THINKING OF CREATION'

1. Foreword.

I would like to answer the question whether creation can be proved and chiefly
whether it is nowadays a plausible concept and how it ought be conceivable by us. I
believe that an important guide to metaphysical truth is «plausibility in the light of
total understanding»’. The great alternative of explicit or implicit metaphysical
thought is the concept of creation and monism in its different forms (from mater-
ialism to pantheism). Monism is a continuous temptation to human thought’. In fact
to perceive being as being makes the whole of being accessible, and that means the
absolute (in a wide sense). Whole as whole is absolute, because it does not depend on
anything. Although it may be difficult to atfirm that the whole of reality coincides
strictly with the Absolute, monism, in fact, attempts to unify everything and to
project up a material dimension on the whole of reality. Even in the case of spiritual
monism, I would stress that the everyday experience of quantity, deeply connected
with sense perception, plays the main role in the genesis of monism as Augustine
demonstrates and C. S. Lewis argues: «The apparent profundity of Pantheism thinly
veils a mass of spontaneous picture-thinking and owes its plausibility to that fact.
Pantheists and Christians agree that God is present everywhere. Pantheists conclude
that He is “diffused” or “concealed” in all things and therefore a universal medium
rather than a concrete entity, because their minds are really dominated by the picture
of a gas, or fluid, or space itself. The Christian, on the other hand, deliberately rules
out such images by saying that God is totally present at every point of space and time,
and locally present in none»*. This tendency towards monism as well as the tendency
towards the concept of creation has also anthropological and ethical roots, as I will
try to argue.

* A first draft of this paper was discussed during the Summer Thomistic Institute 1998 (Notre Dame
USA), July 1998.

> Cf. J. J. Haldane, in J. J. C. SMART & ]. J. HALDANE, Atheism and Theisn:, Blackwell, Oxford
1996, p. 195.

> Cf. C. S. LEW1S, Miracles: A Preliminary Study, The Macmillan Company, New York 1973, p. 84:
«Pantheism is congenial to our minds not because it is the final stage in a slow process of enlightenment,
but because it is almost as old as we are».

* C.S. LEWIS, op. cit., p. 86. See also AUGUSTINE, De vera religione XX 40, and XLIX 96.
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The idea of creation is deeply connected with the religions of the Book and,
particularly, with all Christian dogmas. At first sight the idea of creation seems to be
less immediate, but deeper than monism. In fact the concept of creation suggests that
there is somzething else, or rather Someone else, at the very root of the universe: can we
actually think that there is not anything else? It is noteworthy that when speaking of
God as something else or someone else, ontologically different from the universe
(transcendence of God), I do not mean something spatially outside the world, but,
rather, the very depth of reality which penetrates everything (immanence of God).
From this point of view the idea of creation suggests that what is more perfect in our
everyday experience (the personal dimension) must be —in an analogous form— at
the very root of reality. Nowadays we need to rethink creation, because the scientific
picture of the universe has changed very much in this century and very few important
books have been written on this subject from the philosophical and metaphysical
point of view during the latter years.

In my opinion there are no strong scientific objections against the concept of
creation (although sometimes it might seem that there are), nor indeed can there be,
because science and metaphysics play different roles. Although we often come across
scientific theories that seem to be either sympathetic to the idea of creation (such as
the «inﬂationary universe of the big-bang theory»), or not (such as the «quantum
cosmology»’), nevertheless the concept of creation can neither be proved nor falsified
by scientific means. I think that the real objections to the idea of creation have a
metaphysical and ethical basis in a kind of implicit metaphysics and ethics of every
man and, particularly, of scientists, whose starting point might also be scientific
theories.

Therefore, let us now consider what the meaning of creation is, which are the
main conditions for thinking of it and which difficulties and facilities we find nowa-
days in trying to think of it. We shall see that the difficulties facing creation are,
basically, the difficulties facing theism.

2. The Meaning of Creation.

Creation means communication of being to the world by an omnipotent, personal,
intelligent and free God «ex nihilo sui et subiecti» («from nothing», that means with-
out emanation from his reality and without change of a pre-existent matter). We must
stress that «nothingy is in this case «absolutely nothing» and not what is so called by
some current scientific theories®. Thomas Aquinas clarifies the meaning of creation in

3 Cf. the «quantum tunneling from nothing» described by E. Tryon, A. Vilenkin and A. Guth and
the cosmology of S. Hawking. Cf., for instance, A. VILENKIN, «Creation of Universes from Nothings:
Physics Letters 117 (1982) 25-28; ID., «Quantum Origin of the Universe»: Nuclear Physics 252 (1985)
141-152. Cf. S. HAWKING, A Brief History of Time (New York: Bantam Books, 1988). On these subjects
. C.J. IsHAM, «Quantum Theories of the Creation of the Universe», and Robert John RUSSELL, «Finite
Creation without a Beginning. The Doctrine of Creation in Relation to Big Bang and Quantum Cosmo-
logies», in Quantum Cosmology and the Laws of Nature, ed. by Robert J. Russell, Nancey Murphy, and C.
J. Isham (Vatican City: Vatican Observatory Publications, 1993), pp. 49-89, and 293-329.

¢ Cf. W. E. CARROLL, «Thomas Aquinas and Big-Bang Cosmology»: Sapzentia 53 (1998) 81-82:
«Despite the claims of some contemporary theorists that, properly speaking, we can get something from
nothing, those theories of the Big Bang which employ insights from particle physics, concerning vacuum
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the best way. Only God can create, by communicating the newness of being (rovitas
essendi). He greatly stresses this newness. God, by creating, does not change some-
thing that pre-exists, as every other cause does, because unlike any other being, only
He is the pure Act of existing, infinite Actuality, without any passive potency in him-
self and, therefore, source of the whole being: «Being and not being are infinitely far,
but to do something from an infinite distance requires an infinite potency»’. As
Thomas holds, God is pure actuality both if we consider him in himself (because,
being simple, he is not compound and therefore there is no passive potency in him:
otherwise we should admit another cause upon God), and if we compare him with all
other beings, since there is in himself unitedly and eminently every perfection of all
created beings that are actuated, but whose essence does not coincide with their act
of existing®. In fact an act limited by a potency can only actuate a passive potency,
which means that it can change something that already exists. Only the pure Act of
existing, who coincides with his action, does not need passive potency in order to
communicate himself and therefore he can act without change. God can create from
nothing and, moreover, as Thomas stresses against the mediatism of Avicenna and of
the Liber de causis, immediately (immediate), without any mediation. He can create
because he is simzple and therefore powerful in the highest degree. The doctrine of
divine simplicity is not the thesis that God is relatively uncomplicated. Ordinarily
when we describe something as «simple» this is to contrast it in point of degree of
complexity with other things. But God is not simple in this sense; rather the relevant
contrast is between that which is composite and that which is not. This metaphysical
concept of simplicity, which means the highest concentration or unification of
functions, therefore together complexity and unity without composition, develops
—in my opinion— from the starting point of a reflection on the character of esse (act
of existence) and on the peculiar faculties of a human being (thought and will): «Ani-
ma quodammodo omnia». It is noteworthy that the idea of God as the pure Act of
existing suggests on the metaphysical level —that transcends our sense perception—
the idea of an infinite concentration of energy which perhaps can find nowadays some
pale analogy on the level of atomic physics and cosmology (i.e. big-bang cosmology)’.
God is simple as he is Spirit, but not as we are spirit. He transcends in his simplicity
the material as well the spiritual dimension of our.world.

Aquinas holds that, taken as a whole, creation may be considered either from the
active point of view of God or from the passive point of view of a creature. If we look
at it from the former point of view, creation means the action of God that is his
essence together with his relationship to creature (which is not a real relationship, but

fluctuations, are consistent with the ancient principle that you cannot get something from nothing. The
“vacuum” of modern particle physics, whose “fluctuation” supposedly brings our universe into exist-
ence, is not absolutely nothing. It is only no thing like our present universe, but it is still something. How
else could “it” fluctuate? Thus, we need to recognize that frequently the “nothing” discussed by con-
temporary cosmologists is not absolutely nothing. Yet it is this latter sense of nothing which is crucial to
the traditional doctrine of creation out of nothing».

” De potent. q. 3 a. 4 sed contra.

® According to Thomas, God can create contingent and necessary beings. Cf Cont. Gent. 11 30: «Esse
autem necesse simpliciter non repugnat ad rationem esse creati: nihil enim prohibet aliquid esse necesse
quod tamen suae necessitatis causam habet...».

? Fewer analogies are to be found in XVII-XIX century physics and cosmology.
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only a conceptual one). Instead, if we intend it from the latter point of view, creation
is «a certain relationship to God together with the newness of being (novitas essen-
di)»"°.

As he creates the world and maintains it in existence, God is transcendent and im-
manent towards the world. He is immanent as he is transcendent. A naive idea of
God’s transcendence comes up with the criticism of Hegel according to whom
infinity, if considered on the same level of finite beings, becomes itself finite. On the
contrary, since the pure Act of existing absolutely transcends the world, he can also
be immanent in the world or, rather, the world may be «in God». In fact only what is
ontologically different (not only on the level of a spatial transcendence) is able to
actually penetrate something ontologically different. From this point of view, the idea
of creation if conceived according to its main principles, saves the main demands of
pantheistic monism or acosmism: the transcendent God manifests himself in the
world and by the world: the world is the manifestation of God. According to
Aquinas, He is immediately (immediate) and intimately (intime) present in every
creature''. Creating, knowing and loving the creatures coincide in God. Although a
creature would be absolutely nothing without the creative causality of God, still the
creature actually has its own being and its own causality. Far more than monism, the
concept of creation saves also the instance of the autonomous causality of creatures
and, therefore, of scientific knowledge'.

3. Creation and «buman analogy».

Thinking of creation means thinking of a special kind of causality —of which we
have not experience, unlike the mere change of a pre-existent matter. The medieval
thinkers and Thomas used the image of light, which, according to the physics of that
period, was something between the sphere of matter and that of spirit and which
propagated immediately. Although the concept of creation is beyond our experience,
we can think of it by means of an analogy with some metaphors that we find out look-
ing at the more perfect acts we know, i.e. human mental and voluntary-free acts.
Particularly we ought to think of the transcendent-immanent relationship between
human mind and signs as well as of mercy in human relationships. It is noteworthy
that Aquinas assimilates the metaphysical level of creation to the epistemic, ethical
and theological levels: creation, which is the ground of every change inside the world,
and the immediate knowledge of the first principles, which is the ground of every
scientific deduction, creation and God’s mercy (sisericordia), which is the very
ground of justice between God and man and also creation and the infusion of

Grace®.

' Cf. De potent. q. 3a. 3. C£. ST 1q. 45 a. 3.

" Cf. De verit. q. 8 a. 16 ad 12um: «...ipse Deus est propria et inmediata causa uniucuiusque rei, et
quodammodo magis intima cuique quam ipsum sit intimum sibi, ut Augustinus dicit» Cf. A. CAMPODO-
NICO, «Il carattere immediato della presenza di Dio nel mondo secondo Tommaso d’Aquinor: Rivista di
Filosofia Neo-scolastica 76 '(1984) 245-268,

2 Cf. De potent. q. 3 a. 8.

Y Cf. De potent. q. 3 a. 1 ad 6um: Sicut vero intelligere principia, quod est concludendi principium,
non est ex aliquo ex quo concludatur, ita creatio, quae est omnis motus principium, non est ex aliquo».
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Some contemporary thinkers use human language, which Thomas uses particularly
when dealing with communication within the Trinity, when attempting to describe
creation: as words are a novelty (zovum ) that manifests immediately man’s thought,
so, in creating the world, God’s will immediately is made manifest'. But there are
important differences: first of all since God is simple, there is no difference between
Him and his action (creation). In fact it does not add anything to Him. The world
manifests immediately God’s act, that is his very Being-Acting. Secondly, human
language is not created, because it depends on our previous experience of the world.
The same is the case of other so called «creative» human works such as composing
music, painting a picture and so on. «Creation» here means something very different
from God’s creation, although the former can help us in thinking of the latter. To
sum up: in order to think of the act of creation, we have to use the concept of effic-
ient causality, but we must consider it from the point of view of human intentional
acts, and then we must reread both in an analogous sense: God transcends any other
form of causality. He is not the first cause of a chain of causes.

Firstly, as we can see, God’s omnipotence is not sufficient if we want to explain
creation: it is a necessary, but not a sufficient condition. If the Absolute that is trans-
cendent is not Intelligence and Love, if He is not a personal God and therefore if He
is not free, creation remains incomprehensible: why should God have created the
world, as He does not need anything? Therefore from this point of view the world
exists because God creates, knows and loves it in the same act: being is a gift. But we
cannot conceive God, Love, Truth beyond being: they would not be at all. Only if
‘God is the Omnipotent Being and at the same time Intelligence, Good-Love, Person,
we can actually think of creation.

Secondly, we must stress the freedom of God in creating because of our being
unable to transcend personal perfection (we cannot think of something more perfect
than a person, despite the limits of the human person)'® as well as for our need of

Q. 3 a. 8 ad 3um: «Infusio tamen gratiae accedit ad rationem creationis in quantum gratia non habet
causam in subiecto, nec efficientem, nec talem materiam in qua sit hoc modo in potentia, quod per a-
gens naturale educi possit in actum, sicut est de aliis formis naturalibus». ST. 1 q. 21 a. 4: «Opus autem
divinae justitiae semper praesupponit opus misericordiae et in eo fundatur. Creaturae enim non debetur
aliquid nisi propter aliquid in eo praexistens, vel praeconsideratum: et rursus, si illud creaturae debetur,
hoc erit propter aliquid prius. Et cum non sit procedere in infinitum, oportet devenire ad aliquid quod
ex sola bonitate divinae voluntatis dependeat, quae est ultimus finis. Utpote si dicamus quod habere ma-
nus debitum est homini propter animam rationalem; animam vero rationalem habere, ad hoc quod sit
homo; hominem vero esse, propter divinam bonitatem. Et sic in quolibet opere Dei apparet misericor-
dia, quantum ad primam radicem eius». On the relationship between generation and creation, necessity
and freedom in God cf. De potent. q. 2 a. 3, in particular q. 2 a. 6 ad Lum: «Potentia autem generandi,
secundum quod natura inclinat, agit. Hoc autem non facit diversitatem potentiae, nam nihil prohibet a-
liquam potentiam ad aliquem actum imperari a voluntate et ad alium inclinari a natura. Sicut intellectus
noster ad credendum inclinatur a voluntate, ad intelligendum prima principia ducitur ex natura.

“ Cf. M. H. E. HENSTENBERG, Sein und Urspriinglichkeit zur philosopbischen Grundlegung der Ship-
funglebre, Miinchen-Salzburg-Kéln 1959.

" Cf. De potent. q. 1 a. 5, particularly: «Impossibile est autem, id quod agit ex naturae necessitate si-
bi ipsi.determinare finem: quia quod est tale, est ex se agens; et quod est agens vel motum ex se ipso, in
ipso est agere vel non agere, moveri vel non moveri, ut dicitur VIII Physic., et hoc non potest competere
ei quod ex necessitate movetur, cum sit determinatum ad unum. Unde oportet quod omni ei quod agit
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preserving the absoluteness of God, which would be questioned by any necessary
modality of deriving the world from the Absolute. This is the case of every kind of
emanationism. A God from whom the world came out necessarily would be necessar-
ily dependent upon the world that He creates, therefore no longer «absolute» (accord-
ing to the Latin etymology of the term®). Therefore we need to use the concept of
creation in order to preserve both the reality of God and the reality of the world.
The fact that God is free in creating means also that He can, if He wants, «contain his
omnipotence» (speaking from a very human point of view), causing also very small
effects'”. This is, classically, the case of miracles, which are not interventions from
outside creation'. The potency and the perfection of the Creator is not apparent only
by the greatness of his effects, but also by their smallness, that means by the spiritual
character of his act. Moreover, since the personal and free God is trustworthy, as
Aquinas affirms, He maintains in its being the world that creates: creation and
conservation of the world are the same act.

4. Scientific or metaphysical-ethical objections against creation?

There are not, as I have just pointed out, scientific objections against creation: in
fact neither the discovery of the incommensurable greatness of the universe (that is
nevertheless ontologically unlike God) is an objection nor is the evolutionary concept
of the universe an objection, because a) it does not exclude an intelligent creator ( see
the argument from order and finalism) and b) because it is also difficult to conceive
that the more can derive from the less”. Also the opinion according to which it seems

ex necessitate naturae, determinetur finis ab aliquod quod sit intelligens. Propter quod dicitur a Philo-
sophis, quod opus naturae est opus intelligentiae. Unde si aliquando aliquod corpus naturale adiungitur
alicui intellectui, sicut in homine patet, quantum ad illas actiones quibus intellectus illius finem determi-
nat, obedit natura voluntati, sicut ex motu locali hominis patet: quantum vero ad illas actiones in quibus
ei finem non determinat, non obedit, sicut in actu nutrimenti et augmenti. Ex iis ergo colligitur quod id
quod ex necessitate natura agit, impossibile est esse principium agens, cum determinetur sibi finis ab a-
lio. Et sic patet quod impossibile est Deum agere ex necessitate naturae. S. E. Baldner and W. E.
Carroll say that, «[...] since we know that being is the perfection of all perfections, the ultimate instance
of being must be the instance of ultimate perfection. Since freedom is a perfection, we know that God
must be perfectly free. The fact that God’s freedom is demonstrable indicates that the position of the
emanationists, namely that God causes necessarily, is demonstrably false» (Aguinas on Creation. Writ-
ings on the Sentences» of Peter Lombard 2.1.1. Transl. with and Introduction by S. E. Baldner & W. E.
Carroll, [Toronto: Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval Studies 19971, p. 57, note 98).

16 Ab-solutus.

7 Cf. Contr. Gent. 11 99: «Deus autem operatur per voluntatem et non per necessitatem naturae {...]
Igitur minores effectus, qui fiunt per causas inferiores potest facere immediate absque propriis causis».

8L J. J. Haldane, in J. J. C. SMART & J. J. HALDANE, Atheism and Theism, p. 163: «What I wish 1o
emphasize however, against a common assumption among theists who claim to believe in the
miraculous, is that it is a mistake to think of miracles as interventions from outside creation. The
miraculous belongs to the category of the preternatural [...], but as Aquinas very soberly explains in his
chapters on miracles in the Sumiza contra Gentiles 111, God's special actions are additions or subtractions
within an order in which he'is already active». Moreover it is not strange to believe that God is interested
in our lives. On the contrary it would be anthropomorfic to believe the opposite.

L. . J. Haldane in Atheism and Theism, p. 106: «The emergence of life and the start of speciation
call for explanations and what reductionism has to offer fails to provide these, giving at best a blank
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absurd that the evolution process, being too slow and wasteful, has been guided by
God from the beginning is not true, because the Creator, being infinite, cannot miss
nor waste anything. Nor might the hypothesis of an eternal universe be an objection,
because that does not prevent it from being created by God from eternity (ab aeter-
#n0). Aquinas thinks that the philosopher can show that the world has an origin —in
that it is dependent upon God as its Creator—, but the philosopher cannot show that
there is a beginning of its duration®. The only evidence for this is to be found in the
Revelation. Creation (creatio) is unlike change (mutatio)’'. From a certain point of
view evolutionism and big-bang, being coherent with an historical concept of the
cosmos, support the idea of an eternal spring of the evolutionary process.

Also the anthropic principle needs an Intelligence at the root of the universe. And
this is not all: the evolution of the scientific concept of matter during this century has
changed the cartesian and modern concept of the strong spirit-matter opposition,
which should therefore be reconsidered. The new concept of matter probably sup-
ports more easily a creationist interpretation of the universe, because it can be
considered permeable by the divine potency.

Nowadays the difficulties in rethinking creation, which lead us to assume a more
or less implicitly monistic type of metaphysics, are the same difficulties in rethinking
theism and do not seem to have scientific roots. On the contrary they seem to have
pre-scientific, cultural and philosophical roots. I shall attempt to consider these
epistemic obstacles and to answer them.

5. The whole seen by metaphysics is not the whole seen by science.

First of all nowadays there are great difficulties in thinking of the whole in a
strong and metaphysical sense: is it plausible that the universe or the universes
coincide with the whole of reality (that means that the universe is Absolute), thus
confusing the metaphysical with the physical or scientific level?®. In fact «a science is
never concerned with the entire domain of “reality”; rather, from this it designates its
specific domain of “objects” by resorting to some “predicates” which can be thought
of as representing its “viewpoint” on reality [...] The “choice” of each set of primitive
predicates is itself contingent. While this determines the whole of a certain science, it
cannot prevent other sciences from being both different and equally legitimate “view-
points” upon reality. The choice of such viewpoints is in fact a matter of “decision”
and of “interest”, for.no intrinsic necessity could compel one to consider a dog, e.g.

cheque to chance, which is to say offering no intelligible explanation at all». P. 119: «[...] the structure of
the conceptual order, which is expressed in judgements and actions, is richer and more abstract than
that of the natural order, and the character of this difference makes it difficult to see how the materialist
could explain the former as arising out of the latter».

 Cf. De potent. q. 3 a. 14 and 17; 5T 1q. 46 a. 2.

2Cf InniSent. d. 1 q. 1a.2ad 2um.

2 Cf. W. E. CARROLL, «Thomas Aquinas and Big-bang Cosmology», cit., p. 77: «The contention of
several proponents of the new theories is that the law of physics are sufficient to account for the origin
and existence of the universe. If this be true, then, in a sense, we live in a universe which needs no
explanation beyond itself, a universe which has sprung into existence spontaneously from a cosmic no-
thingness».
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from the viewpoint of mechanics rather than of biology or psychology. On the
contrary, one would be perfectly right in deciding to consider the dog from all such
different viewpoints, and additional ones as well. If we apply this remark to science,
we must say that adopting a scientific attitude towards reality amounts to taking the
decision to place oneself from the viewpoint of the “whole of experience” [...] In
particular, one could be interested in investigating reality from the viewpoint, not of
the “whole of experience”, but of the «whole» without further specification. In this
case, he would not be obliged to limit himself to statements which could be traced to
experience. Such a condition is compulsory for science only because the “whole of
experience” constitutes its specific domain of inquiry, but this cannot be the
condition for admitting statements which are concerned with the “whole” without
limitation. If now we qualify metaphysics as the effort to investigate reality from the
viewpoint of the “whole”, which is different from investigating the whole of
experience, the verification principle cannot constitute an objection because it is
simply a “demarcation” criterion which circumscribes only the domain of science (i.e.
the domain of the “whole of experience”). What does not fulfil this principle can be
said to fall outside science, but not outside all meaningful inquiry»®. Every normal
man can think of the whole in the wider sense, but perhaps not every man can reflect
on it. In order to do so we need to pay attention to the metaphysical level of our
everyday experience (and that is not something that only philosophers and metaphys-
icians can do).

6. Thinking of creation means thinking of the act of existing.

This point is deeply connected with the difficulties of 5). It may be difficult nowa-
days to reflect deeply on wonder at being and particularly at the act of existing (the

2 E. AGAZzl, «Science and Metaphysics before Nature», in Man and Nature, ed. by George E
McLean, Oxford University Press, Calcutta-Madras 1978, pp. 7-8. By the same author cf. «Science and
Metaphysics: Two Kinds of Knowledge»: Epistemnologia 11 (1988) 18-19: «Anyone who speaks about
something in particular must have understood that something in a certain way, this way reflecting in its
turn the person’s understanding of other more general features of reality. In this sense it is impossible
not to have an unconscious metaphysics, articulated into several levels. Science is no exception to this
condition, since it cannot be pursued without one’s using certain criteria of intelligibility which are prior
to the specific tasks it involves. In fact every advancement of some science which has been presented as
a “liberation from metaphysics™ has actually been tantamount to discarding a particular metaphysical
framework and accepting (often unconsciously) a different one”. Cf. also ID., «The Universe as a Scien-
tific and Philosophical Problem», in E. AGAZZI & A. CORDERO (Eds.), Philosophy and the Origin and
Euvolution of the Universe, Kluwer Academic Publishers, 1991, p. 42: «In fact we must say that the phys-
ical concept of causality does indeed exclude the possibility of an uncaused cause (otherwise every
causal explanation would be intrinsically arbitrary , since we might always suggest of any phenomenon
that it is simply caused by itself), while admitting that the concept of causality at its highest level of
generality (i.e. at a metaphysical level) does not exclude the possibility of an uncaused cause. Now it is
certain that if this concept appears to be logically sound in itself, we cannot refuse to apply it, provided
we remain conscious that the way in which it is applied defines its domain of application: this means that
if we apply it in cosmology, we are ipso facto making a claim of “metaphysical cosmology”. It is true that
we can very well live with the idea of Universe as the uncaused cause, but this simply means (uncons-
ciously) accepting an immanentist, rather than a transcendentist, metaphysics».
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newness of being-novitas essendsi). This particular kind of wonder, which requires a
metaphysical insight into reality, has its roots in the experience of multiplicity and
uniqueness, but particularly of change: if nothing changes in our experience, we
wouldn’t perceive the contingency of being and the act of existing (also my own being
that now exists and is not nothing). Also an eternal universe would manifest its
contingency due to its process of change. To sum up: it is not amazing that something
changes, but can we actually think that the whole of being (in the stronger sense) is
changing? This is the problem of the «prima via» of Aquinas which affirms the exist-
ence of an unmoved mover™,

7. Thinking of creation means thinking of simplicity (actual infinity).

According to Aquinas only the essentially ordered causes and not the accidentally
ordered causes cannot be infinite”. The essentially or hierarchically ordered causes
must all exist simultaneously at the precise moment of causing; accidentally ordered
causes need not be simultaneous and need not exist at the moment of causing. It is
difficult nowadays to imagine that we can stop the process towards infinity because it
is very frequent to think of the infinity only in a quantitative and potential sense (the
infinity of quantity) or as bad infinity (a non stop infinity). Therefore it becomes
impossible to reach God as the infinite and necessary being. In other words it is
difficult to think of infinity as actual infinity (simplicity), plenitudo intensive (that is
God), because it is difficult to stop the process towards infinity, since we are not used
to thinking of hierarchically ordered causes and beings™. I believe that the cause of
this difficulty is not first of all a logic or a scientific one, but is connected with our
everyday ontological experience”. In fact the classical reasons against an infinite
causal regress still work. This is true on the ontological as well as on the epistemic

#SeeST 1q.2a. 3.

% Cf. Contr. Gent. 113. See S. T. DAVIS, God, Reason, and Theistic Proofs, Edinburgh University
Press, Edinburgh 1997, pp. 70-73.

% Aquinas thinks that there is a potential infinity (on the level of quantity), but that there is not an
actual infinity of finite beings (cf. ST 1q. 7 a. 4). The only actual infinite is God. Cf. Contr. Gent. 143:
«[....] non potest infinitas Deo attribui ratione multitudinis nullamque in eo compositionem vel partium
vel accidentium inveniri [...] Secundum etiam quantitatem continuam infinitus dici non potest: cum os-
tensum sit eum incorporeum esse. Relinquitur igitur investigare an secundum spiritualem magnitudinem
esse infinitum ei conveniat». Cf. Quodlib. I «[...] Deus autem omnibus modis est infinitus». Cf. also De
verit. . 29 a. 3. C£. ST. 1 q. 10 a. 3 ad lum; De potent. q. 1 a. 2.

77 The tendency to a «non stop» process towards infinity in the foundation of our arguments is in
part due to the fact that we do not acknowledge the peculiarity of the transcendental or «classic» philo-
sophical argument, flattening this kind of argument on the level of the apodictic argument which in fact
is always a «non stop» one, as Aristotle argued But logical coherence is grounded on truth, on ontolog-
ical truth, that means on being itself. This mistrust of the capabilities of philosophical reason seems to be
grounded on an unjustified (explicit or implicit) presupposition: human reason could not know being it-
self, but only the phenomenon. This presupposition is connected with the negation of the role of intent-
ionality and of formal causality in our knowledge. But that belief (phenomenism), as many philosophers
(first of all Hegel) showed, is a presupposition which involves contradiction. Therefore that kind of
skepticism seems not —at least primarily— epistemically grounded. It might be anthropologically and
ethically grounded. See also A. CAMPODONICO, «Experience of Reality, Integrity and God», in Proceed-
ings of the Summier Thomustic Institute, ed. by. J. O’Callaghan, Notre Dame University Press (in press).



476 ANGELO CAMPODONICO

and ethical level. Aristoteles and Aquinas hold that there cannot be an infinite regress
in sense perception (sensibile proprium), first logical principles (as the principle of
contradiction), ontological principles (as the unmoved mover) and the principles of
practical reason (the desire for happiness and the actual choice). Also the idea of an
integral fulfilment of man is deeply connected with the idea of an actual infinity.

Perhaps the difficulty or discouragement in thinking of God as the starting point
of everything is deeply connected with the difficulty in conceiving beings as actuated
by the act of existing (ontological experience - cf. 6) and principally in conceiving a
human person as plenitude and fulfilment. In fact we do not know other experiences
of perfection greater than those of the act of existing, which causes the origin of
everything including that of a person. The act of existing becomes more apparent to
us particularly by the symbolical experience of things and mainly by the experience of
human person. In a symbol the individual and the universal are, from a certain point
of view, the same”®. Everything —a tree, a house, the moon an so on— may acquire a
symbolic dimension in our experience, making us think by means of analogy of the
plenitude of being, because everything is actuated by the act of existing. Otherwise
knowing the uniqueness of a person and of his acts is looking at a concrete, although
contingent infinity, because the human person can know and desire anything: he is a
microcosm. Therefore our mother, our friends may acquire a symbolic meaning. The
very source of both the experiences of the act of existing and of «person» is the
experience of ourselves as existing, living and intelligent, hierarchically compound
and actuated by the act of existing beings («persons»).

In particular: the act of existing, as it actuates every being and every essence or
perfection, can make every other perfection infinite (and also that kind of perfection
that is a human person)”. We can find here the source of the idea of the God of
theism. To sum up: the experience of the act of existing and the experience of
«person» are deeply connected in our thinking of perfection and of God as actual
infinity. Finally it is noteworthy that in the Christian religious experience of western
societies Christ and the sacraments of the Church are the main symbols of the Actual
infinity of God. It is not amazing that the obscuration of this peculiar religious
experience may be nowadays an important cause of our difficulty in conceiving the
infinity and simplicity of God.

28 1t is noteworthy that also scientific language has metaphorical-symbolic roots, although it tries to
reach univocity of meaning.

1t is noteworthy that Thomas holds that the perfections we found out in our experience, if they
are infinite, they are never subsistent, instead if they are participated by a concrete being, that means
compound, they are always and necessaily finite. Cf. Contr. Gent. 130: «Nam nomine res exprimimus
eo modo quo intellectus concipimus. Intellectus autem noster, ex sensibus cognoscendi initium sumens,
illum modum non transcendit qui in rebus sensilibus invenitur, in quibus aliud est forma et habens for-
mam, propter formae et materiae compositionem. Forma vero in his rebus invenitur quidem simplex,
sed imperfecta, utpote non subsistens: habens autem formam invenitur quidem subsistens, sed non sim-
plex, immo concretionem habens. Unde intellectus noster, quidquid significat ut subsistens, significat in
concretione: quod vero ut simplex, significat non ut guod est, sed ut guo est. Et sic in omni nomine, a no-
bis dicto, quantum ad modum significandi, imperfectio invenitur, quae Deo non competit, quamvis res
significata aliquo eminenti modo Deo conveniats. In particular: in our experience the act of existing is
an infinite perfection which is never subsistent, on the contrary, a human person is a concrete being,
actually existent, but it does not coincide with an infinite perfection.
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We must consider also that in post modernity the idea of an infinite God seems to
set a limit to the human freedom of interpreting the world and its life (infinity of
hermeneutics) and of choosing as he/she likes a certain way of life (ethical relativ-
ism)*®. The concept of bad infinity (for instance the idea of infinite universes) or even
the idea of a finite whole (an universe unbounded, but finite)*' easily becomes a sur-
rogate for the actual infinity, of which nowadays we seldom make experience, about
which we are not used to reflect and that we may consider cause of violence and of
alienation. Therefore I believe that there are ontological, anthropologic, ethical and
religious reasons for our difficulty to acknowledge that there is an Actual infinity,
which is God, who creates the world.

8. Thinking of order means thinking of a personal reason for the universe.

Deeply connected with what we are dealing with (the difficulty of reflecting on a
rich experience of ourselves, on our typical human actions) is the fact of conceiving
an impersonal reason for the universe. In fact an order of the universe is apparent: «In
our own day, we reject the cosmology of the heavenly movers, but many physicists
would recognise that the precise co-ordination of the laws of physics shows a degree
of order and hence of intelligibility, which affirms an underlying purpose in the
universe. Some even go so far as to claim that the laws of nature are precisely the laws
necessary to produce a universe that can sustain our own lives and the world that we
know»>2.

Since it is difficult to think of a universe without rationality, because of the order
we can find in it, sometimes it happens that we conceive an impersonal reason as the
root of that order (Spinoza, Einstein, many scientists). But is it meaningful to think of
an impersonal reason? Is it actually conceivable by us?>. Or is it like a round square?

% Cf, F NIETZSCHE, The Gay Science, fr. 110, 111, 115. Let us look at the ethical reasons of this
kind of nihilism-skepticism. Modern immanentism wrongly substituted the level of practical reason for
the level of speculative reason, theoretical contradiction (which is only intentional) with practical op-
position —our desire which is not fulfilled (which is a real opposition)— as happens in Hegel and Marx.
But when transcendence (God) is not admitted for metaphysics, human desire becomes radically not ful-
filled. That means that for those philosophers reality is in itself contradictory. We can find this difficulty
also within the philosophical streams which reacted against modern rationalistic thought (i.e. Nietzsche
and «postmodern thought»), because they are also often closed towards transcendence. The search for
originality and authenticity at all costs leads them to negate those theoretical and practical main
principles which in fact are invariably accepted by all.

'S, Hawking proposes the model of an universe unbounded, but finite. Also the hypothesis of many
or infinite universes «in short appears as entirely ad hoc, introduced only to avoid what for the naturalist
is an unpalatable conclusion, viz., that the general regularities and particular fine tuning are due to the
agency of a designer —et hoc dicimus Deum» (cf. J. J. Haldane, in Atheism and Theism, p. 127).

2 Aquinas on Creation, op. cit., pp. 37-38.

¥ CL.]. . Smart, in Atheism and Theism: «One sort of pantheist may think of the universe as a giant
brain —stars, galaxies and clusters of galaxies perhaps playing the part of the micro physical particles
that make up our own nervous system. I shall take it that such a form of pantheism is implausible and
farfetched. There is absolutely no evidence that the universe, however large it may be, could be a giant
brain». Cf. S. T. DAVIS, God, Reasons and Theistic Proofs, p. 186: «Transcendence, in at least one sense,
does seem to be indicated by the evidence of design. It is hard to see how a being that is a part of the
process of nature and is subject to its law can account for them or be said to have organised (let alone
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I believe that we conceive an impersonal reason when we believe that mere material-
ism is not enough, but we do not want to become theists. That often happens because
of an irrational fear of anthropomorphism in thinking of God**. In fact, in my opinion
—but it is also the opinion of classical philosophy— we cannot have a more perfect
experience than that of the act of existing that actuates our beings. And we cannot
make experience of more perfect acts (that means more complex and unified —more
simple in the classical sense) than those that are typically human. But to conceive an
impersonal God, although it might seem a more purified concept of the Divinity,
nevertheless means to fall into a concept of the Absolute more reductionist than that
which is proper of theism, a concept shaped on the material and quantitative dimens-
ion of reality, that we perceive by sense-perception rather than on the objects of con-
temporary science. Augustine stressed this risk against Manicheism. Perhaps nowa-
days we can find new forms of Manicheism. Therefore instead of conceiving God as
super-personal, we conceive Him as sub-personal”, contradicting our everyday
experience of order and hierarchy which requires a transcendent reason as the cause
of that order™®. In fact there is a risk of stressing in our idea of the world and of our-
selves a frame connected with sense perception and technology instead of a frame
connected with our original personal experience of ourselves as living and under-
standing beings”. But the latter kind of frame (everyday knowledge) is the very back-
ground also of science itself. As it has been noted: «Modern science has for long time
overlooked the fact that the individual can be known only within the framework of a
universal model. This is due to the fact that scientific inquiry does not start from no-

created) them. If a given being is the universe’s designer, I would take that to entail that that being
cannot be identified with any thing, event, or process that exists or occurs in the physical world. And if
that much is true, it also seems to follow that the designer of the universe must be non-physical or in-
corporeal (which is of course one of the crucial attributes of God)».

1 Cf. J.]. Haldane, in Atheism and Theism, p. 152: «[...] the idea of thought conjoining and oppos-
ing various elements seems to belong to the sphere of psychology rather than that of reason per se. Yet
it is precisely reason as such, and not an.empirical psychology, that we are led to ascribe to a trans-
cendent cause on the basis of order observed in nature». Cf. also M. SCHELER, Zur Idee des Menschen, in
Werke, Francke, Bern-Miinchen 1954, Band I11; ID., Der Formalismus in der Ethik und die Matertale
Wertethik. Neuer Versuche der Grundlegung eines ethischen Personalismus, in Werke, Band 11, Bern 1954,
pp. 411-413.

5 Cf. C. S. LEWIS, Miracles, p. 87: «Pantheist and Christian also agree that God is super-personal.
The Christian mean by this that God has a positive structure which we could never have guessed in
advance, any more than a knowledge of squares would have enabled us to guess at a cube. But we can at
least comprehend our incomprehension, and see that there is something beyond personality it ought to
be incomprehensible in that sort of way. The Pantheist, on the other hand, though he may say “super-
personal” really conceives God in terms of what is sub personal —as though the Flatlanders thought a
cube existed in fewer dimensions than a squaren.

* Cf. ibid, p. 22: «The Naturalist cannot condemn other people’s thoughts because they have ir-
rational causes and continue to believe his own which have (if Naturalism is true) equally irrational
causes». And p. 38: «If we are to continue to make moral judgements (and whatever we say we shall in
fact continue) then we must believe that the conscience of man is not a product of Nature. It can be
valid only if it is an offshoot of some absolute moral wisdom, a moral wisdom which exists absolutely
“on its own” and is not a product of non-moral, non-rational Naturen.

" The latter is the frame of what E. Husserl called the life-world (Lebenswelt), which is the back-
ground of modern science.'See Die Krisis der europdischen Wissenschaften un die transzendentale Phino-
menologie, Martinus Nijhoff, The Hague 1959.
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thing, but from everyday knowledge, which already singles out individual objects and
events thanks to the intervention of certain universals [...] there is no moment in
which our knowledge can dispense with the universal, whether it be because we need
the “unity of the multiplicity”, or because we must be able to grasp “the permanent
in the mutable”»*®. From this point of view «the metaphysical realist of Aristotelian-
Thomistic persuasion is not concerned to deny that one can adopt a variety of onto-
logies, or that there is a variety of categories of things. Equally he or she should resist
such phrases as such the world “forces us to think of it in a single integrated way”.
That is both literally false and liable on interpretation to induce scientific reduction-
ism. There are many “things” and “ways of being”. Nonetheless, among these some
(those with objective principles of unity) are more substantial than others»””®. We call
them, hierarchically, mere substances, living beings and intelligent beings («persons»).
What makes this a hierarchy, rather than a mere list, is that the latter types of organ-
ism have all the powers of the former, but not viceversa*. Although the concepts of
God and of creation transcend our human experience, they are deeply connected
with our perception of the ontological hierarchy of beings and with the supremacy of
that «whole» which is man.

9. Conclusion.

To sum up: the questions concerning «who-is God?» (Quid Deus sit?) and «<how
creation is conceivable by us?» become nowadays as important as the question «does
God exist?» (an Deus sit?). From this point of view the more a human person has a
strong perception of his/her identity, unity and complexity («simplicity»), the more
he/she wants to communicate to others his/her experience of fulfilment, and the
more creation is conceivable and plausible. On the contrary the loss of a rich and ful-
filled human and ethical experience, in which our individual nature stands up in its
originality and is able to communicate to others, the «flattering» of man in the cosmos
and in society (political and economic power) support more easily in fact a monistic
and impersonalistic approach to the problem of the genesis of the universe. Therefore
thinking of creation paradoxically might become more difficult even in a moment in
which some scientific theories seem to pay attention to it. If the theological idea of

® E. AGAZZI, «Science and Metaphysics: Two Kinds of Knowledge», pp. 14-15.

77 1. ]. HALDANE, «On coming home to (Metaphysical) Realism»: Philosophy 71 (1996) 287-96.

9 See J. ]. Haldane, in Atheism and Theism, p. 97: <Reductionists often confuse formal natural and
material composition. In their concern to show that ultimately there is nothing more than “atoms in the
void” or “energy plus space-time”, they overlook or underestimate the significance of the hierarchy of
forms within which matter is held together. I am not at all suggesting that one go in the opposite
direction and say that what individual things are made of, and what, if anything, everything in the
cosmos is made of, is unimportant for an understanding of the natural order; but I am claiming that the
real science, as contrasted with the reductionist philosopher’s ambition for it, is happy to recognise a
variety of features and levels of natural being, and can proceed very well without progressive elimination
of one sphere after another, collapsing the structure of science down to the atomic core that is physics».
See also A. CAMPODONICO, «Experience of Reality, Integrity and Godb, cit., (in press). On the peculiar-
ity of human person see D. BRAINE, The Human Person: Auimal & Spirit, University of Notre Dame
Press, Notre Dame 1992, part 2.
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creation of the universe by a personal God is the historical religious ground of a
strong concept of human person and of human dignity, the opposite seems also to be
true: a strong concept of the human person and an adequate reflection on that pre
scientific experience makes it possible, on the philosophical and theological level, to
conceive God as a person and his acts as creative acts. Practice of science and
ontological, ethical and religious experience are more connected among them than we
presume to think of.
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