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Editorial 

  

The theme of this edition is the disputed territory between philosophy and religion. Two 

articles are, broadly speaking, sympathetic to religious attitudes. Jean-Paul Jean-Baptiste 

Dussert explains the 'theological turn' that occurred in French phenomenological thinking in 

the 60s. There are interesting parallels to be drawn between this trend and the thought of 

English speaking philosophers, like Charles Taylor and Roger Scruton. The similarities 

include both the direction of thought of the two traditions and the nature and degree of 

opposition they both elicit. Anthony Morgan reflects on Nietzsche's warning which 

connected the Death of God with the emptiness of a life in which ‘it will appear for a long 

time as if all weightiness were gone from things’. In contrast Norman Barac writes a robust, 

humanist rejection of the eight arguments proposed by William Lane Craig for religious 

belief - from Reason No.1: God is the best explanation why anything at all exists to Reason 

No.8: God can be personally known and experienced. We hope that these articles provide a 

varied, if not a 'balanced' set of views. 

  

Local Groups are an important part of the Society's activities: exchanging views in a friendly 

and cooperative environment; trying always to improve our understanding but without 

academic formality and competitiveness. As well as sponsoring our own groups and 

encouraging members to set up meetings in their own localities, we look to establish friendly 

relations with other groups. Our own gatherings take various forms and change depending on 

the participants and their interests. The London Group is run on a deliberately casual basis. 

Ben Basing describes how he has operated over the years: I send out an email each month, 

mentioning something that I have read, maybe hope to read soon, or just hope someone has 

some knowledge about.  Then I sit in the corner of The Thornbury Castle wondering whether 

anyone else will turn up.  In sixteen years I have never been left on my own, the group might 

get as large as a dozen or more, people with backgrounds in physics or politics, music, 

economics or just common sense.  Predictably we ramble, but we don't ramble predictably, 

there is a set of pub experts on Pink Floyd or great apes or Green politics who exploit the 

opportunity to raid other fields for examples and ideas. 

  

The Shropshire meetings centre round guest speakers whom John Garton-Jones has 

persuaded to visit. Over the last year these have included Angie Hobbs, Brenda Almond, 

Richard Norman and Michael Langford. As John reports, the discussions are wide ranging 

and can be 'intense'. 

  

The meetings in the North East, at Newcastle and Alnwick, take the form of reading groups. 

This format encourages sustained discussion over many months which enables in-depth 

analysis of a text, sometimes ending in exhaustion, rather than conclusion. Books are, more 
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or less, democratically chosen, and the burden of introducing topics is spread among the 

participants. Each autumn a workshop is held in Alnmouth. It is open to all. Alnmouth, an 

attractive village on the spectacular Northumbrian coast is on the main London to Edinburgh 

line. Why not combine philosophy with an away weekend? This year the topic is The 

Phenomenology of Listening and the guest speaker is Adam Potts of Newcastle University. 

  

  

  

Theology: the last frontier of philosophy? 
Jean-Baptiste Dussert 

  

Preamble 

Between humanist enthusiasm and barbarian fanaticism, the present renewal of religions was 

unexpected. It is of course possible to interpret this as a geopolitical phenomenon born 

around 1979, with the election of Pope John Paul II, the accession of Ayatollah Khomeini as 

head of the Islamic Republic of Iran, the Grand Mosque seizure in Saudi Arabia, the Soviet 

invasion of Afghanistan, etc. But, at the same time or shortly afterward, we observe the 

resurgence, in French philosophy, of a theological inquiry. It was evidenced by the 

publication of a book entitled Le tournant théologique de la phénoménologie française 

(1991), by Dominique Janicaud. The question discussed there is whether theology is a 

composite subject similar to epistemology, aesthetics, etc. In each case, we set boundaries for 

philosophy, but at the same time we enlarge its authority. From a metaphysical or 

phenomenological viewpoint, no region is autonomous, each one needs something given. 

However, religion is an ambiguous entity. First, it is the worldview which has the most 

similarities with metaphysics, given the traditional identification of Being with God. 

Secondly, with all due deference to faith, it appears as a more “primitive” representation, 

even though when philosophy turns against religion, the field may be left open to scientism. 

Thus, religion is within and beyond philosophy. That is why we are interested in this 

conjuncture of French thought, which completes the shift from one conception to the other. 

The 20th century was essentially materialist, at least that is how it is commonly understood, 

but became spiritual in the end, acting as a transition to the 21st century. 

  

1. Immanence or Transcendence? 

1.1. Supposedly transcendence occupies an important place in a religious philosophy. God is 

traditionally situated in Heaven, at the far end of a vertical transcendence. He is the Most 

High, while we are here below. Moreover, we are separated from Him, according to the 

Plotinian pattern, by the degrees of hypostases, so that the two transcendences are uneven 

forces. The procession is a downward vector originating with Him and giving its motion to 

the cosmos without resistance; whereas conversion, the upward transcendence, is a vain effort 
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to come into His presence, for the mystic as for the philosopher. At the same time, these 

transcendences go through immanences. God is called “the One,” which means that, by His 

uniqueness and His unity, He gathers the diversity of the universe into His immanence, 

whereas mankind is captive of the immanence of this sensitive and material world. So, if 

transcendence is a traditional attribute of God, if it is traditionally emphasized by religious 

philosophies, let us see what place it has in phenomenology, and if it could explain its 

theological turn. 

  

1.2. Edmund Husserl clearly highlights the idea that the ambiguity of transcendence is the 

starting point and the central problem of his critique of cognition. The word “transcendence” 

describes the common fact that the object of cognition is not genuinely contained in the 

cognitive act. So, how are we able to grasp the physical thing that is ahead of us? To be 

specific, the cogitatio is a mental process that leads to a physical thing that in essence does 

not exist within the cognitive act. The second meaning that Husserl gives to the word 

“transcendence” has to do with the concept of evidence. All cognition, which is not evident, 

is transcendent inasmuch as it posits something beyond what is truly given within cognition.
1
 

These two aspects are obviously connected, but their confusion is the mistake that explains 

the course of phenomenology. In this reflection, we find the influence of Husserl’s master, 

Franz Brentano, a former Catholic priest. From a historical perspective, let us remember that 

his teaching was the point of divergence between three major trends of thought among his 

students: phenomenology, analytical philosophy and psychoanalysis. This detail is important 

because we suspect an unconscious
3
 theological questioning to be the source of these 

“schisms” from metaphysics. From a conceptual perspective, we must focus on the concept 

of intentionality, of which Brentano emphasized the scholastic origin. In Psychology from an 

Empirical Standpoint (1874), he explains that every mental phenomenon includes the 

inexistence of an intentional object within itself.
2
 As Husserl admitted, this concept was 

central in the development of phenomenology. And then we see that if intentionality is 

principally transcendence (since the intentional object is usually correlated with the existence 

of a physical thing situated in the material world) it is also immanence, since the mental 

image is situated within the consciousness. In other words, there is a transcendence that runs 

through it and attempts to pierce beyond the intentional object towards reality. Since 

intentionality is the “founding act” of phenomenology, we can appreciate that this philosophy 

is favourable to the resurgence of religious questioning. Heidegger himself, whom French 

exegetes were quick to regard as atheistic, is more a neo-pagan, with all the inherent political 

implications of that sensitivity. 

  

1.3. This notwithstanding, Jean-Paul Sartre’s and Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s existentialism, 

under the influence of Marxism, was an atheistic phenomenology. How do we explain this 

contradiction? The famous statement “existence precedes essence” blinds us to a more 

fundamental struggle, the one between immanence and transcendence. The ontology of this 

post-war thought contradicts their political compliance. Transcendence is not just an attribute 

of God, it is also the property of the main philosophical tradition, the onto-theological 
                                                           
1
 Edmund Husserl, The Idea of Phenomenology (1907), trans. By William Alston and 

George Nakhnikian, 1964, pp. 26-28. 
2
 Franz Brentano, Psychology from an Empirical Standpoint (1874), trans. Antos C. 

Rancurello, D.B. Terrell and Linda L. McAlister, London, Routledge, 1995, passim. 
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character of metaphysics being essentially conservative. Immanence works as an 

undermining force, a principle of subversion that is political and religious indiscriminately. In 

contrast with transcendence that is conservative and religious, it is seditious and atheistic. 

This is the reason why the followers of Sartre, the postmodernist thought of the sixties, are 

characterized by a revival of the philosophies of immanence. Its main exponent, Gilles 

Deleuze, remarkably presents the entire history of philosophy from this viewpoint: “Putting 

their work and sometimes their lives at risk, all philosophers must prove that the dose of 

immanence they inject into world and mind does not compromise the transcendence of a God 

to which immanence must be attributed only secondarily (Nicholas of Cusa, Eckhart, 

Bruno).”
3
 This does not just mean that immanence constantly contests transcendence, but that 

any attempt to base a system on pure immanence is threatened by the temptation of 

transcendence
4
. 

  

For Deleuze, immanence is the cause of philosophy. The plane of immanence is 

prephilosophical, nonphilosophical, but it causes the appearance of philosophy by severing 

the chaos. Thus concepts, its typical products, appear in the form of transcendences rising 

from the plane of immanence. We would even go so far as to suggest that, for him, 

immanence is the heart of philosophy and transcendence a corruption. According to his 

conception, before the dawn of philosophy, concomitant with that of democracy, the 

Urstaaten were characterized by a religious thinking and a despotic organization, that is to 

say a transcendent order. Philosophical immanence appears as a factor of political and 

religious liberation. But, every time transcendence comes up again, a risk reappears. He 

points out that “whenever immanence is interpreted as immanent to Something, we can be 

sure that this Something reintroduces the transcendent”
4
 To come back to our subject, 

Deleuze confirms our intuition: “Whenever there is transcendence, […] there is religion; and 

there is Philosophy whenever there is immanence.” 

  

1.4. For modernity, Spinoza is the great figure of immanence. Deleuze does say that he is the 

“prince” or the “Christ of philosophers.” Strictly speaking, his thought is not atheistic, but the 

definitions that The Ethics provides at the outest, especially that of God as “a being 

absolutely infinite,” have the effect of a bombshell. The immanence of God does not simply 

involve a pantheistic vision of nature. It is obviously controversial, because, to sum up, there 

are two possibilities: either God exists, God and mankind share the same immanence and all 

liberty is abolished, or we have free will and God does not exist. The cohabitation of the 

Creator and His creatures, especially His omnipotence, is only possible on condition that 

transcendence intervenes between Him and us. 

  

In The Savage Anomaly (1981), Antonio Negri, a mastermind of the Italian Red Brigades and 

a friend of Deleuze and Guattari, reveals the political significance of Spinoza’s ontotheology. 

In the context of the 17th century Netherlands, he appears to be the prophet of a radical 

                                                           
3
 Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, What is Philosophy?, New York, Columbia 

University Press, 1994, p. 45. 
4
 Ibid. 5 Ibid., p. 43. 
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criticism of capitalism. So we see that the same scheme occurs repeatedly. Immanence is 

associated with atheism and “progressivism,” whereas transcendence is associated with 

religion and “conservatism.” From this perspective, the evolution of French philosophy of the 

latter half of the 20th century is remarkable. Its phenomenological background, its 

transcendent characteristic, did not prevent it from being Marxist and atheistic, and even 

more, “the ’68 thought”, “French theory” or “Post-structuralism” - by whatever name it is 

called - seems more “ideological.” By this term we do not only mean that these authors were 

politicized, as they no longer apply a doctrine, but that they offer a “deconstruction” of 

metaphysics. Genealogical work leads us to wonder about the condition of the production of 

“discourse” - to borrow a word dear to Michel Foucault - and to historicize the categories of 

truth, so much so that philosophy is challenged by social sciences and dissolved in 

“identitary” worldviews. In this context, Husserl’s influence, even Heidegger’s, in spite of 

Jacques Derrida, declined. They were too fixed on a traditional ontology. So the theological 

turn might simply be interpreted as the gradual loss of influence of Marxism from the 1980s, 

as the liberation of a school of thought that returned to its spiritual roots. But there is a 

problem with this interpretation. It suggests that philosophy falls within the province of these 

genealogical approaches. Consequently, the theological turn would be due only to the 

“conjuncture,” the penetration of politics by religion, as highlighted at the outset. We are 

defending the idea of the autonomy of philosophy. That is why, to understand the theological 

turn itself, we will focus on one of the targets of Dominique Janicaud’s book, Michel Henry, 

because his works confuse the scheme that we elaborated in the first part of our paper. 

  

2. Turn or Deviation? 

2.1. Henry’s system is atypical and inconsistent with the scheme previously described, since 

it is a religious and conservative phenomenology, but at the same time it is a philosophy of 

immanence. Before presenting his works, let us recall that he was born in 1922 and belonged 

to the same generation as Althusser (1918), Deleuze (1925), Foucault (1926), Derrida (1930), 

etc. So he was influenced by the same events and fads. Before he took to the maquis in June 

1943, his first writing was about The Happiness of Spinoza. This choice is significant 

considering what we have just said about the importance of this author for immanence. Henry 

dwells on the first lines of the second part of Ethics, when Spinoza writes: “I pass now to 

explaining those things which must necessarily follow from the essence of God, or the 

infinite and eternal being - not, indeed, all of them, […] but only those that can lead us, by 

the hand, as it were, to the knowledge of the human mind and its highest blessedness.”
5
 The 

Latin text uses the word beatitudo. Henry considers that Spinoza’s geometric method is only 

the form that philosophy requires for its inquiry. But it conceals the fundamental intuition 

that life fits the unity of substance in God and the blessedness, which is related. Prior to 

rationality, there is a desire for happiness which can only be apprehended by feeling. From 

part III of Ethics, dedicated to 'affects', he characterizes happiness as the internal feeling to be 

oneself. This book is really impressive, because the main outlines of Henry’s future system 

are given. It also indicates a change of generation. The purely rational understanding of 

consciousness, inherited from the neo-Kantians (Henry criticises in particular the 

interpretations of Spinoza by Léon Brunschvicg and Victor Delbos), is replaced by 

phenomenology, which is more attentive to feelings. 

                                                           
5
 Spinoza, A Spinoza reader: the Ethics and other works, Princeton, Princeton 

University Press, 1994, p. 115. 
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His second study, Philosophy and Phenomenology of the Body,
6
 completed in 1950, is 

concerned with the ontology of the French philosopher Pierre Maine de Biran (1766-1824). 

He borrows the idea that the feeling of the ego, identified with the internal perception of 

effort, is the primitive fact of knowledge. There again, the knowledge of the ego is related to 

God’s knowledge. Given the lack of a philosophy of religion traditionally based on 

transcendence, the immanence of the Subject is identified with God. But this self-

consciousness, rather than self-knowledge, is given prior to any representation, in the affect. 

Now consider the consequences of this philosophy of immanence on phenomenology. 

Already, the philosophy of Michel Henry appears to be unique, as it is a philosophy of 

religion based on immanence. Now, we are going to see that it converts phenomenology itself 

to immanence. 

  

2.2. The unavoidable consequence of the promotion of the immanence of consciousness, 

which is present in Husserl’s thinking as well, is that Henry must be opposed to the 

transcendentalisation of phenomenology practised by Heidegger and Sartre. In order to 

understand the difference between these followers, remember that Brentano, following the 

Scholastic pattern, understood intentio as an internal motion to consciousness (in tendere). 

Husserl, with a gesture comparable to that of Descartes when he broke with the traditional 

reading of Aristotle in Rules for the Direction of the Mind, adds the res extensa to this res 

intensa. It emerges from Cartesian Meditations (1931) that if the function of intentionality is 

to aim at objects, it is inseparable from intuition which feels and exceeds its meaning. 

Consciousness is described as a flow structured by the duality of retention and 'protention', 

that is to say the ego cogito is constantly a collection of events lived and undergone, a 

forecast and a synthesis
7
. So temporality precedes spatiality for Husserl. In contrast, 

Heidegger describes these three moments as three “ecstasies,” in the Greek sense of “position 

outside oneself,” in such a way that the Dasein is structured by spatiality. When Sartre claims 

“existence precedes essence,” this sentence should not been interpreted as a hierarchy, on 

which he bases his atheism, but as a chronology. But, if existence is prior to essence, so 

temporality precedes spatiality and immanence is raised above transcendence. That is what 

Henry perfectly understood. The present is only alive and different from the moment because 

there is this continuous chain of retentions and protentions. But, if there were only these two 

dimensions, life would only be grasped as past and future. Henry says: “We must 

acknowledge that the first appearance of presence, that is to say life, is prior to this 

continuous slide of impression towards past. This appearance lies precisely in the impression 

as the 'originary' impression (Urimpression).”
7
 In other words, Henry considers that the 

primacy of intentionality led Husserl, and his followers, to favour transcendence, and, at the 

same time, to miss and deny the precedence of immanence. But what does it consist of, this 

originary immanence? 

                                                           
6
 Henry, Phenomenology and Philosophy of the Body, trans. Girard Etzkorn, The 

Hague, Martinus Nijhoff, 1975. 
7
 Henry, “Qu’est-ce que cela que nous appelons la vie ?”, in: Philosophiques, vol. 5, 

n°1, 1978, p. 138: “Il faut donc reconnaître que le premier surgissement de la 
présence, c’est-à-dire la vie, est antérieur à ce perpétuel glissement de 
l’impression au passé ; il réside justement dans l’impression elle-même comme 
impression originelle (Urimpression).” 
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2.3. To understand it, we must again refer to Descartes. After epoché, when he has called 

everything into question, including his body and sensations, he writes: “ ‘At certe videre 

videor, audire, calescere’ (Yet I certainly seem to see, to hear, and to be warmed).”
8
 So 

Descartes, in spite of the lack of the body, keeps sensing. But, it is a particular mode of 

sensing, because, as indicated by the emblematic sense of sight (videor videre), this sense 

consists in sensing oneself sensing (se sentir sentant). Following Descartes, it allows Henry 

to redouble the concept of sensing, since there is a mediate sensing, which corresponds to the 

five senses and lies in transcendence, and an immediate sensing, suitable for immanence. 

When Descartes makes his famous utterance: “Cogito ergo sum,” he does not only say that 

the act of thinking is the ultimate certainty, but that this particular reflexive thought shows 

that sensing precedes thinking, that he senses himself thinking: “Thought’s essential self-

sensing is not merely different from ek-static sensing; it excludes it, and precisely this 

exclusion determines the concept of immediacy.”
9
 This primitive sensing of thought, Henry 

calls it “life” (la vie), and he says: “Life reveals itself in the radical immanence of its pure 

pathos” (“La vie se révèle dans l’immanence radicale de son pur pathos”).
10

 Indeed, he 

returned to the roots of phenomenality, as such this immanence is called “radical,” and this 

immanence, as a pure feeling or sensing, is characterised by its passiveness. Now, it may 

seem that this radical immanence is very far from our topic, the philosophy of religion. In 

fact, this self-sensing is not only “self-affection,” but also “self-revelation,” and, as you can 

guess, is the place where God manifests His presence. 

 

How does Henry make this jump? In The Essence of Manifestation (1963), he devotes several 

paragraphs to Meister Eckhart (c. 1260- c. 1328) whose principal thesis is the identification 

of the essence of the soul with God. Henry do not want to reduce it to its mystical dimension, 

but gives it an ontological meaning. For him, the Rhineland mystic develops a critique of 

knowledge which “[makes] evident a phenomenological dimension which is of itself foreign 

to exteriority.” So radical immanence becomes the receptacle of divine presence, of a unity 

with God, which is lived as blessedness,
11

 like Spinoza. The question now is to decide 

whether phenomenology, the most advanced theory of continental philosophy, though it had 

many forerunners, can move in that direction. Does theology constitute an addition to and 

regression for phenomenology or its natural development? 

                                                           
8
 Henry, The Genealogy of Psychoanalysis, trans. Douglas Brick, Stanford, Stanford 

University Press, 1993, p. 17. 
9
 Ibid., p. 22. 

10
 Henry, “La vie se révèle dans l’immanence radicale de son pur pathos,” in: Le 

magazine littéraire, n°403, novembre 2001, p. 53. 
11

 Henry, The Essence of Manifestation, trans. Girard Etzkorn, The Hague, Martinus 
Nijhoff, 1973, p. 436. “Béatitude” is translated by “Happiness.” 
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        Michel Henry 

How does Henry make this jump? In The Essence of Manifestation (1963), he devotes several 

paragraphs to Meister Eckhart (c. 1260- c. 1328) whose principal thesis is the identification 

of the essence of the soul with God. Henry do not want to reduce it to its mystical dimension, 

but gives it an ontological meaning. For him, the Rhineland mystic develops a critique of 

knowledge which “[makes] evident a phenomenological dimension which is of itself foreign 

to exteriority.” So radical immanence becomes the receptacle of divine presence, of a unity 

with God, which is lived as blessedness,
12

 like Spinoza. The question now is to decide 

whether phenomenology, the most advanced theory of continental philosophy, though it had 

many forerunners, can move in that direction. Does theology constitute an addition to and 

regression for phenomenology or its natural development? 

 

3.1. The Theological Turn of French Phenomenology is more a scathing attack than a well-

argued treatise. In passing we may say that the discussion on religion is always awkward, 

because it brings together people of faith and staunch atheists - that is to say people who are 

alike in that they share the same assumption of certainty. A calm examination of this topic, in 

contrast, calls for agnosticism and the denial of certitude. Let us try to remain reserved. For 

Janicaud, that radical immanence to which Henry returns is the first condition of perceptive 

transcendence. So he pretends to attain a more originary grasp than Heidegger and Husserl. 

But what remains when this level of reduction is reached? Henry answers that “Immanence is 

the originary mode according to which is accomplished the revelation of transcendence and 

hence of the originary essence of revelation.”
12

 The shift in meaning is clever, but it is not 

unintentional to substitute the word “revelation” for “manifestation” or “affection.” 

  

First the phenomenality is abandoned for a mere inner passiveness, and then he stealthily 

introduces God. If we believe Henry to be sincere, the disclosing of God’s existence occurs at 

the end of his peculiar epoché. This is all the more remarkable as revelation occurs 

traditionally in transcendence, on the occasion of an apparition. Its change to immanence fits 

with the revelation of faith. But, the problematic detail is that the methodical work that 

Husserl does, has a scientific rigour of its own, with which an encounter with God is not able 

to fit. Besides, it is not so much this introduction of theology into philosophy that upsets 

                                                           
12

 Dominique Janicaud et alii, Phenomenology and the “theological turn”: the 
French debate, New York, Fordham University Press, 2000, p. 72 
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Janicaud as the ontological weakness of this result: “Its reserve—unless it is actually 

poverty—is to be discovered and confessed.”
13

 It is due to this “immanent autoreference to 

manifestation” that he denounces it as a “tautological circularity.”
14

 Janicaud considers also 

that 'life' benefits from traditional attributes of God: “autoaffection, eternity, absence of 

finitude, omnicompleteness (it is all reality).” Yet, he admits that it does not fit the whole 

definition of “the God of Catholic orthodoxy.” Furthermore, Husserl already inferred the 

structure that Henry describes, and its tautology is a form of solipsism. We can criticize him 

for identifying it with God. But we have actually the impression that it was not a wilful 

outcome, that the philosophical reduction ended in a mystical revelation, which surprised 

him. This “intellectual” conversion, that is its fundamental characteristic, seems sincere after 

all. So let us try to defend Michel Henry, and more generally phenomenology. 

  

3.2. As well as considering the case of Henry, Janicaud sifts out the genuine 

phenomenologists. The problem is that he expels the most brilliant thinkers of their 

generation, such as Paul Ricoeur and Emmanuel Levinas. Can we consider that our scheme, 

that is to say, transcendence prompting a religious questioning, accounts for this deviation? 

  

Such is the view of Mikel Dufrenne, in a preface untitled “For a non-theological philosophy” 

(1973). (Dufrenne is more known through aesthetics. A book about him is going to be 

published under my direction.) Briefly, he considers that ontico-ontological difference, by 

referring to Being, which is, absent or forgotten, creates a transcendence and develops a 

“negative theology” (we find again Meister Eckhart). So he requires us not to make a 

hypostasis of Being (we find again Plotinus). His views are confused. But he shows that 

Jacques Derrida, following the influence of Heidegger, brings backs theological questioning. 

The ontology of presence, in spite of the fact that it agrees with atheism in principle, is 

always tempted to become an onto-theology. So, we must revise the diagnosis made by 

Janicaud. There was not a theological turn at that time. An underlying and ongoing inquiry 

simply reappeared owing to the eclipse of materialism. Not only the immediate followers of 

Husserl, like Edith Stein or Max Scheler, were challenged by theological questioning, but 

even militant atheists experienced a disconcerting experience that is the result of the 

weakness of human thought. Of course, it is possible to refuse to think anything else than 

what is material, present and visible. But this simple and evident immanence always calls for 

a transcendence to an otherness, that is impossible to deny, once it has been evoked. Thus, a 

concrete particular thought evokes a meditation on the absent and the invisible. So, the 

scheme that we discussed is valid: transcendence is traditionally associated with God, 

whereas immanence fosters atheism; but we just saw that postmodernism, in the broad sense 

of the term, confuses or reverses these identities. We therefore believe that we should 

combine immanence and transcendence to renew our theological understanding of the 

relationship with God. 

  

                                                           
13

 Ibid., p. 73. 
14

 Ibid, p. 74. 
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Finally, I will conclude this paper by presenting a thesis, which I recently presented at a 

colloquium on the sacred, to be published in France soon. 

  

3.3. Henry prolifically uses the word “pathos,” on which we must linger. We have seen that it 

arises in the definition of Life. Radical immanence is pure affectivity, essentially circular, 

prior to any intellectuality. This identity to oneself is not only the inmost depths of the ego, 

the “deep down inside,” but also the place, to believe his statements, where everyone can 

come and find full happiness in the presence of God. The term “pathos” is meant to underline 

the passiveness of the affect, which is a kind of inner sensation. But we notice that it is 

ambivalent, since “life experiences itself in the pathos of its suffering and happiness”.
15

 Of 

course, pathos refers to Passion, which means that the relationship with the Christian God 

must be understood in two ways. First, radical immanence reveals the truth of life. It appears 

in happiness given by the passiveness in relation to an object that is identical to oneself, but 

grasped in an intuitive presence. Secondly, the other meaning of pathos seems the 

consequence of the introduction of transcendence into immanence. Let us recall that the 

incarnation means that Christ is able to suffer in his flesh, but also that sharing our sufferings 

and giving his life for us, he has absolved our sins. This ambivalence is related to the idea 

that the immanence of the self, a pure affection, is blessedness, whereas transcendence, which 

begins in the passiveness of sensations, is suffering. Blessedly, the flesh is not just suffering. 

It is also pleasure. But, for this kind of philosopher, according to ancestral tradition, for 

example Epicureanism, bliss consists in escaping the constraint of transcendence, to become 

a pure soul or mind. Henry uses the expression the “weight of existence” (le fardeau de 

l’existence).
17

 In existential terms, life contrasts with existence, immanence with 

transcendence. Now, if this understanding fulfils a certain spiritualism or intellectualism, it 

goes against the spirit of Christianity. A God who reveals himself in pure transcendence is 

necessarily numinous and extraneous to Jesus’ merciful message. But a God who is inferred 

from ipseity, even in a mystical form, is a “God of theologians,” not of believers. As we have 

already said, we think that if the theological turn of phenomenology was original, it is 

because its problematics and methodology lead to combining immanence with transcendence 

in the inquiry into intersubjectivity. 

  

Conclusion 

One notion is strangely absent from Henry’s system. This is the word of “empathy” 

(Husserl’s Einfühlung). With the aim of prolonging further Henry’s reflection, we should 

define empathy as the inevitably vain attempt to grasp the pathos of others. It is peculiar that 

Henry, who extols love in his four novels, does not devote more attention to this dimension. 

The fact is that his most famous story, which won the Renaudot Prize, is entitled Love with 

Closed Eyes (L’amour les yeux fermés). Of course, love is blind, but to shut one’s eyes, even 

when one makes love, is not the best way to take an interest in the loved one. Joking apart, as 

it was clearly understood by Edith Stein, empathy does not only confront us with the mystery 

of others, but also with the mystery of God, who should be present in the immanence of our 

neighbour, or in nature. Each of us is partly a mystery for himself, but self-knowledge is too 

much absorbing to be the place where God reveals Himself. Self-knowledge is self-centred. 

                                                           
15

 Henry, The Genealogy of Psychoanalysis, op. cit., p. 269. 
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On the contrary, the unfathomableness of others necessarily represents a challenge to a theory 

that advocates going back to things themselves and must find a way to differentiate living 

beings from inanimate things.That, in our eyes, is the origin of the religious meditation that 

haunts phenomenology. Notably, the love of the neighbour conceived as the primary act of 

the love of God, the attempt to understand their common mystery, accounts for the link 

between phenomenology and Christianity. 

  

Well, this theological turn is compatible with the main design of phenomenology, but is it 

admissible for a theory of knowledge? Is it characterised by a certain archaism, which may 

legitimising other thoughts, more distinctive, perhaps the mysticism of Heidegger? Should 

we announce, for the umpteenth time, the death of philosophy? Let us repeat the problem. Is 

theological concern the symptom of a way of thinking - philosophy - which is forever unable 

to be scientifically based? In our opinion, with due respect to science, speculation is a 

distinctive feature of philosophy, that is to say the intellectual courage to wonder at things 

that we know nothing about. Others and God, if He exists, are the special subjects of this kind 

of questioning. That is why theology is not the last frontier of philosophy. It is on the 

contrary the limit of human knowledge, which must be at the heart of our project. 

 

 

 

Habit, Practice, Repetition - The Gentle Path to 

Weight Gain 
 

Anthony Morgan 

 

In a fictitious dialogue Roger Scruton explores the motivation behind disenchantment’s 

charm: 

Knowing that we cannot stand against the force of science, we decide instead to join it. We 

pull down our dear illusions, hurry impatiently onwards, to the point where nature will be 

stripped of her moral clothing, and stand before us as she really is – not a she but an it. In this 

way we take revenge on the hopes which disappointed us. 

 

It is this final sentence I would like to consider. Simon Critchley writes that philosophy 

‘begins in disappointment’, specifically the disappointment that emerges from having to 

accept our limitedness and our finiteness. Following Kant, Critchley writes, the ‘great 

metaphysical dream of the soul moving frictionless towards knowledge of itself, things in 
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themselves and God is just that, a dream’. Kant gave us a ‘lesson in limitation’, and one that 

we continue to struggle to come to terms with. Nietzsche’s proclaimed Death of God was 

seen by many as a revolutionary call to embrace the possibilities that post-religious thinking 

presents, and yet, as Mark Wrathall has suggested, ‘it is a terrible misreading of Nietzsche’s 

proclamation of the death of God to take it as a bald atheism, an undisguised declaration of 

the end of everything that is divine... [T]hose who think that the proclamation could mean 

this must themselves be starting with an inadequate conception of God’. We can see how 20
th

 

century movements like postmodernism threw out God, religion, metaphysics, even belief 

itself, and left nothing in its place, for there was no recognition that anything needed to be 

provided. 

  

Nietzsche sounded a warning when he connected the Death of God with the emptiness of a 

life in which ‘it will appear for a long time as if all weightiness were gone from things’. 

Wrathall understands Nietzsche’s comment on weightiness to refer to ‘mattering’ or 

‘importance’, writing that following the Death of God, ‘we lose a sense that our 

understanding of things – including having a shared vision of the good, or a notion of the 

correct way to live a life, or an idea of justness, and so on – is grounded in something more 

than just our willing it to be so’. Our post-religious thinking veers between an ironic 

distancing and a jaded pseudo-nihilism, such as the ultimate questions of life are dismissed or 

trivialised.  

  

Consider the late novelist and essayist David Foster Wallace. In a review of Joseph Frank’s 

biography of Dostoevsky, Wallace contrasts the ‘degrees of passion, conviction, and 

engagement with deep moral issues’ displayed by Dostoevsky with the novelists of our time 

who he describes as ‘so thematically shallow and lightweight, so morally impoverished’. 

Wallace asks why ‘we seem to require of our art an ironic distance from deep convictions or 

dangerous questions, so that contemporary writers have to either make jokes of them or else 

try to work them in under cover of some formal trick’. Elsewhere he refers to the ‘congenital 

scepticism’ of our culture, noting that ‘our intelligentsia distrust strong belief, open 

conviction. Material passion is one thing, but ideological passion disgusts us on some deep 

level’. Similarly Milan Kundera captures the paradoxical situation of being burdened by the 

weight of lightness: 

Is heaviness truly deplorable and lightness splendid? The heaviest of burdens crushes us, we 

sink beneath it, it pins us to the ground. But the heavier the burden, the closer our lives come 

to the earth, the more real and truthful they become. Conversely, the absolute absence of a 

burden causes man to be lighter than air, to soar into the heights, take leave of the earth and 

his earthly being, and become only half real, his movements as free as they are insignificant. 

What then shall we choose? Weight or lightness? 

  

We can see in Iris Murdoch’s work the fears that a commitment to weightiness in the moral 

life entail in our times: 
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Of course one is afraid that the attempt to be good may turn out to be meaningless, or at best 

something vague and not very important, or turn out as Nietzsche described it. 

  

Elsewhere she critically engages with her defence of the idea of the ‘Good’ understood in a 

Platonic sense, and so in strong opposition to post-religious thinking: 

At this point someone might say, all this is very well, the only difficulty is that none of it is 

true... To speak of Good in this portentous manner is simply to speak of the old concept of 

God in a thin disguise. But at least ‘God’ could play a real consoling and encouraging role... 

‘Good’ even as a fiction is not likely to inspire, or even be comprehensible to, more than a 

small number of mystically minded people who, reluctant to surrender ‘God’, fake up ‘Good’ 

in his image, so as to preserve some kind of hope. 

  

Let’s briefly consider Sartre as someone who would have strongly opposed Murdoch on ideas 

of the ‘Good’, and about whom Murdoch herself wrote extensively. Sartre rebels against any 

a priori notions of morality or the Good. In Being and Nothingness, he writes that: 

My freedom is the unique foundation of values and…nothing, absolutely nothing, justifies me 

in adopting this or that particular value… My freedom is anguished at being the foundation of 

values while itself without foundation… It is anguish before values which is the recognition 

of the ideality of values. 

  

The idea of creating our own values in a meaningless and absurd world is of course very 

appealing in some respects, especially for those who are keen to push the limits of the 

possible - political, moral, intellectual, erotic, and so on - beyond the previous boundaries 

imposed by the presence of supposedly objective values. And yet how does one create an 

ethics from an apparently fully subjective worldview? 

  

Consider Aldous Huxley’s conclusion regarding the Marquis de Sade’s philosophy: 

De Sade’s philosophy was the philosophy of meaninglessness carried to its logical 

conclusion. Life was without significance. Values were illusory and ideals merely the 

inventions of cunning priests and kings. Sensations and animal pleasures alone possessed 

reality and were alone worth living for. There was no reason why one should have the 

slightest consideration for anyone else. For those who found rape and murder amusing, rape 

and murder were fully legitimate activities. 

 

It is certainly possible to envisage the world as meaningless and lacking in values, especially 

if you are sufficiently motivated to do so (perhaps in the knowledge that this would go a long 

way to undermining religious claims to moral authority). But it is worth considering how 
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radical such a position is, for prior to the Death of God there was no need to impose values 

upon the world through an act of will; rather values were, to use a phrase that Sartre employs 

to mock such a position, ‘sown on my path as thousands of little real demands’. Historically, 

freedom of the will was achieved through submission of the will to God; only recently has 

imposition of the will on a Godless universe been equated with freedom. Traditionally the 

alienated consciousness wills, while the unified consciousness responds or receives. 

 

In her critique of existential moral philosophy, Murdoch suggests that ‘our picture of 

ourselves has become too grand, we have isolated, and identified ourselves with, an 

unrealistic conception of will, we have lost the vision of a reality separate from ourselves’. 

Similarly Martin Heidegger considers Sartre’s humanism to be a form of nihilism, the 

inevitable culmination of a mode of philosophical thinking that has increasingly subordinated 

all values to the human will, thus ignoring the meaningfulness inherent in the world around 

us. If thinking for Sartre is essentially a form of willing, for Heidegger it is a response. If 

Sartre understands consciousness as actively constituting and imposing values on the world, 

Heidegger reverses this formulation, arguing that ‘thinking never creates the house of being’; 

rather ‘Man is the shepherd of Being’. If Sartre holds the position that ‘we are precisely in a 

situation where there are only human beings’, Heidegger counters this with the assertion that 

‘we are precisely in a situation where principally there is Being’. 

While existentialism may seem to be opposed to much of the moral discourse emerging from 

science, especially in its emphasis on freedom over determinism, Murdoch sees both science 

and existentialism as guilty of dealing in too light and shallow a manner with moral 

questions, united as they are by a blanket denial of transcendence: 

We need to be enabled to think in terms of degrees of freedom, and to picture, in a non-

metaphysical, non-totalitarian, and non-religious sense, the transcendence of reality. A 

simpleminded faith in science, together with the assumption that we are all rational and 

totally free, engenders a dangerous lack of curiosity about the real world, a failure to 

appreciate the difficulty of knowing it… We are not isolated free choosers, but benighted 

creatures sunk in a reality whose nature we are constantly and overwhelmingly tempted to 

deform by fantasy… What is required is a renewed sense of the difficulty and complexity of 

the moral life and the opacity of persons. 

  

We can see in this extract some core assumptions in Murdoch’s ontology of the human: that 

we are largely selfish and mechanical in our conduct, which is driven by the ‘fat relentless 

ego’ to distort reality such that the psyche’s ‘consciousness is not normally a transparent 

glass through which it views the world, but a cloud of more or less fantastic reverie designed 

to protect the psyche from pain’. The task of moral philosophy, far from coming up with ‘a 

relaxed picture of a mediocre achievement’ that is both ‘unambitious and optimistic’, should 

be to ask: ‘Are there any techniques for the purification and reorientation of an energy which 

is naturally selfish, in such a way that when moments of choice arrive we shall be sure of 

acting rightly?’ For Murdoch, the disciplining and transformation of the fat relentless ego 

emerges as the central task for moral philosophers to face. As Stephen Mulhall puts it, the 

transformation Murdoch proposes involves ‘attending to particulars’ and ‘genuinely attuning 

one’s consciousness to its objects’, so that ‘if one fails to achieve this, then those objects will 



17 | P a g e  
 

rather be attuned to one’s consciousness, to its fantasies and distortions… In this sense, every 

subject has the object she deserves’. Similarly, Aldous Huxley writes that: 

Knowledge is always a function of being. What we perceive and understand depends upon 

what we are; and what we are depends partly on circumstances, partly, and more profoundly, 

on the nature of the efforts we have made to realize our ideal and the nature of the ideal we 

have tried to realize. 

  

That Murdoch’s position has a distinctly religious feel to it is obvious. If people talk about 

the return of religion, they may be referring primarily to the return of a particular form of 

belief, as wittily captured by Peter Sloterdijk: 

People keep believing everywhere else, but in our society we have glorified disillusionment. 

Indeed, why should Europeans be the only ones on a metaphysical diet when the rest of the 

world continues to dine unperturbed at the richly decked tables of illusion? 

 

                                               Peter Sloterdijk 

 However what Sloterdijk argues is that the practices are primary, such that the ‘false 

dichotomy of believers and unbelievers becomes obsolete and is replaced by the distinction 

between the practicing and the untrained’. Nietzsche suggests that the practice behaviour of 

humans is one of the ‘broadest and longest facts that exist’, while Sloterdijk characterises the 

ethical human being as homo repetitivus, the human in training. If the 19
th

 century stood 

under the sign of production, and the 20
th

 century under the sign of reflexivity, Sloterdijk 

argues that ‘the future should present itself under the sign of the exercise’. For Sloterdijk, the 

enlightenment ideal of progress has made us lazy, content to drift along accepting the 

moderate incremental gains that progress offers as sufficient for one’s moral, spiritual and 

existential wellbeing. The call to transcend oneself has moved from ‘You Must Change Your 

Life!’ to ‘Let Us Change Your Life!’ The kinds of radical spiritual exercises practiced by 

philosophers and thinkers since the dawn of human history now come to be looked upon as so 

much fanaticism. The vertical dimension is lost from human life, and all that remains is the 

horizontal dimension, the moderation of ethical standards and human aspirations. As 

Sloterdijk puts it: 

The central moral-historical event of [the Modern Age] was not secularization, but rather the 

de-radicalization of the ethical dimension – or, if one prefers, the de-verticalization of 

existence. This is precisely what is meant by the once-great word ‘progress’. 
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Sloterdijk offers a defence of philosophy as a fully-engaged, all-encompassing, noisy, 

emotional, dramatic, offensive, life-or-death kind of activity: 

Philosophy remains a fruitless enterprise without the awakening of the whole individual to it. 

Philosophy is the mode of thought shaped by the most radical form of prejudice: the passion 

of being-in-the-world. With the sole exception of specialists in the field, virtually everyone 

senses that anything which offers less than this passion play remains philosophically trivial. 

  

On the core goals of philosophy, Michael Foucault, who turned towards the question of 

practice and repetition in his late ethical writings asks: 

But what then is philosophy – philosophical activity I mean – if it is not the critical work that 

thought brings to bear on itself? In what does it consist, if not in the endeavour to know how 

and to what extent it might be possible to think differently, instead of legitimating what is 

already known? 

  

For Sloterdijk the practicing life, the life of training, is one that disables, via mental de-

automatization and mental decontamination, certain kinds of thinking and liberates us from 

routines and inertias that deform us and mould us into ‘living caricatures of 

averageness...and incarnated platitudes’. In the end, Sloterdijk argues that we may as well 

accept the ‘behaviouristic insult’, specifically that ‘99.9% of our existence comprises 

repetitions, mostly of a strictly mechanical nature’, that what we think of as a self is little 

more than ‘a storm of repetition sequences beneath the roof of the skull’. 

  

In light of Sloterdijk’s analysis, it is worth returning to Sartre. In his critique of Sartre’s 

account of freedom, Maurice Merleau-Ponty acknowledges the limitations that the body and 

the world place on our freedom. If Sartre endorsed the Kantian tradition’s defence of a priori 

freedom and rationality, Merleau-Ponty’s embodied account focuses on the centrality of habit 

in a way that challenges the traditional philosophical divisions of mind and body, nature and 

culture, freedom and determinism, and so on. Like Gilles Deleuze, who wrote that ‘there is 

no more striking answer to the problem of the self’ than that ‘we are habits, nothing but 

habits’, Merleau-Ponty grounds his critique of Sartre in a concrete practical account of 

freedom as lived in the world rather than as lived in the grand palaces of the philosophical 

imagination. Freedom is conditioned and thus limited by the situations in which we find 

ourselves. For Merleau-Ponty, Sartre’s resistance to a reductive causal determinism led him 

to posit an equally implausible account of freedom as akin to a Cartesian immaterial mind or 

a pure spirit. Somewhere in between these two accounts is the realistic freedom of a body 

engaged in a world that is always structured in meaningful ways due to our perception and 

action within it. For Merleau-Ponty (in contrast to Sartre) our freedom is structured through 

our habituations, our generalities, our probabilities, and not in spite of them. Contrary to 

Sartre’s ideal of absolute freedom created ex nihilo, Merleau-Ponty argues that ‘at the 
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outset...I am situated in a social environment, and my freedom, although it may have the 

power to commit me elsewhere, has not the power to transform me instantly into what I 

decide to be’. Elsewhere he again challenges Sartre by suggesting that: 

The choice which we make of our life is always based on a certain givenness. My freedom 

can draw life away from its spontaneous course, but only by a series of unobtrusive 

deflections which necessitate first of all following its course – not by any absolute creation. 

  

Merleau-Ponty argues that ‘without the roots which it thrusts into the world, [freedom] would 

not be freedom at all’. It is notable that in his later work, increasingly inspired by Marxism, 

Sartre came to acknowledge and assimilate Merleau-Ponty’s critique within its framework. 

There is something poignant about the most heroic and beautiful philosophical ideals existing 

only in the abstract world of thought, rather than the concrete world of action, but this was 

the price Sartre’s philosophy paid for his later commitment to Marxism. 

 

Determinism may feel like the future is already in place, leading to a kind of fatalism or 

resignation; the metaphor for the determinist world could be a set of train tracks drawing us 

inexorably along until the end of the line. However, it may be that determinism need not 

involve fatalism, but rather the acceptance that we cannot aspire to the kind of freedom that is 

sufficiently autonomous and self-governing to aim for the absolute ideal of negating the 

material world altogether. Change in a deterministic universe is possible, but requires hard 

work. As Arpaly puts it: 

While it is normally easy to raise your arm by choice, it normally appears impossible to 

change a belief by similar choice... We can will mental acts, like deliberating and imagining, 

just as easily as we can will physical acts, such as raising an arm. But just as we cannot 

directly will our height or weight, we cannot will into existence, or out of existence, desires, 

or beliefs, or concerns, or values. 

  

In fact, as she goes on to argue that ‘to change anything of that sort [i.e. beliefs, desires, etc.] 

you will have to engage with the laws of nature just as carefully as an engineer’. Similarly 

Richard Holton writes that: 

In a deterministic model it is still true that different changes require people to put in different 

amounts of effort, and, crucially, that the effort they put in makes a difference. If there hadn’t 

been the effort, the outcome would have been different. So it is still true that in that sense 

people act: their efforts are not thwarted by forces that ensure an inevitable outcome. 

  

The question of freedom becomes less about whether we have it, so much as how we can 

acquire it. As we have seen, philosophers from Kant to Sartre have posited freedom as the 

ground for morality, whereas religious traditions have tended to see liberation as the goal of 

sustained practice and devotion. As Clare Carlisle suggests, given these contrasting positions 
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‘it is no surprise that we find in our religious traditions a more serious and profound 

encounter with the difficulty of becoming different, and a more productive effort to teach and 

learn techniques of liberation’. 

  

So the distinction between practicing and non-practicing beings is a false one – the true 

distinction is between those who engage in corrupt and harmful forms of training and those 

who do not. In this sense, as Sloterdijk points out, the move from one form to another form 

implies a conversion, implies the statement ‘I herewith leave the shared reality’ or ‘I wish to 

leave the continuum of the false and harmful’. In a manner that is reminiscent of 

Schopenhauer’s call for renunciation, Sloterdijk reminds us of how absurdly easy the 

attachment to the abhorrent can be, how immune we can become to the call to change our 

lives, even if this is in our own interests. We are reminded of the frog who is thrown into a 

pan of boiling water and jumps out immediately, but when placed in a pan of water that is 

heated very gradually loses the tension to spring when the moment to leap arrives. 

  

Sloterdijk suggests that Schopenhauer’s doctrine of the resignation of the Will ‘reminds us 

that the unbounded hunger for life will not be able to solve the problems created by its free 

exercise by intensifying itself even more’. Nietzsche’s Dionysian dreams following the Death 

of God came far too late in humanity’s history. As Sloterdijk writes, ‘the only fact of 

universal ethical significance in the current world is the diffusely and ubiquitously growing 

realisation that things cannot continue in this way’. In contrast to what he terms the 

‘paralyzing harmlessness of all current [ethical] discourses’, Sloterdijk argues that ‘ethics 

can only be based on the experience of the sublime’, that ‘only the sublime is capable of 

setting up the overtaxing that enables humans to head for the impossible’. 

  

We can see many similarities between Murdoch and Sloterdijk in their accounts of the moral 

life. Both denounce the idea that humans are free in the sense that philosophers from Kant to 

Sartre described to ground their ethics; rather we are largely mechanical creatures of habit 

whose freedom emerges as the result of engaging in certain habits or practices rather than our 

habits or practices being grounded in freedom. Both see in religions important guides for how 

we are to become attuned to the world in such a way that will allow it to show up once again 

as possessing depth and weightiness; however, both focus primarily on religious practice over 

theory and doctrine. Both critique the ‘harmlessness’ and mediocrity of current moral 

philosophy, and seek to counter the disappearance of depth in philosophy, which they both 

see as a consequence of damaging cultural trends following the Death of God. Ultimately, 

both seek to use philosophy to give weight back to a world that they perceive to have become 

unbearably light. 
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William Craig's Eight Reasons for God - Refuted 
 Norman Bacrac 

 

 

First delivered as a lecture to Conway Hall Ethical Society, 19 April 2015 and published in 

the Ethical Record, May 2015. 

  

William Lane Craig is Research Professor of Philosophy at the Talbot School of Theology, 

California. He travels the world lecturing and debating to large audiences on the alleged 

revival of Christianity and the alleged demise of atheism. In the November 2013 (issue 99) of 

the popular bimonthly magazine Philosophy Now he had an article entitled “Does God 

Exist?”  In that article, he claims there has been a “resurgence of interest in an old subject, 

natural theology”. 

  

What is natural theology? It’s the attempt to prove God’s existence without appeal to any 

alleged revelation, but just relying on purely philosophical arguments, such as the 

cosmological – the origin of the universe; the design argument – the universe seems to be 

designed. Craig thinks there are now good arguments for these old issues and he’s also 

brought in some new arguments. He believes there has been a ‘renaissance’ of Christian 

philosophy, mainly in the USA. These new arguments have been ignored, Craig says, by the 

so-called ‘new atheists’ - Richard Dawkins, Sam Harris, Christopher Hitchens and Dan 

Dennett, who just attack the bad historical record of religions and its sociological causes. So I 

shall now deal with Craig’s eight reasons for the existence of God. 

        

Reason no 1. God is the best explanation why anything at all exists 

A question we can all ask is ‘Why does anything at all exist?’ Here, Craig asserts that the 

existence of the universe wasn’t necessary – it didn’t have to exist. So, he says, (i) it must 

have an explanation for its existence that (ii) itself needs no explanation. Are these true? 

  

(i) Does every event have to have an explanation? Up to about the year 1900, in the era of 

what’s called ‘classical physics’, the world was thought to be governed by strict laws, for 

example Newton’s laws, which specified exactly how each atom would behave once the 

forces acting on it were known. Physics since the beginning of the 20th century, with the 

advent of the quantum, has had to accept that there are causeless events in nature. Nature is 

not completely deterministic. Atomic events, for example the moment when a radium atom 

emits an alpha particle – have no explanation assigned to them. All one can say about this 

event is that there is about a 50% chance that the alpha particle is emitted within 1600 years. 
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An alpha particle might be emitted after one second, after ten million years, or never. This 

arbitrariness applies throughout the physical world at the atomic level. 

   

As we cannot now say that it’s necessary that every event has an explanation, Craig is 

therefore wrong to think that current science is bound to the proposition that there are no 

spontaneous events. It may be that the universe itself as a whole does not have an 

explanation. To assert as Craig does that ‘every event has an explanation’ is a metaphysical 

assertion, going beyond science. Scientists and naturalists might have to remain content to 

accept that the universe may ultimately have no explanation. If this is so, there is no 

requirement for a ‘best’ explanation. So the premise of Craig’s argument fails, together with 

its conclusion that ‘God is the best explanation why anything at all exists’. (By the way, this 

does not imply we have to accept that an un-explained ‘Big Bang’ 13.8 billion years ago is 

the last word on cosmology. The universe might be infinitely old. This issue comes up in 

Craig’s 2nd argument.) 

  

(ii) Craig joyfully races on to declare that the explanation of the universe is a ‘transcendent 

personal being’ which necessarily exists. (Whether pure logic can construct such beings is 

dealt with in Reason 7). Craig somehow knows that this being of his wanted to create the 

universe although it didn’t have to. To have ‘wants’ it had to be conscious. Craig can 

therefore say it’s a personal being. He’s clearly grooming it to possess all the attributes he 

wants his god to have. 

  

The Fair Way to Start 

Let’s start again to answer the question why anything at all exists. Craig doesn’t treat the 

question fairly because he starts by assuming that the universe exists and the problem is to 

find an explanation for it. This is a false start. Actually the right way to start to answer the 

question ‘Why does anything at all exist?’ is to assume that nothing whatsoever exists, 

neither universe nor ‘beings’ of any sort. Then we note the purely logical problem here which 

faces theists as well as atheists. This is that we all have to start our answer with some 

statement that itself will get no explanation, precisely because it is the starting point. Given 

that, there seem to be two starting points, (a) complex and (b) simple: 

  

(a) Craig’s complex (although he’ll claim it’s simple!) starting point: the greatest possible 

mind, that can do anything it wants, like the joker in the pack, whose words can summon 

matter into existence, and then calculate every detail of the future state of the universe. Being 

also perfectly good, it did this just for us (and the Ebola virus?). Omnipotence, we are told, 

can of course create matter out of nothing -- but as David Hume might have pointed out, the 

minds we know about, our minds, cannot create matter out of nothing. On the contrary, our 

experience is of minds emerging from and dependent on, matter -- we have no experience of 

matter being called into existence by mind, so we have no reason to believe that that magical 

process is possible. 
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(b) The atheist’s simple starting point: A mind-less material universe having the potential for 

evolving life and mind in at least one planet (and millions of earth-like planets are now 

known to exist). 

  

It’s ultimately up to you which you think is more reasonable. Given that either (a) or (b), God 

or the universe, is going to enter existence without a cause, I choose (b), the simpler solution. 

Given that something has to pop into existence without further explanation, I find it easier to 

imagine the simple popping into existence rather than the complex. Although at present the 

universe, with its galaxies of stars and planets such as the earth having life, is very 

complicated, we have discovered how all that complexity evolved from a very simple 

beginning. The laws of physics are ultimately resolvable into just one law, one system, which 

itself was not conscious and had no intention to evolve us. All the present complexity has 

come about entirely by the operation of the principles of physics. We can explain, in ever-

increasing detail, how the complex arises from the simple, with animal minds and human 

consciousness a very late, and, from the viewpoint of eternity, a very ephemeral product. This 

is materialism: that mind emerges as a product of matter, simply in accordance with its laws. 

  

Reason no 2. God is the best explanation of the origin of the universe 

Craig seems anxious to prove that the universe began to exist and that time had a beginning, 

because he believes that everything that begins has a cause. Craig perhaps thinks that if the 

universe were eternal then, like his God, it would not need a prior cause – convenient for 

him! However, whether time itself is finite or infinite is up to physics to decide. Roger 

Penrose, in his 2012 Conway Memorial Lecture, put forward his theory called ‘conformal 

cyclic cosmology’, which the Conway Hall Ethical Society has published. This is reminiscent 

of Fred Hoyle’s 1956 Conway Memorial Lecture when he expounded his ‘steady state’ 

cosmology. Both theories implied that the universe was infinitely old and so had no 

beginning -- they were eternal. In the Penrose cosmology, entropy (or ‘disorder’) is ‘reset’ to 

a low value at the end of every cycle and so avoids the usual criticism of the infinitely old 

universe – the inexorable growth of entropy. Penrose claims we now have astronomical 

evidence of events in the cycle or aeon previous to ‘our’ Big Bang. 

  

Thus the latest physics raises doubts about the Big Bang being the origin of the universe. This 

question is by no means settled. Craig would nevertheless like to show that an infinitely old 

universe is logically impossible, so he often employs the antique ‘Kalam’ argument. This 

avers that there can only be a finite number of events before the present, otherwise we would 

never get here. Actually, there are an infinite number of instants (and hence events) in any 

finite amount of time – surprisingly – so the Kalam argument is false. Craig thus cannot rule 

out a universe without a beginning. 
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Reason no 3. God is the best explanation of the applicability of mathematics to the physical 

world 

This pseudo-problem shows a complete misunderstanding of what mathematics is and how 

the most appropriate mathematics can be chosen to apply to the world. Craig (following 

Eugene Wigner) says the fact that the maths we invent can so successfully be applied to the 

world is unreasonable, and could not have happened by chance. He says that only God could 

have designed a world that would be susceptible to mathematical description. 

  

What is the applicability of maths? One of the first attempts to apply maths to the world was 

Ptolemy’s. He had the common-sense view of the sun, moon, planets and stars circling 

around a motionless earth at the centre, a geocentric model. To explain the retrograde motion 

of Mars, he set Mars on its own extra little circle, called an epicycle, rolling around its main 

circle. This gave an acceptable account of the observed position of Mars for 1500 years. Then 

Copernicus got fed up with the discrepancies between Mars’ observed position and its 

epicycle. He decided that circles and epicycles did not apply to the planets. Did that mean 

that mathematics did not apply to the planets? No, of course not. Copernicus proposed the 

heliocentric or solar system, with the sun at the centre and all the planets circling around it. 

No epicycles: just a different mathematical system. But this scheme was not perfect either. 

The planets did not move in exact circles. Did astronomers then give up on mathematics? No, 

of course not. Kepler tried ellipses. Success! As long as the sun was put at the focus of an 

ellipse, each planet orbited the sun in its own ellipse. 

  

Kant in the 18th century, along with almost everyone else, thought that the geometry of the 

universe was Euclidian, where a triangle has 180 degrees. In 1915, Einstein’s new theory of 

gravity implied that the universe may not be like this. The mathematicians had by then 

invented several non-Euclidian geometries. Einstein found one that exactly fitted his 

requirement that very large triangles (eg around the sun) could have more than 180 degrees – 

we now say space is curved. 

  

There are many such examples where we invent, or construct, the appropriate mathematics to 

fit the data. Every possible physical world must have a principled structure and every 

structure has a mathematical representation. It would not be possible to have a world, as 

opposed to a chaos, that did not have a mathematical description. In fact, there is no limit to 

the number and type of mathematical structures.  Whatever structure the physics of the world 

demanded, mathematicians could invent the appropriate mathematical system to describe it, 

drawing it down from an infinite Platonic realm containing all possible structures. The key to 

open this infinite realm is the imagination and creativity of the mathematicians. God does not 

hold this key, nor does he control the realm of mathematics. There cannot possibly be an 

argument for God here because there really is no mystery that needs explaining. 

  

Reason no 4. God is the best explanation for the fine tuning of the universe for intelligent life 
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This recently very popular version of the design argument is a good example of how religious 

apologists have completely reversed their position. From ancient times till Darwin, the 

standard refrain used to be that life on earth was evidence of supernatural design. Evolution 

by natural selection scotched that argument. Theologians also used to say that inanimate 

matter was incapable of life and consciousness unless given dose of life force, a soupcon of 

elan vital. Humans had given to them before birth the additional feature of an immortal soul. 

Descartes stated the classic form of this dualism – a material body combined with a non-

material, immortal mind. 

  

These views began to crumble as science advanced. In 1834, the first organic compound was 

synthesised from the chemical elements. It could no longer be maintained that living matter 

was quite distinct from non-living matter -- we are made of the same stuff as the rest of the 

physical world. However, until mid-20th century, sermons would routinely maintain that 

mere physics and chemistry could never explain heredity. This magic was evidence of God’s 

activity. Then in 1953 the structure of DNA was elucidated and the mechanism of heredity 

was revealed. We now believe that intelligence and consciousness are functions of brain 

activity. 

  

The apologists have gone into reverse. They now say that far from the material world being 

inert, it was specially formulated to produce life. We are supposed to imagine that, ‘before’ 

(!) time began, God sat up on his mighty Wurlitzer, twiddling all the knobs controlling the so-

called ‘constants’ of nature – factors which figure in the important equations of physics. 

There was a knob for fixing the speed of light, another for gravity which determined how 

strongly atoms attracted each other. There was a knob for the electric charge, which 

determined the strength of electric forces, and there was also a knob for Planck’s constant, 

which determined when the peculiar quantum rules became significant. 

  

Craig assumes that these knobs could be twiddled independently of the rest of the laws of 

physics. He asks us to imagine God twiddling them, fine tuning them, calculating into the far 

future of each possible arrangement until he heard the sound he wanted. At that point God 

said ‘Let this universe be’ – and the Big Bang banged. However, according to the new 

multiverse theories, eg ‘string’ theories, there are billions of other ‘bubble’ universes parallel 

to this one, with different constants, in most of which life would not have evolved. We are in 

a universe that can evolve life, just as the earth is the only planet in the solar system where 

life could evolve. ‘Fine tuning’ was not needed. So God is not the best explanation for life as 

there never was any ‘fine tuning’. 

  

An interesting consequence of the Big Bang creation as understood by Craig is that we are 

supposed to believe that the whole evolution of the universe, starting from an infinitely dense 

point at an infinite temperature, was predetermined by God to produce us after 13.8 billion 

years. This means that the detailed structure of the initial, primeval atom contained within it 

the infinite precision needed for this eventuality. That was the point of all the fine tuning. 
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Around 1820, the mathematician Pierre Laplace gave a graphic illustration of determinism. 

He imagined a super-intelligent demon with infinite powers of calculation and observation. If 

it knew the position and velocity of every particle in the universe and the laws of physics, it 

could calculate the future exactly. God is supposed to be able to accomplish effortlessly what 

the demon does. 

  

However, God’s job is even more difficult than that, because quantum physics is 

indeterministic – random events occur. This means that whatever the initial Big Bang 

conditions, no prediction would be possible, even for God. God could not afford to take the 

day off (Genesis 2.2) without losing control. He would have to override the randomness by 

guiding the evolution of every entity in the universe to be sure of producing us after 13.8 

billion years. I shall discuss the dire consequence for theology of this de facto determinism 

after concluding Craig’s 8 reasons. 

  

Reason no 5. God is the best explanation of intentional states of consciousness 

Craig’s reasoning here is quite fanciful. His argument goes like this: Only a mind can think 

about things  – OK. A mind-less piece of matter cannot think about, or be about another piece 

of matter, he says – OK. (mind you, I think the telephone directory is about peoples’ 

telephone numbers, although I accept that the directory itself doesn’t know it’s about them.) 

Craig then says: we can think about things because we have minds – which, he says, are more 

than matter, a special gift from God – no. I say our minds are just material, an inevitable 

product of natural selection… 

  

We can see the beginnings of minds with intentional states in animal behaviour. A vervet 

monkey ‘seeing a leopard’ (itself an act of intentionality) will emit a special shriek. Those 

vervets in earshot which race to the treetops survive. Those dithering on the ground, 

wondering philosophically whether that shriek could possibly be about anything, get eaten, 

leaving no descendants. It’s natural selection that we can thank for our inherited capacity for 

intentionality. Intentionality began as soon as animal brains could form associations in their 

perceptions vital for their survival, even before consciousness developed in them. Having 

God-given minds is not the reason for intentional states of consciousness. 

  

Reason no 6. God is the best explanation of objective moral values and duties 

Although some secularists do maintain that moral values are objective, ie can be true or false, 

obviously without their bringing God into it, I believe that what is objective fact is that 

certain actions cause pain and other actions cause pleasure. In my, of course subjective, 

opinion, it is wrong to cause pain and usually right to cause pleasure. The results of actions 

are objective facts, but our opinion of them remains a valuation, not a matter of being true or 

false. There is a difference between facts and values. Facts can be true – eg the earth orbits 

the sun – or false – eg the sun orbits the earth. Facts are ‘objective’ in the sense that they are 
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true even if no one believes them or knows about them. Values, on the other hand, cannot be 

true or false. I may find Verdi’s music tremendous but I don’t claim that as a fact. Values are 

‘subjective’ but that does not mean the same values, eg that ‘killing is to be prevented’, 

cannot be held (and enforced) by society at large. 

  

This is an issue where Craig and the theists believe they have a good case vis a vis the 

atheists. They like to ask humanists ‘Where do your morals come from? Aren’t your morals 

subjective, just your personal opinions?’ Craig claims that atheists cannot say that shooting 

school-children is really wrong, because it’s only their opinion, whereas he can rely on God’s 

commandment ‘Do not kill’; God’s forbidding killing is sufficient to make it ‘objectively’ 

wrong. But what is it about God’s view that makes it ‘objective’? That he is all-powerful so 

it’s only prudent to obey him? Hardly -- that doesn’t sound very ethical. 

  

Craig would no doubt say that God’s commands are ‘objective’ because God is necessarily 

good, so Craig can ‘ground his values in God’s commands’, ie whatever God commanded 

would be good. Here Socrates (in Plato’s Euthyphro) would cleverly ask, “Is killing then 

wrong just because God forbids it, or does God forbid it because he judges it wrong?” Craig 

cannot admit that in prohibiting killing, God (a being invented for this express purpose, 

atheists would say!) is simply endorsing a value held by most societies throughout history. 

Once that is admitted, God becomes redundant – he is not essential to make killing wrong. 

Craig cannot rely on God to provide the alleged ‘objective’ basis for morals. He is mistaken 

to claim that God is any explanation for objective moral values, if such exist. 

  

Reason no 7. The very possibility of God’s existence implies that God exists 

Craig, having decided that the universe does have a cause, then says ‘The cause of the 

universe has to be a logically necessary being, by which he means a being that had to exist, 

such that it involves a contradiction if it did not exist. But this means that to say ‘God does 

not exist’ involves a logical contradiction. But how can there be such a ‘necessary’ being? 

Who ordered that? (A question asked by a nuclear physicist upon the discovery of an 

unexpected new particle). 

  

According to this most bizarre piece of theology, devised by Anselm in 1077, called the 

‘ontological argument’, God is the greatest conceivable being, a maximally great being. 

Anselm claimed that it’s greater to exist than not to exist, so the greatest being must also have 

‘existence’ as one of its properties, alongside being all-powerful, all-knowing, all-good. Craig 

wants this ‘greatest’ being to exist in every logically possible world and therefore in this one. 

Frankly, I don’t think it’s possible to conjure into existence God-like beings by this sort of 

verbal trickery. Does every superlative quality refer to one of these hypothetical beings? Why 

stop at ‘greatest’? Surely, by equal scholastic logic, there must be a wickedest one, and a 

wicked being that exists is certainly wickeder than one that does not exist. Thus we can also 
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prove that the Devil exists. Kant rejected Anselm’s argument on the ground that you can’t 

just add ‘existence’ to one of the properties of your ‘possible’ being. 

  

Besides, most of us, I imagine, would see internal problems in the attributes of God as 

defined by Anselm and Craig: (i) ‘All-knowing’ – even though there are an infinite number of 

things to know. (ii) ‘all-powerful’ - ability to create matter having any attributes? And (iii), 

why would a being of the highest goodness create creatures ‘red in tooth and claw’, create (ex 

nihilo) a universe having pain and, reputedly, Hell, a place of eternal torment? (God can 

apparently create Heaven, a place without pain.) If the God, as defined, contains these 

internal contradictions, it can’t even be a candidate for existence in any possible world. It 

would need to be transparently free of doubt, which it clearly is not. Thus there is no chance 

that God’s existence can be proved by pure logic. 

  

Reason no 8. God can be personally known and experienced 

Craig admits that this is not an argument. It’s certainly not part of natural theology and so 

should not have appeared in this article. Religious experience is found all over the world, 

related to the particular local religious culture. Personal, private experiences have 

psychological causes. We can’t really count this as evidence for any particular religion. 

  

Notice that one very important issue did not figure in Craig’s eight reasons. This has to do 

with how we humans make our decisions. Most humanists and atheists would agree that we 

are formed by the constructive interaction of genes and environment. The environment of the 

genes starts nine months before birth. A mother on heroin, or who smokes, or is a heavy 

drinker will deprive her foetus of oxygen which will impair the growth of its brain. It may 

even be born an addict. The word ‘environment’ includes every signal that enters the growing 

embryo, and later the child. It doesn’t just mean the local geographical environment, although 

that of course is included. If you add together the effect of environment upon genes, you will 

explain the behaviour of the child. This continues as the child grows up, forming its 

character. The brain is plastic, that is, character can of course be modified by further 

experience and education. 

  

One very important aspect of decision-making is feeling free to make the decision we want. 

Offered a choice of tea or coffee, I feel free to choose. I think this is what people mean by 

‘acting on my own free will’ ie the ability to freely make a voluntary choice and then have 

the means to carry it out. 

  

Notice though how my mental decision was able to get my choice of drink. I assumed that my 

nervous system would cause the language system in my brain to pass the appropriate 

electrical signals to my vocal chords so that I uttered the right words to order the drink. I 
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haven’t the faintest idea of how that works in detail. I don’t know anything about the 

language system in my brain or how it connects to my vocal chords. I just hope it all works. I 

rely on the laws of physiology, based as they are on the laws of chemistry, based as they are 

on the laws of physics, to operate properly. In fact, to be technical, to operate entirely 

deterministically. I don’t want any randomness involved. If randomness intervened, I would 

be reduced to speaking gibberish. 

  

Determinism Needed for Free Will 

So I believe that to operate freely in the world, to be able to give effect to my decisions, 

requires the world to behave deterministically. My free will, as I am using the term, is not 

only quite compatible with determinism, it requires determinism. Now I referred when 

discussing Craig’s reason number 1 to the fact that according to 20th century physics, down 

at the level of atoms there does seem to be a certain randomness about their behaviour. It’s 

certainly unpredictable, but that’s also because we 

cannot get enough accurate information about what’s happening at that tiny scale. We do not 

have the final correct laws of physics so it’s too early to say whether when we do get them 

they will be deterministic or indeterministic. What we can say is that at the scale at which we 

operate, even for the neurons in our brains, any randomness averages out so we get 

approximately deterministic laws applying. There seem to be just two possibilities in logic for 

how the world might operate: 

  

1. Determinism. This means that events follow a unique trajectory, just like a video tape – 

you stop the tape, rewind it and replay it. It will always repeat itself exactly. 

2. Indeterminism. This means that events do not follow a unique trajectory. Each attempted 

replay would result in a totally different outcome. 

  

Human brains and minds must therefore also operate in one of these two possible ways. I 

have already indicated that free action requires determinism. Knowledge of how nature 

operates is also necessary to carry out any project – whether building a house or going to the 

moon. That the world behaves as if it were deterministic is convenient for us. 

  

The crisis for religion is to do with the fact that, apart possibly from Calvin’s notion of 

‘predestination’, Christians (also Jews and Muslims) usually insist that the will is also free in 

a different sense. This is called ‘libertarian free will’. It asserts that at every moment, every 

person can decide what to do independently of their past history. This form of free will can 

clearly be seen to have advantages from the point of view of social control of the population. 

The true purpose of this doctrine of free will is to restrict actions. It’s an example of 

Orwellian double-think. That’s why it has always been vehemently supported by authorities, 

the churches, the lawyers and so on. It’s the basis for blaming criminals for their misdeeds 
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and punishing them. It also gives God the justification for sending sinners to Hell. OK, let’s 

admit that society does need a justification for locking up violent people. Criminologists 

usually give four reasons for imprisoning someone: 

  

1. To stop them committing more offences; 

2. To deter them from repeating the offence once released; 

3. To deter other people from committing offences; 

4. To punish the offender because they deserved it, ie retribution. 

  

I think 1, 2 and 3 are still justified even if we came fully to understand the reasons for the 

criminal’s actions. No. 4 is not justified whether or not determinism applies. If chance was 

involved in a person’s behaviour, he couldn’t be held responsible at all. We can still call 

some people ‘responsible’ and others not responsible if we use the term to mean 

‘accountable’ for their actions. 

  

It’s time for atheists, humanists etc to take the moral high ground from the religions. 

Christians hold up compassion as a supreme virtue, whereas, from the scientific, naturalistic 

point of view, the view available to atheists, it’s actually a logical necessity. I believe that 

society is gradually coming to appreciate this way of thinking. In this respect, it has moved 

on from religion. The whole theology of sin, the judgemental god, needing a saviour… I 

think all this is predicated on a false belief about how humans work. This is the crisis that I 

believe will loom ever larger for religions in the next decades. 

  

 


