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Causes, Reason and Grace1

John Haldane

1. Paul’s one cheer for natural theology

St Paul’s letter to the Romans is a theologically dense and com-
plex text. Probably written in Corinth during the first five years of
Nero’s imperial reign (54–9) it was intended to prepare the ground
for Paul’s planned journey to Rome. The church there was not of
his creation and nor had he previously visited it, but he recognised
its commitment and potential for the spreading the Christian message
throughout the empire, writing that “your faith is talked of all over the
world” (Romans 1.8).2 Melancathon described the letter as a ‘sum-
mary of all Christian doctrine’3 and although it is not a systematic
treatise, Summa Doctrinae Christianae, it is comprehensive statement
of Paul’s understanding of the theology of redemption through the
life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. Paul writes:

So then, now that we have been justified by faith, we are at peace with
God through our Lord Jesus Christ; it is through him, by faith, that
we have been admitted into God’s favour in which we are living, and
look forward exultantly to God’s glory. Not only that; let us exult, too,
in our hardships, understanding that hardship develops perseverance,
and perseverance develops a tested character, something that gives us
hope, and a hope which will not let us down, because the love of God
has been poured into our hearts by the Holy Spirit which has been
given to us (Romans 5.1–5).

His account of Christ’s death and resurrection as providing sal-
vation to an otherwise hopeless cause, namely sinful humanity, is
challenging in at least two respects. First, Paul regarded his teaching

1 The present article is based on the text of the Hulsean Sermon given before the
University of Cambridge in the University Church of St Mary the Great, Sunday 24th
February 2008.

2 All biblical quotations are from the New Jerusalem Bible.
3 “Caput et summa universae doctrinae christianae”, see ‘Dispositio orationis in ep.

Ad Romanos’ in C. G. Bretschnieder (ed) Philippi Melancthonis opera quae supersunt
omnia (Halle: Schwetschke, 134–1960) vol. 15, p. 445.
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of justification and redemption through Christ as quite distinct from
the ideas of the philosophers of his own and previous centuries and
even as a rebuke to their wisdom. The impotence of their intellectual
search is revealed in the truth that not only could they not arrive at
such a teaching, but it remained unintelligible to them. As he puts
it in 1 Corinthians 1.21–23: “Since in the wisdom of God the world
was unable to recognise God through wisdom, it was God’s own
pleasure to save believers through the folly of the gospel . . . we are
preaching a crucified Christ: to the Jews an obstacle they cannot get
over, to the gentiles foolishness”.

Second, Paul directs Christians to set aside any thought that they
may be saved by their own observance and good works. Only grace
saves, (though through works we may co-operate with it) and grace
is only available through Christ.

The first challenge must be felt acutely by a philosopher; but al-
though Paul may have been troubled by his encounter with Epicurean
and Stoic thinkers on the Athenian Areopagus (Acts 17) he was not
altogether dismissive of the exercise of natural reason as a means of
coming to know of the existence of God. For earlier in Romans he
writes:

Ever since the creation of the world, the invisible existence of God
and his everlasting power have been clearly seen by the mind’s under-
standing of created things. (Romans, 1: 20)

So notwithstanding his slighting to the philosophers, Paul also
invokes the style of reasoning, familiar then and since, that argues
from the character of the cosmos to its divine authorship. His words
resemble a passage in Cicero’s On the Nature of the Gods (Book II)
in which the author sets out the consensus among members of the
philosophical schools about the evidences of intelligent authorship in
nature. Cicero writes:

What can be so obvious and clear, as we gaze up at the sky and
observe the heavenly bodies, as that there is some divine power of
surpassing intelligence by which they are ordered.4

When writing to the Romans Paul may well have been remember-
ing similar Stoic statements. Stoicism had long flourished in Tarsus
and was the established philosophy in Rome at the time of Paul’s
letter. In the description of his encounter with the philosophers of
Athens he is reported as saying “‘since it is in him that we live, and
move, and exist’, as indeed some of your own writers have said: ‘We
are all his children’”. (Acts 17. 28). The first quoted phrase is from

4 See P. G. Walsh trans. Cicero, The Nature of the Gods (Oxford: Clarendon Press,
1997), Book 2, para 4, p. 48.
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the Cretica of Epimenides5 and the second from the Phaenomena of
Aratus6 who was certainly Stoic trained. This is not to suggest that
Paul was influenced by Stoic doctrines, let alone that he was him-
self any kind of Stoic; indeed in the Acts case he is deploying the
device of quoting sources only to reinterpret them. Yet it indicates a
familiarity with philosophical natural theology and in the case of the
Romans passage Paul endorses the idea, shared with Stoicism, that
nature bears witness to its divine origin.

2. Natural theology in modern times

We, however, are less sure of such natural reasoning, and that fact
is reflected in the intellectual insecurity of theists today. So far as
the specific content of Christian theism is concerned there is also
a marked lack of confidence about this; and increasingly Christians
adopt an accommodationist attitude to the ways and beliefs of the
world, retreating from reason into sentiment, and from faith into
works. This is true both of ‘conservatives’ and of ‘liberals’: the for-
mer focussing on such issues as traditional marriage and the sanctity
of life, the latter on social justice and the environment. Whatever
the value of these concerns, however, Christian orthodoxy teaches
that such merit as may attach to them is the work of grace, and the
presentation and defence of that striking theological claim calls for
intellectual nerve.

The practice of philosophically-informed apologetics is now not so
prevalent as it once was, but equally the situation is better than in the
middle of the twentieth century when theology had shrunk back from

5 It appears as the last line of the sole surviving quatrain of the poem:

They fashioned a tomb for thee, O holy and high one
The Cretans, always liars, evil beasts, idle bellies!
But thou art not dead: thou livest and abidest forever,
For in thee we live and move and have our being.

As further evidence of Paul’s familiarity with Greek ‘theological’ writings, he quotes the
second line in Titus 1. 12: “It was one of themselves, one of their own prophets, who
said, ‘Cretans were never anything but liars, dangerous animals, all greed and laziness’”.
The first identification of Paul’s reference is made by Clement of Alexandria, Stromata,
Book 1, ch. 14: ‘Epimenides the Cretan, whom Paul knew as a Greek prophet, whom he
mentions in the Epistle to Titus, where he speaks thus: “One of themselves, a prophet of
their own, said, The Cretans are always liars, evil beasts, slow bellies. And this witness
is true.” You see how even to the prophets of the Greeks he attributes something of the
truth, and is not ashamed, when discoursing for the edification of some and the shaming
of others, to make use of Greek poems’.

6 “From Zeus let us begin; him do we mortals never leave unnamed; full of Zeus are
all the streets and all the market-places of men; full is the sea and the havens thereof;
always we all have need of Zeus. For we are also his offspring”, Aratus Phaenomena, lines
1–5, from Callimachus, Hymns and Epigrams. Lycophron. Aratus. Translated by Mair,
A. W. & G. R., Loeb Classical Library Volume 129 (London: William Heinemann, 1921)
lines 1–5.
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the often withering attacks of logical positivists and sceptical empiri-
cists. The eighteenth century, by contrast, was a time of ambitious
Christian apologetics, judged necessary by the inter-denominational
disputes of the time and by the rise of deism. For while deists gen-
erally accepted the proofs of creation, they were sceptical of the
claims of revelation, particularly in so far as these were said to be
testified to by miracles. Christian thinkers responded by assembling
the ‘evidences’ and making the case for their credibility often in
forms addressed to a general educated audience. So necessary was
that task judged to be that it was sometimes sponsored by individuals
and corporations.

One such benefaction was the gracious endowment provided out
of the will of John Hulse (1708–1790), a student of St John’s
College Cambridge, from which he graduated in 1728, and an or-
dained clergyman of the Church of England. The terms of the con-
tinuing Hulsean provision include the requirement that each year
a sermon be given before the University of Cambridge on the
‘Truth and Excellence of Revealed Religion, or the Evidence of
Christianity’.

Four years after Hulse’s death in 1790, William Paley, of Christ’s
College, published a work entitled a View of the Evidences of Chris-
tianity, picking up and carrying forward a phrase that is common in
eighteenth and nineteenth century Christian apologetics and which is
echoed in the rubric of the Hulsean brief. More enduring than his
defence of the credibility of the gospels, however, has been an aspect
of Paley’s foray into the field of philosophy of religion published in
1802 under the title Natural Theology; or, Evidences of the Existence
and Attributes of the Deity.

Paley had a view about the relationship between these two works
and their corresponding fields of revealed and natural religion, which
was common through into the twentieth century. It is that captured in
the expression associated with Thomistic, Roman Catholic thought,
that philosophical speculation about the existence and nature of God
belongs to the ‘preambles to the faith’ while reflection on Christian
revelation yields the doctrine of the faith itself. Until his elevation
to the Papacy, Cardinal Ratzinger was prefect of the ‘Congregation
for the Doctrine of the Faith’, and one might wonder whether he
might now consider founding a ‘Congregation for the Preambles to
the Faith’. Such would be no bad thing, given the right staffing.

G.K. Chesterton once observed that “when a man is asked to
write down what he really thinks on education a certain gravity
grips and stiffens his soul, which might be mistaken by the superfi-
cial for disgust”.7 Certainly in present times there is no shortage of

7 G. K. Chesterton, What’s Wrong with the World (London: Cassell, 1910) p. 194.
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writers who, when asked to say what they really think about ‘re-
vealed religion’ – not a term they would choose, of course – are
gripped by authentic disgust and indignation, and strive to en-
sure that their readers do not mistake these for anything more
benign.

Unsurprisingly perhaps, such critics of religious faith are typi-
cally no better disposed towards the philosophy of religion and reject
arguments for the existence of God as either being fallacious or rest-
ing on false premises, or both. So, for example, Paley’s reasoning
from the complexity to be found in nature, in the parts and bodies
of animals, for example, to the existence of a designer of nature,
analogous to reasoning from the intricacies of a watch to the exis-
tence of a watchmaker, is dismissed as erroneously presuming that
complexity can only be the product of design. The aim of the criti-
cism is not confined to pointing out the logical space for uncreated
order, but extends to filling that space with a real alternative, the
Darwinian theory of development through natural selection on the
products of random mutation. The work of the blind, and purposeless
watchmaker.8

Similarly, arguments from the existence of the world, conceived of
as a series of contingent states or stages, to a cause of its existence,
which were once standard fare within presentations of the ‘Evidences
of the Existence of the Deity’, have been thought to be undermined
by the idea that there is no contradiction in the notion of an infinite
series of causes and effects, and hence no need to postulate a first
cause at the foundation of cosmic history.

Such criticisms of the proofs of natural theology have not gone
unchallenged. Some, for example, have argued that while complex-
ity per se does not establish design, certain forms of complexity
may be such that they could not be accounted for by any amount
of cumulative natural selection. Alternatively it has been argued that
while such levels of complexity could be so explained in princi-
ple, the actual history of life on earth is simply not long enough
to have allowed for this. Likewise, some have argued that the im-
possibility of a series of self-sufficient causes is not to do with the
impossibility of an infinite causal series but with the impossibility
of the transmission of causality without there being an orginator
of efficacy outside the series. Positing a ‘first cause’ on this un-
derstanding is not a matter of assigning temporal priority, but of
answering the requirement for a source or font of cause and effect as
such.9

8 See Richard Dawkins, The Blind Watchmaker (New York: W.W. Norton, 1996).
9 See the case for and defence of theism in J. J. C. Smart and J. J. Haldane Atheism

and Theism second edition (Oxford: Blackwell, 2002).
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3. Understanding causality

Evidently the dialectical to and fro could continue, but rather than
move backwards and forwards within this discussion I wish to
broaden the idea of causality and of causal reasoning, which by
stages will return us to the matter of grace. Paley, Hulse and others
of the modern period of scientific philosophy that began in the seven-
teenth century and remains prominent still today thought of causality
simply in efficient terms. That is to say, as a case of one thing or
event bringing about another through the exercise of force, in effect
the propagation of an impulse, pushing things into motion, or redi-
recting or arresting their motion. Certainly these sorts of phenomena
do fall under the general idea of causality but they are not the only
things that do so.

Imagine that as a preacher was expounding upon the ‘evidences’
of the Christian religion a small stone or a marble rolled out from
under one of the pews, across the floor and came to a halt in the
aisle in front of the pulpit. In wondering what caused this, one might
first look to a prior event in which force was applied say by someone
knocking it with his foot. But had the shape, or the material or the
weight of the object been otherwise it might well have behaved quite
differently. Even in taking account of such factors and of the ways
in which they contributed to what happened one would not have a
complete account until one knew whether the force that moved the
ball was applied accidentally or on purpose. Which of these it was
would have partly determined the nature of what happened. So in
thinking about causality, and reasoning in terms of it, we have to go
far beyond merely looking to efficient causes. We have to consider
structures, material composition, weight, purpose, and no doubt other
things besides. Furthermore, none of these factors is reducible to
another, let alone are all of them reducible to one.

Suitably developed, reflection on the variety and distinctness of
causal factors has the potential to reinvigorate traditional cosmologi-
cal and design arguments to the existence of a first cause. Consider
just the issue that formal or structural aspects are essential causes and
cannot be reduced to efficient ones. This means that where structure
appears as an effect it must be due to prior structure. So that while it
may well be true that species have emerged, developed and changed
through a process of natural selection this fact does not explain the
source of the structures without which no such processes could oc-
cur. Without structure force is shapeless and directionless, but the
formal structure and consequent intelligibility of nature are not self-
explanatory. They call for explanation of a sort that simultaneously
answers to their intrinsic character but also avoids further regress.
Such an explanation is provided by the notion that the world ex-
presses something of the formal structure of the mind of God.
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Tracing religious effects

Whatever about the refurbishment of design arguments however, in
present times the strongest felt challenge posed by evolutionary think-
ing is not the undermining of arguments to the existence of God, but
its apparent subversion of the very status of religious thought and
feeling as responses to reality, suggesting instead that they are evolu-
tionary by-products of emergent behavioural strategies once beneficial
to our ancestors. This application of evolutionary psychology is anal-
ogous to other styles of ‘subversive disclosure’ which take the form
of explaining some area of thought and emotion as effects of non-
rational forces. So, for example, Marx by reference to economic and
class competition, and Freud, by reference to sexual impulse, both
suggest that religious values are unwitting strategies for securing or
suppressing certain interests.

Similar sociological and psychoanalytic causal reductions have
been proposed for aesthetic experience, moral judgement, notions
of political justice and personal purpose; and the deployment of evo-
lutionary psychology is equally wide ranging. In response, however,
the religious believer can take a lesson from replies to the earlier
Marxist and Freudian reductions, which is simply to say that what-
ever the causal origins of a belief, and whatever advantage believing
it may confer, there is still the question of whether it is true and
reasonable. Mathematics, history, theology, philosophy, and even sci-
ence, may in some sense be evolutionary by-products, but that in no
way touches upon the rationality of these areas of study or the truth
of their respective claims.10

In conclusion, therefore, I wish to bring the previous points to-
gether and to turn the tables against the reductionists by suggesting
that religious thought and experience point to their having a religious
cause. There are, I believe, three central components to natural reli-
gious feeling. First, a sense of human contingency and vulnerability:
we find ourselves in our world not of our making, in which we might
not have existed and in which our existence is fragile. Second, a sense
of conflictedness: we recognise both responsiveness to the good, but
also propensities to various kinds of evils, and we are aware of our in-
ability to resolve these opposing tendencies. Third, we have a yearn-
ing for completion and transcendence: a longing to overcome our
frailties and conflicts and to realise ourselves fully and fairly. Arising
out of these are three ‘spiritual’ responses: solidarity in the face of
contingency; repentance in the face of conflictedness; and personal
creativity in response to the yearning for completion.

10 For further discussion of this important issue see John Haldane, ‘Finding God in
Nature: Beauty, Revulsion, and Contemporary Art’ in Craig Titus (ed) Christianity and the
West (Washington, DC: Catholic University of America Press, 2009).
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These reactions and strategies have been responsible for some of
the great and small moral works, social transformations, and artistic
projects. But at the heart of the initial discoveries, and of the spiritual
responses to them is the recognition that while we are oriented to-
wards value we are also impotent to realise it broadly and enduringly.
We find again and again the form of a possible human existence but
also the impossibility of its being naturally realised. Both ‘intuitions’
call for explanation: being born to greater things – ad majora natus
sum – but being unable to attain them. To identify the situation as
an existential tragedy or absurdity is not to explain it. Yet there is
an explanation which also offers the prospect of transformation. It
is that which constitutes the essence of Paul’s teaching: that our con-
dition is one of ‘fallenness’ but that through grace we may be made
anew and in Christ be drawn into blessedness. As for our religious
feelings and the yearning for completion it points to that which is its
effective, formal and final cause: in the words of St Augustine: ‘You
made us for yourself, Lord; and our heart is restless until it comes
to rest in you’.

John Haldane
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