Thomas Aquinas: The Existence of God

Aquinas argues for the existence of God is a logical manner.

First, he asks if God's existence can be demonstrated.  Then, after answering this question in the positive, he seeks to find rationale for accepting the existence of God.

Aquinas' argument hinges on the axiom of cause and effect. Without this vital principle, his argument fails. According to Aquinas, we are able to arrive at the existence of God by observing the effects that God produces.  The effects demonstrate that God (the cause of these effects)  exists.

Aquinas employs five parallel arguments to make his point: 

(1) The argument from change, 

(2) The nature of an efficient cause, 

(3) The nature of possibility and necessity, 

(4) The gradation of things that are good, true, noble and so on

(5) The governance of things.

Aquinas begins by making an observation on the natural world.  From this observation, he deduces the existence of God. It is sufficient to follow the reasoning of one of his arguments in order to understand the remainder of them.

For example, consider argument (2).

Aquinas starts with the observation that the world exists.  Now everything that exists is the result of a prior cause.  Each prior cause is a result of an even earlier cause.

By following this argument inductively, Aquinas argues that there must be a First Cause that caused everything else.  This First Cause is God.

There are several possible objections to this argument.

One response is to question the need for a First Cause - why can't there be an infinite chain of causes?  An analogy would be to ask what is the smallest number in the sequence 1/2, 1/3, 1/4, 1/5, ..., 1/n, etc...? Why is there a need for a smallest number?

From a mathematical (philosophical)  point of view there may not be a need for this infinite chain to have a starting point.  

However, a classical  physicist might point to some evidence in the physical world.  One piece of evidence is the Second "Law" of Thermodynamics.  Roughly stated, the amount of disorder in the universe is always increasing.  Things always get more messy.  But there is a certain observable order in the universe.  Thus, to translate Aquinas, there must have been some Ordering Principle (or Person) to bring about this order in the first place.

The next piece of evidence a classical physicist might point to is the Big Bang theory of the origin of the universe.  Scientific evidence points to the fact that the universe has an origin in time.  If this is true, then there must have been a First Cause to cause the universe from nothing.

Now, a quantum physicist will disagree with the classical physicist regarding the Big Bang theory.  Essentially, quantum physics allows for the creation of something from nothing (via the Heisenberg  Uncertainty principle).  Also, there is no notion of cause and effect in the equations of quantum physics (unlike classical physics)!  The only thing the equations tell you is that if you start out with a system in a particular state, what the probability of it ending up in some final state is.  At the quantum level, there is just a series of natural phenomena that exists and occur is some sequence.  The idea of cause and effect is simply an illusion. (This is similar to Kant's ideas.)  If quantum mechanics is true, then Auinas's argument breaks down.  To be fair, Aquinas was unfamiliar with quantum physics when he made his argument.    However, to extend Aquinas' argument further, he might say that it is God who caused the laws of quantum physics to operate in a certain way in order to produce the known universe.  This (modified) argument depends on the specificity of the laws of physics to require a Law Giver.  

However, further scientific theories question even this necessity.  According to some physicists, there exist an infinite number of laws of physics.  Each set of laws gives rise to its own universe.  The fact that we exist in our universe only describes the universe we are in.  As such, Aquinas' argument breaks down again, because specificity of the laws of physics is not required.  

There is a sense that any argument for the existence of God, that hinges on using God to explain the existence of the natural world, will find itself diminished as additional scientific knowledge is acquired that removes the requirement of God.

In addition, whereas Aquinas argues for the existence of God, there is still the question of uniqueness.  What is this God who exists like?  Is He the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob?  Or is he some other God?  Allah? Brahma? etc...

Perhaps, the argument to be made should be one for meaning rather than existence.

The fact that God exists allows us to find meaning in this world.  Without God, life would simply be existence without meaning.  With God, meaning becomes possible.

I believe that herein lies the strength of Aquinas' argument.  Without a Designer, life simply becomes a random pattern.  If this is all there is, why go on living?  What is the point of it all?  Why suffer?  Why try to make the world a better place?  Everything is illusion.  Everything is meaningless.  This is the implication of  living in a world without God.  With God, there is the possibility of hope.  Hope that somehow, even though we do not understand the way things are right now in our lives, there is some meaning to be found.  That all our questions will somehow be answered, if not in the present, then, in some future time.

The next question then would be to ask, is God then a human construction?

Did humans create God to fulfill some deep psychological need?  Did human beings create the concept of God in order to satisfy our need for an explanation of the world?

Augustine might argue that it is God who created this need in us, in order for us to seek God, rather than the other way around.  So who is right?

I believe that in the final analysis, we need to point to the historical person of Jesus Christ.  Aquinas uses natural philosophy to make his argument.  Perhaps, this is because he was debating with Greek philosophies.  

Perhaps, the strongest statement that can be made is not so much an intellectual argument, but rather a historical argument - The fact that there was a real, historical person, named Jesus.  Jesus, born of the virgin Mary.  Jesus, who suffered, died and was crucified under Pontius Pilate.  Jesus, who rose again on the third day.  Jesus, God's revelation of himself to humanity. Intellectual arguments are helpful in giving us reasons to believe, but may not be sufficient in an of itself for believing.   I believe that it is a personal encounter with God that will ultimately convince us.  I believe that this is task that we have, to declare that God has revealed himself through the person of Jesus.  There will be no denying the existence of God, when we come face to face with Him.  

God is not a Theorem to be proven, but a Person to be known.

