infinite n u m b e r o f theor ies c o m ­

patible wi th data. S o m e w r i t e r s claim that o u r p r e f e r e n c e for 

s implici ty is a m e r e m a t t e r o f c o n v e n i e n c e , that w e p r e f e r 

s impler theor ies because they are easy to opera te w i t h ; our 

p r e f e r e n c e for s implici ty has nothing to do with an interes t in 

t ruth . T h a t seems false. O f t e n w e n e e d predic t ions about the 

fu ture ; they are crucial for o u r survival as wel l as for fulfilling 

m o r e ambit ious plans. W e n e e d to k n o w w h e t h e r the br idge 

will b r e a k if w e drive a l o r r y o v e r i t , w h e t h e r the drug wil l 

kill o r c u r e , w h e t h e r the nuc lear explos ion wil l set up a chain 

reac t ion w h i c h wil l des t roy all humani ty , and so o n . W e get 

our predic t ions by using the s implest t h e o r y which e x t r a p o ­

lates f r o m past observat ions ; and w e be l ieve that the predic -
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t ions o f such a t h e o r y are m o r e probably t r u e than those o f 

any o t h e r t h e o r y . I f w e really thought that the predic t ions o f 

all theor ies (which yielded observat ions m a d e so far) w e r e 

equally l ikely to b e t r u e , w e w o u l d n e v e r b e justif ied in re ly­

ing on o n e ra ther than a n o t h e r . Y e t w e do re ly o n one ra ther 

than another , and think that w e are justif ied in doing so , and 

that can only b e because w e regard the simplici ty o f a theory 

as crucial ev idence o f its t ru th . 

T h e ' s impl ic i ty ' o f a scientif ic t h e o r y is a m a t t e r o f it hav­

ing f e w c o m p o n e n t laws, each o f which re la tes few variables 

b y mathemat ica l ly s imple formulae ( w h o s e c o n s e q u e n c e s for 

observat ion are derivable by mathemat ica l ly s imple s teps ) . I f a 

t h e o r y postulates o b j e c t s o r proper t ies b e y o n d those which w e 

can o b s e r v e (such as a toms and e l e c t r o n s , quarks o r quasars) , 

the cr i ter ion o f s implici ty tel ls us to postulate f e w n e w 

o b j e c t s , f e w n e w kinds o f o b j e c t s , f e w n e w proper t i es , and 

f e w n e w kinds o f p r o p e r t y — a n d the f e w e r the b e t t e r . T h e 

rule that you should postulate n o m o r e n e w ob jec t s than you 

n e e d to explain your observat ions is o f ten called ' O c k h a m ' s 

r a z o r ' . But h o w you apply it depends on what you understand 

by ' n e e d ' . It is , o f c o u r s e , r ight to postulate A Jew o b j e c t s , i f 

they provide an explanat ion o f many p h e n o m e n a . It m a y s o m e ­

t i m e s s e e m to non-sc ient is ts that scientists put forward s o m e 

p r e t t y un-s imple theor ies . E inste in ' s G e n e r a l T h e o r y o f 

Relat ivi ty does n o t l o o k very s imple , but his claim for it was 

that it was the s implest a m o n g theor ies which yielded the data 

o f o b s e r v a t i o n . T h e s implest theory for s o m e area which 

satisfies c r i te r ion 1 may n o t b e very s imple , b u t it m a y still b e 

far s impler than an infinite n u m b e r o f possible theor ies which 

satisfy c r i te r ion 1 equally w e l l . M y cr i ter ion 2 m u s t also b e 

u n d e r s t o o d as involving the s o m e w h a t obvious r e q u i r e m e n t 

that the law or t h e o r y m u s t n o t b e se l f - contradic tory . It m u s t 

[31 ] 



How We Explain Things 

b e c o h e r e n t , conta in n o internal contradic t ions . A law which 

is i n c o h e r e n t , which says that someth ing b o t h is and is n o t the 

case , could n o t possibly b e t r u e , h o w e v e r we l l it p e r f o r m e d 

in any o t h e r r e s p e c t . 

T o r e t u r n briefly t o c r i te r ion 1 — n o t e that i t , l ike the o t h e r 

cr i ter ia , can b e satisfied t o di f ferent d e g r e e s . It is satisfied t o 

the e x t e n t to which a law o r theory leads us t o e x p e c t many 

events . T h e m o r e it can expla in , the b e t t e r . T h e m o r e varied 

events it can explain , the b e t t e r . A t h e o r y which can explain 

p h e n o m e n a in di f ferent areas is to b e p r e f e r r e d t o one which 

can explain p h e n o m e n a only in one area. A t h e o r y is b e t t e r in 

so far as it can explain p h e n o m e n a accurate ly ; that is , the t h e ­

ory leads us t o e x p e c t a p h e n o m e n o n descr ibed in a certa in 

w a y , and a p h e n o m e n o n exact ly as descr ibed is o b s e r v e d . B u t 

i f what is observed is n o t qui te what the t h e o r y leads us to 

e x p e c t — f o r e x a m p l e , the theory predicts that the planet will 

b e at an angle o f celestial longi tude 1 0 6 ° l ' 2 " , and it is 

observed at an angle o f 1 0 6 ° 2 ' 1 2 " , t o the e x t e n t o f a p p r o x ­

imate ly 1 ' the theory is inaccurate . T h e theory may still b e 

c o r r e c t because the observat ions may b e slightly inaccurate o r 

because factors o f which w e do n o t k n o w m a y have af fected 

the o u t c o m e , b u t the less n e e d t h e r e is to postulate such 

e r r o r s , the m o r e reason t h e r e is to be l ieve the theory t o b e 

t r u e . A n d , finally, a law which leads us t o e x p e c t what is 

observed with only s o m e probabi l i ty is less wel l justif ied than 

one which leads us to e x p e c t what is observed with cer ta inty . 

All these are aspects o f c r i te r ion 1. 

I have n o t so far spoken o f scientif ic laws or theor ies ' p r e ­

dict ing ' observat ions , m e r e l y o f t h e m ' leading us to e x p e c t 

o b s e r v a t i o n s ' , because talk o f predic t ion (in the analysis o f cr i ­

ter ion 1 and o t h e r cr i ter ia ) might suggest that observat ions 

provide evidence for a t h e o r y only i f first the theory is for -
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m u l a t e d , then the scientist w o r k s out what t h e t h e o r y leads us 

to e x p e c t in the fu ture , and then he observes what it leads us 

to e x p e c t . But I cannot see that it mat te rs as regards the sup­

p o r t given by observat ions to theory w h e t h e r , say, 1 0 0 o b s e r ­

vations are m a d e first and the theory then c o n s t r u c t e d to 

explain t h e m , o r w h e t h e r the t h e o r y is c o n s t r u c t e d o n the 

basis o f fifty observat ions and it successfully predicts another 

. T h e support given by observat ions to t h e o r y c o n c e r n s a 

logical re lat ion b e t w e e n observat ions and t h e o r y and is inde­

p e n d e n t o f w h e n the observat ions are m a d e . T h o s e w h o think 

o therwise say that theor ies can always b e c o n s t r u c t e d to fit 

observat ions , whereas theor ies do n o t always predic t accu­

rate ly ; and so accurate predic t ion provides a m o r e ob jec t ive 

test o f a p r o p o s e d theory . Cer ta in ly theor ies can always b e 

c o n s t r u c t e d t o fit observat ions , b u t what cannot always b e 

c o n s t r u c t e d are s imple theor ies which yield many observa­

t ions . T h e y are jus t as difficult t o find as theor ies which p r e ­

dict accurate ly , and they are the only ones which observat ions 

support . An e x a m p l e to i l lustrate the i r re levance to theory-

support o f when the observat ions are m a d e is provided by 

N e w t o n ' s theory o f m o t i o n . This was judged b y m a n y (surely 

c o r r e c t l y ) t o b e highly p r o b a b l e on the evidence available t o 

scientists o f the early e ighteenth c e n t u r y , even though it m a d e 

n o predic t ions which could b e tes ted for m a n y years , o t h e r 

than the predic t ions which w e r e already made by laws which 

w e r e already k n o w n and which N e w t o n ' s theory p u r p o r t e d t o 

explain ( e . g . K e p l e r ' s laws o f planetary m o t i o n and G a l i l e o ' s 

law o f fa l l ) . T h e high probabi l i ty o f N e w t o n ' s theory arose 

solely f r o m its be ing a very s imple higher- level theory f r o m 

which those diverse laws are deduc ib le . 

I have m a d e this po int at a l i t t le length because it is o f ten 

c la imed that theism and fuller theologica l theor ies do n o t 
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m a k e ' p r e d i c t i o n s ' w h i c h can readily b e t e s t e d . ( T h e y m a y 

m a k e predic t ions about life af ter death, for e x a m p l e , but those 

cannot readily b e tes ted n o w . ) W h a t I have argued, and what 

the h is tory o f sc ience shows , is that theor ies are we l l estab­

l ished i f they lead us t o e x p e c t observat ions , w h e t h e r the 

observat ions are n e w ones o r o ld o n e s ; and I shall b e arguing 

that theism is a very s imple theory which leads us to e x p e c t 

very m a n y old observat ions . This po int be ing m a d e , I shall in 

future s o m e t i m e s talk o f theor ies 'predic t ing ' observat ions , 

meaning t h e r e b y jus t that they lead us to e x p e c t observat ions , 

w i t h o u t any impl icat ion about w h e t h e r the observat ions w e r e 

m a d e b e f o r e or after the postulat ion o f the t h e o r y . 

So these , then , are the four cr i ter ia at w o r k for judging the 

probabi l i ty o f s o m e scientif ic theory being t rue and so con­

tr ibut ing t o the t r u e explanat ion o f s o m e e v e n t . N o w the laws 

o f scientif ic theor ies are s imply regulari t ies in the p o w e r s and 

liabilities o f part icular substances . T h a t all planets m o v e in 

ellipses round the sun is jus t the regulari ty that each planet has 

the p o w e r t o m o v e in an ell ipse and the liability to e x e r c i s e 

that p o w e r w h e n the sun is at the focus o f the el l ipse. W h a t 

the scientist discovers by m e a n s o f his cr i ter ia are the p o w e r s 

and liabilities to act o f part icular substances , and h e seeks the 

s implest a c c o u n t o f these which will enable h im to m a k e suc­

cessful predic t ions . 

T h e t rue explanat ion o f an event will involve n o t only the 

c o r r e c t scientif ic t h e o r y , but also c o r r e c t l y descr ibed initial 

condi t ions ( i . e . which substances there w e r e in what condi ­

t i o n s ) . W h a t explains the present posi t ion o f the planet 

Uranus is n o t jus t N e w t o n ' s theory b u t also the past posi t ions 

o f the sun, U r a n u s , and o t h e r planets . H o w do w e k n o w what 

these w e r e ? W e m a y have observed t h e m . O r , i f n o t , the 
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hypothesis that there w e r e planets in such and such posi t ions 

may provide the b e s t explanat ion o f p h e n o m e n a which w e do 

o b s e r v e . And by 'bes t explanat ion ' I m e a n explanat ion which 

satisfies b e s t o u r four cr i ter ia . W e may try t o explain the p r e ­

sent posi t ion o f Uranus in t e r m s o f N e w t o n ' s laws , and the 

past posi t ions o f the sun and Uranus and o f the o t h e r planets 

which w e can o b s e r v e . B u t , i f all that does n o t lead us t o 

e x p e c t exac t ly what w e o b s e r v e , w e m a y postulate (as 

L e v e r r i e r did in 1 8 4 6 ) that t h e r e is another planet , N e p t u n e , 

b e y o n d U r a n u s , which w e cannot o b s e r v e , pulling Uranus o u t 

o f o rb i t . I f w e cannot see this p lanet , what are the grounds 

for supposing that it is there? O n e p o w e r f u l ground is that 

o t h e r w i s e w e will have t o abandon N e w t o n ' s t h e o r y , w h i c h , 

unless w e postulate N e p t u n e , w o u l d b e unable t o predic t the 

behaviour o f Uranus . T h a t is, the s implest account o f a vast 

n u m b e r o f p h e n o m e n a is that N e w t o n ' s t h e o r y is t rue and that 

the heavenly bodies include N e p t u n e . Fur ther grounds for 

asserting the e x i s t e n c e o f N e p t u n e w o u l d b e provided i f the 

supposit ion o f its e x i s t e n c e w o u l d explain o t h e r o t h e r w i s e 

inexpl icable p h e n o m e n a . In postulat ing unobservable ent i t ies 

w e postulate those enti t ies and that scientif ic theory (about the 

p o w e r s and liabilities t o act o f o b j e c t s ) which t o g e t h e r b e s t 

satisfy our four cr i ter ia . As I n o t e d ear l ier , one facet o f s im­

plicity is t o postulate f e w o b j e c t s . I f postulat ing o n e u n o b ­

servable planet suffices t o lead us to e x p e c t the observat ions 

w e find, w e m u s t n o t postulate t w o . 

T h e same four cr i ter ia are at w o r k in judging the w o r t h o f 

personal explanat ions . In explaining s o m e p h e n o m e n a as 

caused b y persons , w e seek a hypothesis which leads us t o 

e x p e c t the p h e n o m e n a which w e w o u l d n o t o t h e r w i s e e x p e c t 

t o find, as s imple a hypothesis as possible , and one w h i c h fits 

in wi th background k n o w l e d g e . W e find cer ta in p ieces o f 
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m e t a l all having on t h e m t h e same out l ine o f a h u m a n h e a d . 

A possible explanat ion is that they w e r e all caused by o n e p e r ­

son, exerc i s ing (by holding a chisel) n o r m a l h u m a n bodi ly 

p o w e r s , wi th the purpose o f producing a coin and a b e l i e f that 

a p iece o f m e t a l wi th such m a r k s w o u l d b e a co in . T h e r e are 

m a n y rival explanat ions which predic t the p h e n o m e n a . W e 

could suggest that each o f the marks o n t h e pieces o f m e t a l 

was m a d e by a di f ferent p e r s o n at a di f ferent per iod o f his tory 

for a di f ferent purpose and with di f ferent bel iefs and that it 

w a s , in c o n s e q u e n c e , a c o i n c i d e n c e that all the m a r k s had the 

s a m e shape. W h i l e this la t ter hypothesis satisfies c r i te r ion 1 ( o f 

predict ing the observat ions) as we l l as does the f o r m e r 

hypothesis , c learly it satisfies the c r i te r ion o f s implici ty far less 

w e l l — f o r it postulates m a n y persons , purposes , and bel ie fs , 

ra ther than o n e p e r s o n , o n e purpose , and o n e set o f be l ie fs . 

B a c k g r o u n d k n o w l e d g e will also e n t e r into the assessment o f 

such h y p o t h e s e s — k n o w l e d g e , for e x a m p l e , about h o w and 

w h e n and w h e r e o t h e r persons m a k e co ins . 

In assessing a m u c h w i d e r range o f p h e n o m e n a in t e r m s o f 

their causation by human persons w e build up a p ic ture o f the 

p h e n o m e n a as caused by as f e w persons with as constant p o w ­

ers and purposes and bel iefs which change in regular ways 

( e . g . in response to various sensory st imuli ) as w e can. If w e 

can explain t w o effects brought about by a human in t e r m s o f 

the same p u r p o s e , w e do n o t invoke a qui te n e w purpose t o 

explain the second e f fec t . If w e can explain an e f fec t as 

b r o u g h t about b y a person in virtue o f p o w e r s o f the same 

kind as o t h e r humans have , w e do n o t postulate s o m e novel 

p o w e r — w e do n o t postulate that a person has a basic p o w e r 

o f bending spoons at s o m e distance away i f w e can explain the 

p h e n o m e n o n o f the spoons be ing b e n t b y s o m e o n e else b e n d ­

ing t h e m wi th his hands. And so o n . 
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J u s t as w e m a y n e e d t o postulate unobservable planets and 

a toms t o expla in p h e n o m e n a , so w e may n e e d to postulate 

n o n - e m b o d i e d persons i f such an explanat ion o f the p h e n o m ­

ena satisfies the four cr i ter ia b e t t e r . I f the contents o f m y 

r o o m start flying around and f o r m themse lves into w o r d s , the 

b e s t explanat ion may b e in t e r m s o f the act ion o f a pol terge is t 

wi th cer ta in basic p o w e r s o t h e r than n o r m a l human p o w e r s 

(basic p o w e r s o v e r o b j e c t s within a cer ta in reg ion , say) , pur­

poses , and bel ie fs . Also , it may n o t always b e obvious w h e n a 

b o d y is the b o d y o f a p e r s o n , and so that the m o v e m e n t s o f 

s o m e part o f it are b r o u g h t about intent ional ly . Suppose w e 

travel t o a distant planet and find t h e r e m o v i n g ob jec t s wi th 

appendages . A r e these bodies o f p e r s o n s , o r m e r e l y inanimate 

things? O u r answer will depend on w h e t h e r w e can explain 

vast n u m b e r s o f the i r m o v e m e n t s and those o f their 

appendages by supposing that they are persons with cer ta in 

basic p o w e r s ( o f c o n t r o l over their appendages) , ( cons tant ) 

purposes , and bel iefs (acquired in a cer ta in regular w a y ) . 

T h e four cr i ter ia are at w o r k t o d e t e r m i n e which o f all o u r 

m a n y claims about the w o r l d b e y o n d observat ion are m o s t 

l ikely t o b e t r u e . In all fields w e seek the s implest hypothesis 

w h i c h leads us t o e x p e c t the p h e n o m e n a w e find (and w h i c h , 

i f there is b a c k g r o u n d k n o w l e d g e , fits b e s t wi th i t ) . 
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3 
THE SIMPLICITY OF GOD 

Ultimate Explanation 

Inanimate and personal causation in terac t . S o m e t i m e s o n e 

explains the e x i s t e n c e and operat ion o f the factors involved in 

the o t h e r . Physical sc ience explains why a ball dropped f r o m 

a t o w e r 6 4 feet above the ground takes t w o seconds to reach 

the g r o u n d . But w e m a y r e q u i r e a personal explanat ion o f why 

the ball was dropped at all . It might b e that Gal i leo d r o p p e d 

it in o r d e r t o test his proposed law o f gravity. C o n v e r s e l y , 

clearly human p o w e r s , be l ie fs , and purposes are causally 

af fected by inanimate fac tors . M y bel iefs may b e caused by the 

arrival o f light rays on m y eyes and sound waves on m y ears . 

T h e process o f be l i e f -product ion does n o t involve the light 

rays having any purpose t o cause m y bel ie fs : the process is 

analysable in t e r m s o f the p o w e r s and liabilities o f inanimate 

o b j e c t s — a t least partial ly. L ikewise , m y basic p o w e r s o f b o d ­

ily m o v e m e n t are caused by the states o f m y nerves and 

b r a i n — a t least partially. I can m o v e m y arm w h e n I c h o o s e 

only i f m y brain , nerves , m u s c l e s , and so on are in cer ta in 

states . T h e i r be ing in the requis i te state is part o f the cause o f 

m y having the p o w e r t o m o v e m y a r m . T h e way I do m o v e 

m y arm intentional ly is by (unintent ional ly) causing a brain 

state w h i c h in turn causes the arm m o v e m e n t . Also , m y 
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purposes are formed under the inf luence o f desires having 

their origin in the state o f m y b o d y — m y desire t o ea t , for 

e x a m p l e , be ing caused by the emptiness o f m y s t o m a c h . ( M y 

view in the case o f purposes , as I stated ear l ier , is that such 

inf luences are only part ial . A person has the p o w e r t o resist 

such in f luences . ) Inanimate and personal causation i n t e r a c t . 

Inanimate factors help to f o r m our c h o i c e s ; our choices he lp 

t o f o r m the inanimate w o r l d . 

T h e h u m a n quest for explanat ion inevitably and rightly 

seeks for the ul t imate explanat ion o f everything o b s e r v a b l e — 

that o b j e c t o r o b j e c t s o n which everything else depends for its 

e x i s t e n c e and p r o p e r t i e s . N o t everything wil l have an e x p l a ­

nat ion . A m a y b e expla ined by B , and B by C , b u t in the end 

t h e r e wil l b e s o m e one o b j e c t o r m a n y ob jec t s wi th such and 

such proper t ies on which all o t h e r o b j e c t s d e p e n d . W e wil l 

have t o a c k n o w l e d g e something as u l t i m a t e — t h e great m e t a ­

physical issue is what that is . T h e r e s e e m to b e three possible 

u l t imate explanat ions available. O n e is materialism. W h a t I 

m e a n by this is the v iew that the e x i s t e n c e and opera t ion o f 

all the factors involved in personal explanat ion have a full 

inanimate explanat ion . It is n o t the e x t r e m e — a n d t o m y m i n d 

obviously f a l s e — v i e w that persons , the i r be l ie fs , purposes , 

and so o n jus t are mater ia l o b j e c t s and the i r physical s tates . 

T h a t v iew seems obviously f a l s e — s o m e o n e ' s purpose t o con­

quer the w o r l d is n o t the same event as s o m e nerve firing in 

the bra in . A list o f the events occurr ing in the w o r l d which 

included only the la t ter and n o t the f o r m e r w o u l d have left 

someth ing out . A Mart ian w h o discovered everything about 

m y brain w o u l d still want to k n o w w h e t h e r I had purposes or 

was jus t an inanimate r o b o t . (I shall have m o r e to say about 

this point in Chapter 5 . ) W h a t I m e a n h e r e by mater ia l i sm is 

the v iew that the personal and m e n t a l , though dist inct f r o m 
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i t , a re fully caused b y the physical ; that the e x i s t e n c e o f per ­

sons , and the i r having the purposes , p o w e r s , and bel iefs they 

d o , has a full inanimate explanat ion (in t e r m s o f the p o w e r s 

and liabilities o f such mater ia l ob jec t s as n e r v e ce l l s ) . 

O n e al ternat ive t o mater ia l i sm is a m i x e d t h e o r y — t h a t the 

e x i s t e n c e and operat ion o f the factors involved in personal 

explanat ion cannot b e expla ined fully in inanimate t e r m s ; and, 

converse ly , that the e x i s t e n c e and operat ion o f the factors 

involved in inanimate explanat ion cannot b e expla ined fully in 

personal t e r m s . Le t us call this theory humanism. 

T h e third possibility is that the e x i s t e n c e and opera t ion o f 

the factors involved in inanimate explanat ion are themse lves 

t o b e expla ined in personal t e r m s , w h e r e persons inc lude , n o t 

jus t h u m a n p e r s o n s , b u t a personal be ing o f a qui te di f ferent 

k ind, G o d . T h a t is the claim o f theism, the v iew that t h e r e is 

a G o d . O n this v iew, as w e saw in C h a p t e r 1 , G o d keeps in 

e x i s t e n c e the mater ia l o b j e c t s o f o u r universe f r o m m o m e n t 

to m o m e n t , with the i r p o w e r s and liabilities t o act . H e acts 

on the w o r l d , as w e act on our bodies ; b u t , unlike us, he is 

n o t d e p e n d e n t on any body for his p o w e r t o act . And s o , 

while it is t rue that the m e t a l expands because it was h e a t e d , 

and that it has the p o w e r to expand and the liability to e x e r ­

cise that p o w e r when h e a t e d , the meta l exists because G o d 

keeps it in be ing , and it has the p o w e r t o expand and the liab­

ility t o e x e r c i s e that p o w e r w h e n hea ted because G o d , a per ­

son, s imultaneously sustains in it that p o w e r and liability in 

virtue o f his basic p o w e r s . G o d thus keeps the laws o f nature 

operat ive ; and, in keeping in e x i s t e n c e the mater ia l o b j e c t s o f 

our universe , he k e e p s operat ive the law o f the conservat ion 

o f m a t t e r . I f the universe had a beginning, G o d c r e a t e d the 

first mater ia l o b j e c t s then . G o d also causes , c laims the i sm, the 

e x i s t e n c e o f h u m a n persons and keeps t h e m in e x i s t e n c e f r o m 
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m o m e n t t o m o m e n t ; and he causes t h e m t o have and sustain 

in t h e m the p o w e r s and bel iefs they d o . H e does this in part 

by such m e a n s as sustaining in genes the p o w e r s to p r o d u c e 

h u m a n b e i n g s , and in the m o l e c u l e s w h i c h f o r m brains the 

p o w e r s to sustain human p o w e r s and bel ie fs . G o d also p e r m i t s 

humans t o f o r m the purposes they d o , b u t h e does n o t m a k e 

t h e m c h o o s e this way ra ther than that . 

T h e s e t h r e e rivals for providing the u l t imate explanat ion o f 

all observable p h e n o m e n a m u s t b e assessed by the four cr i ter ia 

for assessing p r o p o s e d explanat ions which I analysed in 

C h a p t e r 2 . But w h e n w e are consider ing explanat ions o f all 

observable p h e n o m e n a , c lear ly , as w e saw t h e r e , c r i te r ion 3 

drops o u t . W h e n you are trying to explain everything observ­

able , there are n o ne ighbour ing fields about which you can 

have k n o w l e d g e , wi th which your t h e o r y needs t o fit. So the 

application o f the four cr i ter ia boils d o w n t o this. T h a t t h e o r y 

o f u l t imate explanat ion is m o s t l ikely t o b e the t r u e o n e , 

which is the s implest t h e o r y which predicts the observable 

p h e n o m e n a w h e n w e w o u l d n o t o t h e r w i s e e x p e c t to find 

t h e m . T h e thesis o f this b o o k is that theism provides b y far 

the s implest explanat ion o f all p h e n o m e n a . Mater ia l i sm is n o t , 

I shall a rgue , a s imple hypothesis , and t h e r e is a range o f phe­

n o m e n a which it is m o s t unlikely e v e r t o b e able t o expla in . 

H u m a n i s m is an even less s imple hypothesis than mater ia l i sm. 

As w e shall see m o r e fully in due c o u r s e , the great c o m ­

plex i ty o f mater ia l i sm arises f r o m this , that it postulates that 

the ul t imate explanat ion o f things behaving as they do n o w is 

provided by the p o w e r s and liabilities o f an i m m e n s e (possibly 

infinite) n u m b e r o f mater ia l o b j e c t s . Each o f these is m a d e o f 

a t o m s , and the a t oms are m a d e o f fundamental part ic les , such 

as e l e c t r o n s and p r o t o n s ; and these in the i r turn are m a d e o f 

quarks , and, for all w e n o w k n o w , the quarks are m a d e o f 
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sub-quarks . T h e s e mater ia l o b j e c t s b e l o n g t o k inds , which 

have exac t ly the same p o w e r s and liabilities as each o t h e r . All 

bits o f c o p p e r , as w e have n o t e d , have exac t ly the same 

p o w e r s t o expand or m e l t o r convey e lec t r i c i ty , and the liab­

ilities t o e x e r c i s e these p o w e r s under t h e same c i r c u m s t a n c e s . 

F o r each event , the u l t imate explanat ion o f w h y it happened 

is to b e found in the p o w e r s and liabilities o f the part icular 

o b j e c t s involved in i t . T h e ul t imate explanat ion o f this s tone 

falling to the g r o u n d in t w o seconds lies in the p o w e r s and 

liabilities o f the s tone and the earth (as codif ied by N e w t o n ' s 

laws o r w h a t e v e r laws explain N e w t o n ' s l a w s ) . And the ulti­

m a t e explanat ion o f this p iece o f c o p p e r expanding w h e n 

heated lies in the p o w e r s and liabilities o f this b i t o f c o p p e r . 

A c c o r d i n g t o mater ia l i sm, u l t imate explanat ion stops at innu­

m e r a b l e di f ferent stopping points , m a n y o f t h e m — a c c o r d i n g 

to material ism, coincidental ly—having exactly the same powers 

and liabilities as each o t h e r . 

Any ul t imate inanimate explanat ion o f things n o w m u s t 

involve the cont inuing p o w e r s and liabilities o f o b j e c t s . 

W h a t e v e r happened in the beginning, it is only because e l e c ­

t rons and bits o f c o p p e r and all o t h e r mater ia l ob jec t s have the 

same p o w e r s in the t w e n t i e t h century as they did in the n ine­

teenth century that things are as they are n o w . T h e p r e s e n t 

p o w e r s o f o b j e c t s may have b e e n b r o u g h t about b y a past 

cause , but the i r p r e s e n t cont inuing in e x i s t e n c e i s — o n the 

material is t h y p o t h e s i s — a n ul t imate b r u t e fact . M y parents 

may have caused m y c o m i n g into e x i s t e n c e , b u t m y cont inu­

ing e x i s t e n c e has nothing t o do wi th the i r past ac t ; i t is in 

virtue o f myse l f , m y o w n p o w e r s , that I cont inue t o ex i s t . So 

the c o m p l e x i t y o f mater ia l i sm cannot b e expla ined away by 

the universe c o m i n g in to be ing f r o m a 's ingulari ty ' in the past. 

It r emains a very c o m p l i c a t e d h y p o t h e s i s — i n postulat ing that 
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the c o m p l e t e causes o f things n o w are i n n u m e r a b l e separate 

ob jec t s ( co inc identa l ly , wi th exac t ly the same p o w e r s as each 

o t h e r ) . A n d , o f c o u r s e , humanism is an even m o r e c o m p l i ­

cated h y p o t h e s i s — f o r it postulates that c u r r e n t explanat ion 

te rminates n o t m e r e l y wi th i n n u m e r a b l e separate mater ia l 

o b j e c t s , b u t wi th very m a n y persons and the i r p o w e r s and 

purposes , all o f which (as far as their present ex i s tence is c o n ­

c e r n e d ) are jus t b r u t e facts . 

T h e i s m , I shall b e arguing, can do a lo t b e t t e r . In this chap­

t e r I shall argue that theism is a very s imple h y p o t h e s i s — t h e 

s implest hypothesis t o provide an ul t imate explanat ion which 

t h e r e could b e ; and in subsequent chapters I shall show h o w 

theism leads us t o e x p e c t to find the things which w e do 

find—when w e w o u l d n o t o t h e r w i s e e x p e c t to find t h e m . 

The Simplicity of Theism 

T h e i s m claims that every o t h e r o b j e c t which exists is caused 

t o exis t and k e p t in e x i s t e n c e by jus t o n e substance , G o d . And 

it c laims that every p r o p e r t y which every substance has is due 

t o G o d causing or permi t t ing it t o ex i s t . It is a hal lmark o f a 

s imple explanat ion to postulate f e w causes . T h e r e could in this 

r e s p e c t b e n o s impler explanat ion than o n e which postulated 

only one cause . T h e i s m is s impler than polythe ism. And t h e ­

ism postulates for its o n e cause , a p e r s o n , infinite degrees o f 

those proper t ies which are essential t o p e r s o n s — i n f i n i t e 

p o w e r ( G o d can do anything logically poss ib le ) , infinite 

k n o w l e d g e ( G o d k n o w s everything logically possible t o 

k n o w ) , and infinite f r e e d o m (no e x t e r n a l cause influences 

which purposes G o d f o r m s : G o d acts only in so far as he sees 

reason for ac t ing . ) 
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T h e hypothesis that t h e r e is an infinitely p o w e r f u l , k n o w l ­

edgeable and free p e r s o n is the hypothesis that there is a per ­

son wi th zero l imits (apart f r o m those o f logic) t o his p o w e r , 

k n o w l e d g e , and f r e e d o m . Scientists have always seen postu­

lating infinite degrees o f s o m e quanti ty as s impler than postu­

lating s o m e very large finite degree o f that quanti ty , and have 

always d o n e the f o r m e r w h e n it predic ted observat ions equally 

w e l l . N e w t o n ' s t h e o r y o f gravity postulated that the grav­

itational f o r c e travel led wi th infinite ve loc i ty , ra ther than with 

s o m e very large finite veloc i ty (say 2 , 0 0 0 , 0 0 0 , 0 0 0 . 3 2 5 

k m / s e c . ) which w o u l d have predic ted the observat ions equally 

we l l within the l imit o f accuracy to which m e a s u r e m e n t s could 

b e m a d e . O n l y w h e n E ins te in ' s G e n e r a l T h e o r y o f Relat iv i ty , 

c o n c e r n e d wi th e l e c t r o m a g n e t i s m as wel l as wi th gravity , was 

adopted as the s implest t h e o r y cover ing a vast range o f data 

did scientists accept as a c o n s e q u e n c e o f that theory that the 

gravitational f o r c e travel led wi th a finite ve loc i ty . L ikewise in 

the Middle Ages people be l ieved that l ight t ravel led with an 

infinite veloc i ty ra ther than with s o m e large finite veloc i ty 

equally compat ib le wi th observat ions . O n l y w h e n observat ions 

w e r e m a d e by R o m e r in the seventeenth century i n c o m p a t i b l e 

with the inf ini te-veloci ty theory was it a c c e p t e d that l ight had 

a finite ve loc i ty . 

Z e r o and infinity are oppos i tes . T o postulate that l ight t rav­

els wi th infinite veloc i ty is to postulate that it takes zero t i m e 

to reach any finitely distant dest inat ion. Scientists have shown 

a p r e f e r e n c e , s imilar to the i r p r e f e r e n c e for infinity, for the­

ories w h i c h postulate zero degrees o f s o m e quantity ra ther 

than s o m e very small degree o f that quanti ty equally c o m p a t ­

ible wi th observat ions . T h e y have p r e f e r r e d to pos tu la te , for 

e x a m p l e , that photons ( the part ic les o f l ight) have zero res t -

mass (zero mass w h e n stat ionary) ra ther than a very very small 
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res t mass (say 2 . 6 2 X 1 0 ~ 1 0 0 0 g m s ) , w h e n e i ther hypothesis 

was equally c o m p a t i b l e wi th anything w h i c h could have b e e n 

o b s e r v e d . 

P e r s o n s , as w e have seen , are o b j e c t s wi th ( intent ional ) 

p o w e r s , purposes , and be l ie fs . I f the act ion o f a person is t o 

explain the e x i s t e n c e and operat ion o f the universe , h e will 

n e e d to b e a very p o w e r f u l person . It is a s impler hypothesis 

t o postulate that his p o w e r is infinite ra ther than jus t very 

large . I f w e said that h e was p o w e r f u l enough to m a k e a uni­

verse o f such and such mass but n o t p o w e r f u l enough to m a k e 

a m o r e massive o n e , the quest ion w o u l d arise as t o why t h e r e 

was jus t that ra ther than any o t h e r l imit t o his p o w e r . It nat­

urally fits the suggestion that G o d ' s p o w e r is infinite that t h e r e 

b e n o causal inf luences f r o m outside G o d influencing h o w he 

exerc i ses that p o w e r , and so it is s implest t o hold that his f r e e ­

d o m t o o is infinite . In o r d e r t o e x e r c i s e p o w e r ef fect ively , you 

n e e d t o k n o w what are the c o n s e q u e n c e s o f your ac t ions . 

H e n c e i t naturally fits the claim that G o d is infinitely p o w e r ­

ful and f ree t o claim that he is infinitely k n o w l e d g e a b l e . I f w e 

are t o explain the various p h e n o m e n a t o b e descr ibed in sub­

sequent chapters by the purposive act ion o f G o d , w e shall 

n e e d t o suppose that he understands the c o n s e q u e n c e s o f his 

act ions on a large scale . It is s implest t o suppose that his 

understanding o f things is unl imi ted . H e n c e the pr inciples 

which w e use in sc ience and history and all o t h e r human 

enquir ies in to causes indicate that , i f w e are to explain the 

w o r l d in t e r m s o f personal explanat ion , w e should postulate a 

personal be ing o f infinite p o w e r , k n o w l e d g e , and f r e e d o m . 

It is s impler t o suppose that G o d exists e ternal ly . I f h e c a m e 

into e x i s t e n c e only at a cer ta in past m o m e n t o f t i m e , t h e r e 

w o u l d have b e e n s o m e earl ier per iod o f t i m e at which what 

happened w o u l d have had nothing t o do wi th G o d . O t h e r 
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forces w o u l d have b e e n at w o r k , and it w o u l d have depended 

on t h e m w h e t h e r G o d c a m e into be ing at all . And so our 

hypothesis postulated t o explain h o w the w o r l d is w o u l d 

inevitably b e c o m e m o r e c o m p l i c a t e d , in postulating o t h e r 

forces and t o that e x t e n t l imi ted divine p o w e r . And the same 

applies i f w e supposed that G o d could cease t o ex is t in fu ture . 

It seems to m e that it is s impler to postulate n o t m e r e l y 

that G o d is e ternal ly infinitely p o w e r f u l , k n o w l e d g e a b l e , and 

f r e e , b u t that he is so essential ly. I f w e w e r e to say that it is 

only an acc ident that G o d is infinitely p o w e r f u l , e t c . , w e al low 

that G o d c o u l d , i f he so c h o s e , abdicate . H e could r e d u c e h im­

self t o a be ing o f l imi ted p o w e r . H e could even c o m m i t sui­

c ide . And then it w o u l d b e open to s o m e rival t o b e c o m e 

infinitely powerfu l instead. B u t , in that case , it w o u l d have 

b e e n an acc ident that our G o d was in charge o f the universe ; 

it could have b e e n , and could yet happen, that another G o d 

t o o k charge (maybe with less ex tens ive p o w e r s . ) But all o f 

that w o u l d m a k e it m u c h less the foundational b r u t e fact that 

our G o d is the source o f all that is. It w o u l d n e e d t o b e 

expla ined why G o d had n o t already l imi ted his p o w e r s or 

c o m m i t t e d suicide. And s o m e o t h e r causal factors w o u l d b e at 

w o r k de termin ing under what condi t ions s o m e rival could 

b e c o m e o m n i p o t e n t . All that n o longer requires explanat ion 

i f w e suppose that G o d is essentially o m n i p o t e n t , o m n i s c i e n t , 

per fec t ly f r e e , and e te rna l . 

T h e mot ivat ion h e r e is jus t the same as a similar mot ivat ion 

in physics which thinks o f fundamental part ic les as the parti ­

cles they are only if they reta in their p o w e r s . T h e p o w e r s they 

have are part o f what m a k e s t h e m the o b j e c t s they are . An 

e l e c t r o n is an e l e c t r o n only i f it repels all o t h e r e l e c t r o n s with 

a cer ta in fixed f o r c e . At the b o t t o m explanatory leve l , things 

are what they are partly in vir tue o f their p o w e r s . 
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A person could n o t b e a person i f h e had zero degrees o f 

p o w e r , k n o w l e d g e , and f r e e d o m . T o suppose a finite l imit to 

these qualit ies is less s imple than to suppose n o l imit . And to 

suppose infinite degrees o f these qualities b o u n d t o g e t h e r , and 

b o u n d t o e t e r n i t y , is t o postulate the s implest kind o f p e r s o n 

there could b e ; and, as w e saw in C h a p t e r 1 , all the o t h e r 

essential proper t ies o f G o d fo l low f r o m the three proper t ies 

o f o m n i p o t e n c e , o m n i s c i e n c e , and p e r f e c t f r e e d o m . H e n c e , 

theism provides the s implest kind o f personal explanat ion o f 

the universe there could b e . G o d chooses for reasons , o r 

b e t w e e n reasons , and brings about the universe because it is 

one o f the m a n y g o o d things he could br ing about . 

G o d be ing o m n i p o t e n t could br ing about anything, and so 

showing that what w e o b s e r v e is to b e e x p e c t e d i f there is a 

G o d will consist in showing that what w e observe be longs t o 

a kind o f universe that , in vir tue o f his p e r f e c t goodness , G o d 

has reason to br ing about . T h a t does n o t guarantee that he will 

br ing it about , b u t it m a k e s it quite l ikely. I shall show this 

for the range o f p h e n o m e n a w e find around us, whi le at the 

same t i m e showing the great c o m p l e x i t y o f any mater ia l is t 

explanat ion o f s o m e o f these p h e n o m e n a , and the inabil ity o f 

mater ia l i sm t o explain o t h e r p h e n o m e n a at all . 
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4 
HOW THE EXISTENCE 

OF GOD EXPLAINS 
THE WORLD AND 

ITS ORDER 

The Universe and its Natural Laws 

T h e r e is a physical universe consist ing o f innumerab le differ­

ent ly sized chunks o f m a t t e r . O u r earth is one o f several 

planets which travel around the sun, which is a small star , a 

big ball o f f lame. T h e star is o n e o f many mil l ions o f stars in 

our galaxy, our group o f stars , the Milky W a y . O u r galaxy 

be longs to a local c luster o f galaxies , and a s t r o n o m e r s can 

observe m a n y thousands o f mil l ions o f such c lusters . Although 

very largely u n i f o r m , the universe contains m u c h local 

' c l u m p i n g ' . T h e stars and the planets are o f dif ferent sizes, and 

planets such as our o w n are uneven in all sorts o f w a y s — c o n ­

sider the dif ferently sized and shaped pebbles on the sea shore . 

It is ex t raordinary that t h e r e should exis t anything at all . 

Surely the m o s t natural state o f affairs is simply nothing: n o 

universe , n o G o d , noth ing . But t h e r e is someth ing . And so 
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m a n y things. M a y b e chance could have t h r o w n up the odd 

e l e c t r o n , BUT so m a n y part ic les ! N o t everything will have an 

explanat ion . B u t , as w e have seen, the w h o l e progress o f sci­

e n c e and all o t h e r inte l lectual enquiry demands that w e pos­

tulate the smallest n u m b e r o f b r u t e facts . I f w e can expla in 

the m a n y bits o f the universe b y one s imple be ing which k e e p s 

t h e m in e x i s t e n c e , w e should do s o — e v e n i f inevitably w e 

cannot expla in the e x i s t e n c e o f that s imple be ing. 

Y e t n o t m e r e l y are t h e r e e n o r m o u s n u m b e r s o f things, b u t 

they all behave in exac t ly the same w a y . T h e same laws o f 

nature govern the m o s t distant galaxies w e can observe 

through our t e lescopes as o p e r a t e on ear th , and the same laws 

govern the earl iest events in t i m e to which w e can infer as 

opera te today . O r , as I p r e f e r to put i t , every o b j e c t , h o w ­

ever distant in t i m e and space f r o m ourse lves , has the same 

p o w e r s and the same liabilities to e x e r c i s e those p o w e r s as do 

the e l e c t r o n s and pro tons o f which o u r o w n bodies are m a d e . 

I f t h e r e is n o cause o f this , it w o u l d b e a m o s t ex t raordinary 

c o i n c i d e n c e — t o o ex t raordinary for any rat ional p e r s o n to 

b e l i e v e . But sc ience cannot explain w h y every o b j e c t has the 

same p o w e r s and liabilit ies. It can explain why an o b j e c t has 

o n e p o w e r in virtue o f it having s o m e w i d e r p o w e r (why this 

local law o f nature operates in vir tue o f s o m e m o r e genera l 

law o f nature o p e r a t i n g ) . B u t it could n o t conceivably explain 

w h y each o b j e c t has the m o s t general p o w e r s it d o e s . Suppose 

that N e w t o n ' s t h r e e laws o f m o t i o n and his law o f gravita­

tional a t t ract ion are the fundamental laws o f na ture . T h e n 

what that m e a n s is that every a t o m , every e l e c t r o n , and so on 

attracts every o t h e r o b j e c t in the universe wi th exac t ly the 

same at tract ive force ( i . e . one which varies wi th the square o f 

their distance apar t ) . N o w N e w t o n s ' s laws are n o t the funda­

m e n t a l laws o f n a t u r e ; they hold very accurate ly b u t n o t 
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total ly accurate ly , and only w h e n the bodies wi th which they 

deal are n o t t o o massive and n o t m o v i n g t o o fast. B u t , t o the 

e x t e n t t o which N e w t o n ' s laws do h o l d , that is because they 

fo l low f r o m the laws o f G e n e r a l Relat ivi ty and Q u a n t u m 

T h e o r y ; and m a y b e these are the c o n s e q u e n c e s o f s o m e m o r e 

general t h e o r y — G r a n d Unif ied T h e o r y . But , w h e r e v e r w e 

s top , the same general point applies . Suppose w e stop wi th 

G r a n d Unif ied T h e o r y . T h e n every a t o m and every e l e c t r o n 

in the universe has jus t the same p o w e r s and l i a b i l i t i e s—t ho se 

descr ibed by G r a n d Unif ied T h e o r y . And that , i f you a l low 

yourse l f only scientif ic explanat ions , is w h e r e you s top . T h a t , 

says the mater ia l is t , is jus t h o w things a re . 

But that sort o f s topping place is jus t w h e r e n o rat ional 

enquirer will s top . If all the coins found on an archaeological 

site have the same m a r k i n g s , o r all the d o c u m e n t s in a r o o m 

are w r i t t e n with the same character is t ic handwri t ing, w e l o o k 

for an explanat ion in t e r m s o f a c o m m o n s o u r c e . T h e appar­

ently coinc idental cr ies out for explanat ion . 

It is n o t m e r e l y that all mater ia l o b j e c t s have the same very 

general p o w e r s and liabilities as each o t h e r ( e . g . behaving in 

a c c o r d with Grand Unif ied T h e o r y ) ; b u t they fall into kinds, 

m e m b e r s o f which behave l ike each o t h e r in m o r e specif ic 

ways . Each e l e c t r o n behaves l ike each o t h e r e l e c t r o n in 

repel l ing every o t h e r e l e c t r o n with the same e lec tr ica l f o r c e . 

And larger o b j e c t s fall into kinds, t o o . O a k t rees behave like 

o t h e r oak t r e e s , and t igers like o t h e r t igers . And m a n y o f these 

respec ts in which all mater ia l o b j e c t s and ob jec t s o f part icular 

kinds behave l ike each o t h e r ( for a lmost all the t i m e ) are also 

s imple and so easily de tec tab le b y h u m a n be ings . 

It might have happened that the ul t imate const i tuents o f 

m a t t e r ( e l e c t r o n s , p r o t o n s , photons , and suchl ike , o r what ­

e v e r they are m a d e o f ) behaved in the same simple ways , b u t 
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that , w h e n they c a m e t o g e t h e r t o m a k e m e d i u m - s i z e d m a t e r ­

ial o b j e c t s , they behaved in such a c o m p l i c a t e d way that , f r o m 

a m e r e superficial study o f their behaviour , humans could 

n e v e r predic t what w o u l d happen. M a y b e one day r o c k s 

w o u l d fall apart , and on a n o t h e r day they w o u l d float in the 

a i r — b u t m e r e unscient i f ic observat ion w o u l d n o t lead us t o 

have the slightest idea which w o u l d happen w h e n . B u t for tu­

nately o u r w o r l d is n o t l ike that . 

In our w o r l d there are regulari t ies in the behaviour o f 

m e d i u m - s i z e d ob jec t s w h i c h can b e readily d e t e c t e d and used 

by the unsc ient i f i c—regular i t i e s which hold for a lmost all the 

t i m e and t o a high degree o f a p p r o x i m a t i o n . Heavy o b j e c t s fall 

t o the g r o u n d , humans and o t h e r land animals need air t o l ive, 

seeds planted and w a t e r e d g r o w into plants , b read nourishes 

humans b u t grass does n o t . And so o n . T h e r e are , o f c o u r s e , 

e x c e p t i o n s — t h e r e are cases w h e n heavy o b j e c t s will n o t fall 

t o the g r o u n d ( e . g . i f they are heavily magnet ized so as t o b e 

repe l led by a m a g n e t b e n e a t h t h e m ) ; and only a scientist can 

predic t exactly h o w long an o b j e c t will take to fall, and exactly 

h o w m u c h b r e a d humans n e e d for n o r m a l activit ies. T h e obvi­

ous a p p r o x i m a t e regulari t ies which humans can readily d e t e c t 

are ones wi th i m p o r t a n t c o n s e q u e n c e s for w h e t h e r w e live o r 

die (eat enough t o l ive, escape predators and acc idents ) , h o w 

w e can m a t e , have chi ldren, k e e p w a r m , t ravel , and so o n . By 

observing and understanding these regular i t ies , humans can 

then utilize t h e m t o m a k e a di f ference t o the w o r l d outside 

our bodies , and t h e r e b y t o our o w n lives. W e n e e d t r u e 

beliefs about the ef fects o f o u r basic act ions i f through t h e m 

w e are t o m a k e a di f ference t o the w o r l d . But only i f o b j e c t s 

behave in regular ways sufficiently s imple to b e u n d e r s t o o d b y 

humans wil l w e b e able t o acquire those bel iefs . By observing 

that bread nour ishes , w e can then take steps t o stay alive by 
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eating b r e a d . By observing that seeds ( including grains o f 

w h e a t ) w h e n planted and w a t e r e d g r o w into plants , w e can 

then take steps to g r o w w h e a t t o m a k e into b r e a d . And so o n . 

But i f mater ia l ob jec t s behaved total ly errat ical ly , w e w o u l d 

n e v e r b e able t o choose to c o n t r o l the w o r l d or our o w n lives 

in any w a y . S o , in seeking an explanat ion o f why all mater ia l 

o b j e c t s have the same s imple p o w e r s and liabilities as each 

o t h e r , w e should seek o n e which explains why they are such 

that the a p p r o x i m a t e p o w e r s and liabilities o f m e d i u m - s i z e d 

mater ia l o b j e c t s ( including those o f i m p o r t a n c e for h u m a n life) 

which f o l l o w t h e r e f r o m are readily de tec tab le by h u m a n s . F o r 

it is a pervasive feature o f all mater ia l o b j e c t s — t h a t the i r 

p o w e r s and liabilities are such as to have this c o n s e q u e n c e . 

T h e s imple hypothesis o f theism leads us to e x p e c t all the 

p h e n o m e n a which I have b e e n descr ibing with s o m e reason­

able d e g r e e o f probabi l i ty . G o d being o m n i p o t e n t is able t o 

p r o d u c e a w o r l d order ly in these r e s p e c t s . And he has g o o d 

reason t o choose to do so : a w o r l d containing human persons 

is a g o o d thing. Persons have e x p e r i e n c e s , and thoughts , and 

can m a k e c h o i c e s , and the i r choices can m a k e big di f ferences 

to t h e m s e l v e s , to o t h e r s , and to the inanimate w o r l d . G o d , 

be ing per fec t ly g o o d , is g e n e r o u s . H e wants to share . And 

t h e r e is a part icular kind o f goodness in human persons with 

bodies in a l a w - g o v e r n e d universe . W i t h a body w e have a 

l imi ted chunk o f m a t t e r under our c o n t r o l , and, i f w e so 

c h o o s e , w e can choose t o learn h o w the w o r l d w o r k s and so 

learn which bodily act ions will have m o r e r e m o t e e f fec ts . W e 

can learn quickly w h e n r o c k s are l ikely t o fall , predators t o 

p o u n c e , and plants t o g r o w . T h e r e b y G o d al lows us to share 

in his creat ive activity o f choos ing . W e can m a k e choices c ru­

cial for o u r s e l v e s — w h e t h e r t o avoid falling r o c k s , t o escape 

f r o m p r e d a t o r s , t o plant c rops in o r d e r t o ge t enough t o ea t , 
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o r n o t t o b o t h e r ; w h e t h e r t o bui ld houses and live c o m f o r t ­

ably o r t o b e c o n t e n t wi th a m o r e pr imit ive l i fe-style . And w e 

can m a k e choices crucial for o t h e r s — w h e t h e r to give t h e m 

food or le t t h e m starve. 

But , because the approx imate observable regularities in the 

behaviour o f medium-s ized ob jec ts are due to m o r e prec ise 

regularit ies in the behaviour o f their small-scale c o m p o n e n t s , 

w e can, i f w e so c h o o s e , try to find out what are these la t ter 

c o m p o n e n t s . W i t h this knowledge w e can build instruments 

which e x t e n d further our knowledge and c o n t r o l o f the w o r l d . 

Humans can discover the laws o f dynamics and chemistry and 

so m a k e cars and aeroplanes , o r — a l t e r n a t i v e l y — b o m b s and 

guns; and so e x t e n d the range o f our p o w e r f r o m c o n t r o l 

m e r e l y o f our bodies and their local e n v i r o n m e n t t o a m u c h 

wider c o n t r o l o f the w o r l d . E m b o d i m e n t in an orderly w o r l d 

gives the possibility n o t m e r e l y o f quick learning o f regulari ­

ties utilizable for survival, b u t o f sc ience and t e c h n o l o g y — o f 

discovering by co-operat ive effort over the years deep laws 

which can b e utilized to rebui ld our w o r l d in the ways w e 

c h o o s e . It is up to us w h e t h e r w e choose to learn and e x t e n d 

c o n t r o l , and up to us h o w w e e x t e n d c o n t r o l . Like a g o o d par­

ent , a generous G o d has reason for n o t foisting on us a certa in 

fixed measure o f knowledge and c o n t r o l , but rather for giving 

us a choice o f w h e t h e r to g r o w in knowledge and c o n t r o l . 

It is because it provides these opportuni t ies for humans that 

G o d has a reason to c rea te a w o r l d g o v e r n e d by natural laws 

o f the kind w e f ind. O f course G o d has reason to m a k e m a n y 

o t h e r things, and I w o u l d hesi tate t o say that o n e could b e c e r ­

tain that h e w o u l d m a k e such a w o r l d . But c learly it is the 

sor t o f thing that t h e r e is s o m e significant probabi l i ty that he 

wil l m a k e . 

T h e suitability o f the w o r l d as a theat re for humans is n o t 
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the only reason for G o d t o m a k e an order ly w o r l d . T h e higher 

animals t o o are consc ious , learn, and p l a n — a n d the p r e ­

dictabil i ty o f things in their m o s t easily de tec tab le aspects 

enables t h e m t o do so . But b e y o n d that an order ly w o r l d is a 

beautiful w o r l d . Beauty consists in pat terns o f o r d e r . T o t a l 

chaos is ugly. T h e m o v e m e n t s o f the stars in a c c o r d with regu­

lar laws is a beautiful d a n c e . T h e medievals thought o f the 

planets as carr ied by spheres through the sky, and the i r regu­

lar m o v e m e n t s producing the ' m u s i c o f the spheres ' w h o s e 

beauty humans casually i g n o r e d , al though it was o n e o f the 

m o s t beautiful things t h e r e is. G o d has reason to m a k e an 

order ly w o r l d , because beauty is a g o o d t h i n g — i n m y v iew 

w h e t h e r o r n o t anyone e v e r observes i t , but certainly i f only 

one p e r s o n e v e r observes i t . 

T h e a r g u m e n t to G o d f r o m the w o r l d and its regulari ty is , 

I b e l i e v e , a codif icat ion by phi losophers o f a natural and ra­

tional reac t ion t o an order ly w o r l d deeply e m b e d d e d in the 

human consc iousness . Humans see the comprehens ib i l i ty o f 

the w o r l d as evidence o f a c o m p r e h e n d i n g c r e a t o r . T h e 

p r o p h e t J e r e m i a h lived in an age in which the e x i s t e n c e o f a 

c r e a t o r - g o d o f s o m e sort was taken for g r a n t e d . W h a t was at 

stake was the e x t e n t o f his g o o d n e s s , k n o w l e d g e , and p o w e r . 

J e r e m i a h argued f r o m the o r d e r o f the w o r l d that he was a 

p o w e r f u l and rel iable g o d , that god was the sort o f G o d that 

I descr ibed in Chapter 1 . J e r e m i a h argued t o the p o w e r o f the 

c r e a t o r f r o m the e x t e n t o f the c r e a t i o n — ' T h e host o f heaven 

cannot b e n u m b e r e d , ne i ther the sand o f the sea m e a s u r e d ' 

( J e r . 3 3 : 2 2 ) ; and h e argued that its regular behaviour s h o w e d 

the reliabil i ty o f the c r e a t o r , and h e spoke o f the ' c o v e n a n t o f 

the day and n ight ' w h e r e b y they f o l l o w each o t h e r regular ly , 

and ' the ordinances o f heaven and e a r t h ' ( J e r . 3 3 : 20—1 and 

2 5 - 6 ) . 
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T h e o r d e r l y behaviour o f mater ia l b o d i e s , which h e de­

scribes as the i r t e n d e n c y t o m o v e towards a goal ( e . g . the 

falling b o d y tending towards the g r o u n d , the air bubbl ing up 

through w a t e r ) , was the basis o f the fifth o f St T h o m a s 

Aquinas 's 'five w ays ' to prove the e x i s t e n c e o f G o d : 

The fifth way is based on the guidedness of things. For we see that 
certain things lacking awareness, viz, natural bodies, move so as to 
attain a goal. This is evident from the fact that always or very fre­
quently they behave in the same way and there follows the best 
result—which shows that they truly tend to a goal, and do not 
merely hit it by accident. Nothing however that lacks awareness 
tends to a goal, except under the direction of someone with aware­
ness and with understanding; the arrow, for example, requires an 
archer. Everything in nature, therefore, is directed to its goal by 
someone with understanding and this we call 'God ' . 

(Summa Theologiae la 2 . 3 ) 

T h e a r g u m e n t f r o m the e x i s t e n c e and regular behaviour o f 

mater ia l o b j e c t s t o a G o d w h o keeps t h e m in e x i s t e n c e wi th 

the same p o w e r s and liabilities as each o t h e r is an a r g u m e n t 

which satisfies very wel l the cr i ter ia set out in Chapter 2 . T h e 

hypothesis o f theism is a s imple hypothesis which leads us to 

e x p e c t these observable p h e n o m e n a , w h e n n o o t h e r hypo­

thesis wil l do so . O n the material is t hypothesis it is a m e r e 

c o i n c i d e n c e that mater ia l o b j e c t s have the same p o w e r s as each 

o t h e r , and n o t a s imple stopping point for explanat ion . 

Because the ism satisfies t h e cr i ter ia w e l l , the e x i s t e n c e and 

regular behaviour o f mater ia l o b j e c t s provide g o o d ev idence 

for the e x i s t e n c e o f G o d . 
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Human and Animal Bodies 

T h e order l iness o f nature in the regular behaviour o f o b j e c t s 

over t i m e , codif ied in natural laws, is n o t the only facet o f the 

orderl iness o f the natural w o r l d . T h e r e is also the marve l lous 

o r d e r o f h u m a n and animal b o d i e s . T h e y are l ike very very 

c o m p l i c a t e d machines . T h e y have del icate sense organs which 

are sensit ive t o so m a n y aspects o f the e n v i r o n m e n t , and cause 

us t o have t rue bel iefs about our e n v i r o n m e n t . W e learn 

w h e r e the o b j e c t s around us a r e , w h e r e our fr iends are and 

w h e r e o u r e n e m i e s a r e , w h e r e t h e r e is food and w h e r e t h e r e 

is p o i s o n — t h r o u g h o u r eyes turning light rays and our ears 

turning sound waves into nerve impulses . And by using these 

resultant bel iefs w e can m o v e ourse lves , our arms and hands 

and m o u t h s — t o c l imb and hold r o c k s and t a l k — a s basic 

act ions in ways which enable us t o achieve all sorts o f diverse 

goals ( including those n e e d e d for o u r survival) . T h e c o m p l e x 

and intr icate organization o f human and animal bodies , which 

m a d e t h e m effect ive vehicles for us to acquire k n o w l e d g e and 

p e r f o r m act ions in these ways, was someth ing which s truck 

the anatomists and naturalists o f the e ighteenth century even 

m o r e than those o f ear l ier centur ies (partly because the inven­

t ion o f the m i c r o s c o p e at the end o f the seventeenth century 

a l lowed t h e m to see jus t h o w intr icately organized those b o d ­

ies w e r e ) . 

V e r y m a n y e ighteenth-century w r i t e r s argued that t h e r e 

was no reason t o suppose that chance w o u l d t h r o w up such 

beauti ful organizat ion, whereas G o d was able t o do so and had 

abundant reason t o do s o — i n the goodness , to which I have 

drawn at tent ion in m y o w n way earl ier in the chapter , o f the 

e x i s t e n c e o f e m b o d i e d animals and h u m a n s . H e n c e the i r e x ­

i s t e n c e , they argued, was g o o d ev idence o f t h e e x i s t e n c e o f 
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G o d . I be l i eve this a r g u m e n t (as so far s tated) to b e c o r r e c t , 

by the cr i ter ia given in C h a p t e r 2 . G o d has reason for c rea t ­

ing e m b o d i e d persons and animals , and so for creat ing h u m a n 

and animal bodies . W i t h such bodies w e can choose w h e t h e r 

t o g r o w in k n o w l e d g e and c o n t r o l o f t h e w o r l d (given that i t 

is an order ly w o r l d ) . G o d is able to b r i n g about the e x i s t e n c e 

o f such b o d i e s . T h a t h e does so , w e saw in Chapter 3 , is a 

s imple hypothesis . H e n c e t h e r e is g o o d reason t o be l ieve that 

G o d is the c r e a t o r o f h u m a n and animal bodies . T h e i r ex is ­

t e n c e provides another strand o f ev idence (additional t o that 

provided b y the e x i s t e n c e o f the universe and its c o n f o r m i t y 

to natural laws) for the e x i s t e n c e o f G o d . 

T h e b e s t - k n o w n presenta t ion o f this a r g u m e n t was by 

W i l l i a m Paley in his Natural Theology ( 1 8 0 6 ) , which begins 

wi th the famous passage: 

In crossing a heath, suppose I pitched my foot against a stone, and 
were asked how the stone came to be there, I might possibly 
answer, that, for anything I knew to the contrary, it had lain there 
for ever; nor would it, perhaps, be very easy to show the absurdity 
of this answer. But suppose I had found a watch upon the ground, 
and it should be inquired how the watch happened to be in that 
place, I should hardly think of the answer which I had before 
given—that , for anything I knew, the watch might have always been 
there. Yet why should not this answer serve for the watch as well 
as for the stone? Why is it not as admissible in the second case as 
in the first? For this reason, and for no other, viz., that, when we 
come to inspect the watch, we perceive (what we could not dis­
cover in the stone) that its several parts are framed and put together 
for a purpose, e .g. , that they are so formed and adjusted as to pro­
duce motion, and that motion so regulated as to point out the hour 
of the day; that, if the different parts had been differently shaped 
from what they are, of a different size from what they are, or placed 
after any other manner, or in any other order than that in which 
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they are placed, either no motion at all would have been carried on 
in the machine, or none which would have answered the use that 
is now served by it . . . The inference, we think, is inevitable, that 
the watch must have had a maker: that there must have existed, at 
some t ime, and at some place or other, an artificer or artificers who 
formed it for the purpose which we find it actually to answer; who 
comprehended its construction, and designed its use. 

T h e res t o f Pa ley 's b o o k is devoted t o showing h o w wel l built 

in all the i r intr icate detail are animals and h u m a n s , and so to 

concluding that they m u s t have had G o d as their m a k e r . This 

analogy o f animals t o c o m p l e x machines seems to m e c o r r e c t , 

and its conc lus ion just i f ied. 

T h e a r g u m e n t does n o t , h o w e v e r , give any reason to sup­

pose that G o d m a d e humans and animals as a basic act on one 

part icular day in h is tory , ra ther than through a gradual 

p r o c e s s . A n d , as w e n o w k n o w , humans and animals did c o m e 

into e x i s t e n c e through the gradual process o f evolut ion f r o m 

a pr imit ive soup o f m a t t e r which f o r m e d as earth c o o l e d d o w n 

s o m e 4 , 0 0 0 mi l l ion years ago. In that process natural se lec ­

t ion played a centra l r o l e . D a r w i n ' s Origin of Species ( 1 8 5 9 ) 

taught us the out l ines o f the s tory , and biologists have b e e n 

filling in the details e v e r s ince . T h e c lear s imple m o d e r n p r e ­

sentat ion in Richard D a w k i n s ' s The Blind Watchmaker ( 1 9 8 6 ) is 

deservedly popular . 

Because the story is so wel l k n o w n , I shall summar ize it in 

a quick and very c o n d e n s e d paragraph. M o l e c u l e s o f the p r i m ­

itive soup c o m b i n e d by chance in to a very s imple f o r m o f life 

which r e p r o d u c e d itself . It p r o d u c e d offspring very similar t o 

i tsel f b u t each o f t h e m differing slightly by chance in various 

r e s p e c t s . In vir tue o f these d i f ferences , s o m e o f the offspring 

w e r e b e t t e r adapted t o survive and so survived; o thers w e r e 

n o t we l l equipped to survive and did n o t survive. T h e n e x t 
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generat ions o f offspring p r o d u c e d o n average the character is ­

tics o f the i r parents , b u t exhib i ted slight variations f r o m t h e m 

in various ways . T h e m o r e a character is t ic gave an advantage 

in the struggle for survival, the m o r e evolut ion favoured its 

d e v e l o p m e n t . O t h e r things be ing equal , c o m p l e x i t y o f organ­

ization was a character is t ic wi th survival value, and so m o r e 

c o m p l e x organisms began to appear on ear th . A character is t ic 

which gave an advantage t o c o m p l e x organisms was sexual 

r e p r o d u c t i o n , and so gradually today ' s m a l e and female organ­

isms e v o l v e d . W h a t e v e r character is t ic o f an animal you n a m e , 

there is a s tory t o b e to ld o f h o w it c a m e t o have that char­

acter is t ic in t e r m s o f it be ing o n e o f m a n y character ist ics 

which w e r e slight variants on the character is t ics o f pa r e nt s , 

and it giving an advantage in the struggle for survival over the 

o t h e r character is t ics . O n c e upon a t i m e giraffes had n e c k s o f 

the same length as o t h e r animals o f the i r bodi ly size. But by 

chance s o m e giraffe couples p r o d u c e d offspring with l o n g e r 

necks than usual. T h e s e offspring wi th the longer n e c k s w e r e 

b e t t e r able t o reach food ( e . g . leaves in the t r e e tops) than the 

o thers , and so they f lourished and m o r e o f t h e m survived to 

have m o r e offspring than did those w i t h shor ter n e c k s . T h e 

offspring o f the l o n g e r - n e c k e d giraffes had o n average necks o f 

the same lengths as the i r o w n parents , b u t s o m e had ones 

slightly longer and o thers had ones slightly shor ter . T h e r e was 

an advantage in even longer n e c k s , and so the average n e c k o f 

the populat ion b e c a m e l o n g e r . But giraffes wi th very long 

necks p r o v e d less able t o escape f r o m p r e d a t o r s — t h e y could 

n o t escape f r o m w o o d s o r run so fast w h e n pursued b y l ions . 

So the length o f giraffe n e c k s stabilized at an o p t i m u m s i z e — 

long enough for giraffes t o ge t the leaves b u t n o t so long as 

t o m a k e t h e m unable t o escape f r o m predators . T h a t , o r 

someth ing l ike i t , is the explanat ion o f why the giraffe has a 
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long n e c k . And t h e r e is a similar s tory t o b e to ld for every 

animal and human character is t i c . A l i t t le sensitivity to light 

gave s o m e advantage ( to m a n y animals in m a n y e n v i r o n m e n t s ) 

in the struggle for survival, a l i t t le m o r e sensitivity gave m o r e 

advantage, and h e n c e the eye deve loped in m a n y animals . 

A n d , above all , c o m p l e x i t y o f nervous organizat ion in sup­

port ing a range o f sense organs and bodi ly m o v e m e n t s gave 

great advantage, and so w e have the c o m p l e x l y organized ani­

mals and humans w e have today. 

S o , in s u m m a r y , the Darwinian explanat ion o f why t h e r e 

are the c o m p l e x animal and h u m a n bodies t h e r e are today is 

that o n c e upon a t i m e t h e r e w e r e cer ta in chemicals o n ear th , 

and, given the laws o f evolut ion ( e . g . r e p r o d u c t i o n wi th slight 

var ia t ion) , it was p r o b a b l e that c o m p l e x organisms w o u l d 

e m e r g e . This explanat ion o f the e x i s t e n c e o f c o m p l e x organ­

isms is surely a c o r r e c t explanat ion , b u t it is n o t an u l t imate 

explanat ion o f that fact . F o r an ul t imate explanat ion w e n e e d 

an explanat ion at the highest level o f w h y those laws ra ther 

than any o t h e r ones o p e r a t e d . T h e laws o f evolut ion are n o 

doubt c o n s e q u e n c e s o f laws o f chemis t ry governing the 

organic m a t t e r o f which animals are m a d e . And the laws o f 

chemis t ry hold because the fundamental laws o f physics ho ld . 

But why just those fundamental laws o f physics ra ther than any 

others? I f the laws o f physics did n o t have the c o n s e q u e n c e 

that s o m e chemica l a r r a n g e m e n t w o u l d give rise t o l i fe , o r 

that t h e r e w o u l d b e r a n d o m variations by offspring f r o m char­

acterist ics o f parents , and so o n , there w o u l d b e n o evolut ion 

by natural se lec t ion . S o , even given that there are laws o f 

nature ( i . e . that mater ia l o b j e c t s have the same p o w e r s and 

liabilities as each o t h e r ) , why just those laws? T h e mater ia l is t 

says that t h e r e is n o explanat ion . T h e theist c la ims that G o d 

has a reason for br inging about those laws because those laws 
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have t h e c o n s e q u e n c e that eventual ly animals and hum a ns 

evolve . 

Even given that the laws o f physics are such as t o give rise 

to laws o f evolut ion o f c o m p l e x organisms f r o m a certa in 

pr imit ive soup o f m a t t e r , animals and humans will evolve only 

i f there is a pr imit ive soup wi th the r ight chemica l const i tu­

t ion to start wi th . S o m e soups di f ferent in chemica l const i tu­

t ion f r o m that f r o m which the earth actually began w o u l d also, 

given the actual laws o f physics , have given rise t o animals . 

But m o s t soups o f chemica l e l e m e n t s m a d e f r o m dif ferently 

arranged fundamental part ic les w o u l d n o t have given rise t o 

animals . So why was t h e r e that part icular pr imit ive soup? W e 

can t race the history o f the w o r l d fur ther backwards . T h e 

pr imit ive soup ex is ted because the ear th was f o r m e d in the 

way it w a s ; and the ear th was f o r m e d in the way it was 

because the galaxy was f o r m e d in the way it was , and so on 

. . . until w e c o m e r ight b a c k t o the Big Bang, the explos ion 

1 5 , 0 0 0 mi l l ion years ago wi th which apparently the universe 

began . R e c e n t scientif ic w o r k has drawn at tent ion to the fact 

that the universe is ' f ine t u n e d ' . T h e m a t t e r - e n e r g y at the 

t i m e o f the Big Bang had to have a cer ta in density and a c e r ­

tain veloc i ty o f recess ion to br ing for th l i fe . ( F o r a s imple 

a c c o u n t o f s o m e o f this w o r k , see J o h n Les l ie , Universes 

( 1 9 8 9 ) . ) Increase o r decrease in these respec ts by o n e part in 

a mi l l ion w o u l d have had the ef fect that the universe was n o t 

life evolving. F o r e x a m p l e , i f the Big Bang had caused the 

chunks o f m a t t e r - e n e r g y t o r e c e d e f r o m each o t h e r a l i tt le 

m o r e quickly , n o galaxies , s tars , o r p lanets , and n o environ­

m e n t suitable for l i fe , w o u l d have b e e n f o r m e d on earth or 

anywhere else in the universe . I f the recess ion had b e e n m a r ­

ginally s l o w e r , the universe w o u l d have col lapsed in o n i tsel f 

b e f o r e l ife could have b e e n f o r m e d . If there is an ul t imate 
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scientif ic explanat ion , it wil l have t o leave i t as a b r u t e fact 

that the universe began in such a state and had such natural 

laws as t o b e life evolving, w h e n a marginal d i f ference in those 

initial condit ions w o u l d have ensured that n o life e v e r evolved 

a n y w h e r e . 

O f c o u r s e , the universe may n o t have had a beginning with 

a Big Bang, b u t m a y have lasted f o r e v e r . Even s o , its m a t t e r 

m u s t have had certa in genera l features i f at any t i m e t h e r e was 

t o b e a state o f the universe suited t o p r o d u c e animals and 

h u m a n s . T h e r e w o u l d n e e d , for e x a m p l e , t o b e enough m a t ­

t e r but n o t t o o m u c h o f it for chemica l substances to b e buil t 

up at s o m e t i m e o r o t h e r — a lot o f fundamental part ic les are 

n e e d e d b u t wi th large spaces b e t w e e n t h e m . And only a c e r ­

tain range o f laws w o u l d a l low there to b e animals and humans 

at any t i m e e v e r . T h e r e c e n t scientif ic w o r k o n the fine-

tuning o f the universe has drawn at tent ion t o the fact that , 

w h e t h e r o r n o t the universe had a beginning , if it had laws o f 

anything like the same kind as our actual ones ( e . g . a law o f 

gravitational at tract ion and the laws o f the three o t h e r forces 

which physicists have a n a l y s e d — e l e c t r o m a g n e t i s m , the s t rong 

nuclear f o r c e , and the w e a k nuclear f o r c e ) , the constants o f 

those laws w o u l d n e e d t o lie within n a r r o w bands i f t h e r e was 

e v e r to b e life anywhere in the universe . Again the mater ia l ­

ist will have to leave it as an u l t imate b r u t e fact that an ever ­

lasting universe and its laws had those character is t ics , whereas 

the theist has a s imple u l t imate explanat ion o f w h y things are 

thus , fo l lowing f r o m his basic hypothesis which also leads h i m 

t o e x p e c t the o t h e r p h e n o m e n a w e have b e e n descr ibing. 

T r u e , G o d could have c rea ted humans w i t h o u t doing so by 

the long process o f evolut ion . But that is only an o b j e c t i o n to 

the theist ic hypothesis i f you suppose that G o d ' s only reason 

for creat ing anything is for the sake o f h u m a n be ings . T o 
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repeat m y earl ier p o i n t — G o d also has reason t o br ing about 

animals . Animals are consc ious beings w h o enjoy m u c h life 

and p e r f o r m intent ional ac t ions , even i f they d o n o t c h o o s e 

freely which ones t o d o . O f course G o d has a reason for giv­

ing life to elephants and giraffes, t igers and snails. And any­

way the beauty o f the evolut ion o f the inanimate w o r l d f r o m 

the Big Bang (or f r o m e tern i ty ) w o u l d b e qui te enough o f a 

reason for producing it , even i f G o d w e r e the only person to 

have observed i t . But he is n o t ; w e ourselves can n o w admire 

ear l ier and earl ier stages o f c o s m i c evolut ion through o u r t e le ­

scopes . G o d paints wi th a big brush f r o m a large p a i n t b o x and 

he has n o n e e d to b e stingy with the paint he uses t o paint a 

beauti ful universe . 

D a r w i n s h o w e d that the universe is a machine for making 

animals and h u m a n s . B u t it is misleading to gloss that c o r r e c t 

po int in the way that R ichard D a w k i n s d o e s : ' o u r o w n exis­

t e n c e o n c e presented the greatest o f all mys ter ie s , b u t . . . it 

is a m y s t e r y n o longer . . . D a r w i n and W a l l a c e solved i t ' (The 

Blind Watchmaker, p . x i i i ) . It is misleading because it ignores 

the interest ing quest ion o f w h e t h e r the e x i s t e n c e and opera­

t ion o f that m a c h i n e , the factors which D a r w i n (and W a l l a c e ) 

c i ted t o explain ' o u r o w n e x i s t e n c e ' , themse lves have a fur­

t h e r explanat ion . I have argued that the principles o f rat ional 

enquiry suggest that they d o . D a r w i n gave a c o r r e c t explana­

t ion o f the e x i s t e n c e o f animals and h u m a n s ; but n o t , I th ink, 

an ul t imate o n e . T h e watch m a y have b e e n made with the aid 

o f s o m e b l ind screwdrivers (or even a bl ind watchmaking 

m a c h i n e ) , but they w e r e guided by a w a t c h m a k e r wi th s o m e 

very c lear sight. 

S tephen Hawking has suggested that the universe is n o t 

infinitely o ld , b u t that nevertheless it did n o t have a begin­

ning, and so there was n o n e e d for it t o begin in a part icular 
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initial state i f animals and humans w e r e t o e m e r g e . H e sug­

gests , as Einstein did, that space is c l o s e d — f i n i t e b u t w i t h o u t 

a boundary . T h r e e - d i m e n s i o n a l space , that is, is l ike the t w o -

dimensional surface o f a sphere . I f you travel in any d i rec t ion 

along the surface o f a sphere , you wil l c o m e b a c k t o your 

s tar t ing-point f r o m the opposi te side. It is indeed possible that 

three -d imens iona l space is also l ike this , though that remains 

a m a t t e r on which t h e r e is n o scientif ic consensus . But 

Hawking also m a k e s the paradoxical 'p roposa l ' that the same 

is t r u e with r e s p e c t t o t i m e (see A Brief History of Time ( 1 9 8 5 ) , 

1 3 6 ) : t i m e is c losed because it is c y c l i c a l — i f you live long 

enough after 1 9 9 5 in to the fu ture , you w o u l d find yourse l f 

c o m i n g f r o m 1 9 9 4 in to 1 9 9 5 ( looking and feel ing jus t l ike you 

do n o w ) . Hawking c la ims that the ' r e a l ' tes t o f his proposal 

is w h e t h e r his theory w h i c h e m b o d i e s it ' m a k e s predic t ions 

that agree wi th o b s e r v a t i o n ' . But that is n o t the only test 

which his proposal m u s t pass. As I n o t e d in C h a p t e r 2 , a 

theory w h i c h entails a contradic t ion cannot b e t r u e , h o w e v e r 

successful it is in making predic t ions . And the 'proposa l ' that 

t i m e is cycl ical t o m y m i n d does entail a cont rad ic t ion . It 

entails that t o m o r r o w is b o t h after and b e f o r e today (because 

i f you live long enough after t o m o r r o w , you wil l find yourse l f 

b a c k to t o d a y ) . T h a t in turn entails that I today cause events 

t o m o r r o w which in turn by a long causal chain cause m y o w n 

e x i s t e n c e today. But it is at any rate logically possible 

( w h e t h e r o r n o t possible in prac t i ce ) that I should freely m a k e 

dif ferent choices f r o m the ones which I do m a k e today; and 

in that case I could c h o o s e so t o act today as t o ensure that 

m y parents w e r e n e v e r b o r n and so I n e v e r e x i s t e d — w h i c h is 

a contradic t ion . Cycl ical t i m e al lows the possibil ity o f m y act­

ing so as to cause m y n o t act ing. A n d , s ince that is n o t possi­

b l e , cycl ical t i m e is n o t poss ib le . In saying this , I have n o wish 
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t o chal lenge the c o r r e c t n e s s o f H a w k i n g ' s equat ions as parts 

o f a t h e o r y which predic ts observat ions . But I do wish t o chal­

lenge the in terpre ta t ion in w o r d s which Hawking gives o f 

those equat ions . 

T h e use t o which Hawking puts his 'proposa l ' is conta ined 

in this paragraph: 

The idea that space and time may form a closed surface without 
boundary also has profound implications for the role of God in the 
affairs of the universe. With the success of scientific theories in 
describing events, most people have come to believe that God 
allows the universe to evolve according to a set of laws and does 
not intervene in the universe to break these laws. However, the 
laws do not tell us what the universe should have looked like when 
it started—it would still be up to God to wind up the clockwork 
and choose how to start it off. So long as the universe had a begin­
ning, we could suppose it had a creator. But if the universe is really 
completely self-contained, having no boundary or edge, it would 
have neither beginning nor end: it would simply be. What place, 
then, for a creator? 

(A Brief History of Time, 1 4 0 - 1 ) 

T h e the is t ' s answer t o this paragraph is t w o f o l d . First , 

w h e t h e r o r n o t G o d e v e r intervenes in the universe to b r e a k 

his laws , according t o the i sm, he certa inly can do s o ; and the 

cont inued operat ion o f these laws is due t o his constant con­

serving o f t h e m , his choosing n o t t o b r e a k t h e m . A n d , sec­

ondly , i f the universe had a beginning , G o d m a d e it beg in one 

way ra ther than a n o t h e r . I f the universe did n o t have a begin­

ning, the only al ternat ive is that it is everlast ing. In that case , 

G o d m a y b e he ld t o k e e p it in be ing at each m o m e n t wi th the 

laws o f nature as they are . It is through his choice at each 

m o m e n t that it exists at that m o m e n t and the laws o f nature 

are as they are t h e n . T h e grounds for bel ieving this theist ic 
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answer t o Hawking to b e n o t m e r e l y possible b u t t r u e are 

those be ing set out in this b o o k . 

An o b j e c t o r m a y invoke a f o r m o f what is k n o w n as the 

anthropic principle t o urge that , unless the universe exhib i ted 

o r d e r o f the kinds w h i c h I have descr ibed (s imple laws o p e r ­

ating o n m a t t e r in such a way as t o lead t o the evolut ion o f 

animals and h u m a n s ) , t h e r e w o u l d n o t b e any hum a ns alive to 

c o m m e n t on the fact . ( I f t h e r e w e r e n o natural laws , there 

w o u l d b e n o regularly funct ioning organisms, and so n o 

h u m a n s . ) H e n c e t h e r e is nothing surprising in t h e fact that w e 

find o r d e r — w e could n o t possibly find anything e lse . (This 

conc lus ion is c learly a l i t t le t o o s t rong. T h e r e w o u l d n e e d t o 

b e quite a bit o f o r d e r in and around o u r bodies i f w e are to 

exis t and think, b u t t h e r e could b e chaos outside the ear th , so 

long as the earth was largely unaffected by that chaos . T h e r e 

is a great deal m o r e o r d e r in the w o r l d than is necessary f o r 

the e x i s t e n c e o f h u m a n s . So t h e r e could still b e humans to 

c o m m e n t on the fact , even i f the w o r l d w e r e a m u c h less 

order ly place than it i s . ) But , quite apart f r o m this m i n o r con­

s iderat ion, the a r g u m e n t still fails total ly for a reason which 

can bes t b e brought out by an analogy. Suppose that a mad­

m a n kidnaps a vict im and shuts him in a r o o m with a card-

shuffling m a c h i n e . T h e m a c h i n e shuffles ten packs o f cards 

s imultaneously and then draws a card f r o m each pack and 

exhibi ts s imultaneously the ten cards. T h e k idnapper tells the 

v ic t im that he wil l short ly set the machine t o w o r k and it wil l 

exhib i t its first d r a w , b u t that , unless the draw consists o f an 

ace o f hearts f r o m each pack , the m a c h i n e will s imultaneously 

set o f f an explos ion which will kill the v ic t im, in c o n s e q u e n c e 

o f which he will n o t see which cards the m a c h i n e d r e w . T h e 

m a c h i n e is then set to w o r k , and to the a m a z e m e n t and re l i e f 

o f the vict im the m a c h i n e exhibi ts an ace o f hearts drawn f r o m 
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each pack . T h e vic t im thinks that this ex t raordinary fact needs 

an explanat ion in t e r m s o f the m a c h i n e having b e e n r igged in 

s o m e w a y . But the k idnapper , w h o n o w reappears , casts doubt 

on this suggest ion. 'It is hardly surpris ing ' , he says, ' that the 

m a c h i n e draws only aces o f hear ts . Y o u could n o t possibly see 

anything e lse . F o r you w o u l d n o t b e h e r e to see anything at 

all , i f any o t h e r cards had b e e n d r a w n . ' B u t , o f c o u r s e , the 

vict im is r ight and the kidnapper is w r o n g . T h e r e is indeed 

someth ing extraordinary in n e e d o f explanat ion in t e n aces o f 

hearts be ing drawn. T h e fact that this pecul iar o r d e r is a n e c ­

essary condi t ion o f the draw be ing p e r c e i v e d at all m a k e s what 

is perce ived n o less ex t raordinary and in n e e d o f explanat ion . 

T h e the is t ' s s tar t ing-point is n o t that w e p e r c e i v e o r d e r ra ther 

than disorder , b u t that o r d e r ra ther than disorder is t h e r e . 

M a y b e only i f o r d e r is there can w e k n o w what is t h e r e , but 

that makes what is t h e r e n o less ex t raordinary and in n e e d o f 

explanat ion . T r u e , every draw, every a r r a n g e m e n t o f m a t t e r , 

is equally i m p r o b a b l e a p r i o r i — t h a t i s , i f chance alone dictates 

what is d r a w n . B u t i f a person is arranging things , he has rea­

son t o p r o d u c e s o m e ar rangements ra ther than o thers ( ten 

aces o f hear ts , a w o r l d fine tuned t o p r o d u c e animals and 

h u m a n s ) . And if w e find such a r r a n g e m e n t s , that is reason for 

supposing that a person is doing the arranging. 

A n o t h e r o b j e c t o r m a y advocate what is cal led the many-

worlds t h e o r y . H e m a y say that , i f t h e r e are tr i l l ions and tri l ­

l ions o f universes , exhibi t ing b e t w e e n t h e m all the possible 

kinds o f o r d e r and disorder there can b e , it is inevitable that 

there will b e o n e g o v e r n e d by s imple c o m p r e h e n s i b l e laws 

which give rise t o animals and h u m a n s . T r u e . But t h e r e is n o 

reason t o suppose that t h e r e are any universes o t h e r than our 

o w n . (By ' o u r universe ' I m e a n all the stars and o t h e r heav­

enly bodies which l ie in s o m e di rec t ion at s o m e dis tance , h o w -
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e v e r large , f r o m ourse lves ; everything w e can see in the night 

sky, and everything there t o o small to b e seen , and everything 

fur ther away than t h a t . ) E v e r y o b j e c t o f which w e k n o w is an 

observable c o m p o n e n t o f our universe , o r postulated to 

expla in such o b j e c t s . T o postulate a tr i l l ion tr i l l ion o t h e r uni­

verses , ra ther than one G o d in o r d e r t o explain the order l i ­

ness o f o u r universe , s e e m s the height o f i rrat ional i ty . 

So t h e r e is o u r universe . It is character ized b y vast, all-

pervasive tempora l o r d e r , the conformi ty o f nature to formula , 

r e c o r d e d in the scientif ic laws formula ted by h u m a n s . It 

s tarted o f f in such a way ( o r through e tern i ty has b e e n char­

acter ized by such features) as t o lead t o the evolut ion o f ani­

mals and h u m a n s . T h e s e p h e n o m e n a are c learly things ' t o o 

b i g ' for sc ience to expla in . T h e y are w h e r e sc ience stops. 

T h e y const i tute the f r a m e w o r k o f sc ience itself . I have argued 

that it is n o t a rat ional conclus ion t o suppose that explanat ion 

stops w h e r e sc ience d o e s , and so w e should l o o k for a p e r ­

sonal explanat ion o f the e x i s t e n c e , c o n f o r m i t y to l a w , and 

evolut ionary potent ia l o f the universe . T h e i s m provides jus t 

such an explanat ion . T h a t is s trong grounds for bel ieving it to 

be t r u e — b y the cr i ter ia which I set out in Chapter 2 . N o t e 

that I am n o t postulat ing a ' G o d o f the g a p s ' , a god m e r e l y t o 

explain the things which sc ience has n o t ye t expla ined . I am 

postulat ing a G o d t o explain what sc ience expla ins ; I do n o t 

deny that sc ience expla ins , b u t I postulate G o d t o explain why 

sc ience expla ins . T h e very success o f sc ience in showing us 

h o w deeply order ly t h e natural w o r l d is provides s t rong 

grounds for bel ieving that there is an even d e e p e r cause o f 

that o r d e r . 
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5 
HOW THE EXISTENCE 

OF GOD EXPLAINS 
THE EXISTENCE 

OF HUMANS 

In wri t ing loose ly in the last chapter o f evolut ionary processes 

causing the e x i s t e n c e o f animals and h u m a n s , I g lossed over 

someth ing all i m p o r t a n t . Evolut ionary processes certa inly 

cause the e x i s t e n c e o f animal and h u m a n bodies in vir tue o f 

the laws o f nature discovered by the physical sc iences (sus­

ta ined, I c la im, by G o d ) . But t h e r e is m o r e to humans than 

the i r b o d i e s . H u m a n s (and the higher animals) are consc ious 

be ings . T h e y have thoughts and feel ings; a toms do n o t have 

thoughts and feel ings. B u t consc iousness , I shall b e arguing, 

cannot b e the p r o p e r t y o f a m e r e b o d y , a mater ia l o b j e c t . It 

m u s t b e a p r o p e r t y o f something else c o n n e c t e d to a b o d y ; 

and t o that someth ing else I shall give the tradit ional n a m e o f 

soul . At s o m e t i m e in evolut ionary his tory bodies o f c o m p l e x 

animals b e c o m e c o n n e c t e d to souls , and this , I shall b e argu­

ing, is someth ing ut ter ly b e y o n d the p o w e r o f sc ience t o 
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expla in . B u t theism can explain t h i s — f o r G o d has the p o w e r 

and reason t o j o i n souls to b o d i e s . F irs t , h o w e v e r , I n e e d to 

descr ibe the p h e n o m e n a , and to br ing o u t that humans (and 

the higher animals) consist o f t w o p a r t s — a body which is a 

mater ia l substance , and a soul which is an immater ia l sub­

stance and t o which the consc ious life o f thought and feel ing 

b e l o n g s . I shall m a k e m y case wi th r e s p e c t t o h u m a n s , and 

then point out briefly that the same holds for the higher 

animals . 

Human Souls 

T h e w o r l d , I p o i n t e d out in Chapter 2 , consists o f substances . 

T a b l e s and chairs , p e r s o n s , n e r v e cel ls and b o n e s are all sub­

s tances . Substances have proper t ies such as be ing b r o w n or 

square , and re lat ions t o o t h e r substances such as be ing 10 feet 

away f r o m another desk or c o m i n g into e x i s t e n c e after i t . A 

part icular substance having a part icular p r o p e r t y o r re lat ion at 

a part icular t i m e is an e v e n t — f o r e x a m p l e , m y t ie be ing g r e e n 

at 8 a . m . on 1 January 1 9 9 5 , o r a certa in n e u r o n e (a nerve 

ce l l ) firing ( i . e . quickly discharging e lec t r i c i ty ) at 2 p . m . on 2 

January 1 9 9 4 . Anything is a substance i f it can cause an e v e n t , 

o r if someth ing can cause a change in i t . S o , as wel l as m a ­

terial substances , substances which o c c u p y vo lumes o f space , 

t h e r e may b e immater ia l ones as w e l l , which do n o t occupy 

space . I am arguing in this b o o k that there is a G o d w h o is 

such an immater ia l substance ; and, i f t h e r e are ghosts and pol ­

tergeis ts , they t o o are immater ia l substances . I am going t o 

argue in this chapter that the essential part o f each o n e o f us 

is a soul which is an immater ia l substance . 

T h e history o f the w o r l d is jus t the s e q u e n c e o f all the 
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events w h i c h have ever happened. If y o u k n e w all the events 

which had happened (which substances ex i s ted , w h i c h p r o p ­

ert ies and re lat ions they had to which o t h e r substances w h e n ) , 

you w o u l d k n o w all that had e v e r happened . 

P r o p e r t i e s and events m a y b e physical o r m e n t a l . I shall 

unders tand by a physical event o n e such that n o one p e r s o n is 

necessari ly b e t t e r p laced t o k n o w that it has happened than is 

any o t h e r p e r s o n . Physical events are publ ic ; there is n o priv­

i leged access to t h e m . T h u s m y desk being square is a physi­

cal e v e n t because , even though I m a y b e the only p e r s o n t o 

have observed this , anyone else could check that it is square 

j u s t as we l l as I can . A m o n g physical events are brain events . 

W h e t h e r a certa in n e u r o n e in the brain fired at a part icular 

t i m e is someth ing w h i c h could b e observed equally we l l by 

m a n y di f ferent o b s e r v e r s , and so the firing is also a physical 

event . M e n t a l e v e n t s , by contras t , are ones which jus t o n e 

p e r s o n has a special way o f finding o u t a b o u t — b y actually 

e x p e r i e n c i n g t h e m . T h e person w h o s e events these are has 

privi leged access t o t h e m , a m e a n s o f finding out about t h e m 

which n o o n e else can share . 

E v i d e n t l y — m o r e evident ly than anything e l s e — t h e r e really 

are m e n t a l events , as w e k n o w f r o m our o w n e x p e r i e n c e . 

T h e y inc lude pat terns o f c o l o u r in o n e ' s visual field, pains and 

thri l ls , be l ie fs , thoughts and feel ings. T h e y also inc lude the 

purposes which I t ry to realize through m y body or in s o m e 

o t h e r w a y , which I discussed in C h a p t e r 2 . M y being in pain 

at midday yesterday, o r having a red image in m y visual f ield, 

o r thinking about lunch , o r forming the purpose o f going to 

L o n d o n — a r e such that i f o thers could find out about t h e m by 

s o m e m e t h o d , I could find out about t h e m by the same 

m e t h o d . O t h e r s can learn about m y pains and thoughts by 

studying m y behaviour and perhaps also by studying m y brain. 

[ 71 ] 



The Existence of Humans 

Y e t I, t o o , could study m y behaviour : I could w a t c h a fi lm o f 

myse l f ; I could study m y b r a i n — v i a a system o f m i r r o r s and 

m i c r o s c o p e s — j u s t as wel l as anyone else c o u l d . B u t , o f 

c o u r s e , I have a way o f k n o w i n g about pains, thoughts , and 

suchlike o t h e r than those available to the b e s t o t h e r s tudent o f 

m y behaviour o r bra in : I actually e x p e r i e n c e t h e m . 

C o n s e q u e n t l y , they m u s t b e dist inct f r o m brain e v e n t s , o r any 

o t h e r bodily events . A neurophysiologis t cannot o b s e r v e the 

quality o f the c o l o u r in m y visual field, o r the pungency o f the 

smel l o f roast b e e f which I s m e l l . A Mart ian w h o c a m e t o 

ear th , captured a h u m a n be ing , and inspected his brain could 

discover everything that was happening in that brain b u t 

w o u l d still w o n d e r ' D o e s this h u m a n really feel anything w h e n 

I s tamp o n his t o e ? ' It is a fur ther fact b e y o n d the o c c u r r e n c e 

o f brain events that there are pains and a f ter - images , thoughts , 

and in tent ions . L ikewise , such events are to b e distinguished 

f r o m the behaviour t o which they typically give r ise . P e o p l e 

have sensations to which they give n o e x p r e s s i o n — p a i n s 

which they conceal or d r e a m sensations which they r e p o r t to 

n o o n e — a n d , i f the sensations give rise t o behaviour , the sub­

j e c t is aware o f the sensation as a separate event f r o m the 

behaviour t o which it gives r i se . 

I emphasize m y definit ion o f the m e n t a l as that t o which the 

sub jec t has privi leged access . T h e r e are m a n y proper t ies which 

w e at tr ibute to p e o p l e , which w e might s o m e t i m e s call ' m e n ­

ta l ' b u t which are n o t m e n t a l in m y sense but are m e r e l y 

proper t ies o f publ ic behaviour . W h e n w e say that s o m e o n e is 

g e n e r o u s o r i rr i table o r a useful source o f in format ion , it may 

b e that w e are jus t saying someth ing about the way they 

behave in publ ic , n o t anything about the life o f thought and 

feel ing which lies behind such behaviour . W e m a y naturally 

descr ibe be ing irr i table as a m e n t a l p r o p e r t y , b u t i t is n o t a 
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m e n t a l p r o p e r t y in m y defined sense . M y c o n c e r n is t o m a k e 

the point that t h e r e are m e n t a l events in m y sense , dist inct 

f r o m brain events . In making this p o i n t , I do n o t for o n e 

m o m e n t wish t o deny that m o s t o f m y m e n t a l events are 

caused b y m y brain e v e n t s . An e v e n t in m y brain ( i tse l f caused 

by an e v e n t in m y t o o t h ) caused m y t o o t h a c h e ; and another 

e v e n t in m y brain ( i t se l f caused by the branch outside t h e win­

d o w m o v i n g ) caused m y b e l i e f that the branch m o v e d . B u t the 

point is that , jus t as ignit ion o f p e t r o l is dist inct f r o m the 

explos ion which it subsequent ly causes , so the brain event is 

dist inct f r o m the pain o r w h a t e v e r w h i c h it causes . A n d , o f 

c o u r s e , t h e r e is causation in the o t h e r direct ion t o o : m y pur ­

poses cause (unintent ional ly) the brain events which in turn 

cause the m o t i o n o f m y l imbs (which I i n t e n d ) . 

H u m a n s , unl ike inanimate things, have m e n t a l p r o p e r t i e s ; 

they have a m e n t a l l i fe . But t h e r e is m o r e t o humans than jus t 

having a m e n t a l life c o n n e c t e d t o a b o d y . T h a t m e n t a l life 

i tself , I n o w argue , is the state o f an immater ia l substance , a 

soul , which is c o n n e c t e d t o the b o d y . T h a t humans consist o f 

t w o c o n n e c t e d s u b s t a n c e s — b o d y and s o u l — i s the v iew 

k n o w n as substance dual ism. T h e al ternative is t o say that 

humans are jus t bodies (I am the s a m e thing as what w e 

loosely call m y b o d y ) . In that case , m y m e n t a l p r o p e r t i e s , such 

as be ing in pain or having an a f te r - image , w o u l d b e p r o p e r ­

ties o f m y b o d y . L e t us call this v iew about humans substance 

monism—the view that t h e r e are only substances o f o n e k ind, 

mater ia l substances . I f m o n i s m w e r e c o r r e c t , then t h e r e 

w o u l d b e nothing m o r e t o the his tory o f the w o r l d than the 

succession o f those events w h i c h involve mater ia l substances , 

the i r c o m i n g in to e x i s t e n c e o r ceasing t o exis t and having 

proper t ies and re lat ions (physical o r m e n t a l ) . B u t , I am n o w 

going t o po int o u t , i f you k n e w all that , you w o u l d still n o t 
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k n o w o n e o f the m o s t i m p o r t a n t things o f a l l — w h e t h e r you 

or any o t h e r human cont inued o v e r t i m e to live a consc ious 

l i fe . 

L e t m e i l lustrate this wi th the e x a m p l e o f brain transplants . 

T h e brain consists o f t w o hemispheres and a b r a i n - s t e m . T h e r e 

is g o o d evidence that humans can survive and behave as con­

scious beings i f m u c h o f o n e h e m i s p h e r e is d e s t r o y e d . N o w 

imagine m y brain (hemispheres plus b r a i n - s t e m ) divided into 

t w o , and each half-brain taken out o f m y skull and trans­

planted in to the e m p t y skull o f a body f r o m which a brain has 

j u s t b e e n r e m o v e d ; and there to b e added to each half-brain 

f r o m s o m e o t h e r brain ( e . g . the brain o f m y identical t w i n ) 

w h a t e v e r o t h e r parts ( e . g . m o r e b r a i n - s t e m ) are necessary in 

o r d e r for the transplant t o take and for t h e r e t o b e t w o living 

persons wi th lives o f consc ious e x p e r i e n c e s . N o w I am very 

well aware that an operat ion o f this del icacy is n o t at present 

pract ical ly possible and perhaps n e v e r will b e possible for 

m e r e h u m a n scientists wi th m e r e h u m a n r e s o u r c e s ; b u t I can­

n o t see that t h e r e are any insuperable theore t i ca l difficulties 

standing in the way o f such an o p e r a t i o n . ( Indeed that is a mi ld 

u n d e r s t a t e m e n t — I fully e x p e c t it to b e done one day . ) W e 

a r e , t h e r e f o r e , ent i t led to ask the fur ther q u e s t i o n — i f this 

operat ion w e r e d o n e and w e then had t w o living p e r s o n s , b o t h 

with lives o f consc ious e x p e r i e n c e s , which w o u l d b e m e ? 

Probably b o t h w o u l d to s o m e e x t e n t behave l ike m e and claim 

t o b e m e and t o r e m e m b e r having done what I did; for behav­

iour and speech d e p e n d , in large par t , on bra in-s ta tes , and 

there are very considerable overlaps b e t w e e n the ' in forma­

t i o n ' carr ied by the t w o hemispher e s w h i c h gives rise t o 

behaviour and speech . B u t b o t h persons w o u l d n o t b e m e . F o r 

i f they w e r e b o t h identical wi th m e , they w o u l d b e the same 

person as each o t h e r ( i f a is the same as b, and b is the same 
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as c, then a is the same as c) and they are n o t . T h e y n o w have 

di f ferent e x p e r i e n c e s and lead di f ferent l ives. T h e r e r e m a i n 

t h r e e o t h e r possibi l i t ies : that the p e r s o n with m y right half-

brain is m e , o r that the person wi th m y left half-brain is m e , 

or that ne i t he r is m e . But w e cannot b e certa in which holds . 

It fo l lows that that m e r e k n o w l e d g e o f what happens to brains 

or bodies o r anything else mater ia l does n o t tell you what hap­

pens t o p e r s o n s . 

It is t e m p t i n g t o say that it is a m a t t e r o f arbi trary definit ion 

which o f the t h r e e possibil i t ies is c o r r e c t . But this t e m p t a t i o n 

m u s t b e res is ted . T h e r e is a crucial factual issue h e r e — w h i c h 

can b e shown i f w e imagine that I have b e e n captured by a 

mad surgeon w h o is about to p e r f o r m the split-brain opera ­

t ion o n m e . H e tel ls m e (and I have every reason t o be l ieve 

h i m ) that the p e r s o n t o b e f o r m e d f r o m m y left half-brain is 

t o have an en joyable life and the p e r s o n to b e f o r m e d f r o m 

m y right half-brain is t o b e sub jec ted to a life o f t o r t u r e . 

W h e t h e r m y future life will b e happy or very painful , o r 

w h e t h e r I shall survive an operat ion at all , are c lear ly factual 

quest ions . ( O n l y s o m e o n e under the grip o f s o m e very s t rong 

philosophical d o g m a w o u l d deny t h a t . ) Y e t , as I await the 

transplant and k n o w exac t ly what wil l happen to m y brain , I 

am in n o posi t ion t o k n o w the answer to the q u e s t i o n — w h a t 

will happen t o m e . M a y b e ne i ther future person wil l b e m e — 

it may b e that cut t ing the bra in -s tem will des t roy the original 

person o n c e and f o r all, and that , al though repairing the sev­

ered s t e m will c rea te t w o n e w p e r s o n s , ne i ther o f t h e m will 

b e m e . Perhaps I wil l b e the lef t half -brain p e r s o n , o r m a y b e 

it will b e the right half -brain p e r s o n w h o wil l b e m e . Even i f 

one subsequent person r e s e m b l e s the ear l ier m e m o r e in char­

ac ter and m e m o r y c la ims than does the o t h e r , that o n e may 

n o t b e m e . M a y b e I wil l survive the opera t ion b u t b e changed 
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in charac ter and have lost m u c h o f m y m e m o r y as a resul t o f 

i t , in c o n s e q u e n c e o f which the o t h e r subsequent person will 

r e s e m b l e the ear l ier m e m o r e in his publ ic behaviour than I 

wi l l . 

R e f l e c t i o n on this thought e x p e r i m e n t shows that , h o w e v e r 

m u c h w e k n o w about what has happened t o m y b r a i n — w e 

may k n o w exact ly what has happened t o every a t o m in i t — 

and to e v e r y o t h e r mater ia l part o f m e , w e do n o t necessar­

ily k n o w what has happened t o m e . F r o m that it fo l lows that 

t h e r e m u s t b e m o r e t o m e than the m a t t e r o f which m y b o d y 

and brain are m a d e , a fur ther essential immater ia l part w h o s e 

cont inuing in e x i s t e n c e m a k e s the brain (and so b o d y ) t o 

which it is c o n n e c t e d m y brain (and b o d y ) , and to this s o m e ­

thing I give the tradit ional n a m e o f ' s o u l ' . I am m y soul plus 

w h a t e v e r brain (and b o d y ) i t is c o n n e c t e d t o . N o r m a l l y m y 

soul goes w h e n m y brain g o e s , b u t in unusual c i r cumstances 

(such as w h e n m y brain is split) it is uncer ta in w h e r e it g o e s . 

T a k e a slightly di f ferent e x a m p l e . I die o f a brain h a e m o r ­

rhage which today ' s d o c t o r s cannot c u r e , b u t m y relat ives take 

m y corpse and put it straight into a d e e p f reeze in Cal i fornia . 

Short ly therea f te r t h e r e is an ear thquake as a resul t o f which 

m y frozen brain is split into m a n y parts , a f e w o f which get 

lost . H o w e v e r , fifty years la ter , w h e n medica l t e c h n o l o g y has 

i m p r o v e d , m y descendants take the bits o f m y b r o k e n c o r p s e , 

w a r m it up and m e n d i t , replacing the missing parts f r o m else­

w h e r e . T h e b o d y b e c o m e s the body o f a living person w h o 

behaves s o m e w h a t l ike m e and s e e m s t o r e m e m b e r quite a lo t 

o f m y past l i fe . Have I c o m e t o life again, o r not? M a y b e , 

m a y b e n o t . Again t h e r e is a t ruth h e r e , about w h e t h e r I have 

survived the h a e m o r r h a g e as I w a n t e d t o , and yet a t ruth o f 

which w e c a n n o t b e sure , h o w e v e r m u c h w e k n o w about the 

story o f m y brain . H e n c e , m y survival consists in the cont inu-
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ing o f someth ing e l se , which I call m y soul , l inked t o m y p r e ­

vious b o d y ; and I survive in this n e w b o d y i f and only i f that 

soul is c o n n e c t e d with i t . And n o t e that the e x t r a t ruth is n o t 

a t ruth about what k ind o f m e n t a l life is c o n n e c t e d to the 

brain. It is n o t a t ruth about m e n t a l p r o p e r t i e s , about what 

thoughts and feel ings and purposes the revived p e r s o n has. 

R a t h e r , the e x t r a t ru th , the t ruth about w h e t h e r I have sur­

vived, is a t ruth about W H O — t h a t is , which s u b s t a n c e — t h o s e 

p r o p e r t i e s are instantiated in. A n d , s ince m e r e k n o w l e d g e o f 

what has happened t o every mater ia l substance does n o t tel l 

m e that , it m u s t b e a t ruth about an immater ia l substance . So 

long as I cont inue t o have thoughts and feelings and purposes , 

I have survived any o p e r a t i o n — w h a t e v e r happens t o any 

mater ia l parts o f m e . So m y soul is the essential par t o f m e — 

its survival const i tutes m y survival; and thoughts , feel ings, and 

so on b e l o n g t o m e in virtue o f be longing t o m y soul . T h e 

soul is the essential part o f the h u m a n person . 

Dual ism is n o t a popular philosophical posit ion today, but 

I find these arguments ( o f an ent i re ly non- theo log ica l k ind) in 

its favour inescapable . Y o u have left someth ing a l l - important 

out o f the history o f the w o r l d i f you tel l jus t the s tory o f 

which physical events w e r e s u c c e e d e d b y which o t h e r physi­

cal events . H o w p e o p l e thought and felt is a l l - important . And 

equally i m p o r t a n t is w h o had those thoughts and f e e l i n g s — 

w h e n did o n e p e r s o n cease to exis t and another c o m e in to 

be ing. 

N o w cer ta inly , as I have w r i t t e n , w e normal ly k n o w the 

answers t o these ques t ions . I do n o t wish t o quest ion any o f 

our c o m m o n - s e n s e j u d g e m e n t s about w h e n s o m e o n e is con­

sc ious , and w h o that p e r s o n is. O u r observat ion o f bodies 

normal ly tel ls us w h e n persons are the same and what they 

are feel ing. O f c o u r s e , i f a baby screams w h e n p r o d d e d wi th 
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2L n e e d l e , i t is in pain. But it is n o t so obvious , w h e n a h u m a n -

looking organism m a d e in a factory o r a c rea ture f r o m another 

planet is prodded wi th a n e e d l e and emits s o m e sound, 

w h e t h e r that is in pain. A n d , o f c o u r s e , the person wi th this 

b o d y today w h o has n o t b e e n sub jec t to a brain operat ion and 

shares the same pat terns o f behaviour as the person wi th this 

b o d y yesterday is the same p e r s o n as the la t ter . B u t after 

h u m a n s , let a lone creatures f r o m s o m e distant planet , have 

had massive brain opera t ions , it is n o t at all c lear w h e t h e r w e 

are dealing with the same person as b e f o r e . W h a t these e x a m ­

ples br ing out is that s o m e o n e feel ing pain is a di f ferent event 

f r o m the ir be ing p r o d d e d by a n e e d l e , and this p e r s o n being 

the same person as that is di f ferent f r o m this b o d y be ing the 

same b o d y as that ; even i f normal ly an event o f the la t ter kind 

goes wi th an e v e n t o f the f o r m e r k ind . A full history o f the 

w o r l d will tel l the story o f feel ings as we l l as o f brain events , 

and o f persons (and so the i r essential immater ia l parts , souls) 

as we l l as o f b o d i e s . 

T h e s e arguments w h i c h show that humans have t w o p a r t s — 

b o d y and s o u l — w i l l show that any c rea ture w h i c h has a m e n ­

tal life will also have t w o parts . T h e same issues wil l arise for 

a ch impanzee o r a cat as for a h u m a n . If s o m e cat is t o undergo 

a ser ious brain opera t ion , the quest ion arises w h e t h e r the cat 

has reason t o fear the bad e x p e r i e n c e s and l o o k forward t o the 

g o o d e x p e r i e n c e s which the pos t -opera t ion cat will have. T h a t 

quest ion cannot necessari ly b e answered m e r e l y by k n o w i n g 

what has happened to every m o l e c u l e in the ca t ' s bra in . So w e 

m u s t postulate a cat -soul which is t h e essential part o f the cat , 

and w h o s e cont inuat ion m a k e s for the cont inuat ion o f the cat . 

O n l y w h e n w e c o m e to animals w i t h o u t thought or feel ing 

does such a quest ion n o t arise , and then t h e r e is n o n e e d t o 

postulate an immater ia l part o f the animal . Cer ta in ly h u m a n 
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souls have di f ferent capacit ies f r o m the souls o f h igher animals 

( the f o r m e r can have kinds o f t h o u g h t — t h o u g h t s about m o r a l ­

ity o r l o g i c — w h i c h the la t ter cannot have ; and f o r m kinds o f 

p u r p o s e — e . g . t o solve an e q u a t i o n — w h i c h the la t ter c a n n o t . ) 

But what m y arguments show is that animals w h o have 

thought and feel ing have as the i r essential part an immater ia l 

soul . 

J u s t as I do n o t wish t o deny that brain events cause m e n ­

tal events ( i . e . events in the soul , o n c e it ex is ts ) and vice 

versa , so I do n o t necessari ly wish t o deny that events in the 

brain play a r o l e in causing the e x i s t e n c e o f souls . At s o m e 

stage o f animal evolut ion , an animal brain b e c a m e so c o m p l e x 

that that caused the e x i s t e n c e o f a soul c o n n e c t e d to i t , and 

the cont inued d e v e l o p m e n t and operat ion o f that brain sus­

ta ined the e x i s t e n c e o f the soul ; and, as evolut ion m o v e s o n , 

similar c o m p l e x i t y causes similar souls . T h e c o n n e c t i o n 

b e t w e e n o n e soul and one brain which gets established is a 

causal o n e . It is events in this part icular brain w h i c h cause 

events in this part icular soul , and events in this part icular soul 

which cause events in this part icular bra in ; this is what the 

c o n n e c t i o n b e t w e e n this brain and this soul a m o u n t s t o . 

At which stage o f the evolut ionary process did animals first 

start t o have souls and so a m e n t a l life? W e do n o t k n o w . But 

fairly c learly the i r behaviour shows that the m a m m a l s do have 

a m e n t a l l i fe . M y v i e w is that all the ver tebra tes have a m e n ­

tal l i fe , because they all have a brain similar to the human 

brain , w h i c h , w e k n o w , causes a m e n t a l life in us , and their 

behaviour , t o o , is b e s t expla ined in t e r m s o f their having feel ­

ings and bel ie fs . D o g s and birds and fish all feel pain. But there 

is n o reason at all t o a t t r ibute a m e n t a l life t o viruses and b a c ­

te r ia , n o r in m y view t o ants and b e e t l e s . T h e y do n o t have 

the k ind o f brain which w e d o , n o r do w e n e e d t o a t t r ibute 
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feel ings and bel iefs t o t h e m in o r d e r t o explain their behavi­

o u r . It fo l lows that at s o m e o n e part icular m o m e n t in evolu­

t ionary history t h e r e appeared something ut ter ly n e w — 

consc iousness , a m e n t a l l i fe , to b e analysed in t e r m s o f souls 

having m e n t a l p r o p e r t i e s . 

T h e re luc tance o f so m a n y phi losophers and scientists t o 

admit that at a part icular m o m e n t o f evolut ionary history 

t h e r e c a m e into e x i s t e n c e , c o n n e c t e d t o animal b o d i e s , souls 

wi th m e n t a l p r o p e r t i e s s e e m s t o m e t o b e due in part t o the 

fact that , i f such a thing h a p p e n e d , they are ut ter ly lost for an 

explanat ion o f h o w it c a m e to happen. But it is highly irra­

t ional t o say that someth ing is n o t t h e r e , jus t because you can­

n o t explain h o w it c a m e t o b e t h e r e . W e should a c c e p t the 

evident fact ; and i f w e cannot explain i t , w e m u s t j u s t b e h u m ­

b l e and a c k n o w l e d g e that w e are n o t o m n i s c i e n t . But I am 

going on to suggest that , al though there cannot b e an inani­

m a t e explanat ion , o f the kind character is t ic o f the natural sci­

e n c e s , o f the o c c u r r e n c e o f souls and their m e n t a l l i fe , the 

theist does have an explanat ion . 

No Scientific Explanation 

Since brain events cause m e n t a l e v e n t s , and m e n t a l events 

cause brain e v e n t s , scientists could perhaps establish a long list 

o f such causal c o n n e c t i o n s in h u m a n s , at any r a t e . T h e list 

w o u l d state that brain events o f a certa in kind cause b lue 

images , and brain events o f a di f ferent kind cause red images ; 

bra in events o f o n e kind cause a b e l i e f that 3 6 X 2 = 7 2 , and 

brain events o f another kind cause a s trong desire t o drink t e a ; 

and that a purpose t o eat cake t o g e t h e r wi th a b e l i e f that cake 

is in the cupboard cause the brain events w h i c h cause leg 
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m o v e m e n t s in the d i rec t ion o f the c u p b o a r d . And so o n . Also , 

jus t possibly, scientists could list which pr imit ive brains give 

rise t o c o n s c i o u s n e s s — t h a t is , to souls . T h e reason why I 

w r o t e ' just poss ib ly ' is that our only grounds for bel ieving that 

any o t h e r o r g a n i s m — w h e t h e r s o m e animal w h o s e body was 

f o r m e d by n o r m a l sexual processes on ear th , o r s o m e crea ture 

on another p lanet , o r s o m e m a c h i n e m a d e in a f a c t o r y — i s 

consc ious is provided b y the similarity o f its behaviour and 

brain organizat ion t o ourse lves . W e do n o t have an indepen­

dent c h e c k on w h e t h e r it is consc ious . And w h e n the similar­

it ies are n o t s t r o n g — a s b e t w e e n f rogs , say, and h u m a n 

b e i n g s — i t is in n o way obvious w h e t h e r the animal is con­

scious. B u t le t us waive difficulties about h o w w e could estab­

lish such things, and suppose that w e have lists o f causal 

c o n n e c t i o n s b e t w e e n brain events and m e n t a l e v e n t s , and lists 

o f which kinds o f pr imit ive brain give rise to c o n s c i o u s n e s s — 

that is , s o u l s — i n w h i c h subsequent brain events cause 

subsequent menta l events , and m e n t a l events cause brain 

events . 

S o t h e r e are the p h e n o m e n a . T h e p r o b l e m is to explain 

t h e m . W h y does the f o r m a t i o n o f a brain o f a c o m p l e x i t y as 

great as o r g r e a t e r than that o f a cer ta in animal (perhaps an 

early v e r t e b r a t e ) give rise t o c o n s c i o u s n e s s — t h a t is , t o a soul 

wi th m e n t a l states? And w h y do brain events give rise t o the 

part icular m e n t a l events they do? W h y does a brain event o f 

this kind cause a b lue i m a g e , and one o f that kind cause a r e d 

i m a g e , and n o t vice versa? W h y does eating c h o c o l a t e cause 

the brain events w h i c h cause the taste w e call choco la tey 

ra ther than the taste w e call pineappley? A m e r e list o f c o r ­

relat ions w o u l d b e l ike a list o f sentences o f a fore ign language 

which translate sentences o f English, w i t h o u t any g r a m m a r or 

w o r d dict ionary to explain why those sentences are c o r r e c t 
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t ranslat ions . A n d , in t h e absence o f a g r a m m a r and dict ionary, 

you are in n o posi t ion t o translate any n e w s e n t e n c e . 

T o provide an inanimate explanat ion o f these p h e n o m e n a 

w e w o u l d n e e d a scientif ic soul—body theory which satisfied 

the cr i ter ia descr ibed in Chapter 2 . It w o u l d contain a f e w 

s imple laws f r o m which it w o u l d f o l l o w that this nerve o r 

c o m p u t e r or o t h e r mater ia l n e t w o r k w o u l d give r ise t o a soul , 

and that o n e w o u l d n o t ; that this brain event w o u l d cause a 

r e d image and that o n e a b lue i m a g e ; and that this brain event 

w o u l d cause the thought that Russia is a big c o u n t r y , and that 

o n e w o u l d cause the thought that every h u m a n has his o w n 

vocat ion . And so on . T h e t h e o r y w o u l d then enable us to p r e ­

dict which brain events o f a n e w kind w o u l d give rise to which 

m e n t a l events o f a n e w kind, and which n e w kinds o f m a c h i n e 

w o u l d have feel ings and which n o t . 

N o w what makes a t h e o r y o f m e c h a n i c s able to explain a 

diverse set o f mechanica l p h e n o m e n a is that the laws o f 

m e c h a n i c s all deal wi th the same sort o f t h i n g — m a t e r i a l 

o b j e c t s , their mass , shape, size, and posi t ion, and change o f 

mass , shape, size, and posi t ion. And mater ia l o b j e c t s differ 

f r o m each o t h e r in r e s p e c t o f these proper t ies in measurable 

ways ( o n e has t w i c e as m u c h mass as another , o r is three t i m e s 

as long as a n o t h e r ) . Because the proper t ies are m e a s u r a b l e , w e 

can have general laws which re la te t w o or m o r e m e a s u r e d 

quantit ies in all bodies by a mathemat i ca l f o r m u l a . W e do n o t 

m e r e l y have to say that , w h e n an o b j e c t o f this mass and this 

veloc i ty col l ides wi th an o b j e c t o f that mass and that ve loc i ty , 

such and such resul ts ; and so o n for i n n u m e r a b l e di f ferent 

o b j e c t s . W e can have a general f o r m u l a , a law saying that for 

every pair o f mater ia l o b j e c t s in col l is ion the quanti ty o f the 

sum o f the mass o f the first mult ip l ied by its ve loc i ty plus the 

mass o f the s e c o n d mult ipl ied by its ve loc i ty is always con-
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served. B u t that can hold only i f mass can b e m e a s u r e d on a 

s c a l e — f o r e x a m p l e , o f grams or pounds ; and l ikewise wi th 

ve loc i ty . 

N o w a soul—body theory would deal with very different kinds 

o f thing. T h e mass and velocity, and electrical and other phys­

ical propert ies , o f material ob jects are utterly different f rom the 

mental (private) propert ies o f thought and feeling which pertain 

to souls. Physical propert ies are measurable . So brain events dif­

fer f rom each other in the chemical e lements involved in them 

(which in turn differ f rom each other in measurable ways) and 

the speed and direction o f the transmission o f e lec tr ic charge. 

But thoughts do not differ f rom each other along measurable 

scales. O n e thought does not have twice as much o f some sort 

o f meaning as another o n e . So there could not b e a general for­

mula showing the effects o f variations in the propert ies o f brain 

events on mental events , for the f o r m e r differ in measurable 

respects and the latter do not . And what goes for thoughts, goes 

for mental events o f o ther kinds. A desire for roast b e e f is not 

distinguished from a desire for chocolate by having twice as 

much of something. ( O f course , the underlying causes o f the 

one may have t w i ce as m u c h o f something as the underlying 

causes o f the o t h e r — b u t that is n o t the s a m e . ) So there could 

n o t b e a general formula showing h o w certain variations in 

brain events produced changes o f desires ; only a list o f which 

variations in the brain caused which changes o f desire and since 

sensations, thoughts , and so on do n o t differ f r o m o t h e r sen­

sations and thoughts in measurable ways, even m o r e obviously 

sensations do n o t differ f r o m thoughts o r purposes f r o m beliefs 

in measurable ways; and so there cannot b e an explanat ion 

deriving f r o m s o m e general formula o f why this brain event 

was caused by a purpose and that one caused a bel ie f , and 

another one caused a taste o f choco la te . N o t m e r e l y are the 
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kinds o f property possessed f rom t ime to t ime by material 

ob jects and by souls so different, but , even m o r e obviously, 

material ob jects are totally different kinds o f things f rom souls. 

Souls do not differ f rom each other or anything else in being 

made o f m o r e or less o f some quantity o f stuff. So , again, there 

could b e no general formula correlat ing increase o f brain c o m ­

plexity with the occurrence o f a soul. Neural ne tworks may 

b e c o m e m o r e and m o r e compl icated, but there could not be a 

formula o f which it was a consequence that one degree o f c o m ­

plexity would not and one just a l ittle greater would give rise 

to a soul. Having a soul is al l -or-nothing (a creature ei ther has 

some feeling and awareness and so a soul, o r n o feeling or 

awareness and so n o soul) ; it cannot be measured. For these rea­

sons there could not be an explanation o f soul—brain correlat ion, 

a soul—brain sc ience ; mere ly a long list o f inexplicable causal 

connect ions . 

But does n o t sc ience always surprise us wi th n e w discover­

ies? T h e history o f sc ience is punctuated with m a n y ' r e d u c ­

t i o n s ' , o f o n e w h o l e branch o f sc ience t o another apparently 

total ly di f ferent , o r ' in tegra t ion ' o f apparently very disparate 

sc iences into a super - sc ience . T h e r m o d y n a m i c s dealing with 

heat was r e d u c e d t o statistical mechanics dealing with ve loc i ­

t ies o f large groups o f part ic les o f m a t t e r and coll is ions 

b e t w e e n t h e m ; the t e m p e r a t u r e o f a gas p r o v e d t o b e the 

m e a n k inet ic energy o f its m o l e c u l e s . O p t i c s was r e d u c e d t o 

e l e c t r o m a g n e t i s m ; light p r o v e d t o b e an e l e c t r o m a g n e t i c 

w a v e . And the separate sc iences o f e lec t r ic i ty and m a g n e t i s m 

c a m e t o g e t h e r t o f o r m a super -sc ience o f e l e c t r o m a g n e t i s m . 

H o w is it that such great integrat ions can b e achieved i f m y 

a r g u m e n t is c o r r e c t that t h e r e cannot b e a super -sc ience which 

explains b o t h m e n t a l events and brain-events? 

T h e r e is a crucial di f ference b e t w e e n these cases . Every 
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ear l ier integrat ion into a super - sc ience , o f sc iences dealing 

wi th ent i t ies and p r o p e r t i e s apparently qualitatively very dis­

t inc t , was achieved by saying that real ly s o m e o f these ent i t ies 

and proper t ies w e r e n o t as they appeared to b e . A dist inct ion 

was m a d e b e t w e e n the underlying ( n o t i m m e d i a t e l y observ­

able ) mater ia l ent i t ies and physical proper t ies on the o n e hand, 

and the sensory p r o p e r t i e s t o which they gave r i se . T h e r m o ­

dynamics was initially c o n c e r n e d wi th the laws o f t e m p e r a t u r e 

e x c h a n g e ; and t e m p e r a t u r e was supposed t o b e a p r o p e r t y 

i n h e r e n t in an o b j e c t which you felt w h e n you t o u c h e d the 

o b j e c t . T h e fel t hotness o f a h o t body is indeed qualitatively 

dist inct f r o m part ic le veloci t ies and col l is ions. T h e r e d uc t io n 

t o statistical m e c h a n i c s was achieved by distinguishing b e t w e e n 

the underlying cause o f the hotness ( the m o t i o n o f m o l e c u l e s ) 

and the sensations which the m o t i o n o f m o l e c u l e s cause in 

o b s e r v e r s , and saying that really the f o r m e r was what t e m ­

perature was , the la t ter was jus t the e f fec t o f t e m p e r a t u r e on 

observers such as us . T h a t d o n e , t e m p e r a t u r e falls naturally 

within the scope o f statistical m e c h a n i c s — f o r m o l e c u l e s are 

par t ic les ; the ent i t ies and p r o p e r t i e s are n o t n o w o f dist inct 

k inds . S ince the t w o sc iences n o w dealt wi th ent i t ies and 

p r o p e r t i e s o f the same (measurab le ) k ind , reduc t io n o f o n e to 

the o t h e r n o w b e c a m e a practical p r o s p e c t . But the reduct ion 

was achieved at the pr i ce o f separating o f f the fel t hotness 

fr.om its causes , and only explaining the la t te r . 

All o t h e r ' r e d u c t i o n s ' o f o n e sc ience t o another and ' in te ­

gra t ions ' o f separate sc iences dealing with apparently very dis­

parate proper t ies have b e e n achieved by this device o f denying 

that the apparent proper t ies (such as the ' secondary qual i t ies ' 

o f c o l o u r , heat , sound, tas te ) wi th which one sc ience dealt 

b e l o n g e d to the physical w o r l d at all. It s iphoned t h e m o f f t o 

the w o r l d o f the m e n t a l . B u t t h e n , w h e n you c o m e t o face the 
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p r o b l e m o f the m e n t a l events t h e m s e l v e s , you cannot do this . 

I f you are t o explain the m e n t a l events t h e m s e l v e s , you can­

n o t distinguish b e t w e e n t h e m and the i r underlying causes and 

only explain the la t te r . In fact , the e n o r m o u s success o f sci­

e n c e in produc ing an integrated phys ico-chemis t ry has been 

achieved at the e x p e n s e o f separating o f f f r o m the physical 

w o r l d c o l o u r s , smel l s , and tastes , and regarding t h e m as 

purely private sensory p h e n o m e n a . W h a t the evidence o f the 

history o f sc ience shows is that the way t o achieve integrat ion 

o f sc iences is to ignore the m e n t a l . T h e physical w o r l d is gov­

e r n e d by s imple laws ( i . e . mater ia l ob jec t s have the same sim­

ple p o w e r s and l iabi l i t ies) ; the way t o discover those laws is 

t o ignore the m e n t a l . T h e very success o f sc ience in achieving 

its vast integrat ions in physics and chemis t ry is the very thing 

which has apparently ru led out any final success in integrat ing 

the w o r l d o f the m i n d and the w o r l d o f physics. 

As w e saw in Chapter 4 , the Darwinian t h e o r y o f evolut ion 

by natural se lec t ion is able to provide an explanat ion o f the 

evolut ion o f human and animal bodies , though n o t , I a rgued, 

an u l t imate explanat ion . But that Darwinian explanat ion 

w o u l d explain equally wel l the evolut ion o f inanimate r o b o t s . 

C o u l d n o t D a r w i n i s m also tell us someth ing about h o w the 

bodies c a m e t o b e c o n n e c t e d wi th c o n s c i o u s n e s s — t h a t is, 

souls? Natural se lec t ion is a t h e o r y o f e l iminat ion ; it explains 

w h y so m a n y o f the variants t h r o w n up by evolut ion w e r e 

e l i m i n a t e d — t h e y w e r e n o t fitted for survival. B u t it does n o t 

explain why they w e r e t h r o w n up in the first p lace . In the case 

o f physical variants (such as the length o f the giraffe 's n e c k ) , 

t h e r e is n o doubt an adequate explanat ion in t e r m s o f a m u t a ­

t ion (a r a n d o m chemica l change) producing a n e w g e n e with 

p r o p e r t i e s which cause t h e n e w variant t o appear in accor ­

dance with the basic laws o f c h e m i s t r y . But o u r p r o b l e m is to 
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expla in w h y s o m e physical state caused t h e e m e r g e n c e o f souls 

wi th such m e n t a l proper t ies as bel ie fs , desires , purposes , 

thoughts , and sensat ions . D a r w i n i s m is o f n o use in solving 

this p r o b l e m . 

Darwinian t h e o r y might , h o w e v e r , b e o f use in solving o n e 

di f ferent p r o b l e m , and certa inly is o f use in solving a third 

p r o b l e m ; b u t ne i t her o f these p r o b l e m s m u s t b e confused wi th 

the original p r o b l e m . T h e first o f these additional p r o b l e m s is 

w h y , having first appeared in evolut ionary h is tory , consc ious 

animals survived. Darwin ian t h e o r y might b e able t o show that 

consc ious organisms have s o m e advantage in the struggle for 

survival o v e r n o n - c o n s c i o u s organisms p r o g r a m m e d to r e a c t 

t o the i r e n v i r o n m e n t in similar ways . It is difficult t o see what 

that could b e , b u t m a y b e there is an advantage. 

T h e s e c o n d additional p r o b l e m is o n e t o which D a r w i n i s m 

can p r o d u c e a c l ear , and t o m y m i n d fairly obviously c o r r e c t , 

answer . T h a t is this p r o b l e m . Given the e x i s t e n c e o f 

mind—brain c o n n e c t i o n s , and given that organisms wi th a 

m e n t a l life will b e favoured in the struggle for survival, why 

are the brain events which cause and are caused by m e n t a l 

events c o n n e c t e d with o t h e r bodi ly events and ex t ra -bodi ly 

events in the way in which they are . T a k e bel iefs . A brain 

event causes the b e l i e f that t h e r e is a table p r e s e n t . T h a t brain 

e v e n t is caused by a n e r v e impulse along the opt ic nerve f r o m 

the eye w h e n a table image is f o r m e d in the eye by light rays 

arriving f r o m a tab le . B u t an animal could have evolved in 

which the brain event which caused the table b e l i e f was caused 

by qui te di f ferent events in the outside w o r l d . W h y these par­

t icular c o n n e c t i o n s b e t w e e n the brain and the outside wor ld? 

T h e a n s w e r is ev ident : animals wi th bel iefs are m o r e l ikely to 

survive i f their bel iefs are largely t r u e . False b e l i e f s — f o r 

e x a m p l e , about the locat ion o f food o r p r e d a t o r s — w i l l lead 
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t o rapid e l iminat ion in the struggle for f o o d o r predators . I f 

you be l ieve that t h e r e is n o table present , w h e n there is o n e , 

you will fall o v e r i t , and so o n . T h o s e in w h o m the brain states 

which give rise to bel iefs are c o n n e c t e d by causal chains to the 

outside w o r l d , in such a way that the causal chain is normal ly 

only act ivated b y a state o f affairs which causes t h e brain state 

which in turn causes the b e l i e f that the state o f affairs holds , 

will normal ly hold t rue bel iefs about the w o r l d and in conse ­

q u e n c e b e m o r e l ikely t o survive. Similarly, given that I am 

going to have desires caused by brain events , t h e r e are evolu­

t ionary advantages in m y having s o m e under s o m e c i r c u m ­

stances ra ther than others under o t h e r c i r c u m s t a n c e s — f o r 

e x a m p l e , desire for food w h e n I am hungry ra ther than w h e n 

I am satiated. T h e same kind o f a c c o u n t can b e given o f why 

the brain events p r o d u c e d by purposes give rise t o the m o v e ­

m e n t s o f b o d y purposed . If, w h e n I t r ied to m o v e m y f o o t , 

m y hand m o v e d instead, predators w o u l d soon over take m e . 

But this c o r r e c t explanat ion o f why (given that brain events 

cause m e n t a l events ) the brain is c o n n e c t e d by nerves to the 

res t o f the body in the way it is does n o t explain why brain 

events cause m e n t a l events , which is a quite di f ferent p r o b ­

l e m . And similarily for why m e n t a l events cause brain events . 

So then , in s u m m a r y , the evolut ion o f the m e n t a l life o f 

animals ( i . e . animals having souls wi th certa in m e n t a l events ) 

involves : 

(a) t h e r e exis t ing certa in physical—mental c o n n e c t i o n s ( c e r ­

tain physical events causing the e x i s t e n c e o f souls wi th 

certa in m e n t a l p r o p e r t i e s , and c o n v e r s e l y ) ; 

(b) t h e r e exist ing animals wi th brains w h o s e states give rise 

t o souls having an advantage in the struggle for survival; 

(c) evolut ion se lect ing animals w h o s e brains are ' w i r e d in ' 

t o their bodies in cer ta in ways . 
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Darwinian m e c h a n i s m s can explain ( c ) , and possibly (b); but 

ne i ther D a r w i n i s m n o r any o t h e r sc ience has m u c h p r o s p e c t 

o f explaining (a). T h e originat ion o f the m o s t novel and strik­

ing features o f animals ( their consc ious life o f feel ing, c h o i c e , 

and reason) s e e m t o lie ut ter ly b e y o n d the range o f sc ience . 

Y e t t h e r e are these causal c o n n e c t i o n s b e t w e e n soul and 

brain which do n o t s e e m t o arise f r o m the p o w e r s and liabil­

it ies o f mater ia l o b j e c t s o f a kind that sc ience can explain . 

T h e r e are causal c o n n e c t i o n s b e t w e e n part icular kinds o f brain 

e v e n t and part icular kinds o f m e n t a l e v e n t ; and causal c o n ­

nec t ions b e t w e e n brain events and the very e x i s t e n c e o f souls . 

I m u s t h o w e v e r n o w qualify even the la t ter c la im. It m a y 

wel l b e that cer ta in pr imit ive brain states cause the e x i s t e n c e 

o f s o u l s — a s the foetal brain reaches a cer ta in state o f devel ­

o p m e n t it gives rise to a soul c o n n e c t e d with i t . But what it 

could n o t cause i s — w h i c h soul is c o n n e c t e d wi th i t . It could 

n o t b e the p o w e r s o f this bra in , o f the m o l e c u l e s o f this f o e ­

tus arising f r o m these g e n e s , which cause i t to be the case that 

my soul is c o n n e c t e d t o this brain and yours t o that , ra ther 

than vice versa. It w o u l d b e equally c o m p a t i b l e wi th all the 

regulari t ies b e t w e e n kinds o f event (this kind o f brain organi­

zation and the e x i s t e n c e o f a k ind o f thing a soul) that sci­

e n c e could e v e r discover that you and I should have b e e n 

c o n n e c t e d to brains in the opposi te way t o the way in which 

w e are c o n n e c t e d . T h e r e simply is n o possible scientif ic dis­

covery which anyone could ever imagine which w o u l d explain 

why it happened this way ra ther than that w a y . O n c e the con­

n e c t i o n is m a d e , w e begin t o b e c o m e suited t o the part icular 

bra in ; c o n n e c t e d t o a m a l e bra in , I beg in t o have m a l e 

thoughts . But that has n o re levance to the quest ion o f why the 

T o f u n f o r m e d charac ter was fitted t o a m a l e ra ther than t o 

a female bra in . H e r e sc ience simply s tops . 
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Theistic Explanation 

But theism can provide an explanat ion o f these things. G o d , 

be ing o m n i p o t e n t , is able to j o i n souls to b o d i e s . H e can cause 

t h e r e t o b e the part icular brain event m e n t a l event c o n n e c ­

t ions which there a re . H e can d o this by causing m o l e c u l e s 

w h e n f o r m e d into brains t o have p o w e r s t o p r o d u c e m e n t a l 

events in souls t o which they are c o n n e c t e d , and the liabilities 

t o e x e c u t e the purposes o f such c o n n e c t e d souls ( n e w p o w e r s 

and liabilities n o t deriving f r o m the ordinary ones which 

chemis t ry analyses) . And h e can m a k e the souls in the first 

place and c h o o s e to which brain (and so b o d y ) each soul is to 

b e c o n n e c t e d w h e n foetal brain events r e q u i r e a soul to b e 

c o n n e c t e d to the bra in . 

H e has g o o d reason t o cause the e x i s t e n c e o f souls and jo in 

t h e m t o b o d i e s , in the goodness o f the e x i s t e n c e o f e m b o d i e d 

animals and h u m a n beings w h o can have en joyable sensat ions, 

satisfy their desires , have their bel iefs about what the w o r l d is 

l ike , and f o r m their o w n purposes in the light o f these bel iefs 

which m a k e a di f ference t o the w o r l d . This involves the e x ­

i s tence o f regular causal c o n n e c t i o n s b e t w e e n m e n t a l events 

and brain events . W e cannot m a k e a di f ference to the w o r l d 

if, each t i m e w e try t o m o v e o u r leg, s o m e di f ferent e f fec t is 

caused in the brain and t h e r e b y in the b o d y — o n e t i m e the 

arm m o v e s , o n e t i m e w e find ourselves sneezing, and so on . 

L ikewise , i f w e are to discr iminate b e t w e e n o n e o b j e c t and 

a n o t h e r , they have to l o o k ( fee l , e t c . ) d i f ferent , and so t h e r e 

has to b e a regular causal c o n n e c t i o n b e t w e e n the brain events 

caused by o b j e c t s o f each kind and the m e n t a l visual impres ­

sions o f t h e m . A n d , i f w e are t o have the a w e s o m e p o w e r o f 

r e p r o d u c t i o n , t h e r e have t o b e regular c o n n e c t i o n s b e t w e e n 

our sexual acts , the foetus to which they give r i se , and s o m e 
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soul o r o t h e r l inked to that foe tus . G o d has reason to set up 

all these c o n n e c t i o n s . H e m a y also have a reason t o j o i n this 

soul t o this part icular b o d y , but , i f t h e r e is n o reason for jo in ­

ing o n e soul t o o n e b o d y ra ther than t o a di f ferent b o d y , h e 

has reason b y a ' m e n t a l toss u p ' t o p r o d u c e o n e - o r - o t h e r c o n ­

n e c t i o n — t h a t is , t o m a k e it a chance m a t t e r w h i c h c o n n e c ­

t ion holds . 

A per fec t ly g o o d G o d will love c rea tures , and love c rea ­

tures o f varying n a t u r e s — i n c l u d i n g creatures wi th n a r r o w 

ranges o f purposes and bel iefs , such as rats and dogs. But h e 

has a special reason for producing h u m a n be ings . H u m a n 

beings differ f r o m the higher animals in the kinds o f beliefs 

and purposes they have . F o r ins tance , w e have m o r a l be l ie fs , 

bel iefs about the origin o f our e x i s t e n c e o r fundamental t h e ­

or ies o f m a t h e m a t i c s . W e can reason f r o m this to that , and 

o u r bel iefs are consciously based o n o t h e r bel iefs ( w e c o m e to 

have a part icular b e l i e f about the R o m a n s because w e be l ieve 

that a part icular thing was found in C h i c h e s t e r ) . And our pur­

poses are n o t jus t i m m e d i a t e purposes t o ge t food o r dr ink, 

b u t purposes t o c rea te c o m p l i c a t e d m a c h i n e s , bui ld beautiful 

buildings, and purposes to change ourselves and each o t h e r — 

to f o r m o u r characters so that w e are naturally incl ined to do 

this sort o f act ion and n o t that . 

Humans also, I b e l i e v e , and I suggested in Chapter 1 , have 

f ree w i l l — t h a t is, our purposes are n o t fully d e t e r m i n e d by 

our brain states o r anything e lse . It does s e e m t o us that way , 

as w e c h o o s e , that it is up t o us h o w w e c h o o s e . I should at 

this stage say someth ing briefly about an o b j e c t i o n t o this 

which will o c c u r t o the r e a d e r . Is n o t the brain an ordinary 

mater ia l o b j e c t in which n o r m a l scientif ic laws operate? H o w , 

t h e n , can a h u m a n freely choose to m o v e his a r m or n o t , o r 

p e r f o r m any p iece o f publ ic behaviour , w i t h o u t violating 
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scientif ic laws? F o r the way a h u m a n m o v e s his arm o r does 

anything publ ic is b y br inging about a brain event (uninten­

t ional ly) and t h e r e b y intent ional ly bringing a b o u t the publ ic 

m o v e m e n t . S o , i f humans have f ree wi l l , w o u l d they n o t then 

b e able t o p r e v e n t n o r m a l scientif ic laws operat ing in the 

brain? O n e answer to this is that qui te obviously the brain is 

n o t an ordinary mater ia l o b j e c t , s i n c e — u n l i k e ordinary m a t e ­

rial o b j e c t s — i t gives rise t o souls and their menta l l ives. 

H e n c e w e w o u l d n o t necessari ly e x p e c t it t o b e g o v e r n e d 

total ly by the n o r m a l laws o f physics which c o n c e r n ordinary 

mater ia l o b j e c t s . But a second answer is that , even i f the brain 

is g o v e r n e d by t h e same laws as govern o t h e r mater ia l o b j e c t s , 

that could still b e c o m p a t i b l e wi th humans having f ree wi l l . 

This is because one o f the t w o great theor ies o f m o d e r n 

physics, Q u a n t u m T h e o r y , shows that the physical w o r l d on 

the small scale is n o t fully de termin is t i c . An e l e m e n t o f unpre­

dictabil i ty governs the behaviour o f a t o m s , and the even 

smal ler e l e c t r o n s , pro tons and photons , and o t h e r fundamen­

tal part ic les out o f which a toms are m a d e . This unpredictabi l ­

ity is n o t jus t a l imit to h u m a n ability to predic t e f fec ts , b u t , 

i f Q u a n t u m T h e o r y is t r u e , a l imit to the e x t e n t t o which 

mater ia l o b j e c t s have prec ise e f fec ts , a l imit to the e x t e n t to 

which the physical w o r l d is d e t e r m i n i s t i c . Exac t ly h o w an 

e l e c t r o n o r p h o t o n will m o v e is unpredic tab le , though w e can 

of ten say that it is m o r e p r o b a b l e that it will m o v e along o n e 

path than along another path. Likewise a t o m s o f o n e kind 

of ten ' d e c a y ' , turning into a toms o f another k ind. All that 

Q u a n t u m T h e o r y can te l l us is h o w probable it is that an a t o m 

of , say, radium will decay within a given t i m e , n o t exac t ly 

w h e n it will decay. B u t , whi le such unpredictabi l i ty at the 

a t o m i c level does n o t normal ly give rise to any significant 

unpredictabi l i ty o n the larger scale , it can do so . W e could 
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c o n s t r u c t a m a c h i n e w h i c h w o u l d ensure that , i f s o m e a t o m 

decayed within a certa in t i m e , a nuc lear b o m b w o u l d e x p l o d e 

b u t o t h e r w i s e i t w o u l d n o t . T h e n w e could n o t predic t 

w h e t h e r the b o m b w o u l d e x p l o d e or n o t . N o w the brain is an 

intr icate m a c h i n e which also magnifies small changes, and it 

m a y wel l b e l ike this : that the unpredic table small changes in 

the brain are the ones which cause o u r thought and observable 

behaviour . In that case , w h e n humans f o r m their purposes t o 

th ink o f this or that o r behave in such and such a way , they 

t h e r e b y cause those small changes unpredic table by sc ience 

which in turn cause the thought and behaviour . In this w a y , 

humans can e x e r c i s e f ree will wi thout their doing so involv­

ing any violat ion o f the physical laws w h i c h govern the bra in . 

T h e s e t w o answers suggest that t h e r e is n o reason f r o m 

physics for supposing that things are n o t as they s e e m t o b e 

wi th r e s p e c t t o f ree h u m a n c h o i c e . 

So w e humans have great possibil it ies for acquiring t r u e and 

deep bel iefs about the w o r l d and for m o u l d i n g n o t jus t o u r 

e n v i r o n m e n t on the large scale in c o m p l e x ways , b u t also o u r ­

selves. In so m a n y dif ferent ways w e can choose b e t w e e n g o o d 

and evil , and o u r choices m a k e a big d i f fe rence . A g e n e r o u s 

G o d has reason to c rea te such be ings . 

T h e ev idence deployed in this chapter suggests that the 

e x i s t e n c e o f souls and their c o n n e c t i o n s t o bodies are n o t due 

to the physical processes codif ied in natural laws. S o m e n e w 

p o w e r s have b e e n given t o foetal bra ins , and to the souls to 

which they a r e j o i n e d , p o w e r s w h i c h do n o t have a scientif ic 

explanat ion . T h e e x i s t e n c e o f G o d , a s imple hypothesis which 

leads us wi th s o m e probabi l i ty t o e x p e c t the p h e n o m e n a dis­

cussed in the last chapter , also leads us to e x p e c t these phe­

n o m e n a . H e n c e they const i tu te fur ther ev idence for his 

e x i s t e n c e . Al though the p o w e r s o f the brain and its liability t o 
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e x e r c i s e these w h e n it rece ives certa in nerve impulses f r o m 

the eye provide a full explanat ion o f m y having a blue image 

w h e n I d o , those p o w e r s are c r e a t e d and c o n s e r v e d b y G o d , 

and so his act ion provides the ul t imate explanat ion o f the 

o c c u r r e n c e o f the b lue i m a g e . G o d ' s act ion also provides the 

ul t imate explanat ion o f t h e r e be ing a soul (and it be ing m y 

soul ra ther than yours) which is j o i n e d to this b o d y . It has 

b e e n a c o m m o n ( though n o t universal) Christ ian doc t r ine that , 

whi le G o d opera tes through ' secondary causes ' ( i . e . natural 

processes ) t o do m u c h else in the w o r l d , h e in tervenes direct ly 

to create h u m a n souls and l ink t h e m to b o d i e s . I have g o n e 

b e y o n d it to suggest that the same is t rue o f the souls o f the 

higher animals . 
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6 
WHY GOD ALLOWS EVIL 

This w o r l d is a clearly providential w o r l d in this s e n s e — t h a t 

w e humans can have a great influence on our o w n destiny, and 

on the destiny o f our world and its o t h e r inhabitants; and it is 

very good for us that it is l ike that . And yet animals and humans 

suffer ( through natural processes o f disease and acc ident ) , and 

they cause each other to suffer (we hurt and m a i m each other 

and cause each o ther to s tarve) . T h e w o r l d , that is, contains 

much evil. An omnipotent G o d could have prevented this evil, 

and surely a perfect ly good and o m n i p o t e n t G o d would have 

done so . So why is there this evil? Is n o t its ex is tence strong 

evidence against the ex is tence o f God? It would b e unless w e 

can construct what is k n o w n as a theodicy, an explanation o f 

why G o d would al low such evil to o c c u r . I bel ieve that that can 

be d o n e , and I shall outl ine a theodicy in this chapter . I empha­

size that in this chapter , as in Chapter 1, in writ ing that G o d 

would do this or that, I am not taking for granted the exis tence 

o f G o d , but m e r e l y claiming that , i f there is a G o d , it is to be 

e x p e c t e d that he would do certain things, including allowing 

the o c c u r r e n c e o f certain evils; and so, I am claiming, their 

o c c u r r e n c e is n o t evidence against his ex i s tence . 

It is inevitable that any a t t e m p t by m y s e l f o r anyone else t o 
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c o n s t r u c t a theodicy will sound cal lous, indeed total ly insen­

sitive t o h u m a n suffering. M a n y theists , as we l l as atheists , 

have felt that any a t t e m p t t o c o n s t r u c t a theodicy evinces an 

i m m o r a l approach to suffering. I can only ask the r e a d e r t o 

be l ieve that I am n o t total ly insensit ive t o h u m a n suffering, 

and that I do m i n d about the agony o f poisoning, child abuse , 

b e r e a v e m e n t , solitary i m p r i s o n m e n t , and mari ta l infidelity as 

m u c h as anyone e lse . T r u e , I w o u l d n o t in m o s t cases r e ­

c o m m e n d that a pastor give this chapter to vict ims o f sudden 

distress at the i r w o r s t m o m e n t , t o read for consola t ion . But 

this is n o t because its a rguments are unsound; it is s imply that 

m o s t people in deep distress n e e d c o m f o r t , n o t a r g u m e n t . Y e t 

there is a p r o b l e m about w h y G o d al lows evil , and, i f the t h e -

ist does n o t have (in a c o o l m o m e n t ) a satisfactory answer to 

it , then his b e l i e f in G o d is less than rat ional , and t h e r e is n o 

reason why the atheist should share i t . T o appreciate the argu­

m e n t o f this chapter , each o f us needs t o stand b a c k a bit f r o m 

the part icular situation o f his or h e r o w n life and that o f c lose 

relat ives and friends (which can so easily s e e m the only i m p o r ­

tant thing in the w o r l d ) , and ask very general ly what g o o d 

things w o u l d a g e n e r o u s and everlast ing G o d give t o human 

beings in the course o f a short earthly l i fe . O f course thrills 

o f pleasure and periods o f c o n t e n t m e n t are g o o d things, a n d — 

o t h e r things be ing e q u a l — G o d would certa inly seek to p r o ­

vide plenty o f those . But a g e n e r o u s G o d wil l seek t o give 

d e e p e r g o o d things than t h e s e . He will seek to give us great 

responsibi l i ty for ourse lves , each o t h e r , and the w o r l d , and 

thus a share in his o w n creat ive activity o f de termin ing what 

sort o f w o r l d it is t o b e . And he wil l seek t o m a k e our lives 

valuable , o f great use t o ourselves and each o t h e r . T h e p r o b ­

l e m is that G o d cannot give us these goods in full m e a s u r e 

w i t h o u t al lowing m u c h evil o n the w a y . 
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T h e p r o b l e m o f evil is n o t that o f the absence o f various 

g o o d states . W e n o t e d in Chapter 1 that , h o w e v e r m u c h g o o d 

G o d crea tes , h e could c rea te m o r e ; and he does n o t in gen­

eral have any obl igat ion to c r e a t e . T h a t is w h y death is n o t in 

i t se l f an evil ; death is jus t the end o f a g o o d s ta te , life (and in 

any case o n e o f which G o d m a y c h o o s e to give us m o r e — b y 

giving us a life after d e a t h ) . D e a t h m a y b e an evil i f it c o m e s 

p r e m a t u r e l y , o r causes great g r i e f to o t h e r s ; but in i t se l f it is 

n o t an evil . B u t there are p lenty o f evils , posit ive bad states , 

which G o d could i f he chose r e m o v e . I divide these in to m o r a l 

evils and natural evils . I understand by 'natural evi l ' all evil 

which is n o t del iberate ly p r o d u c e d by h u m a n beings and which 

is n o t a l lowed by h u m a n beings t o o c c u r as a result o f the i r 

n e g l i g e n c e . Natural evil includes b o t h physical suffering and 

menta l suffering, o f animals as wel l as h u m a n s ; all the trail o f 

suffering which disease, natural disasters, and accidents u n p r e ­

dictable b y humans br ing in the i r train. ' M o r a l ev i l ' I under­

stand as including all evil caused del iberate ly by humans doing 

what they ought n o t t o do ( o r a l lowed t o o c c u r by humans 

negl igent ly failing to do what they ought t o d o ) and also the 

evil const i tu ted by such del iberate act ions o r negl igent fai lure. 

It includes the sensory pain o f the b l o w infl icted by the bad 

parent o n his chi ld, the m e n t a l pain o f the parent depriving 

the child o f l o v e , the starvation a l lowed t o o c c u r in Africa 

because o f negl igence b y m e m b e r s o f foreign g o v e r n m e n t s 

w h o could have prevented it , and also the evil o f the parent 

or polit ician del iberate ly br inging about the pain or n o t t rying 

to p r e v e n t the starvation. 
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Moral Evil 

T h e centra l c o r e o f any theodicy m u s t , I b e l i e v e , b e the ' f r e e ­

wil l d e f e n c e ' , which d e a l s — t o start w i t h — w i t h m o r a l evi l , 

b u t can b e e x t e n d e d to deal wi th m u c h natural evil as w e l l . 

T h e f ree -wi l l d e f e n c e claims that i t is a g r e a t g o o d that humans 

have a certa in sor t o f f ree wil l which I shall call f ree and 

responsible c h o i c e , b u t that , i f they d o , then necessari ly there 

will b e the natural possibil ity o f m o r a l evil . (By the 'natural 

possibi l i ty ' I m e a n that it will n o t b e d e t e r m i n e d in advance 

w h e t h e r o r n o t the evil will o c c u r . ) A G o d w h o gives humans 

such f r e e will necessari ly brings about the possibil i ty, and puts 

outside his o w n c o n t r o l w h e t h e r o r n o t that evil o c c u r s . It is 

n o t logically p o s s i b l e — t h a t is , it w o u l d b e se l f - contradic tory 

t o s u p p o s e — t h a t G o d could give us such f ree will and yet 

ensure that w e always use it in the r ight w a y . 

F r e e and responsible c h o i c e is n o t jus t f ree wil l in the nar­

r o w sense o f be ing able t o choose b e t w e e n alternative ac t ions , 

w i t h o u t our choice be ing causally necess i ta ted b y s o m e pr ior 

cause . I have u r g e d , for the reasons given in the last chapter , 

that humans do have such f ree wil l . But humans could have 

that kind o f f ree will m e r e l y in virtue o f be ing able t o c h o o s e 

free ly b e t w e e n t w o equally g o o d and u n i m p o r t a n t al terna­

t ives . F r e e and responsible c h o i c e is ra ther f ree will ( o f the 

kind discussed) t o m a k e significant choices b e t w e e n g o o d and 

evil , which m a k e a big di f ference to the agent , t o o t h e r s , and 

to the w o r l d . 

G iven that w e have free wi l l , w e certainly have f ree and 

responsible c h o i c e . Le t us r e m i n d ourselves o f the di f ference 

that humans can m a k e to themse lves , o t h e r s , and the w o r l d . 

Humans have opportuni t ies t o give themselves and others 

pleasurable sensat ions, and t o pursue w o r t h w h i l e a c t i v i t i e s — 
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t o play tennis o r t h e p iano , t o acquire k n o w l e d g e o f his tory 

and sc ience and phi losophy, and t o help others to do s o , and 

t h e r e b y t o bui ld deep personal re lat ions founded upon such 

sensations and activit ies. And humans are so m a d e that they 

can f o r m their characters . Aris tot le famously r e m a r k e d : ' w e 

b e c o m e jus t by doing jus t ac ts , prudent b y doing prudent acts , 

brave by doing brave a c t s . ' T h a t is , by doing a jus t act w h e n 

it is d i f f i c u l t — w h e n it goes against our natural incl inations 

(which is what I understand by d e s i r e s ) — w e m a k e it easier to 

do a jus t act n e x t t i m e . W e can gradually change our des ires , 

so t h a t — f o r e x a m p l e — d o i n g jus t acts b e c o m e s natural . 

T h e r e b y w e can f ree ourselves f r o m the p o w e r o f the less 

g o o d desires t o which w e are sub jec t . A n d , by choosing to 

acquire k n o w l e d g e and t o use it to bui ld machines o f various 

sorts , humans can e x t e n d the range o f the di f ferences they can 

m a k e t o the w o r l d — t h e y can build universit ies to last for 

centur ies , o r save energy for the n e x t genera t ion ; and b y c o ­

operative effort over many decades they can el iminate pover ty . 

T h e possibilities for free and responsible choice are e n o r m o u s . 

It is g o o d that the f ree choices o f humans should include 

genuine responsibi l i ty for o t h e r h u m a n s , and that involves the 

opportuni ty to benef i t or harm t h e m . G o d has the p o w e r t o 

benef i t o r to h a r m h u m a n s . I f o t h e r agents are to b e given a 

share in his creat ive w o r k , it is g o o d that they have that p o w e r 

t o o (al though perhaps t o a lesser d e g r e e ) . A w o r l d in which 

agents can benef i t each o t h e r b u t n o t do each o t h e r harm is 

o n e w h e r e they have only very l imited responsibi l i ty for each 

o t h e r . I f m y responsibi l i ty for you is l imi ted t o w h e t h e r o r n o t 

to give you a c a m c o r d e r , b u t I cannot cause you pain, stunt 

your g r o w t h , o r l imit your educat ion , then I do n o t have a 

great deal o f responsibi l i ty for y o u . A G o d w h o gave agents 

only such l imi ted responsibi l i t ies for the i r fe l lows w o u l d n o t 
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have given m u c h . G o d w o u l d have r e s e r v e d for h i m s e l f the 

a l l - important choice o f the kind o f w o r l d it was to b e , whi le 

s imply al lowing humans the m i n o r choice o f filling in the 

detai ls . H e w o u l d b e like a fa ther asking his e lder son t o l o o k 

af ter the younger son, and adding that h e w o u l d b e watching 

the e lder s o n ' s every m o v e and w o u l d i n t e r v e n e the m o m e n t 

the e lder son did a thing w r o n g . T h e e lder son might just ly 

r e t o r t that , whi le he w o u l d b e happy to share his fa ther ' s 

w o r k , he could really do so only i f he w e r e left to m a k e his 

o w n j u d g e m e n t s as to what t o do within a significant range o f 

the opt ions available t o the fa ther . A g o o d G o d , like a g o o d 

father , wil l delegate responsibi l i ty . In o r d e r t o a l low creatures 

a share in c rea t ion , he will a l low them the c h o i c e o f hurt ing 

and maiming , o f frustrating the divine plan. O u r w o r l d is one 

w h e r e c rea tures have jus t such deep responsibi l i ty for each 

o t h e r . I can n o t only benef i t m y chi ldren, but harm t h e m . O n e 

way in which I can harm t h e m is that I can inflict physical pain 

o n t h e m . But t h e r e are m u c h m o r e damaging things which I 

can do to t h e m . Above all I can stop t h e m g r o w i n g into c rea ­

tures wi th significant k n o w l e d g e , p o w e r , and f r e e d o m ; I can 

d e t e r m i n e w h e t h e r they c o m e to have the kind o f f r e e and 

responsible c h o i c e which I have . T h e possibil ity o f humans 

br inging about significant evil is a logical c o n s e q u e n c e o f their 

having this f ree and responsible c h o i c e . N o t even G o d could 

give us this c h o i c e w i t h o u t the possibil ity o f result ing evil . 

N o w , as w e saw in C h a p t e r 1 , an act ion w o u l d n o t b e 

intent ional unless it was d o n e for a r e a s o n — t h a t is, seen as in 

s o m e way a g o o d thing (e i ther in i tself o r because o f its c o n ­

s e q u e n c e s ) . A n d , i f reasons a lone inf luence ac t ions , that 

regarded by the sub jec t as m o s t i m p o r t a n t will d e t e r m i n e 

what is d o n e ; an agent under the inf luence o f reason a lone will 

inevitably do the act ion w h i c h he regards as overal l the bes t . 
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I f an agent does n o t do the act ion which h e regards as o v e r ­

all the b e s t , he m u s t have a l lowed factors o t h e r than reason 

to e x e r t an inf luence on h i m . In o t h e r w o r d s , he m u s t have 

a l lowed desires for what he regards as g o o d only in a cer ta in 

r e s p e c t , b u t n o t overal l , t o inf luence his c o n d u c t . So , in o r d e r 

t o have a choice b e t w e e n g o o d and evi l , agents n e e d already 

a certain depravity, in the sense o f a system o f desires for what 

they c o r r e c t l y be l ieve to b e evil . I n e e d t o want to o v e r e a t , 

ge t m o r e than m y fair share o f m o n e y o r p o w e r , indulge m y 

sexual appeti tes even by deceiving m y spouse or p a r t n e r , want 

to see you h u r t , i f I am to have c h o i c e b e t w e e n g o o d and evil . 

This depravity is i tse l f an evil which is a necessary condi t ion 

o f a g r e a t e r g o o d . It m a k e s possible a c h o i c e made seriously 

and del iberate ly , because m a d e in the face o f a genuine a l ter ­

nat ive. I stress that , according to the f ree -wi l l d e f e n c e , it is 

the natural possibil ity o f m o r a l evil which is the necessary con­

dit ion o f the g r e a t g o o d , n o t the actual evil i tself . W h e t h e r 

that occurs is ( through G o d ' s c h o i c e ) outs ide G o d ' s c o n t r o l 

and up t o us. 

N o t e fur ther and crucial ly that , i f I suffer in c o n s e q u e n c e 

o f your freely chosen bad ac t ion , that is n o t by any m e a n s pure 

loss for m e . In a certa in r e s p e c t it is a g o o d for me. M y suf­

fering w o u l d be pure loss for m e i f the only g o o d thing in life 

was sensory pleasure , and the only bad thing sensory pain; and 

it is because the m o d e r n w o r l d tends t o think in those t e r m s 

that the p r o b l e m o f evil seems so acute . I f these w e r e the only 

g o o d and bad things, the o c c u r r e n c e o f suffering w o u l d indeed 

b e a conclusive o b j e c t i o n to the e x i s t e n c e o f G o d . But w e have 

already n o t e d the great g o o d o f f ree ly choosing and influen­

cing our future , that o f our fe l lows, and that o f the w o r l d . And 

n o w n o t e another great g o o d — t h e g o o d o f our life serving a 

p u r p o s e , o f be ing o f use t o ourselves and o thers . Reca l l the 
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w o r d s o f Chr is t , ' i t is m o r e b lessed t o give than t o r e c e i v e ' 

(as q u o t e d b y St Paul (Acts 2 0 : 3 5 ) ) . W e t e n d t o think, w h e n 

the beggar appears o n o u r doors tep and w e feel obl iged t o 

give and do give , that that was lucky f o r h im but n o t for us 

w h o happened to b e at h o m e . T h a t is n o t what Chr is t ' s w o r d s 

say. T h e y say that we are the lucky o n e s , n o t jus t because w e 

have a l o t , out o f which w e can give a l i t t le , b u t because w e 

are privi leged t o cont r ibute t o the beggar ' s h a p p i n e s s — a n d 

that privi lege is w o r t h a lo t m o r e than m o n e y . A n d , jus t as it 

is a great g o o d freely to c h o o s e to do g o o d , so i t is also a g o o d 

t o b e used by s o m e o n e else for a w o r t h y purpose (so long , 

that is , that h e or she has the r ight , the authori ty , t o use us 

in this w a y ) . Be ing a l lowed t o suffer to m a k e possible a great 

g o o d is a privi lege, even i f t h e privi lege is f o r c e d upon y o u . 

T h o s e w h o are a l lowed t o die for their c o u n t r y and t h e r e b y 

save their c o u n t r y f r o m foreign oppress ion are pr ivi leged. 

Cul tures less obsessed than o u r o w n by the evil o f purely 

physical pain have always recognized that . And they have r e ­

cognized that it is still a blessing, even if the o n e w h o died 

had b e e n conscr ip ted to fight. 

And even t w e n t i e t h - c e n t u r y m a n can begin to see t h a t — 

s o m e t i m e s — w h e n he seeks t o help pr i soners , n o t by giving 

them m o r e c o m f o r t a b l e quar ters , but by let t ing t h e m help the 

handicapped; or w h e n h e pities ra ther than envies the ' p o o r 

l i tt le r ich g i r l ' w h o has everything and does nothing for any­

o n e e lse . And o n e p h e n o m e n o n prevalent in e n d - o f - c e n t u r y 

Britain draws this especial ly to o u r a t t e n t i o n — t h e evil o f 

u n e m p l o y m e n t . Because o f o u r system o f Social Secur i ty , the 

u n e m p l o y e d o n the w h o l e have enough m o n e y t o live w i t h o u t 

t o o m u c h d i s c o m f o r t ; certainly they are a lo t b e t t e r o f f than 

are m a n y e m p l o y e d in Africa or Asia or Vic tor ian Bri ta in . 

W h a t is evil about u n e m p l o y m e n t is n o t so m u c h any resul t -
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ing pover ty b u t the uselessness o f the u n e m p l o y e d . T h e y of ten 

r e p o r t feel ing unvalued by soc ie ty , o f n o use , ' o n t h e scrap 

h e a p ' . T h e y rightly think it w o u l d b e a g o o d for t h e m to con­

t r ibute ; b u t they cannot . Many o f t h e m w o u l d w e l c o m e a sys­

t e m w h e r e they w e r e obl iged t o do useful w o r k in p r e f e r e n c e 

to one w h e r e society has n o use for t h e m . 

It fo l lows f r o m that fact that be ing o f use is a benef i t for 

h im w h o is o f use , and that those w h o suffer at the hands o f 

o t h e r s , and t h e r e b y m a k e possible the g o o d o f those o thers 

w h o have f ree and responsible c h o i c e , are themse lves 

benef i ted in this r e s p e c t . I am for tunate i f the natural poss­

ibility o f m y suffering i f you choose to h u r t m e is the vehic le 

which m a k e s your c h o i c e really m a t t e r . M y vulnerabi l i ty , m y 

openness t o suffering (which necessari ly involves m y actually 

suffering i f you m a k e the w r o n g c h o i c e ) , means that you are 

n o t jus t l ike a pilot in a s imulator , w h e r e it does n o t m a t t e r 

i f mistakes are m a d e . T h a t o u r choices m a t t e r t r e m e n d o u s l y , 

that w e can m a k e great di f ferences t o things for g o o d o r i l l , 

is one o f the greatest gifts a c r e a t o r can give us. And i f m y 

suffering is the m e a n s b y which he can give you that c h o i c e , 

I t o o am in this r e s p e c t f o r t u n a t e . T h o u g h o f course 

suffering is in i tsel f a bad thing, m y g o o d for tune is that the 

suffering is n o t r a n d o m , pointless suffering. It is suffering 

which is a c o n s e q u e n c e o f m y vulnerabil i ty which m a k e s m e 

o f such use . 

S o m e o n e may o b j e c t that the only g o o d thing is n o t being 

o f use (dying for o n e ' s c o u n t r y o r be ing vulnerable t o suffer­

ing at your h a n d s ) , b u t believing that o n e is o f u s e — b e l i e v i n g 

that o n e is dying for o n e ' s c o u n t r y and that this is o f use ; the 

' f e e l - g o o d ' e x p e r i e n c e . But that cannot b e c o r r e c t . Having 

c o m f o r t i n g bel iefs is only a g o o d thing i f they are t r u e be l ie fs . 

It is n o t a g o o d thing to be l ieve that things are going wel l 
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w h e n they are n o t , o r that y o u r life is o f use w h e n it is n o t . 

G e t t i n g pleasure o u t o f a c o m f o r t i n g falsehood is a cheat . But 

i f I ge t pleasure out o f a t r u e be l ie f , it m u s t b e that I regard 

the state o f things which I be l i eve to hold to b e a g o o d thing. 

If I ge t pleasure out o f the t r u e b e l i e f that m y daughter is 

doing wel l at school , it m u s t b e that I regard it as a g o o d thing 

that m y daughter does we l l at school ( w h e t h e r or n o t I be l ieve 

that she is doing w e l l ) . I f I did n o t think the la t ter , I w o u l d 

n o t g e t any pleasure out o f bel ieving that she is doing w e l l . 

L ikewise , the b e l i e f that I am vulnerable to suffering at your 

hands, and that that is a g o o d thing, can only b e a g o o d thing 

i f be ing vulnerable to suffering at your hands is i tse l f a g o o d 

thing ( independent ly o f w h e t h e r I be l ieve it o r n o t ) . Cer ta in ly , 

w h e n m y life is o f use and that is a g o o d for m e , i t is even 

b e t t e r if I be l ieve it and g e t c o m f o r t t h e r e f r o m ; b u t it can only 

b e even b e t t e r i f it is already a g o o d for m e w h e t h e r I be l i eve 

it o r n o t . 

But though suffering m a y in these ways serve g o o d pur­

poses , does G o d have the right t o a l low m e to suffer for your 

benef i t , w i t h o u t asking m y permiss ion? F o r surely , an o b j e c ­

t o r will say, n o one has the r ight to a l low one person A to 

suffer for the benef i t o f another one B w i t h o u t A ' s c o n s e n t . 

W e judge that doc tors w h o use patients as involuntary o b j e c t s 

o f e x p e r i m e n t a t i o n in medica l e x p e r i m e n t s which they h o p e 

will p r o d u c e results which can b e used to benef i t o thers are 

doing someth ing w r o n g . Af ter all , i f m y arguments about the 

utility o f suffering are sound, ought w e n o t all to b e causing 

suffering to o thers in o r d e r that those o thers may have the 

oppor tuni ty to reac t in the right way? 

T h e r e a r e , h o w e v e r , crucial di f ferences b e t w e e n G o d and 

the d o c t o r s . T h e first is that G o d as the author o f o u r be ing 

has cer ta in r ights , a cer ta in authori ty o v e r us , w h i c h w e do 
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n o t have o v e r o u r fe l low h u m a n s . H e is the cause o f our ex i s ­

t e n c e at each m o m e n t o f our e x i s t e n c e and sustains t h e laws 

o f nature which give us everything w e are and have. T o a l low 

s o m e o n e t o suffer for his o w n g o o d o r that o f o thers , o n e has 

t o stand in s o m e kind o f parental relat ionship towards h i m . I 

d o n o t have the right t o let s o m e stranger suffer for the sake 

o f s o m e g o o d , w h e n I could easily p r e v e n t this , but I do have 

some r ight o f this kind in r e s p e c t o f m y o w n chi ldren. I m a y 

le t the younger son suffer somewhat for his o w n g o o d or that 

o f his b r o t h e r . I have this r ight because in small part I am 

responsib le for the younger s o n ' s e x i s t e n c e , his beginning and 

c o n t i n u a n c e . I f I have b e g o t t e n h i m , nour ished , and educated 

h i m , I have s o m e l imi ted rights over h i m in r e t u r n ; t o a very 

limited e x t e n t I can use h i m for s o m e w o r t h y p u r p o s e . I f this 

is c o r r e c t , then a G o d w h o is so m u c h m o r e the author o f o u r 

be ing than are our parents has so m u c h m o r e r ight in this 

r e s p e c t . D o c t o r s do have o v e r us even the rights o f parents . 

B u t secondly and a i l - important ly , the d o c t o r s could have 

asked the patients for permiss ion ; and the pat ients , be ing f ree 

agents o f s o m e p o w e r and k n o w l e d g e , could have m a d e an 

i n f o r m e d c h o i c e o f w h e t h e r or n o t t o a l low themselves t o b e 

used. By contras t , G o d ' s choice is n o t about h o w t o use 

already exis t ing agents , b u t about the sort o f agents t o m a k e 

and the sor t o f w or ld i n t o which t o put t h e m . In G o d ' s s i tu­

at ion t h e r e are n o agents to b e asked. I am arguing that it is 

g o o d that o n e agent A should have deep responsibi l i ty for 

another B ( w h o in turn could have d e e p responsibi l i ty for 

another C ) . It is n o t logically possible for G o d t o have asked 

B i f he w a n t e d things thus , for , i f A is t o b e responsible for 

B ' s g r o w t h in f r e e d o m , k n o w l e d g e , and p o w e r , there will n o t 

b e a B with enough f r e e d o m and k n o w l e d g e t o m a k e any 

c h o i c e , b e f o r e G o d has t o c h o o s e w h e t h e r o r n o t t o give A 
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responsibi l i ty for h im. O n e c a n n o t ask a baby in to which sort 

o f w o r l d h e o r she wishes t o b e b o r n . T h e c r e a t o r has t o m a k e 

the choice independent ly o f his c rea tures . H e will seek o n bal ­

ance to benef i t t h e m — a l l o f t h e m . A n d , in giving t h e m the 

o f l i f e — w h a t e v e r suffering goes wi th i t — t h a t is a sub­

stantial benef i t . But w h e n o n e suffers at the hands o f another , 

o f ten perhaps it is n o t enough o f a benef i t to outweigh the suf­

fer ing. H e r e is the point t o reca l l that it is an additional benef i t 

t o the sufferer that his suffering is the m e a n s w h e r e b y the o n e 

w h o hurt h i m had the oppor tuni ty to m a k e a significant c h o i c e 

b e t w e e n g o o d and evil which o t h e r w i s e he w o u l d n o t have 

had. 

Although for these reasons , as I have b e e n urging, G o d has 

the right to al low humans to cause each o t h e r to suffer, there 

m u s t b e a l imit to the a m o u n t o f suffering which he has the 

right to a l low a human being to suffer for the sake o f a great 

g o o d . A parent may al low an e lder child to have the p o w e r to 

do s o m e harm to a younger child for the sake o f the respons­

ibility given to the e lder chi ld; b u t there are l imits . And there 

are l imits even to the moral r ight o f G o d , our c rea tor and sus-

ta iner , to use free sentient beings as pawns in a greater g a m e . 

Y e t , if these l imits w e r e t o o n a r r o w , G o d w o u l d b e unable t o 

give humans m u c h real responsibi l i ty ; he w o u l d be able to 

al low t h e m only to play a toy g a m e . Still , l imits there m u s t b e 

to G o d ' s rights to al low humans to hurt each o t h e r ; and l im­

its there are in the w o r l d to the e x t e n t to which they can hurt 

each o t h e r , provided above all by the short finite life en joyed 

by humans and other c r e a t u r e s — o n e human can hurt another 

for no m o r e than eighty years or so . And there are a n u m b e r 

o f o t h e r safety-devices in-buil t into our physiology and psy­

chology, l imiting the a m o u n t o f pain w e can suffer. But the 

pr imary safety l imit is that provided by the shortness o f our 
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finite l i fe . Unending unchosen suffering w o u l d indeed to m y 

m i n d provide a very s trong argument against the ex is tence o f 

G o d . But that is n o t the human situation. 

So then G o d , w i t h o u t asking h u m a n s , has to c h o o s e for 

t h e m b e t w e e n the kinds o f w o r l d in which they can l i v e — 

basically e i ther a w o r l d in which there is very l i tt le o p p o r t u n ­

ity for humans t o benef i t o r harm each o t h e r , o r a w o r l d in 

which t h e r e is cons iderable oppor tuni ty . H o w shall he choose? 

T h e r e are c lear ly reasons for b o t h c h o i c e s . B u t it seems t o m e 

( just , o n ba lance ) that his choosing t o c rea te the w o r l d in 

which w e have considerable opportuni ty t o benef i t o r harm 

each o t h e r is t o br ing about a g o o d at least as great as the evil 

which h e t h e r e b y al lows t o o c c u r . Of course the suffering h e 

al lows is a bad thing; and, o t h e r things be ing equal , t o b e 

avoided. But having the natural possibility o f causing suffering 

makes possible a grea ter g o o d . G o d , in creat ing humans w h o 

( o f logical necess i ty) cannot c h o o s e for themselves the k ind o f 

wor ld in to which they are to c o m e , plausibly exhibi ts his 

goodness in making for t h e m the h e r o i c c h o i c e that they c o m e 

into a risky w o r l d w h e r e they may have t o suffer for the g o o d 

o f o t h e r s . 

Natural Evil 

Natural evil is n o t t o b e a c c o u n t e d for along the same l ines as 

m o r a l evi l . Its main r o l e ra ther , I suggest , is to m a k e it pos­

sible for humans to have the kind o f c h o i c e which t h e f r e e ­

wil l de fence e x t o l s , and t o m a k e available t o humans specially 

w o r t h w h i l e kinds o f c h o i c e . 

T h e r e are t w o ways in which natural evil operates to give 

humans those choices . First , the operat ion o f natural laws 
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producing evils gives humans knowledge ( i f they choose to 

seek i t ) o f h o w t o bring about such evils themse lves . O b s e r v i n g 

you catch s o m e disease by the operat ion o f natural processes 

gives m e the p o w e r e i ther to use those processes to give that 

disease to o t h e r p e o p l e , o r through negl igence to al low others 

to catch i t , or to take measures t o prevent others f r o m catch­

ing the disease. Study o f the mechanisms o f nature producing 

various evils (and goods) opens up for humans a wide range o f 

c h o i c e . This is the way in which in fact w e learn h o w t o bring 

about (good and) evil . But could n o t G o d give us the requisi te 

k n o w l e d g e ( o f h o w to bring about g o o d or evil) which w e n e e d 

in o rder to have free and responsible choice by a less cost ly 

means? Could he n o t jus t whisper in our ears f r o m t i m e t o 

t i m e what are the different consequences o f different act ions 

o f ours? Y e s . But anyone w h o bel ieved that an act ion o f his 

would have s o m e effect because he bel ieved that G o d had to ld 

h im so would see all his actions as done under the a l l -watch­

ful eye o f G o d . He would n o t m e r e l y bel ieve strongly that 

there was a G o d , b u t would k n o w it with real cer ta inty . T h a t 

kno w l e dge w o u l d greatly inhibit his f r e e d o m o f c h o i c e , would 

m a k e it very difficult for him to choose to do evil . This is 

because w e all have a natural incl ination to wish to b e thought 

wel l o f by e v e r y o n e , and above all by an al l -good G o d ; that 

w e have such an incl ination is a very g o o d feature o f humans , 

w i t h o u t which w e w o u l d b e less than h u m a n . Also , i f w e w e r e 

direct ly i n f o r m e d o f the consequences o f our act ions , w e 

would b e deprived o f the choice w h e t h e r to seek to discover 

what the consequences w e r e through e x p e r i m e n t and hard c o ­

operat ive w o r k . K n o w l e d g e w o u l d b e available on tap. Natural 

processes alone give humans knowledge o f the effects o f their 

act ions wi thout inhibiting their f r e e d o m , and if evil is t o b e a 

possibility for t h e m they m u s t k n o w h o w to a l low it t o o c c u r . 
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T h e o t h e r way in which natural evil operates t o give humans 

their f r e e d o m is that it makes possible certa in kinds o f act ion 

towards it b e t w e e n which agents can c h o o s e . It increases the 

range o f significant cho ice . A particular natural evil , such as 

physical pain, gives to the sufferer a c h o i c e — w h e t h e r to 

endure it with pat ience , o r to b e m o a n his lo t . His fr iend can 

choose w h e t h e r to show compassion towards the sufferer , o r 

to be cal lous. T h e pain makes possible these choices , which 

w o u l d n o t o therwise exis t . T h e r e is n o guarantee that our 

actions in response to the pain will b e g o o d o n e s , but the pain 

gives us the opportuni ty to p e r f o r m g o o d act ions . T h e g o o d or 

bad actions which w e p e r f o r m in the face o f natural evil t h e m ­

selves provide opportunit ies for fur ther c h o i c e — o f g o o d or 

evil stances towards the f o r m e r act ions . I f I am patient with 

m y suffering, you can choose w h e t h e r to encourage or laugh 

at m y pat ience ; if I b e m o a n m y lo t , you can teach m e by w o r d 

and e x a m p l e what a g o o d thing pat ience is . I f you are sympa­

the t i c , I have then the opportuni ty to show grati tude for the 

sympathy; or t o be so self- involved that I ignore i t . I f you are 

cal lous, I can choose w h e t h e r to ignore this or to resent it for 

l i fe . And so on . I do n o t think that there can b e m u c h doubt 

that natural evil , such as physical pain, makes available these 

sorts o f c h o i c e . T h e actions which natural evil makes possible 

are ones which al low us t o p e r f o r m at our best and interact 

wi th our fel lows at the deepest level . 

It m a y , h o w e v e r , b e suggested that adequate oppor tuni ty 

for these great g o o d act ions w o u l d b e provided by the o c c u r ­

r e n c e o f m o r a l evil w i t h o u t any n e e d for suffering to be caused 

b y natural p r o c e s s e s . Y o u can show courage w h e n t h r e a t e n e d 

by a g u n m a n , as we l l as w h e n t h r e a t e n e d by c a n c e r ; and show 

sympathy t o those l ikely t o b e ki l led by g u n m e n as wel l as t o 

those l ikely t o die o f c a n c e r . But jus t imagine all the suffering 
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o f m i n d and b o d y caused by disease, ear thquake , and acc ident 

unpreventab le by humans r e m o v e d at a s t roke f r o m o u r 

soc ie ty . N o s ickness , n o b e r e a v e m e n t in c o n s e q u e n c e o f the 

unt imely death o f the young. M a n y o f us w o u l d then have such 

an easy l ife that w e simply w o u l d n o t have m u c h opportuni ty 

t o show courage o r , indeed , mani fes t m u c h in the way o f grea t 

goodness at all . W e need those insidious processes o f decay 

and dissolution which m o n e y and s trength cannot ward o f f for 

long t o give us the oppor tuni t ies , so easy o therwise to avoid, 

t o b e c o m e h e r o e s . 

G o d has the right to a l low natural evils t o o c c u r ( for the 

same reason as he has the r ight t o a l low m o r a l evils t o 

o c c u r ) — u p to a l imit . It w o u l d , o f c o u r s e , b e crazy for G o d 

t o mult iply evils m o r e and m o r e in o r d e r to give endless 

oppor tuni ty for h e r o i s m , but t o have some significant o p p o r t u ­

nity for real h e r o i s m and c o n s e q u e n t charac ter format ion is a 

benef i t for the person to w h o m it is given. Natural evils give 

t o us the k n o w l e d g e to m a k e a range o f choices b e t w e e n g o o d 

and evil , and the opportuni ty t o p e r f o r m act ions o f especial ly 

valuable kinds. 

T h e r e is , h o w e v e r , n o reason t o suppose that animals have 

f ree wil l . So what about the i r suffering? Animals had b e e n suf­

fering for a long t i m e b e f o r e humans appeared on this 

p l a n e t — j u s t h o w long depends on which animals are c o n ­

scious be ings . T h e first thing t o take into a c c o u n t h e r e is that , 

whi le the higher animals , at any rate the v e r t e b r a t e s , suffer , it 

is m o s t unlikely that they suffer nearly as m u c h as humans d o . 

Given that suffering depends direct ly o n brain events (in turn 

caused by events in o t h e r parts o f the b o d y ) , t h e n , since the 

l o w e r animals do n o t suffer at all and humans suffer a l o t , ani­

mals o f in te rmedia te c o m p l e x i t y ( it is reasonable t o suppose) 

suffer only a m o d e r a t e a m o u n t . S o , whi le o n e does n e e d a 
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theodicy t o a c c o u n t for why G o d allows animals to suffer , o n e 

does n o t n e e d as p o w e r f u l a theodicy as o n e does in r e s p e c t 

o f humans . O n e only needs reasons adequate to account for 

G o d al lowing an a m o u n t o f suffering m u c h less than that o f 

h u m a n s . T h a t said, there is , I be l i eve , available for animals 

parts o f the theodicy which I have outl ined above for h u m a n s . 

T h e g o o d o f animals , l ike that o f h u m a n s , does n o t consist 

solely in thrills o f p leasure . F o r animals , t o o , there are m o r e 

w o r t h w h i l e things, and in part icular intent ional act ions , and 

a m o n g t h e m serious significant intent ional ac t ions . T h e life o f 

animals involves m a n y serious significant intent ional ac t ions . 

Animals l o o k for a m a t e , despite be ing t i red and failing t o find 

o n e . T h e y take great t r o u b l e t o build nests and feed their 

young, to d e c o y predators and e x p l o r e . B u t all this inevitably 

involves pain (going on despite being t i red) and danger . An 

animal cannot intent ional ly avoid forest fires, o r take t r o u b l e 

to rescue its offspring f r o m forest fires, unless there exists a 

serious danger o f get t ing caught in a forest fire. T h e act ion o f 

rescuing despite danger s imply cannot b e d o n e unless the dan­

ger e x i s t s — a n d the danger will n o t exis t unless t h e r e is a 

significant natural probabi l i ty o f be ing caught in the fire. 

Animals do n o t c h o o s e free ly t o do such act ions , b u t the 

act ions are never the less w o r t h w h i l e . It is grea t that animals 

feed their young, n o t jus t themse lves ; that animals e x p l o r e 

w h e n they k n o w it to b e dangerous ; that animals save each 

o t h e r f r o m p r e d a t o r s , and so on . T h e s e are the things that give 

the lives o f animals their value. But they do of ten involve 

s o m e suffering to s o m e c r e a t u r e . 

T o r e t u r n to the centra l case o f h u m a n s — t h e reader wi l l 

agree wi th m e to the e x t e n t t o which he o r she values respons­

ibil i ty, f ree c h o i c e , and be ing o f use very m u c h m o r e than 

thrills o f pleasure o r absence o f pain. T h e r e is no o t h e r way 
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t o ge t the evils o f this w o r l d into the r ight perspec t ive , e x c e p t 

t o re f lec t at length on i n n u m e r a b l e very detai led thought 

e x p e r i m e n t s (in addition to actual e x p e r i e n c e s o f l i fe) in which 

w e postulate very di f ferent sorts o f wor lds f r o m our o w n , and 

then ask ourse lves w h e t h e r the p e r f e c t goodness o f G o d w o u l d 

r e q u i r e h im t o c rea te one o f these ( o r n o w o r l d at all) ra ther 

than our o w n . But I c o n c l u d e wi th a very small thought 

e x p e r i m e n t , which m a y help to begin this process . Suppose 

that you exis t in another w o r l d b e f o r e your b i r th in this o n e , 

and are given a choice as t o the sor t o f life you are to have in 

this o n e . Y o u are to ld that you are to have only a short l i fe , 

m a y b e o f only a f e w m i n u t e s , a l though it wil l b e an adult life 

in the sense that you will have the r ichness o f sensation and 

b e l i e f character is t ic o f adults. Y o u have a c h o i c e as t o the sor t 

o f life you will have. Y o u can have e i ther a f e w minutes o f 

very considerable pleasure , o f the kind p r o d u c e d by s o m e 

drug such as h e r o i n , which you will e x p e r i e n c e by yourse l f 

and w h i c h wil l have n o ef fects at all in the w o r l d ( for e x a m ­

ple , n o o n e else wil l k n o w about i t ) ; o r you can have a f e w 

minutes o f cons iderable pain, such as the pain o f chi ldbirth , 

which will have ( u n k n o w n to you at the t i m e o f pain) con­

siderable g o o d effects on others o v e r a f e w years . Y o u are to ld 

that , i f you d o n o t m a k e the s e c o n d c h o i c e , those o thers will 

n e v e r e x i s t — a n d so you are under n o m o r a l obl igat ion to 

m a k e the s e c o n d c h o i c e . B u t you seek t o m a k e the c h o i c e 

which will m a k e your o w n life the b e s t life for you t o have l ed . 

H o w will you choose? T h e c h o i c e is, I h o p e , obvious . Y o u 

should c h o o s e the second a l ternat ive . 

F o r s o m e o n e w h o remains u n c o n v i n c e d b y m y cla ims about 

the relat ive s trengths o f the g o o d and evils i n v o l v e d — h o l d i n g 

that , great though the goods a r e , they do n o t justify the evils 

w h i c h they i n v o l v e — t h e r e is a fal l -back posi t ion. M y argu-
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m e n t s m a y have c o n v i n c e d you o f the greatness o f the goods 

involved sufficiently for you to a l low that a per fec t ly g o o d 

G o d w o u l d b e just i f ied in br inging about the evils for the sake 

o f the g o o d w h i c h they m a k e poss ib le , i f and only i f G o d also 

provided c o m p e n s a t i o n in the f o r m o f happiness after death to 

the vict ims w h o s e sufferings m a k e possible the goods . S o m e ­

one w h o s e theodicy requires buttress ing in this way wil l n e e d 

an independent reason for bel ieving that G o d does provide 

such life af ter death i f he is t o b e just i f ied in holding his t h e o ­

dicy, and I shall m e n t i o n briefly in the n e x t chapter the sor t 

o f reason that might b e . W h i l e bel ieving that G o d does p r o ­

vide at any ra te for m a n y humans such life a f ter death, I have 

e x p o u n d e d a theodicy w i t h o u t relying on this assumption. But 

I can understand s o m e o n e thinking that the assumption is 

n e e d e d , especial ly w h e n w e are consider ing the w o r s t evils . 

(This c o m p e n s a t o r y afterl i fe n e e d n o t necessari ly b e the ever ­

lasting life o f H e a v e n . ) 

It remains the case , h o w e v e r , that evil is evi l , and t h e r e is 

a substantial pr i ce to pay for the goods o f our w o r l d w h i c h it 

makes poss ib le . G o d w o u l d n o t b e less than per fec t ly g o o d i f 

he c rea ted instead a w o r l d w i t h o u t pain and suffering, and so 

wi thout the part icular goods which those evils m a k e possible . 

Christ ian, Is lamic , and m u c h J e w i s h tradit ion claims that G o d 

has c r e a t e d wor lds o f b o t h k i n d s — o u r w o r l d , and the Heaven 

o f the b lessed. T h e la t ter is a marvel lous w o r l d with a vast 

range o f possible deep g o o d s , b u t it lacks a f e w goods which 

o u r w o r l d conta ins , including the g o o d o f be ing able t o r e j e c t 

the g o o d . A g e n e r o u s G o d m i g h t we l l c h o o s e to give s o m e o f 

us the c h o i c e o f re j ec t ing the g o o d in a w o r l d l ike ours b e f o r e 

giving t o those w h o e m b r a c e it a w o n d e r f u l w o r l d in w h i c h 

the f o r m e r possibil i ty n o longer ex is ts . 
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7 
HOW THE EXISTENCE 

OF GOD EXPLAINS 
MIRACLES AND 

RELIGIOUS EXPERIENCE 

Miracles 

I have argued so far that the claim that G o d c r e a t e d and sus­

tains o u r universe is the hypothesis that b e s t accounts for its 

general s t r u c t u r e — i t s very e x i s t e n c e , its c o n f o r m i t y to nat­

ural laws , its be ing fine tuned to evolve animals and h u m a n s , 

and these la t ter be ing consc ious beings with sensat ions , 

thoughts , be l ie fs , desires , and purposes w h o can m a k e great 

di f ferences to themselves and the w o r l d in deeply significant 

ways. I have argued t o o that the e x i s t e n c e o f evil o f the k ind 

w e find on ear th does n o t c o u n t against that c la im. T h e evi­

d e n c e cons idered so far, t h e r e f o r e , gives a significant d e g r e e 

o f probabi l i ty to that c l a i m — t h a t there is a G o d . H o w e v e r , i f 

there is a G o d , w h o , be ing per fec t ly g o o d , will love his c rea ­

t u r e s , o n e w o u l d e x p e c t h im t o in terac t wi th us occasional ly 

m o r e direct ly on a personal basis , ra ther than m e r e l y through 

[ 1 1 4 ] 



Miracles and Religious Experience 

the natural o r d e r o f the w o r l d which he constant ly s u s t a i n s — 

t o answer our prayers and t o m e e t o u r n e e d s . He wil l n o t , 

h o w e v e r , i n t e r v e n e in the natural o r d e r at all o f ten , for , i f he 

did, w e w o u l d n o t b e able t o predic t the c o n s e q u e n c e s o f our 

act ions and so w e w o u l d lose c o n t r o l over the w o r l d and our ­

selves . I f G o d answered m o s t prayers for a relat ive t o r e c o v e r 

f r o m c a n c e r , then c a n c e r w o u l d n o l o n g e r b e a p r o b l e m for 

humans t o so lve . H u m a n s w o u l d n o longer see cancer as a 

p r o b l e m t o b e solved by scientif ic r e s e a r c h — p r a y e r w o u l d b e 

the obvious m e t h o d o f cur ing c a n c e r . G o d w o u l d then have 

deprived us o f the serious choice o f w h e t h e r to put m o n e y and 

energy i n t o finding a c u r e for cancer o r n o t t o b o t h e r ; and o f 

w h e t h e r t o take t r o u b l e to avoid c a n c e r ( e . g . by n o t s m o k i n g ) 

o r n o t to b o t h e r . Natural laws de termin ing that certa in events 

wil l cause g o o d effects and o t h e r ones cause bad ef fects enable 

us to discover which p r o d u c e which and t o use t h e m for o u r ­

selves. Natural laws are l ike ru les , inst i tuted b y parents , 

schools , o r g o v e r n m e n t s , stating that these actions wil l b e 

punished and those ones r e w a r d e d . O n c e w e discover t h e 

ru les , w e acquire c o n t r o l over the c o n s e q u e n c e s o f o u r 

a c t i o n s — w e can then c h o o s e w h e t h e r t o b e r e w a r d e d o r t o 

risk be ing punished. But loving parents wil l r ightly occas ion­

ally b r e a k the i r o w n rules in answer to special p l e a d i n g — i t 

means that they are persons in in terac t ion , n o t jus t systems o f 

rules . And f o r a similar reason o n e might e x p e c t G o d o c c a ­

sionally t o b r e a k his o w n rules , and i n t e r v e n e in h is tory . 

O n e might e x p e c t G o d occasionally to answer prayer w h e n 

it is for a g o o d c a u s e — s u c h as the r e l i e f o f suffering and 

res tora t ion to health o f m i n d or b o d y , and for awareness o f 

h imse l f and o f i m p o r t a n t spiritual t ruths . And o n e might also 

e x p e c t h i m t o in tervene occasionally w i t h o u t wait ing for o u r 

p r a y e r — t o help us t o m a k e the w o r l d b e t t e r in various ways 
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w h e n w e have misused o u r f r e e d o m . A divine in tervent ion 

wil l consist e i ther in G o d acting in areas w h e r e natural laws 

do n o t d e t e r m i n e what happens (perhaps o u r m e n t a l life is n o t 

fully d e t e r m i n e d by natural l a w s ) , o r in G o d t e m p o r a r i l y sus­

pending natural laws. Le t us call in tervent ions o f the la t ter 

kind mirac les and in tervent ions o f the f o r m e r kind n o n -

miraculous in tervent ions . A m i r a c l e is a violat ion o r suspen­

sion o f natural laws, b r o u g h t about b y G o d . D o e s h u m a n his­

tory contain events o f a kind which G o d , i f he ex is ts , w o u l d 

b e e x p e c t e d t o br ing about and yet which do n o t o c c u r as a 

result o f the operat ion o f natural laws? It certa inly contains 

large n u m b e r s o f events o f the kind which G o d w o u l d b e 

e x p e c t e d to br ing about , b u t about which w e have n o idea 

w h e t h e r they o c c u r r e d as a resul t o f the operat ion o f natural 

laws o r n o t . I pray for m y fr iend to ge t b e t t e r f r o m c a n c e r 

and he d o e s . S ince w e do n o t normal ly k n o w in any detail the 

e x a c t state o f his body w h e n he had c a n c e r , n o r do w e k n o w 

in any detail the natural laws w h i c h govern the d e v e l o p m e n t 

o f c a n c e r , w e cannot say w h e t h e r the r e c o v e r y occurs as a 

resul t o f natural laws o r n o t . T h e pious be l i ever bel ieves that 

G o d i n t e rve ned , and the hard-headed atheist bel ieves that only 

natural laws w e r e at w o r k . H u m a n history also contains reports 

o f m a n y events which , if they o c c u r r e d as r e p o r t e d , c lear ly 

w o u l d n o t have o c c u r r e d as a resul t o f natural laws , and which 

are also events o f a kind that G o d might b e e x p e c t e d t o br ing 

about . T h e S e c o n d B o o k o f Kings r e c o r d s that a sick and 

doubt ing King Hezekiah sought a sign o f e n c o u r a g e m e n t f r o m 

G o d that h e , Hezekiah, w o u l d r e c o v e r and that G o d w o u l d 

save J e r u s a l e m f r o m the Assyrians. In response t o the prayer 

o f the p r o p h e t Isaiah that G o d w o u l d give Hezekiah a sign, the 

shadow cast b y the sun r e p o r t e d l y w e n t 'backwards ten s teps ' 

(2 Kgs . 2 0 : 1 1 ) . T h e la t ter can only have happened i f the laws 
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o f mechanics (governing the ro ta t ion o f the earth on its ax is , 

and so the direc t ion o f the sun f r o m J e r u s a l e m ) , o r the laws 

o f light (governing h o w light f r o m the sun f o r m s shadows in 

the region o f Hezekiah ' s p a l a c e ) , had b e e n suspended. 

I suggest that , in so far as w e have o t h e r reason t o be l ieve 

that t h e r e is a G o d , w e have reason to be l ieve that G o d in ter ­

venes in his tory in s o m e such cases ( w e m a y n o t k n o w w h i c h ) 

and so that s o m e o f the events happened as descr ibed , 

although n o t necess i ta ted t o do so by natural laws. It w o u l d 

b e odd t o suppose that G o d , c o n c e r n e d for our tota l w e l l -

be ing , conf ined his in tervent ions t o those areas ( i f any) w h e r e 

natural laws leave it u n d e t e r m i n e d w h a t wil l h a p p e n — f o r 

e x a m p l e , conf ined his in tervent ions to influencing the m e n t a l 

lives o f human be ings . I f he has reason t o interact wi th us , he 

has reason very occasional ly to in tervene t o suspend those nat ­

ural laws by which our life is c o n t r o l l e d ; and in part icular , 

s ince the bodi ly processes which d e t e r m i n e our health are 

fairly evidently sub jec t t o largely de terminis t i c natural laws , 

he has reason very occasional ly t o in tervene in t h o s e . 

C o n v e r s e l y , in so far as w e have o t h e r reason t o be l ieve that 

t h e r e is n o G o d , w e have reason t o be l ieve that natural 

processes are the highest- level de terminants o f what happens 

and so that n o events happen contrary t o laws o f na ture . In 

o t h e r w o r d s , b a c k g r o u n d k n o w l e d g e ( o u r o t h e r reasons for 

general b e l i e f about h o w the w o r l d w o r k s — e . g . reasons for 

bel ieving that there is a G o d , or that t h e r e is n o G o d ) is r ightly 

a very i m p o r t a n t fac tor in assessing what happened on part ic ­

ular occasions ( m o r e so h e r e than in assessing the w o r t h o f 

large scientif ic o r rel igious t h e o r i e s — s e e Chapter 2 ) . 

B u t , whi le b a c k g r o u n d k n o w l e d g e m u s t b e a power fu l fac­

t o r in de termin ing what is reasonable t o be l ieve about what 

happened o n part icular occas ions , i t is n o t , o f c o u r s e , the only 
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fac tor . W e have the detai led historical ev idence o f what 

observers s e e m t o recal l having happened, what witnesses 

claim t o have o b s e r v e d , and any physical t races o f past events 

( d o c u m e n t s , archaeological r e m a i n s , and so o n ) . 

T h a t b a c k g r o u n d k n o w l e d g e m u s t we igh heavily in c o m ­

parison wi th the detai led historical ev idence in assessing par­

t icular c laims about the past can b e seen f r o m i n n u m e r a b l e 

non-re l ig ious e x a m p l e s . I f a wel l -es tabl ished scientif ic t h e o r y 

leads you to e x p e c t that stars will s o m e t i m e s e x p l o d e , then 

s o m e debris in the sky o f a kind which could have b e e n caused 

by an exploding star but which ( though i m p r o b a b l y ) jus t might 

have s o m e o t h e r cause m a y b e reasonably i n t e r p r e t e d as debris 

left by an exploding star. But , i f a wel l -es tabl ished t h e o r y says 

that stars cannot e x p l o d e , you wil l n e e d very s t rong evidence 

that the debris could n o t have had another cause b e f o r e in ter ­

pret ing it as debris o f an exploding star . H o w e v e r , in the case 

o f p u r p o r t e d miraculous in tervent ions , the b a c k g r o u n d k n o w l ­

edge will b e o f t w o kinds. It will inc lude the scientif ic k n o w l ­

edge o f what are the re levant laws o f n a t u r e — f o r e x a m p l e , 

the laws o f light and the laws governing the rota t ion o f the 

earth , which (s ince laws o f nature opera te a lmost all the t i m e ) 

lead us t o e x p e c t that on that part icular occas ion Hezekiah ' s 

shadow did n o t m o v e b a c k w a r d s . But it will also include the 

o t h e r ev idence that t h e r e is a G o d able and having reason 

s o m e t i m e s (but n o t necessari ly on any o n e part icular occas ion) 

t o in tervene t o suspend the operat ion o f natural laws. In view 

o f these confl ict ing bodies o f b a c k g r o u n d k n o w l e d g e , w e 

w o u l d n e e d qui te a b i t o f part icular historical ev idence t o 

show that , on any part icular occas ion , G o d in tervened in a 

miraculous w a y . T h e historical ev idence could b e b a c k e d up 

by a r g u m e n t that that part icular p u r p o r t e d mirac le was one 

which G o d had s trong reason for br inging about . 
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T o balance detai led historical ev idence against b a c k g r o u n d 

evidence o f b o t h kinds to establish what happened on any par­

t icular occas ion is a difficult m a t t e r on which w e are se ldom 

going t o b e able to r e a c h a c lear verdic t . But detai led h is tor ­

ical ev idence about what happened could in principle b e sub­

stantial . T o take a s imple , imaginary, and n o t especial ly 

rel igiously significant e x a m p l e , w e ourselves might have 

apparently seen s o m e o n e levitate (that is , r ise in the air, n o t 

as a resul t o f strings or magnets o r any o t h e r k n o w n f o r c e for 

which w e have c h e c k e d ) . Many wi tnesses , proved total ly 

t r u s t w o r t h y o n o t h e r occas ions w h e r e they w o u l d have had n o 

reason to l ie , might r e p o r t having observed such a thing. 

T h e r e m i g h t even b e t races in the f o r m o f physical e f fects 

which such an event w o u l d have c a u s e d — f o r e x a m p l e , marks 

o n the cei l ing which w o u l d have b e e n caused by a levitating 

b o d y hit t ing it . But against all this t h e r e wil l still b e the back­

ground k n o w l e d g e o f what are the laws o f n a t u r e , in this case 

the laws o f gravity; and all the ev idence in favour o f these 

be ing the laws o f nature will b e ev idence that they o p e r a t e d 

at the t i m e in quest ion , and so that n o levitat ion o c c u r r e d . 

N o t e that any detai led historical ev idence that the levitation 

o c c u r r e d wi l l , as such, b e evidence against the laws o f gravity 

be ing the laws o f n a t u r e — j u s t as ev idence that s o m e p iece o f 

m e t a l did n o t expand w h e n heated w o u l d b e ev idence that it 

is n o t a law o f nature that all meta ls e x p a n d w h e n hea ted . But 

if, m u c h though w e m a y t r y , w e fail t o find fur ther e x c e p t i o n s 

t o our p u r p o r t e d l a w — i f , for e x a m p l e , w e cannot p r o d u c e 

another levitat ion by recrea t ing the c i r cumstances in which the 

f o r m e r o n e purpor tedly o c c u r r e d — t h a t wil l b e grounds for 

bel ieving that , i f the f o r m e r o c c u r r e d , it was n o t an event in 

a c c o r d with s o m e h i t h e r t o undiscovered law o f n a t u r e , b u t 

ra ther a violat ion o r suspension o f a l a w . 
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In such cases , w e w o u l d , I th ink, b e m o s t unlikely t o have 

enough detai led historical ev idence that the event o c c u r r e d t o 

outweigh the scientif ic b a c k g r o u n d k n o w l e d g e that such events 

cannot o c c u r , unless w e also had substantial rel igious back­

ground k n o w l e d g e showing n o t m e r e l y that there is a G o d b u t 

that he had very g o o d reason o n this part icular occas ion t o 

w o r k this part icular m i r a c l e . In the case o f a p u r p o r t e d levi-

ta t ion, I d o u b t that w e w o u l d ever have such ev idence . T h a t 

is n o t , o f c o u r s e , to say that levitat ions do n o t o c c u r , only that 

w e are m o s t unlikely t o have enough reason to be l ieve that 

one did o c c u r o n any part icular occas ion . N o t e that in all such 

cases what w e are doing is t o seek the s implest t h e o r y o f what 

happened in the past which leads us to account for the data 

(what I have h e r e cal led the detai led historical e v i d e n c e ) , and 

which fits in b e s t wi th our b a c k g r o u n d k n o w l e d g e , in the way 

descr ibed in Chapter 2 . 

I a m , h o w e v e r , incl ined t o think that w e do have enough 

historical ev idence o f events occurr ing contrary t o natural laws 

o f a kind which G o d w o u l d have reason t o br ing out t o show 

that probably s o m e o f t h e m ( w e do n o t k n o w which) are 

genuine m i r a c l e s . T h e r e are m a n y r e p o r t s o f purpor ted mira ­

c les , anc ient and m o d e r n , s o m e o f t h e m quite wel l d o c u ­

m e n t e d . (See for e x a m p l e , the c u r e o f the Glasgow m a n f r o m 

cancer descr ibed in D . Hickey and G . Smith , Miracle ( 1 9 7 8 ) , 

o r s o m e o f the cases discussed in R e x Gardiner , Healing 

Miracles, ( 1 9 8 6 ) . F o r a m o r e sceptical a c c o u n t o f s o m e pur­

p o r t e d Lourdes m i r a c l e s , see , for contras t , D . J . W e s t , Eleven 

Lourdes Miracles ( 1 9 5 7 ) . ) O r , ra ther , w e have enough detai led 

historical ev idence in s o m e such cases given that w e have a 

certa in a m o u n t o f b a c k g r o u n d evidence to support the claim 

that there is a G o d , able and wil l ing t o in tervene in h is tory . 

B u t , o f c o u r s e , the r e a d e r m u s t cons ider the evidence in such 
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cases for h i m s e l f o r herse l f . T h e o c c u r r e n c e o f such detai led 

historical ev idence is i tse l f fur ther ev idence o f the e x i s t e n c e o f 

G o d (along with the ev idence discussed in Chapters 4 and S ) , 

because o n e w o u l d e x p e c t t o have it i f t h e r e is a G o d b u t n o t 

o t h e r w i s e — f o r i f natural laws are the highest - level d e t e r m i ­

nants o f w h a t happens , t h e r e is every reason t o e x p e c t that 

they will n o t b e suspended. 

It is so o f ten said in such cases that w e ' m a y b e m i s t a k e n ' . 

N e w scientif ic ev idence m a y show that the event as r e p o r t e d 

was n o t cont rary to natural l a w s — w e simply m i s u n d e r s t o o d 

what w e r e the natural laws. M a y b e w e have jus t misunder ­

s tood h o w cancer develops ; a pat ient s o m e t i m e s ' sponta­

n e o u s l y ' r e c o v e r s b y pure ly natural p r o c e s s e s . O r , i f m a n y 

people c la im to have observed s o m e o n e levi tate , m a y b e they 

have all b e e n sub jec t to hal lucination. M a y b e . But the rat ional 

e n q u i r e r in these m a t t e r s , as in all m a t t e r s , m u s t go on the 

evidence available. I f that evidence shows that the laws o f 

nature are such and such, that i f the event happened as 

descr ibed it was contrary t o t h e m , that the n e w evidence had 

n o t e n d e n c y t o show that the supposed laws are n o t the t r u e 

laws (because in all o t h e r similar cases they are f o l l o w e d ) , that 

there is very s trong historical ev idence (wi tnesses , and so o n ) 

that the e v e n t o c c u r r e d , then i t is rat ional to be l ieve that a 

m i r a c l e o c c u r r e d . W e are rat ional t o b e l i e v e , whi le a l lowing 

the possibil ity that evidence might turn up later t o show that 

w e are mis taken . ' W e m a y b e m i s t a k e n ' is a knife which cuts 

b o t h w a y s — w e may b e mis taken in bel ieving that an e v e n t is 

n o t a divine in tervent ion w h e n really it is , as we l l as the o t h e r 

way r o u n d . 

Historians of ten affirm that , w h e n they are investigating 

part icular c laims about past events i m p o r t a n t t o rel igious 

t r a d i t i o n s — f o r e x a m p l e , about what Jesus did and what 

[ 1 2 1 ] 



Miracles and Religious Experience 

happened t o h i m — t h e y do so w i t h o u t making any rel igious o r 

anti -rel igious assumptions . In prac t i ce m o s t o f t h e m d o n o t 

live up t o such aff irmations. E i ther they heavily discount such 

biblical c la ims as that Jesus cured the bl ind o n the grounds that 

such things do n o t happen; o r ( m o r e c o m m o n l y in past cen­

tur ies) they automatical ly a c c e p t the t e s t i m o n y o f witnesses t o 

what Jesus did, on the grounds that bibl ical witnesses are espe­

cially re l iab le . But what needs t o b e apprec iated is that back­

ground ev idence ought t o inf luence the i n v e s t i g a t o r — a s it 

does in all o t h e r areas o f enquiry . N o t t o a l low it t o do so is 

i rrat ional . 

T h e e x i s t e n c e o f detai led historical ev idence for the o c c u r ­

r e n c e o f violations o f natural laws o f a kind which G o d , i f 

there is a G o d , w o u l d have had reason t o br ing about is i tse l f 

ev idence for the e x i s t e n c e o f G o d . T h o u g h n o t nearly enough 

on its o w n , it makes its c o n t r i b u t i o n ; and with o t h e r ev idence 

( e . g . o f the kind cons idered in Chapters 4 and S ) it could b e 

enough t o establish the e x i s t e n c e o f G o d , i f the o t h e r ev idence 

is n o t enough on its o w n . C o n s i d e r , by analogy, a de tec t ive 

investigating a c r i m e and consider ing the hypothesis that J o n e s 

c o m m i t t e d the c r i m e . S o m e o f his c lues will b e evidence for 

the o c c u r r e n c e o f s o m e e v e n t , an event which , i f it o c c u r r e d , 

w o u l d provide evidence in its turn for the hypothesis that 

J o n e s c o m m i t t e d the c r i m e . T h e f o r m e r m i g h t , for e x a m p l e , 

b e the ev idence o f witnesses w h o claim t o have seen J o n e s 

near the scene o f the c r i m e . Even i f J o n e s was near the scene 

o f the c r i m e , that is in its turn o n its o w n fairly w e a k evidence 

that he c o m m i t t e d the c r i m e . M u c h m o r e ev idence is n e e d e d . 

But because the t e s t i m o n y o f witnesses is ev idence for J o n e s 

having b e e n near the scene o f the c r i m e , and J o n e s having 

b e e n near the scene is s o m e evidence that he c o m m i t t e d i t , 

the t e s t i m o n y o f the witnesses is never the less s o m e ( indirec t ) 
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Revelation 

O n e reason which G o d m a y have for intervening in h is tory is 

t o i n f o r m us o f things, t o reveal t ruths t o us. O u r unaided 

reason m a y indeed , as I am arguing in this b o o k , b e able t o 

reach the conclus ion that probably t h e r e is a G o d ; and it m a y 

also b e able to establish s o m e very general m o r a l truths ( e . g . 

that it is g o o d t o feed the starving, w h o e v e r they a r e ) . But 

humans are creatures o f l imi ted inte l l igence and notor ious ly 

liable t o hide f r o m themse lves conclus ions which s e e m t o stare 

t h e m in the face w h e n those conclus ions are u n w e l c o m e . 

Conc lus ions about rel igious and m o r a l mat te rs are ones on 

which w e are so obviously l iable t o bias b e c a u s e , w h a t e v e r 

conclus ions w e reach ( w h e t h e r rel igious o r a the is t i c ) , they 

have c o n s e q u e n c e s about the sort o f life which is w o r t h liv­

ing; and w e m a y b e re luc tant t o a c c e p t t h e m because they 

clash wi th our c u r r e n t l i fe-style . Humans n e e d h e l p — h e l p t o 

see what our obl igat ions are and what o u r ul t imate g o o d con­

sists in , and help and e n c o u r a g e m e n t t o pursue that g o o d . And 

anyway a G o d w h o wants t o in terac t wi th us wil l also w a n t 

t o show us things about h i m s e l f s imply in o r d e r that w e may 

k n o w him b e t t e r . T h e m a j o r W e s t e r n rel igions all c la im that 
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evidence for his having c o m m i t t e d the c r i m e . L ikewise , evi­

dence o f witnesses w h o claim t o o b s e r v e a violation o f natural 

laws is indirec t ev idence for the e x i s t e n c e o f G o d , because the 

o c c u r r e n c e o f such violat ions w o u l d b e i tse l f m o r e d irec t evi­

dence for the e x i s t e n c e o f G o d . I f the tota l evidence b e c o m e s 

strong e n o u g h , then i t wil l just i fy asserting that G o d exis ts , 

and h e n c e that the e v e n t in quest ion was n o t m e r e l y a viola­

t ion , b u t b r o u g h t about by G o d and thus a m i r a c l e . 
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[124] 

G o d has in tervened in his tory in o r d e r t o reveal t ruths t o 

h u m a n s ; and they normal ly add that h e has established a m e c h ­

anism w h i c h t o s o m e degree o r in s o m e way wil l ensure the 

preservat ion o f these truths a m o n g h u m a n s . J e w s c la im that 

G o d i n t e r v e n e d in his tory wi th Abraham and M o s e s , and that 

he revealed truths preserved subsequent ly by the J e w i s h p e o ­

ple in the H e b r e w Scr iptures ( the Christ ian O l d T e s t a m e n t ) . 

Christ ians accept that , b u t add that the main divine in terven­

t ion was that o f Jesus Chris t , w h o revealed to us things p r e ­

served by the Christ ian Church in its Bible ( the N e w 

T e s t a m e n t , and the O l d T e s t a m e n t u n d e r s t o o d in the light o f 

the N e w ) . Islam also recognizes t o s o m e degree J e w i s h and 

even Christ ian c la ims, b u t proc la ims M u h a m m a d as the last 

p r o p h e t in w h o m revelat ion reached its cu lminat ion , a revela­

t ion which was r e c o r d e d in the Q u r ' a n and preserved b y 

Islamic c o m m u n i t i e s . 

H o w are w e to j u d g e b e t w e e n these c o m p e t i n g claims? In 

t w o ways . First , by the plausibility o n o t h e r grounds o f what 

they c laim to b e the centra l revealed d o c t r i n e s . A rel igion 

which advocates large-scale pillage and rape for fun cannot b e 

a t r u e re l ig ion . But , whi le w e m a y b e able to pass decisive 

j u d g e m e n t for o r against s o m e claim t o revela t ion on the 

grounds that it co inc ides with or clashes wi th what w e can see 

to b e t r u e on o t h e r g r o u n d s , w e cannot d o so general ly . T h e 

claims o f p u r p o r t e d revelat ions about what G o d is l ike and 

what he has d o n e will n o t normal ly b e such that w e can have 

very s t rong, independent , reason for bel ieving t h e m t r u e o r 

false. T h e point o f revelat ion is t o te l l things t o o deep for o u r 

unaided reason to discover . W h a t w e n e e d also is s o m e guar­

antee o f a di f ferent kind that what is c la imed to b e revea led 

really c o m e s f r o m G o d . T o take an analogy, non-sc ient is ts 

cannot tes t for themse lves what physicists tel l t h e m about the 
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The Christian Revelation 

Although the arguments o f this b o o k b e f o r e and subsequent t o 

this sec t ion are designed to convince the r e a d e r o f the ex is ­

t e n c e o f the G o d a c k n o w l e d g e d alike b y J e w s , M u s l i m s , and 

Christ ians , and n o t t o m a k e any j u d g e m e n t b e t w e e n their 

c o m p e t i n g c la ims about h i m , I am b o u n d t o add that in m y 

view only o n e o f the w o r l d ' s m a j o r rel igions can m a k e any 

serious c la im, o n the grounds o f detai led historical e v i d e n c e , 

t o b e founded on a m i r a c l e , and that is the Christian re l ig ion . 

Eastern rel igions ( e . g . Hinduism) s o m e t i m e s c laim divine 

in tervent ions , b u t n o t ones in historical per iods for w h i c h they 

can p r o d u c e m a n y witnesses or wr i ters w h o have ta lked t o the 

wi tnesses . L ikewise , al though Judaism claims divine in terven­

t ions c o n n e c t e d especial ly wi th M o s e s and the E x o d u s f r o m 

Egypt , our in format ion about t h e m was w r i t t e n d o w n long 

after the events . (And anyway, even i f these events o c c u r r e d 
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const i tut ion o f the a t o m . All they can ask f o r is s o m e guaran­

t e e that what they are t o l d c o m e s f r o m s o m e o n e in a posi t ion 

to k n o w . In the case o f a p u r p o r t e d revelat ion f r o m G o d , that 

guarantee m u s t take the f o r m o f a violat ion o f natural laws 

which culminates and forwards the p r o c l a m a t i o n o f the pur­

p o r t e d revela t ion . Such a violation can only b e b r o u g h t about 

by h im w h o keeps natural laws going, that is, preserves in 

ob jec t s the i r p o w e r s and liabilities t o a c t — i n o t h e r w o r d s , 

G o d . T h e n the violat ion wil l b e a m i r a c l e . O n l y he w h o p r e ­

serves the p o w e r s o f things can suspend t h e m ; and i f the i r sus­

pension culminates and forwards the proc lamat ion o f a 

p u r p o r t e d revela t ion , that is G o d ' s signature on the revela­

t ion . 
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as descr ibed , it is doubtful w h e t h e r they w o u l d have b e e n 

mirac les . Natural causes may easily a c c o u n t for the East 

wind which caused the part ing o f the R e d Sea r e p o r t e d in 

Exodus 1 4 : 2 1 . ) And Musl ims do n o t c la im that Islam was 

founded o n any mirac les , apart f r o m the wri t ing o f the 

Q u r ' a n ; and, h o w e v e r grea t a b o o k that is , it is in n o way 

apparent that wri t ing a great b o o k needs a special divine in ter ­

vent ion . 

T h e Christ ian re l ig ion, by contras t , was founded on the 

p u r p o r t e d m i r a c l e o f the R e s u r r e c t i o n o f J e s u s . I f this event 

happened in anything l ike the way the N e w T e s t a m e n t b o o k s 

r e c o r d it as the c o m i n g t o life o f a m a n dead by cruci f ix ion 

thir ty-s ix hours ear l ier , it c learly involved the suspension o f 

natural laws , and so , i f t h e r e is a G o d , was brought about by 

h i m , and so was a m i r a c l e . M o s t o f the b o o k s o f the N e w 

T e s t a m e n t w e r e w r i t t e n during the l i fe t ime o f m a n y o f those 

w h o w e r e involved in the life and death o f J e s u s . T h e s e b o o k s 

w e r e w r i t t e n by various w r i t e r s w h o claim that M a r y 

Magdalene , o t h e r w o m e n , and apostles saw the e m p t y t o m b ; 

and that they and m a n y others saw, ta lked t o , and ate wi th 

the risen J e s u s . T h e b o d y o f Jesus was n e v e r p r o d u c e d . H e r e 

w e have a ser ious historical claim o f a great mirac le for which 

t h e r e is a substantial e v i d e n c e . Jus t h o w strong that historical 

ev idence is is a m a t t e r on which innumerab le b o o k s have b e e n 

w r i t t e n o v e r t w o mil lenia , and readers m u s t f o l l o w up these 

issues for themse lves in s o m e o f these b o o k s . But in doing so 

it is very i m p o r t a n t t o k e e p in m i n d t h r e e points which I have 

made on ear l ier pages. 

T h e first po int is that it is a m a r k o f rat ionali ty t o take back­

ground k n o w l e d g e — o t h e r ev idence about w h e t h e r t h e r e is a 

G o d able and wil l ing t o in tervene in h i s t o r y — i n t o a c c o u n t . 

T h e second is that , given that G o d does have reason to 
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in tervene in h is tory , part ly in o r d e r t o reveal t ruths about 

himsel f , ev idence f o r the t ruth o f the R e s u r r e c t i o n m u s t 

include the plausibility or o therwise o f any i t e m s clearly taught 

as centra l doctr ines by Jesus and by t h e Church founded o n 

the basis o f the p u r p o r t e d R e s u r r e c t i o n . O f c o u r s e , as I w r o t e 

ear l ier , w e wil l n o t in genera l have conclusive independent 

reasons t o be l ieve such centra l doctr ines t o b e t r u e o r f a l s e — 

the point o f revelat ion is t o tel l us things that w e cannot find 

out for ourse lves . But w e may have s o m e w e a k reasons , n o t 

adequate by t h e m s e l v e s , for bel ieving that , i f t h e r e is a G o d , 

a cer ta in d o c t r i n e about what he is l ike o r what he has d o n e 

o r h o w w e ought t o behave is t r u e . I f w e have such reasons , 

to that e x t e n t the doc t r ines are plausible . I be l ieve that w e do 

have such reasons in the case o f centra l Christian d o c t r i n e s , 

such as the teaching o f the S e r m o n o f the M o u n t in its e x p o ­

sition o f what goodness consists in, the d o c t r i n e o f the T r i n i t y , 

and the doc t r ines about J e s u s — t h a t he was G o d incarnate 

( G o d w h o had b e c o m e also a h u m a n b e i n g ) , and that his life 

and death w e r e s o m e h o w an a t o n e m e n t for our sins. T o dis­

cuss these reasons proper ly w o u l d r e q u i r e another b o o k . But 

the sort o f reason I have in m i n d m a y b e i l lustrated very 

briefly in the case o f the Incarnat ion. W e saw in Chapter 6 

that G o d has reason t o a l low us t o endure hardship in various 

ways for the sake o f g r e a t e r g o o d s . A g o o d parent w h o has t o 

m a k e his child endure hardship for the sake o f s o m e g r e a t e r 

g o o d will o f ten choose voluntari ly t o endure such hardship 

along wi th the child in o r d e r t o express solidarity wi th h im 

and to s h o w him h o w t o live in difficult c i r cumstances . F o r 

e x a m p l e , i f the child needs to have a plain diet for the sake o f 

his heal th , the parent m a y voluntari ly share such a diet (even 

though the parent does n o t n e e d it for the sake o f his o w n 

h e a l t h ) . So w e have s o m e reason t o e x p e c t G o d , o u t o f love 
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for us , t o b e c o m e incarnate , t o share t h e hardship w h i c h he 

has i m p o s e d on us for a g r e a t e r g o o d . And there are o t h e r rea­

sons t o o w h y , i f t h e r e is a G o d , o n e might e x p e c t h i m t o 

b e c o m e incarnate o n s o m e occas ion and live a hard h u m a n 

l i fe . T h e s e are reasons why a divine in tervent ion should take 

the f o r m , n o t jus t o f a m i r a c l e , b u t o f G o d h imse l f living a 

human l i fe . S o , i f a p u r p o r t e d revela t ion teaches that h e did 

so , that is s o m e mi ld reason for bel ieving that revelat ion to b e 

t r u e . Since the Christ ian C h u r c h teaches that d o c t r i n e , that is 

a small reason for bel ieving its doc t r ines to b e G o d - a u t h e n t i ­

cated and so that Jesus rose f r o m the dead. C o n v e r s e l y , o f 

c o u r s e , i f the reader thinks that he has reason t o suppose that , 

i f there is a G o d , these doctr ines w o u l d n o t b e t r u e o f h i m , 

that is reason to suppose that they w e r e n o t revealed by G o d , 

and so that an event c la imed to authent icate t h e m did n o t take 

p lace . 

Th i rd ly , the claims o f the Christ ian revela t ion m u s t b e c o m ­

pared with those o f o t h e r re l ig ions . I f t h e r e is reason ( o f 

intrinsic plausibil ity, o r historical ev idence for a foundation 

m i r a c l e ) t o suppose that G o d has revea led contrary things in 

the c o n t e x t o f another re l ig ion, that again is reason to suppose 

that the Christ ian revela t ion is n o t t r u e , and so that its found­

ing e v e n t did n o t o c c u r . K n o w l e d g e is a big w e b — o b s e r v a ­

t ions in one field o f enquiry can affect what it is reasonable to 

be l ieve in fields which might at first sight seem very di f ferent . 

M y o w n v i e w — t o r e p e a t — i s that n o n e o f the great rel igions 

can m a k e any serious claim on the basis o f part icular histori ­

cal ev idence for the t ruth o f their p u r p o r t e d reve la t ions , apart 

f r o m the Christ ian re l ig ion. But , o f c o u r s e , if its p u r p o r t e d 

revelat ion was implausible o n o t h e r grounds , w e w o u l d still 

have to r e j e c t it and l o o k e l s e w h e r e . 

I c o n c l u d e that , i f the reader accepts m y j u d g e m e n t that 
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there is serious historical ev idence for the founding m i r a c l e o f 

Christ ianity , the R e s u r r e c t i o n , and accepts that ( h o w e v e r 

s lender ) t h e r e is s o m e plausibility in its teaching, t h e n — s i n c e 

such a violation o f natural laws is to b e e x p e c t e d i f t h e r e is a 

G o d — t h e evidence in favour o f that m i r a c l e also const i tutes 

fur ther ev idence for his e x i s t e n c e . This conclus ion holds 

w h e t h e r o r n o t you think that ser ious historical ev idence 

w o u l d b e enough t o establish the o c c u r r e n c e o f the m i r a c l e , 

w i t h o u t substantial b a c k g r o u n d k n o w l e d g e . 

O n e i t e m o f p u r p o r t e d revelat ion c o m m o n t o W e s t e r n re l i ­

gions ( though n o t taught by all branches o f J u d a i s m ) is the 

d o c t r i n e o f life after death. (This d o c t r i n e is taught also by 

Eastern re l ig ions , b u t m a n y o f t h e m d o n o t teach that G o d 

wil l b e an i m p o r t a n t feature o f that l i f e . ) W e humans wi l l live 

again, and the kind o f life w e have wil l depend on h o w w e 

live in this w o r l d . I f w e seek to b e g o o d people and t o k n o w 

G o d , t h e n w e will b e t h e kind o f p e o p l e naturally fitted for 

the vision o f h i m in the w o r l d t o c o m e ; and G o d wil l provide 

that vision for us . B u t i f w e choose n o t t o pursue goodness 

and G o d , then also G o d wil l r e s p e c t our choice and give us a 

life w i t h o u t G o d . This d o c t r i n e seems t o m e intrinsically plau­

s i b l e — a per fec t ly g o o d G o d might b e e x p e c t e d in the end t o 

r e s p e c t o u r choice as t o the sort o f p e r s o n w e c h o o s e t o b e 

and the sor t o f life w e c h o o s e to lead. A n d , although t h e r e is 

great g o o d in life o n Ear th , it w o u l d b e odd i f G o d did n o t 

plan someth ing grea ter and longer for those humans w h o want 

i t . H e n c e the fact that this doc t r ine is taught by each o f the 

great W e s t e r n re l igions seems t o b e ev idence in favour o f each 

o f t h e m , and so o f the i r c o m m o n c o n t e n t . 
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Religious Experience 

An o m n i p o t e n t and per fec t ly g o o d c r e a t o r wil l seek t o in ter ­

act wi th his c reatures and in part icular wi th h u m a n persons 

capable o f k n o w i n g h i m . H e has reason , as w e have seen , to 

in terac t in the publ ic w o r l d — o c c a s i o n a l l y making a di f ference 

to it in response to o u r prayers for part icular needs . He has 

reason t o o t o i n t e r v e n e t o authent icate a revelat ion which w e 

badly n e e d . H e has reason t o m a k e this a publ ic m a t t e r , to 

give a revela t ion t o a c o m m u n i t y , in o r d e r that it may c h o o s e 

to w o r k out its c o n s e q u e n c e s (and i ron out apparent m i n o r 

inconsis tencies ) through publ ic discussion and propagate it 

through c o m m u n a l e f for t . C o - o p e r a t i o n in pursuit o f the g o o d 

is an additional g o o d . Y e t G o d also will love each o f us as indi­

vidual c r e a t u r e s , and so has reason to in tervene (perhaps in a 

n o n - m i r a c u l o u s way, violating n o natural laws) s imply t o show 

h i m s e l f t o part icular individuals, and t o tel l t h e m things indi­

vidual t o themselves ( e . g . to provide for t h e m a v o c a t i o n ) . 

O n e w o u l d e x p e c t t h e r e t o b e rel igious e x p e r i e n c e s in the 

sense o f e x p e r i e n c e s apparently o f G o d — e x p e r i e n c e s which 

s e e m t o the sub jec t t o b e e x p e r i e n c e s o f G o d . ( T h e phrase 

' rel igious e x p e r i e n c e ' has b e e n used t o descr ibe a wide vari­

e ty o f e x p e r i e n c e s . I am confining it for present purposes t o 

this s e n s e . ) 

W e may descr ibe our e x p e r i e n c e s ( p e r c e p t i o n s ) o f things 

e i ther in t e r m s o f what they are of ; o r — b e i n g careful in case 

w e may b e m i s t a k e n — i n t e r m s o f what they s e e m o r appear 

(general w o r d s ) , l o o k , sound, fee l , tas te , smel l ( w o r d s which 

specify the sense involved) to b e of . I may say that I perce ive 

a desk, o r jus t that I s e e m t o perce ive a desk, o r that it seems 

( o r s ince the sense involved is v i s i o n — t h a t it looks ) to m e that 

t h e r e is a desk h e r e . N o t e t w o very di f ferent uses o f such 
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verbs as ' s e e m s ' , ' a p p e a r s ' , and ' l o o k s ' . W h e n I l o o k at a 

round coin f r o m an angle I may say that ' it looks r o u n d ' o r I 

may say that ' i t looks e l l ipt ica l ' , b u t I m e a n very di f ferent 

things by the ' l o o k s ' in t h e t w o cases. By ' i t looks r o u n d ' in 

this c o n t e x t I m e a n t h a t — o n the basis o f the way it l o o k s — I 

am incl ined t o be l ieve that it is r o u n d . By ' i t looks el l ipt ical ' 

in this c o n t e x t I m e a n that it looks the way ell iptical things 

normal ly (that is , w h e n v iewed f r o m above) look . T h e f o r m e r 

sense in philosophical t e r m i n o l o g y is the ep is temic sense ; the 

la t ter sense the comparat ive sense . T h e epis temic sense o f 

such verbs descr ibes h o w w e are inc l ined t o bel ieve that things 

are ; the comparat ive sense descr ibes the way things s e e m by 

c o m p a r i n g t h e m with the way things normal ly s e e m . ' I t looks 

b lue t o m e ' in the e p i s t e m i c sense m e a n s that I am i n c l i n e d — 

o n the basis o f the way it l o o k s — t o be l ieve that it is b l u e ; ' it 

looks b lue t o m e ' in the comparat ive sense means that i t looks 

t o m e the way blue things look normal ly ( i . e . in n o r m a l l ight ) . 

An apparent e x p e r i e n c e (apparent in the epis temic sense) is 

a real e x p e r i e n c e (an apparent p e r c e p t i o n is genuine ) i f it is 

caused by that o f which it purports t o b e an e x p e r i e n c e . M y 

apparent p e r c e p t i o n o f t h e desk is a real p e r c e p t i o n i f the desk 

causes (by ref lect ing t h e m ) light rays t o land on m y eyes and 

t h e r e b y causes m e t o have the apparent p e r c e p t i o n . 

N o w it is evident that , r ightly o r w r o n g l y , it has s e e m e d 

(in the e p i s t e m i c sense) t o mil l ions and mil l ions o f humans 

that at any rate o n c e or t w i c e in their lives they have b e e n 

aware o f G o d and his guidance . Surveys show that that is so 

for mil l ions and mil l ions today, let a lone in past ages. ( F o r the 

pervasiveness o f rel igious e x p e r i e n c e , see David Hay, Religious 

Experience Today ( 1 9 9 0 ) , chapters 5 , 6 , and A p p e n d i x . ) T h e y 

m a y b e mis taken , b u t that is the way it has s e e m e d t o t h e m . 

N o w it is a basic pr inciple o f rat ional i ty , which I call the 
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pr inciple o f credul i ty , that w e ought t o be l ieve that things are 

as they s e e m to b e (in the ep is temic sense) unless and until 

w e have ev idence that w e are mis taken . (I did n o t discuss this 

pr inciple in Chapter 2 , because I was dealing t h e r e only with 

the step f r o m agreed publ ic ly observed events to o t h e r things 

b e y o n d observat ion . H e r e I am dealing with h o w w e should 

assess o u r private e x p e r i e n c e s . ) I f it seems t o m e that I am 

seeing a table o r hearing m y f r iend 's v o i c e , I ought t o be l ieve 

this unti l ev idence appears that I have b e e n dece ived . If you 

say the c o n t r a r y — n e v e r trust appearances unti l i t is proved 

that they are r e l i a b l e — y o u will n e v e r have any bel iefs at all . 

F o r what w o u l d show that appearances are re l iab le , e x c e p t 

m o r e appearances? A n d , i f you cannot trust appearances as 

such, you cannot trust these n e w ones e i ther . J u s t as you m u s t 

trust your five ordinary senses , so it is equally rat ional to trust 

your rel igious sense . 

An o p p o n e n t may say that you trust your ordinary senses 

( e . g . your sense o f sight) because they agree with the senses 

o f o t h e r p e o p l e — w h a t you claim t o see , they claim also to 

s e e ; b u t your rel igious sense does n o t agree with the senses o f 

o t h e r p e o p l e ( they do n o t always have rel igious e x p e r i e n c e s at 

all, o r o f the s a m e kind as you d o ) . H o w e v e r , i t is i m p o r t a n t 

to real ize that the rat ional person applies the pr inciple o f 

credul i ty b e f o r e he k n o w s what o t h e r p e o p l e e x p e r i e n c e . Y o u 

rightly trust your senses even i f there is n o observer t o c h e c k 

t h e m . A n d , i f t h e r e is another o b s e r v e r w h o r e p o r t s that he 

seems t o see what you s e e m t o see , you have therea f te r t o 

r e m e m b e r that h e did so r e p o r t , and that m e a n s relying on 

your o w n m e m o r y ( i . e . what you seem t o recal l having heard 

h i m say) w i t h o u t present c o r r o b o r a t i o n . Anyway , rel igious 

e x p e r i e n c e s o f ten do co inc ide wi th those o f so m a n y others in 

their genera l awareness o f a p o w e r b e y o n d ourselves guiding 
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o u r lives ( though n o t so m u c h in a m o r e detailed awareness 

o f the e x a c t nature o f G o d and o f his part icular p u r p o s e s ) . I f 

s o m e p e o p l e do n o t have these e x p e r i e n c e s , that suggests that 

they are bl ind t o rel igious realit ies jus t as s o m e o n e ' s inabil­

ity to see co lours does n o t show that the m a n y o f us w h o 

claim t o see t h e m are mis taken , only that he is c o l o u r b l ind. 

N o r , again, does the fact that s o m e o f a group o f travel lers 

cannot see s o m e o b j e c t which they cannot reach m e a n that , i f 

m a n y o f the group claim to b e able t o see i t , they are m i s ­

taken. T h e m o r e rat ional b e l i e f — i n the absence o f fur ther evi­

d e n c e about the visual p o w e r s o f the di f ferent t r a v e l l e r s — i s 

that the f o r m e r do n o t have g o o d enough sight. I f t h r e e wit ­

nesses in a law c o u r t c la im ( independent ly) t o have seen the 

suspect in s o m e s t ree t at a certa in t i m e , and t h r e e witnesses 

w h o w e r e in the s t ree t at that t i m e claim n o t to have seen 

h i m , t h e n — o t h e r things be ing e q u a l — t h e c o u r t wil l surely 

normal ly take the v iew that the suspect was t h e r e , and that 

the la t ter three witnesses simply did n o t n o t i c e h i m . It is basic 

to h u m a n k n o w l e d g e o f the w o r l d that w e be l ieve things are 

as they s e e m t o b e in the absence o f posit ive evidence t o the 

c o n t r a r y . S o m e o n e w h o seems t o have an e x p e r i e n c e o f G o d 

should be l ieve that he does , unless evidence can b e p r o d u c e d 

that he is mis taken. And it is another basic pr inciple o f rat ion­

ality, which I call the principle o f t e s t i m o n y , that those w h o 

do n o t have an e x p e r i e n c e o f a cer ta in type ought t o bel ieve 

any o thers w h e n they say that they d o — a g a i n , in the absence 

o f ev idence o f decei t o r delusion. I f w e could n o t in genera l 

t rust what o t h e r p e o p l e say about the i r e x p e r i e n c e s wi thout 

checking t h e m out in s o m e way, our k n o w l e d g e o f h is tory o r 

geography o r sc ience w o u l d b e a lmost n o n - e x i s t e n t . In vir tue 

o f the principle o f t e s t i m o n y , there b e c o m e available to those 

o f us w h o do n o t ourselves have rel igious e x p e r i e n c e s the 
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r e p o r t s o f o thers w h o d o , and t o w h i c h , t h e r e f o r e , w e can 

apply the principle o f credul i ty . In the absence o f c o u n t e r -

e v i d e n c e , w e ought t o be l ieve that things are as they s e e m to 

b e t o o t h e r p e o p l e ; and w e d o , o f c o u r s e , normal ly so assume. 

W e t rust the r e p o r t s o f o thers on what they see unless w e 

have reason t o suppose that they are lying, o r deceiving t h e m ­

selves, o r simply misobserving . W e ought t o do the same with 

the i r r e p o r t s o f rel igious e x p e r i e n c e . 

T h e principle o f credul i ty states that w e ought to be l ieve 

that things are as they s e e m t o b e unless and until w e have 

ev idence that w e are mis taken . T h e r e are three kinds o f such 

ev idence . First w e may have ev idence that the apparent per ­

cept ion was m a d e under condit ions for which w e have posi­

t ive evidence that p e r c e p t i o n s are unre l iab le . I f I c laim to have 

read a page o f a b o o k at a distance o f a hundred yards, you 

will r ightly n o t be l ieve m e — b e c a u s e w e k n o w f r o m e x p e r i ­

e n c e that humans w h o claim to b e able t o read at that distance 

in fact cannot c o r r e c t l y r e p o r t what is w r i t t e n (as w e can 

c h e c k what was w r i t t e n by reading the page at a distance o f 

one f o o t , w h e r e the observat ional repor ts o f so m a n y o f us 

agree with each o t h e r ) . L ikewise , apparent p e r c e p t i o n s by 

subjects under the inf luence o f such drugs as L S D are rightly 

d iscounted , because w e have found t h e m t o b e unrel iable (by 

the fact o f observat ions m a d e by m a n y o thers , n o t under such 

in f luence ) . M o s t rel igious e x p e r i e n c e s do n o t fall foul o f this 

tes t . T h e y are n o t m a d e u n d e r the inf luence o f drugs or in 

condi t ions in which w e have any posit ive evidence that that 

k ind o f e x p e r i e n c e is unre l iab le . 

Secondly , w e may have evidence in the part icular case that 

things are n o t as they s e e m t o b e . I m a y think I see a m a n car­

rying his head under his a r m . S ince all m y k n o w l e d g e o f 

h u m a n capacit ies suggests that humans cannot do this , I r ightly 
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think that I am sub jec t t o hal lucinat ion. This is the b a c k g r o u n d 

evidence o f h o w the w o r l d w o r k s which w e have seen at 

w o r k , ear l ier in this chapter , in assessing claims about part icu­

lar publ ic events . S imilar ly , e x p e r i e n c e s apparently o f G o d 

ought t o b e discounted i f w e have s t rong posit ive evidence 

that t h e r e is n o G o d . I emphasize ' s t r o n g ' . I f w e could n o t 

trust o u r senses w h e n they s e e m e d to s h o w us what o therwise 

on a slight balance o f probabi l i ty w e had reason to be l ieve n o t 

t o b e s o , w e w o u l d always remain the pr isoners o f what w e 

initially be l i eved . If a slight balance o f m y ev idence suggests 

that you are in L o n d o n today ( e . g . you to ld m e yesterday that 

you w o u l d probably go to L o n d o n today) and then I s e e m 

clearly to see you in O x f o r d , I ought t o be l ieve m y senses , to 

be l ieve that you are in O x f o r d today (and so be l ieve that you 

changed your m i n d about going t o L o n d o n ) . It is only i f I saw 

you get t ing on the train and the train leaving, and then heard 

you phoning m e f r o m W e s t m i n s t e r wi th Big Ben striking in 

the b a c k g r o u n d , that I ought t o d o u b t m y senses w h e n I seem 

to see you in O x f o r d . L ikewise wi th rel igious e x p e r i e n c e s : i f 

w e have s trong reason to suppose that t h e r e is n o G o d , w e 

ought t o disregard our rel igious e x p e r i e n c e s as hal lucinatory. 

But , in so far as the o t h e r evidence is ambiguous o r counts 

against b u t n o t s trongly against the e x i s t e n c e o f G o d , our 

e x p e r i e n c e ( o u r o w n or that o f m a n y o t h e r s ) ought t o tip the 

balance in favour o f G o d . 

Th i rd ly , there may b e evidence that the apparent e x p e r i ­

e n c e was n o t c a u s e d — w h e t h e r direct ly or i n d i r e c t l y — b y the 

o b j e c t purpor tedly e x p e r i e n c e d . If I think I see J o h n alone in 

the arcade at a certain t i m e and then i t is shown that his twin 

b r o t h e r was in the arcade at that t i m e , that makes it qui te 

l ikely that it was light rays emanat ing f r o m the twin b r o t h e r 

which caused m e t o have the e x p e r i e n c e , and that J o h n was 
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n o t involved in causing m e t o have the e x p e r i e n c e . S o , i f you 

could show that s o m e rel igious e x p e r i e n c e did n o t have G o d 

a m o n g its causes, that w o u l d show that it was n o t a genuine 

e x p e r i e n c e o f G o d . H o w e v e r , the only way t o show that 

w o u l d b e to show that t h e r e is n o G o d ; f o r , i f there is a G o d , 

he sustains all the causal m e c h a n i s m s which p r o d u c e all our 

e x p e r i e n c e s . M a y b e s o m e rel igious e x p e r i e n c e s o c c u r when 

p e o p l e fast for a p e r i o d . But that does n o t show that G o d was 

n o t involved in causing those w h o are fasting t o have a rel i ­

gious e x p e r i e n c e ; for i f t h e r e is a G o d , it is he w h o causes that 

discipline o f fasting to br ing about the e x p e r i e n c e . T h e m e r e 

fact that s o m e process plays a causal r o l e in m y having an 

e x p e r i e n c e has n o t e n d e n c y to show e i ther that the e x p e r i e n c e 

is i l lusory or that it is genuine . A drug in t roduced into m y 

eyes m a y e i ther cause m e t o see what is n o t t h e r e , o r t o open 

m y eyes t o what is t h e r e . A n d , i f t h e r e is a G o d , the la t ter is 

the way that disciplines o f fasting or whatever which bring 

about rel igious e x p e r i e n c e s w o r k . 

So in s u m m a r y in the case o f rel igious e x p e r i e n c e s , as in 

the case o f all o t h e r e x p e r i e n c e s , the onus is on the scept ic to 

give reason for n o t bel ieving what seems t o b e the case . T h e 

only way t o defeat the claims o f rel igious e x p e r i e n c e will b e 

to s h o w that the strong ba lance o f ev idence is that there is n o 

G o d . In the absence o f that s trong ba lance , rel igious e x p e r i ­

e n c e provides significant fur ther evidence that t h e r e is a G o d . 

It might b e said that only the rel igious have rel igious e x p e ­

r i e n c e s . T h a t is n o t always s o ; b u t it is t rue that it is a lmost 

invariably those w h o have had s o m e pr ior acquaintance with a 

rel igious tradit ion w h o have rel igious e x p e r i e n c e s — f o r s o m e 

the e x p e r i e n c e is the m e a n s by w h i c h the tradit ion b e c o m e s 

alive for t h e m again. But that is hardly an o b j e c t i o n : for any­

thing, unless w e k n o w what a so-and-so is , w e are unlikely to 
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have an e x p e r i e n c e which seems t o us t o b e an e x p e r i e n c e o f 

a so -and-so . O n l y s o m e o n e w h o k n e w what a t e l e p h o n e was 

could s e e m t o see a t e l e p h o n e . Y o u m a y learn what a t e le ­

p h o n e is e i ther by s o m e o n e showing y o u o n e , and then you 

can recognize the n e x t o n e you see ; o r b y s o m e o n e giving you 

a descr ipt ion o f o n e , and then you wil l b e in a posi t ion t o r e c ­

ognize o n e w h e n you see o n e . W i t h a rel igious e x p e r i e n c e (in 

our sense o f o n e which seems t o the sub jec t to b e an e x p e r i ­

e n c e o f G o d ) , the way w e learn what an e x p e r i e n c e o f G o d 

w o u l d b e like is by the rel igious tradit ion giving us an under ­

standing o f what G o d is l ike . M y C h a p t e r 1 provides a formal 

descr ipt ion o f what G o d is l ike , b u t the tradit ion with its s to­

ries o f those w h o purpor tedly have e n c o u n t e r e d G o d fills out 

such formal descr ipt ion in m o r e detai l . T h e r e b y w e c o m e t o 

begin t o understand what an e x p e r i e n c e o f G o d w o u l d b e like 

i f w e had o n e ; and all w e n e e d is enough understanding to 

recognize an e x p e r i e n c e w h e n w e have o n e — w e could n o t 

possibly give a full descr ipt ion o f such an e x p e r i e n c e in 

advance , o r indeed after the e x p e r i e n c e . ( F o r a famous story 

o f s o m e o n e w h o could n o t recognize an e x p e r i e n c e o f G o d 

for what it was until he was to ld someth ing about G o d , see 

the s tory o f the child Samuel in the T e m p l e (1 Sam. 3 ) . ) 

F o r co l lec t ions o f descr ipt ions o f s o m e m o d e r n rel igious 

e x p e r i e n c e s , see s o m e o f the studies p r o d u c e d b y the 

Rel ig ious E x p e r i e n c e R e s e a r c h U n i t , n o w called the Alister 

Hardy R e s e a r c h C e n t r e ( e . g . T i m o t h y B e a r d s m o r e ( e d . ) , A 

Sense of Presence ( 1 9 7 7 ) ; ( n o t e that m a n y , b u t n o t all , the e x ­

per iences descr ibed in this v o l u m e are rel igious e x p e r i e n c e s in 

m y s e n s e ) . S o m e rel igious e x p e r i e n c e s are e x p e r i e n c e s which 

w e have by having s o m e o t h e r sensory e x p e r i e n c e . J u s t as I 

b e c o m e aware o f s o m e o n e ' s p r e s e n c e b y hearing a v o i c e , o r 

b e c o m e aware o f the d o o r opening b y feel ing the draught , so 
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s o m e p e o p l e b e c o m e apparently aware o f G o d by hearing a 

voice o r feel ing a strange feel ing, o r indeed jus t seeing the 

night sky. B u t occasional ly p e r c e p t i o n s do n o t involve any sen­

sory e l e m e n t at all (any pat terns in a visual field, noises , 

smel l s , and so o n ) ; one jus t b e c o m e s aware that someth ing is 

so . T h e bl ind m a y b e c o m e aware o f the p r e s e n c e o f the fur­

n i t u r e , though they do n o t have a feel ing by m e a n s o f which 

they b e c o m e aware o f i t ; o r w e b e c o m e aware o f w h e t h e r o u r 

hand beh ind our b a c k is facing upwards or d o w n w a r d s , though 

there is n o ' fee l ing ' which tel ls us which it i s — w e jus t k n o w . 

Analogously , s o m e rel igious e x p e r i e n c e s are such that it seems 

t o the sub jec t that G o d is p r e s e n t al though t h e r e is n o sensa­

t ion by which the e x p e r i e n c e is m e d i a t e d . 

In ordinary p e r c e p t i o n , w h e n , as n o r m a l l y , sensations 

(visual, auditory , and so o n ) are involved, w e do n o t infer t o 

the o b j e c t w e s e e m t o see f r o m the sensations which a c c o m ­

pany the awareness . I recognize m y daughter jus t l ike that , n o t 

by observing s o m e pat tern o f c o l o u r in m y visual field and rea­

soning that it m u s t b e caused by m y daughter . Indeed , I may 

b e quite unable to descr ibe the character is t ic pat tern o f c o l o u r 

in m y visual field w h e n I see h e r . So l ikewise with an e x p e r i ­

e n c e o f G o d . O n e k n o w s m u c h m o r e clearly what it is o f than 

what are the sensations by which it is a c c o m p a n i e d . 

I suggest that the o v e r w h e l m i n g t e s t i m o n y o f so m a n y m i l ­

l ions o f people to occasional e x p e r i e n c e s o f G o d m u s t , in the 

absence o f c o u n t e r - e v i d e n c e o f the kind analysed, b e taken as 

t ipping the balance o f ev idence decisively in favour o f the ex is ­

t e n c e o f G o d . H o w e v e r , those w h o have such e x p e r i e n c e s 

agree only in r e s p e c t o f what they are aware of . S o m e o f t h e m 

claim that their e x p e r i e n c e gave t h e m further in format ion 

about the nature o f G o d , or that he had to ld t h e m t o do c e r ­

tain things. A n d , jus t as even the c laim that t h e r e is a G o d 
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does n e e d t o have a cer ta in degree o f initial probabi l i ty (on 

the basis o f the evidence analysed in ear l ier chapters) in o r d e r 

that rel igious e x p e r i e n c e may b e taken as genuine , so even 

m o r e does any c laim about what he is l ike or what he has 

d o n e . S o m e o n e w h o claims that G o d has to ld t h e m t o c o m ­

m i t rape m u s t b e mis taken , because w e k n o w o n o t h e r 

grounds that rape is w r o n g and t h e r e f o r e G o d w o u l d n o t have 

c o m m a n d e d i t . 

T h e conclus ion o f this b o o k is that the e x i s t e n c e , order l iness , 

and f ine- tunedness o f the w o r l d ; the ex i s tence o f conscious 

humans within it wi th providential opportuni t ies f o r moulding 

t h e m s e l v e s , each o t h e r , and the w o r l d ; s o m e historical evi­

dence o f mirac les in c o n n e c t i o n wi th human needs and 

prayers , part icularly in c o n n e c t i o n wi th the foundat ion o f 

Christ ianity , topped up finally b y the apparent e x p e r i e n c e by 

mil l ions o f his p r e s e n c e , all m a k e it significantly m o r e p r o b ­

able than n o t that t h e r e is a G o d . 



EPILOGUE: SO WHAT? 

I reach the end o f this b o o k wi th s o m e dissatisfaction. I am 

wel l aware o f o b j e c t i o n s o t h e r than the ones which I have dis­

cussed which can b e m a d e to a lmost every s e n t e n c e which I 

have w r i t t e n . S o m e o f these ob jec t ions have b e e n around for 

very m a n y centur ies ; b u t for a m o d e r n b o o k d i rec ted in part 

against the larger b o o k o f m i n e o n which this short b o o k is 

based , see J . L. M a c k i e ' s The Miracle of Theism ( 1 9 8 2 ) . I am 

also aware o f c o u n t e r - o b j e c t i o n s which can b e advanced in 

turn against every o b j e c t i o n t o m y v iews ; and also o f the n e e d 

for qualification and amplif ication o f m o s t o f the assert ions in 

this b o o k . 

A r g u m e n t and c o u n t e r - a r g u m e n t , qualification and 

amplif icat ion, can go o n f o r e v e r . B u t re l igion is n o t e x c e p ­

t ional in this r e s p e c t . W i t h r e s p e c t t o any subject w h a t e v e r , 

the discussion can g o on f o r e v e r . N e w e x p e r i m e n t s can always 

b e d o n e t o test Q u a n t u m T h e o r y , n e w interpreta t ions can b e 

p r o p o s e d for old e x p e r i m e n t s , f o r e v e r . And the same goes for 

in terpreta t ions o f his tory o r theor ies o f pol i t ics . But life is 

short and w e have t o act o n the basis o f what such ev idence 

as w e have had t i m e to investigate shows on balance to b e 

probably t r u e . W e have t o vote in e lec t ions w i t h o u t having 

had t i m e to cons ider the mer i t s o f the polit ical p r o g r a m m e s 
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o f even the main candidates wi th r e s p e c t to o n e o r t w o planks 

o f the i r p r o g r a m m e s . And w e have t o build bridges and send 

r o c k e t s in to space b e f o r e w e can l o o k at all the arguments for 

and against w h e t h e r o u r cons t ruc t ion is s a f e — l e t a lone b e 

absolutely certa in that it is . And in re l ig ion t o o w e have t o act 

(whi le a l lowing that , la ter in l i fe , w e m a y l o o k again at the 

a r g u m e n t s ) . 

T h e conc lus ion o f this b o o k was that , o n significant balance 

o f probabi l i ty , t h e r e is a G o d . If you accept i t , it fo l lows that 

you have certa in duties . G o d has given us life and all t h e g o o d 

things it conta ins , including above all the opportuni t ies t o 

m o u l d o u r characters and help o thers . G r e a t grat i tude to G o d 

is abundantly appropr ia te . W e should express it in worship 

and in helping t o f o r w a r d his p u r p o s e s — w h i c h involves , as a 

pre l iminary s t e p , making s o m e ef for t to find out what they 

are . B u t duties are o f l imi ted e x t e n t (as w e saw in Chapter 1 ) ; 

a m o d e r a t e a m o u n t o f worship and o b e d i e n c e might satisfy 

t h e m . W e could leave i t at that . Y e t , i f w e have any sense and 

any ideal ism, w e cannot leave it at that . G o d in his p e r f e c t 

goodness wil l w a n t t o m a k e the b e s t o f us : m a k e saints o f us 

and use us to m a k e saints o f o thers ( n o t , o f c o u r s e , for his 

sake, b u t for ours and for t h e i r s ) , give us deep understanding 

o f h i m s e l f ( the a l l -good source o f all b e i n g ) , and help us to 

in terac t wi th h i m . All that involves an unl imi ted c o m m i t m e n t . 

But G o d respec ts us ; h e wil l n o t force these things on u s — 

w e can c h o o s e w h e t h e r t o seek t h e m or n o t . I f w e do seek 

t h e m , t h e r e are obvious obstacles in this w o r l d t o achieving 

t h e m ( s o m e o f which I discussed in Chapter 6 ) . T h e obstac les 

are necessary , partly in o r d e r t o ensure that our c o m m i t m e n t 

is genuine . But G o d has every reason in due course t o r e m o v e 

those o b s t a c l e s — t o a l low us t o b e c o m e the g o o d p e o p l e w e 

seek t o b e , t o give us the vision o f h i m s e l f — f o r e v e r . 

[ 1 4 1 ] 



INDEX 

Abraham 124 
accuracy 32 
actions: 

basic 4 
intentional 4 , 100-11 
non-basic 4 , 12 

Alister Hardy Centre 137 
animal: 

souls 7 8 - 8 0 
suffering 110—11 

anthropic principle 66—7 
Aquinas, St Thomas 7—8, 15, 55 
Aristotle 99 

background knowledge 2 7 - 3 0 , 4 1 , 117—19, 
122, 134-5 

Beardsmore, T. 137 
beauty of world 54, 63 
belief, defined 5 
Bible 124 
Big Bang 1 0 - 1 1 , 6 1 - 2 
brain transplants 74—8 

causation 2 1 - 2 
character formation 99—100 
Christ, see Jesus Christ 
Christianity 3, 124, 125-9 
Church 124 
comparative sense of experience words 131 
consciousness, evolution of, see animal souls 
contradictions in theories 31, 64 
credulity, principle of 131—9 
criteria of justified explanation, four 25—37 

Darwin, C. 58, 63 
Darwinism, see natural selection 

Dawkins, R. 1, 58, 63 
depravity 101 
desires 88, 99, 101 
dualism, substance, defined 73 
Duns Scotus 15 

Einstein, A., see Relativity, Theory of 
epistemic sense of experience words 1 31 
event, defined 20 
evil 9 5 - 1 1 3 

moral 97, 98-101 
natural 97, 107-13 

evolution by natural selection 58—60, 86—9 
Exodus 125—6 
explanation: 

of explanation 2 4 - 5 
inanimate, nature of 21—5 
justification of 25—37 
personal (intentional), nature of 21—3 
ultimate 38-^-3 

fine-tuning of Universe 61—2 
free and responsible choice, defined 98 
free will, human 6 - 7 , 8 - 9 , 12, 9 1 - 2 

see also God, perfectly free 
free will defence 9 8 - 1 0 7 

Galileo's law of fall 29, 33, 38 
Gardiner, R. 120 
God: 

bodiless 10 
creator and sustainer of Universe 10—12 
essential properties of 18—19, 46 
eternal 9, 4 5 - 6 
nature of 3 - 1 9 , 4 3 - 7 
omnipotent 6, 7, 43, 45 

[ 1 4 2 ] 



Index 

omnipresent 10 
omniscient 6, 7—8, 43 , 45 
perfectly free 7, 43, 45 
perfectly good 12—18 
rights over humans 104—7 
simplicity of 43—7 
source of moral obligation 15 

Grand Unified Theory 50 

Hawking, S. 1, 63—6 
Hay, D. 131 
Heaven 113 
Hezekiah 116-18 
Hickey, D. 120 
Hinduism 125 
humanism 40 , 42 
humans, reason for God to create 51—3, 56, 

9 0 - 1 , 93 

infinite properties, simplicity of 44—6 
integration of sciences 84—6 
intervention, divine 116, 130 

see also miracles 
Isaiah 116 
Islam 3, 124, 126 

Jeremiah 54 
Jesus Christ 102, 122, 124 

atonement by 127 
Incarnation of 127—8 
Resurrection of 126—9 

Kepler's laws of planetary motion 2 6 - 3 0 , 33 
Kings, Second Book of 116 
knowledge acquisition, value of 52—4, 107—8 

laws of nature 22—5 
explanation of, see orderliness 
utility of 115 
violation (suspension) of, see miracles 

Leslie, J. 61 
Leverrier, U. J . J. 35 
levitation 119, 121 
liabilities of objects: 

defined 21—5 
explained, see orderliness 

life after death 97, 112-13 , 129 
Lourdes 120 

Mackie, J. L. 140 

many-worlds theory 67—8 
Mars 2 6 - 3 0 
Mary Magdalene 126 
materialism 39-42 
mental properties and events: 

defined 71—2 
not measurable 83—4 

miracles 116-23 , 125-9 
monism, substance, defined 73 
moral truth 13—15 
Moses 124, 125 
Muhammad 124 

Neptune 35 
New Testament 126 
Newton's laws 2 3 - 5 , 5 3 - 5 , 4 9 - 5 0 

Ockham's razor 31 
Old Testament 124 
orderliness: 

of animal and human bodies 56—68 
of natural world 49—55 

Paley, W. 5 7 - 8 
parents, rights of 104—7 
Paul, St 102 
person, defined 4 
physical properties and events, defined 71 
powers of objects: 

basic, defined 4 
defined 21—5 
explained, see orderliness 

prayer 115 
prediction 32—3 
properties: 

defined 20 
essential 18-19 

purpose, defined 4—5 

Quantum Theory 50, 9 2 - 3 , 140 
Qur'an 124, 126 

reduction of one science to another 84—6 
Relativity, Theory of 2 4 - 5 , 31, 50 
religious experience 130—9 
responsibility for others 9 9 - 1 0 0 
revelation 123—9 

Samuel 137 
secondary qualities 85 

[ 1 4 3 ] 



Index 

Sermon on the Mount 127 
simplicity 26—31, 35—7 

see also God, simplicity of 
Smith, G. 120 
souls: 

animal, see animal souls 
human 70, 7 6 - 9 4 

substance, defined 20 

testimony, principle of 133—4 
theism: 

defined 3 - 1 9 , 40 

simplicity of, see God, simplicity of 
theodicy 9 5 - 6 
theories, scientific 28—34 
thermodynamics 84 
time, cyclical 64—5 
Trinity, the 127 

unemployment 102—3 
Uranus 35 

use, good of being of 101—4 

West, D. J. 120 

[144] 





'It is extraordinary that there should exist anything at all. Surely the 
most natural state of affairs is simply nothing: no universe, no God, 
nothing. But there is something. And so many things. Maybe chance 
could have thrown up the odd electron. But so many particles! Not 
everything will have an explanation. But the whole progress of science 
and all other intellectual enquiry demands that we postulate the 
smallest number of brute facts. If we can explain the many bits of the 
universe by one simple being which keeps them in existence, we 
should do so—even if inevitably we cannot explain the existence of 
that simple being.' from Chapter 4 
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