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“You never enjoy the world aright until you see

how a sand exhibits the wisdom and power of God.”
--Thomas Traherne

“I saw eternity the other night,” said Henry Vaughan, “Like a great ring of pure and endless light / All calm as it was bright.”  In our secular age, Vaughan’s vision has become dim, clouded over, and harder to discern.  Light pollution of our own making has blanked out half the glory which the Heavens were able to declare to the Psalmist (19:1), and modern advances in physics and mathematics have described a universe which now seems to have slipped through the great eighteenth-century Clockmaker’s fingers.  The seventeenth-century poet had summarized the whole intellectual development of the west by grounding Time in Eternity and both in the Personal--for Vaughan’s great ring was in the final analysis a wedding band provided by the Bridegroom god for His elect Bride, as good a definition of Christian theism as we need ever look to find.  The deism of the eighteenth century took just one small but fatal step back from both the intimacy and the grandeur of that vision and found itself on a slippery slope over the Abyss of Nothingness and Nonreason.  Today our slide continues with increasing velocity, and the old brakes have proved ineffective.  If Vaughan’s ring still exists, the bridegroom who gives it seems both imaginatively and intellectually more distant than ever.

At the risk of oversimplification, we might summarize one small chapter of the history of our sliding thus: most of the older theistic arguments depended for their force on the assumption that an infinite regress was flatly inconceivable.  That assumption can no longer be made.  While neither Einstein’s nor Heisenberg’s theories strictly entail any such thing (and the implication was roundly denied by Einstein), the popular mind has tended to misconstrue Relativity and Interdeterminacy into a settled assumption that Science has now proved (!) the universe to be ultimately irrational anyway.  While this development does not affect the validity of the classical arguments, it does have a devastating effect on the persuasive force they can mount against the plunge.  And the more informed will be aware of recent mathematical models in which the universe is described precisely as an infinite regress—or progress, depending on your orientation—of events.
  Such a universe might “begin” (using the term arbitrarily) with a Big Bang, expand to its limits, and then contract back to the original point, producing another Big Bang--and this cycle might not only continue forever but have been going on forever.  And if an infinite regress is not unthinkable after all, then the classical arguments prove nothing and their only value (no small one still) is to clarify the alternatives.

Much work is needed before we can learn to brake effectively, much less find enough traction to begin the long climb back up the slope.  But one small contribution which Evangelical philosophy might make could be a reformulation of the classical arguments to meet the new conditions.  Perhaps then the question is worth asking: can we formulate the cosmological and teleological arguments in such a way that the admission of the theoretical possibility of an infinite regress would not be fatal?  I believe it can be done, and it might look something like this:

I.
IF ANYTHING EXISTS, SOMETHING MUST EXIST “A SE.”
Aseity, a traditional attribute of God, comes from the Latin phrase a se, meaning “of oneself.”  A being which existed a se would not depend on anything else for its existence;  it would contain the ground and principles of its own existence in its own nature.  It would be either uncaused or eternally self-caused.  You and I exist ab alio, from another, which is to say we are contingent.  I am by nature dependent for my existence on my parents and a host of other factors.  I could as easily not exist or exist in a different form, a contention I will subsequently prove by aging and dying (though I do hope to put the demonstration off as long as possible).  This is true because I exist ab alio and the alius by changing can change the conditions of my existence.  A being which existed a se, on the other hand, would exist necessarily and immutably and could not be other than it is, since there is no alius which is capable of imposing a set of conditions upon it which might cause it to be otherwise or not to be; it is simply what is and any question of its being otherwise is meaningless.

To say that if anything exists, something must exist a se is merely to repeat the maxim that ex nihil nihil fit.  That being could emerge from nobeing is truly unthinkable; if anything exists, something must originally have been just there, unaccountably except in terms of itself.  It must, in other words, exist a se.  Schæffer has a good illustration of the unthinkability of something emerging from nothing: he draws a large circle on a clean blackboard.  The circle contains everything which exists, and it is utterly empty.  Then he erases the circle.
  If any being exists, some being--not necessarily God, but something--must exist a se.

II.
THE UNIVERSE EXISTS.
Since Descartes’ program of radical doubt found its uttermost limit in cognito, ergo sum, the denial of this point is scarcely possible.  If anyone questions this proposition, it follows that some universe exists, even if it only contains his questioning.  And at this point in the argument, that will be admission enough for our purposes.

III.
THEREFORE, SOMETHING MUST EXIST A SE (I + II by modus ponens).

We do not have the faintest idea what it is yet, but once the admission is made that something must exist thus, we can go on to look at the candidates.

IV.
THE UNIVERSE IS EITHER CAUSED OR NOT:  I.E., IT EITHER EXISTS  A SE  ITSELF, OR DEPENDS ON SOMETHING ELSE WHICH DOES. 
It is difficult to imagine any other alternative.  Self-caused would be for our purposes identical to uncaused.  Since no one seriously proposes that any discrete item in the universe is noncontingent, the universe as a whole is the first obvious candidate for the entity which must be self-existent.  If it is not that being itself, it must depend, either directly or indirectly, on whatever is, or else we incur all the problems inherent in a denial of proposition I.

Could the universe itself be uncaused?  This is logically possible if all the observable contingent events form an infinite regress, and that would be logically possible if the infinite regress were an eternal cycle, as in the forever expanding/contracting model.  The whole interlocking series of events would then be the thing which exists a se.  That is, it would necessarily be what it is and could not be other than it is.  As Hawking puts it, “the universe would be completely self-contained and not affected by anything outside itself.  It would just BE.”
  Note that the interlocking series of events as a totality would be what exists a se; consequently, what applies to the whole would also apply to each part.  No event could then be other than it is, so that radical determinism is entailed in the idea.  But the idea itself is completely coherent.

Could the universe be caused?  Hawking claims only to have established the possibility of a completely self-existant universe,
 and the only advantage of his proposal is that it avoids the necessity of positing a “singularity”--i.e., an event uncontrolled by the laws of science--at the point of the Big Bang.
  This is obviously a feature which appeals to a scientist’s sense of neatness, but that prejudice obviously tells us nothing about whether a singularity actually occurred.  If a singularity did occur at the Big Bang, if the laws of science do not apply to that event, then it would seem that the universe would not contain the principles of its own existence; something else which lies outside the purview of science also lies behind its existence.  It is still theoretically possible that the universe could have been caused by something else.

If the universe is caused, then the cause must be sufficient to account for its effects.  All which that entails will become more evident at a later stage in the argument when we have had occasion to examine in more detail certain curious items which the particular universe in question seems to contain. But certainly the cause would have to be both transcendent and immanent.  If the cause is not transcendent, then it is either a part of the universe or identical to it, in which case we end up with a situation identical to that of the uncaused or self-caused universe.  If the cause is not immanent, then it would have no connection with the universe, and hence could hardly be its cause.  Thus it would have to be both other than the universe and yet in some kind of relationship to it.  It would, if it exists, have at least these two qualities inherent in a theistic definition of God.

So far, a logically coherent description of the universe we actually seem to inhabit can be made on either basis.  In other words, the existence of a transcendent/immanent first cause of the universe is logically possible but not necessary.  A price must be paid in accepting either alternative: we enter the one universe at the cost of accepting radical determinism and the other at the cost of relinquishing the claims of science to be able to describe every event which occurs.  The question of which payment is actually demanded hangs at this point still in the balance.  Either universe could exist.

V.
BUT THE PICTURE CHANGES WHEN WE CONSIDER OURSELVES AS THINKING SUBJECTS IN THE UNIVERSE.

We enter at this point into what might be called the “epistemological argument” for the existence of God, a specialized form of the teleological argument, which is certainly one of the most promising attempts at getting over the impasse reached at step IV.  The most famous examples of this type of argument was propounded by C. S. Lewis in the third chapter of Miracles.
  He argued that no view of the universe is acceptable which denies the trustworthiness of thought, for such a view would necessarily deny also its own truth-status.  We do not trust thoughts which can be shown to be the results of irrational causes; therefore, naturalism is self-contradictory.  Lewis’ argument was challenged by Elizabeth Anscombe at the Feb. 2, 1948 meeting of the Oxford Socratic Club.  The ensuing debate was lively and produced no clear winner.  Anscombe attacked Lewis for ambiguities in central terms such as “cause” and “reason,” arguing that it was theoretically possible for irrational causes to produce chains of reasoning which could still turn out to be valid.  Lewis later revised the third chapter of Miracles to try to meet Anscombe’s objections,
 and debate still continues as to whether her critique was decisive.
  At the very least she can be said to have succeeded in muddying the water.

But the water clears considerably when we begin with an analysis of the naturalist’s universe from the standpoint of its implicit claim to aseity as we have seen it here.  For the universe of the naturalist is precisely the one which we have described in which the total interlocking system of causal events is all that there is.  And if that is the case, then it does not matter whether irrational causes can produce valid reasoning or not; we can simply do an end-run around Anscombe’s objections, as follows:

V.A.
THE ASSERTION THAT THE UNIVERSE EXISTS A SE ENTAILS THE DENIAL OF THE TRUTH-STATUS OF THE ASSERTION.
If the whole interlocking system of events as a totality exists a se, it cannot be other than it is.  My thoughts are events in the system;  they are a part of this whole, and hence they cannot be other than they are either.  It is inevitable that, everything else in the universe being what it unalterably is, I will come to think about it as I do.  My thoughts may or may not be based on valid chains of reasoning;  I may think that they are so based correctly or mistakenly or simply not care, but think these thoughts and no others I must, as surely as two atoms of hydrogen and one of oxygen must bond to form a molecule of water under the right conditions.  And these conditions apply equally to my thoughts and to those of the person whose thoughts are antithetical to mine.  Who then is to judge which of us has reasoned correctly?  A third person whose judgment is also subject to the same set of conditions.

The fact that it is theoretically possible that a valid chain of reasoning might exist in such a universe does not help me, for how can I know my programming is correct unless I can step outside of it?  I must not only be able to reason correctly but know that I am doing so.  And that, in a radically deterministic universe, is the one thing I cannot do.  The only statement which can be made consistent with the premises of this universe is “These thoughts are occurring.”  The statement “I think” is not consistent with those premises in the meaning which we usually intend when we utter it, for it implies the ability to judge between thoughts.  But if my judgment is equally “given” in the whole structure of what exists with that of the person who contradicts me, then valid reasoning might be possible but knowledge is not.  To make a meaningful judgment between thoughts I must be free to do so, which means that my reason must somehow stand above or outside the total interlocking system.

In other words, the claim of the mind to be able to make valid judgments between thoughts implies transcendence; it must somehow be connected with something which gives it a place to stand outside the deterministic system of things.  But if anything is transcendent, the universe does not exist a se; the totality of the system is not the totality of all that is, and it is not wholly determinative of reality.  So in asserting that the concept of an a se universe is true, we have simultaneously implied the existence of a set of conditions which is incompatible with the a se existence of the universe, i.e., the transcendence of thought.  Thus, the concept of an a se universe is logically coherent, but only so long as no one asserts that it is true of the one we inhabit.  The naturalist must therefore give up either his naturalism or the right to assert that his naturalism is true.

V.B.
THEREFORE, AN A SE UNIVERSE IS LOGICALLY POSSIBLE BUT EXISTENTIALLY IMPOSSIBLE: I.E., ONE COULD EXIST, BUT NOT THIS ONE.

It is logically possible, in other words, that an a se universe could exist, but it could not contain thinking subjects free to judge between thoughts and accept or reject them on a logical rather than a deterministic basis and know that they are doing so.  Therefore, either thought is invalid or the universe is caused.  (For thought to be valid, it is not, contrary to Anscombe, sufficient that some valid reasons happen to occur; we must know that they occur and be able to cause them, or else thought is still in effect invalid, since we are not in a position in an a se universe to profit from the valid thoughts which nature happens to throw up.)  But the denial of the validity of thought is actually a price which no one can pay, for the one who would deny it must say, “I think that thoughts is invalid.”  Therefore, the assertion that the universe is uncaused is contradictory if it is made about the one we live in.  The bottom line is

V.C.
THEREFORE, THE ASSERTION OF THE EXISTENCE OF A TRANSCENDENT/IMMANENT FIRST CAUSE OF THE UNIVERSE CAN BE MADE WITHOUT CONTRADICTION, BUT THE DENIAL THEREOF CANNOT.
Once we reach this point, the citadel of secularism has really fallen; mopping-up maneuvers are all that remain as we nail down and make plain the conclusions which the considerations we have seen make inevitable.  Such maneuvers might proceed as follows:

VI.
ENTITIES WHOSE EXISTENCE CANNOT BE ASSERTED CANNOT BE KNOWN TO EXIST.
This statement is rather self-evident when we notice that it makes no pronouncement on what can exist, only on what can be known to exist.  If I can form no concept of an entity, or only such a concept as involves me in contradiction, I cannot know that the thing exists.  I can perform the physical act of saying, “There is a four-sided triangle in the next room,” but I cannot meaningfully make this assertion, and therefore cannot know of the existence of this figure.  In this case, I can positively know of the figure’s non-existence;  where no contradiction is involved, I cannot dogmatize about the entity’s non-existence, but neither can I know that it does exist.

VII.
THEREFORE, AN UNCAUSED (A SE) UNIVERSE CANNOT BE KNOWN TO EXIST  (VI+V.A. by modus ponens).

If the notion of an a se universe is contradictory when asserted, then we cannot assert it meaningfully, and hence cannot claim to know that such a universe exists.

II .
(reformulated)  BUT THE UNIVERSE IS KNOWN TO EXIST.

We have already established that at least some universe does exist, and our method of proving that point (Descartes’ cognito ergo sum) also establishes that the universe is known to exist--its existence both logically and existentially undeniable.

VIII.
THEREFORE, THE UNIVERSE IS NOT UNCAUSED (VII + II by modus tollens), I.E., IT DOES NOT EXIST A SE.
If we state VII in the form, “if the universe is uncaused, it cannot be known to exist,” we see that denying the consequent (it is known to exist) entails the denial of the antecedent (it is not uncaused).

IX.
THEREFORE, THE UNIVERSE IS CAUSED (IV + VIII by disjunctive syllogism).

If then the universe is caused, the cause must be sufficient to account for its effects.  We now know that among these effects is the transcendence of thought.  Therefore, we can conclude that there exists a transcendent/immanent First Cause which is intelligent and purposeful, which is precisely what theists mean by God.  Hence we can confidently conclude,

X.
THEREFORE, GOD EXISTS.
One of the confessed weaknesses of theistic arguments is that, even if they do successfully prove the existence of some deity, they cannot establish His identity with the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ.  Hence, as I have argued elsewhere,
 our total apologetic must always maintain a Christocentric focus.  Yet there is a role for theistic argument to play: anything which makes a theistic worldview seem more plausible (indeed, necessary, if our argument has been successful) also creates a context in which the evidence for the deity and atoning death of Christ makes more sense more readily and strikes with greater persuasive force.  It is not that we must establish theism first in order to then argue for the deity of Christ; the New-Testament pattern is that the impact of Christ’s person forced men to ask, “What manner of man is this?” and impelled them to answer the question in theistic terms.  Christ can lead us to theism as easily as theism to Christ, and in the history of the Church it has certainly happened both ways.  That God exists and that Christ is God are mutually supportive truths.

In this context, the argument which we have put forth here has the advantage, in addition to the fact that it is able to survive admitting the theoretical possibility of an infinite regress, of focusing attention, not on theism in the abstract, but on a particular form of theism: one which accounts for the existence of finite creatures who at the point of their thought manifest a connection with something which stands transcendent above the flux of deterministic cause and effect.  It is highly curious that one form of theism fits this description like a key fits the wards of an intricate lock: historic Christianity with its doctrine of the imago dei.  Thus our argument may not only do a more adequate job of addressing the world as described by modern science, but also lead more readily than some of the older formulations to pointing men toward the Answer which is more than merely theoretical.

Four hundred years ago, Sir John Davies was asking, “Are they not senseless then who think the soul / Nought but a fine perfection of the sense?”
  He could put it as a rhetorical question confidently expecting an affirmative answer.  Today we must ask it as a challenge to prevailing assumption.  But if we have reasoned correctly here, then C. S. Lewis was right after all: those assumptions are ultimately self-defeating.  Perhaps we can still find ways to convince secular men that their world can not exist a se; that as Vaughan knew so well, the temporal is grounded in the eternal and both in the Personal--the Person of Jesus Christ.  Then, in the words of Spenser,

. . . shall thy ravished soul inspired be

With heavenly thoughts, far above human skill,

And thy bright radiant eyes shall plainly see

The idea of His pure glory, present still

Before thy face, that all thy spirits shall fill

With sweet enragement of celestial love,

Kindled through sight of those fair things above.
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