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Introduction
D.Z. Phillips

The symposia and discussions presented here represent the proceedings
of the 1999 annual philosophy of religion conference which took place
at Claremont Graduate University. Previous publications in the series
Claremont Studies in the Philosophy of Religion are: Philosophy and the
Grammar of Religious Belief; Religion and Morality; Can Religion Be
Explained Away?; Religion without Transcendence?; Religion and Hume’s
Legacy; and Kant and Kierkegaard on Religion. It was thought appropriate
in 1999 to prepare for the year 2000 by presenting a volume on the
present state of philosophy of religion. It was impossible to include
everything, so choice was made on the basis of movements which it
was thought had to be represented. On the other hand, the conference
was arranged with considerable trepidation, since there was always the
danger that the six philosophical schools would pass each other by like
ships in the night. The message in my Thai fortune-cookie, opened in
the closing banquet of the conference, would have summed up my
foreboding at its outset. It read, ‘You would be wise not to seek too
much from others at this time.” For once my fortune-cookie was not
uncannily revelatory, since, as the discussions reveal, genuine attempts
were made to probe and explore difficulties connected with each point
of view. I am not going to rehearse these in this introduction. Instead,
I am going to single out a feature of the conference which struck me
most forcibly as its organizer.

The papers in the conference represent, not simply differences on
specific topics, but differences concerning the very conception of philo-
sophical enquiry. In one sense, it would be foolish to try to determine
the nature of philosophy since, descriptively, this would be a futile exer-
cise. Why insist that philosophy or philosophy of religion can only be
done in one way, when it is obviously practised in a number of ways?

xi



xii Introduction

It is tempting to take a tolerant attitude and simply say, ‘Let a thousand
flowers bloom.” But, in another sense, that cannot be allowed without
denying a considerable part of philosophy’s history. This is because the
nature of philosophy is itself a philosophical question and great
philosophers have been critical of their predecessors’ conception of the
subject.

In the papers in this collection we are presented with marked differ-
ences in one’s conception of the tasks which philosophy of religion
can and should perform.

According to Richard Swinburne, philosophy of religion has, at its
heart, the rational assessment of religious beliefs. They are to be assessed,
as he would say any belief must, in terms of the probability of their
being true. Swinburne holds that the truth and rationality of religious
beliefs can be assessed in this way.

While William Wainwright is generally sympathetic to Swinburne, he
is sceptical about the efficacy of probability arguments for most educated
audiences today. This is because, he argues, we need a properly disposed
heart in order to assess the evidence. The vital issue, as Wainwright
recognizes, then becomes one of showing how these antecedent judge-
ments are related to the evidence on has to consider.

Nicholas Wolterstorff condones Reformed Epistemology’s rejection of
the Enlightenment ideal of a rational religion. Something does not
have to be grounded in order to be rational. As a result of a world-
transforming experience, the Christian philosopher in this tradition
offers, not a philosophy of religion, but a religious philosophy. Its aim
is to see all aspects of human life, intellectual and non-intellectual, in
the light of faith. It does not subject religion to the test of so-called
neutral evidence.

Stephen Wykstra wonders whether this rejection of evidentialism
itself comes from a too narrow conception of evidence, namely, inferen-
tial evidence. He finds the rejection unrealistic in a world in which faith
is challenged in many ways. It may not be necessary for an individual
believer to consider these challenges in detail, but unless someone in
the community does so, he argues, it is too easy to see faith as simply
burying one’s head in the sand. One is robbed of the much-needed
resources one has to turn to in face of these challenges.

Stephen Mulhall in expounding Wittgenstein on religion and
Wittgensteinianism, emphasizes the contemplative character of philo-
sophical enquiry. The main interest here is in giving a just account of reli-
gious belief by seeing to it that it is not confused with beliefs of another
kind. This interest itself has a demanding ethic and is connected, he
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claims, with a certain kind of spiritual concern in the enquirer. This is
because we cannot be true to ourselves unless we are true to our words.

Walford Gealy emphasizes that some of Wittgenstein’s early remarks
on religion take the form that they do because of views of language he
held at the time and which he rejected later. This should be remembered
when these remarks are discussed. Like Mulhall, Gealy too argues that
the charge that Wittgensteinians hold that religion is immune to criti-
cism is absurd. Both writers give examples to counter this charge. On the
other hand, he insists that whatever is meant by spirituality in philo-
sophical enquiry, this should not be compared with religious spirituality.
Philosophy’s concerns come from its own problems and puzzlements.

John Caputo emphasizes postmodernism’s rejection of the
Enlightenment dream of universal reason. We must recognize that ‘rea-
son’ means something different in different modes of thought and at
different times and places. We must not seek a premature closure on
questions of meaning and value. Some have seen, in Derrida, a form-
less, chaotic, openness to everything in these emphases. Caputo denies
this and sees in Derrida’s openness a concern with justice for the other,
which involves listening to what we do not want to hear, the prepared-
ness to be surprised, and to take risks in such encounters.

Anselm Min is more sceptical about these latter claims, seeing in
Derrida, the constant appeal to openness as being uninformed by spe-
cific moral or political values. In emphasizing the impossibility of
arriving at a final statement of justice, something Min endorses, there
is the danger of the dream of the impossible turning us aside from the
actions that are required of us now.

Again, in expounding critical theory, Matthias Lutz-Bachmann
emphasizes its rejection of the objectifying tendency one finds in meta-
physics. Reasoning knows no absolute. Yet, Horkheimer and Habermas
want to invoke ‘the unconditional’ as a regulative ideal that calls us on to
improve the world, without any conception of a final goal. Religion may
assist this task at certain times, but this is a contingent fact. Religion is
replaceable by secular hopes for a better world. Lately, Habermas has
come to see that religious meanings may be sui generis, irreducible to
any secular substitute. Lutz-Bachmann argues, however, that as long as
Habermas bases human progress, not on values, but on what human
interests happen to be, he cannot avail himself of any positive concep-
tion of justice.

Maeve Cooke recognizes the tensions in Habermas’s thought which
Lutz-Bachmann emphasizes. He wants his conception of truth to be
pragmatic and yet absolute. It is difficult to see how religious truth can
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be accommodated in his system, she argues, because his criteria of vin-
dication demand publicly assessable evidence and a public agreement,
which is hard to imagine in the case of religious belief.

John Cobb emphasizes the way in which Process Thought calls the
assumptions of classical metaphysics into question. It argues that
‘becoming’ is more fundamental than ‘being’ and that ‘events’ are more
fundamental than ‘substances’. Following Whitehead, Cobb argues that
science is the most reliable guide to what we are given, as long as it is
not permeated by the assumptions of classical metaphysics. Religion
explores the more subjective side of human nature.

Cobb is sceptical about the possibility of neutral philosophy. For him,
any Olympian height is such within a system. Thus he acknowledges
that his Process system has its presuppositions and that these play a
vital role not only in the assessment of data, but in the very possibility
of seeing the data in a certain way.

Schubert Ogden insists that although philosophy is motivated by the
existential questions concerning the meaning of existence, it is not
constituted by them. Its task is to elucidate the necessary conditions of
human discourse, and to reflect on the meanings which discourse actu-
ally has. This latter task includes reflection on the distinctive claims of
Christianity, one in which philosophy and theology come together.
Ogden thinks that the existential questions and theological reflections
are furthered best in Process thought. On one central issue, however,
he differs from most Process philosophers and theologians. They,
Whitehead and Hartshorne included, treat the conditions for the possi-
bility of discourse, or ultimate reality, as though these were a further
super-fact. This confusion is found when myth is treated as a fact or
when God, as ultimate reality, is treated as though it were a fact. ‘God
exists’ is not a statement of fact.

It is clear from this brief survey of points of view represented in this
collection that there are wide differences between them in their con-
ception of philosophy. In some ways, the Wittgensteinian tradition of
contemplative philosophy seems an odd one out, but would claim to
be as old as Plato. In what sense does philosophy investigate reality? If,
like the Presocratics, we try to give substantive accounts of ‘the real’ in
terms of, for example, water or atoms, the problem arises of what account
can be given of the reality of the water or atoms. Plato came to see that a
philosophical account of reality cannot lead to answers of that kind. The
philosophical interest is a conceptual one; the question of what it means
to distinguish between the real or the unreal. Thus, on this view, philoso-
phy is not itself a way of reaching the substantive judgements, but an
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enquiry into what it means to reach conclusions of this kind. Unlike
Plato, Wittgenstein did not think that this question admitted of a sin-
gle answer. Hence his promise to teach us differences.

This perspective raises questions about Swinburne’s assumption that
all beliefs are matters of probability. Are all beliefs of the same kind? Is
belief in generosity the expression of a conviction or a matter of proba-
bility? Further, is it a mere probability that we had a Conference at
Claremont? If I could be convinced otherwise would I say that I had
miscalculated probabilities, or that I was going insane? Is trusting God
a probability?

William Wainwright is bothered, too, by some of these questions. He
emphasizes that we make antecedent judgements in terms of which we
see the data we are to assess. How are these antecedent judgements to be
understood? The suggestion that we can make them when our faculties
are working properly seems a lame analogy, since, normally, the notion
of ‘proper functioning’ is normative and, in that sense, independent of
the individual. Further, there is usually agreement on the notion of
proper functioning, as the case of eyesight illustrates. Is it like this in
the case of the clash between belief and unbelief?

There is another difficulty which relates to the contemplative concep-
tion of philosophy. If what can be seen is linked to the personal appro-
priation of the perspective in question, or to the ‘proper functioning’
of faculties, how is it possible to contemplate, and give an account of,
different perspectives? Further, someone who does not embrace a per-
spective may give a better philosophical account of its character than
one who does not embrace it.

In Reformed Epistemology a world-transforming religious experience
is at the root of the religiously orientated philosophical vocation to see
the world in the light of faith. Obviously, such a use can be made of
philosophy, or this is what philosophy can amount to for someone, but
what is its relation to the contemplative conception of philosophy? Can
it admit that a non-believer can give a better philosophical account of
religious belief than a believer? What sort of claim does a religious
philosophy make? Is it a theoretical claim? If something is seen in the
light of faith, how is that ‘seeing’ related to other non-religious ‘seeings’?
Can there be a philosophical interest in these differences which is not
a further form of such ‘seeing’?

In Postmodernism and in Critical Theory we have attacks on the
ambitions of a universal metaphysics, and a recognition of differences.
The question arises, however, whether in the ethical concerns of Derrida
or Habermas, an ethical insight is appropriated which cannot be derived
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from their philosophical critique. Having abolished a universal meta-
physics, there seems to be a desire to replace it with an attitude which
is equally universal even when it calls itself ‘open’ and denies the pos-
sibility of closure.

Again, in Process Thought, we have a similar attack on classical meta-
physics. This attack may be upheld in many respects, but questions may
be asked as to whether one set of ultimates, ‘becoming’ and ‘events’ has
now replaced another. Also, as Cobb admits, certain presuppositions are
brought to bear on the data in interpreting them and he denies the
possibility of a neutral philosophy. Does this mean that Process
Thought can argue against this possibility? If so, there is at least one
perspective it seems to deny when, at other times, it seems to recognize
a plurality of systems of interpretation. Ogden says that Process
Thought is the best theological system in answering central existential
questions about the meaning of existence. How would this be argued
in relation to different theological and atheistic perspectives? Are they
shown to be conceptually confused in some sense?

Ogden recognizes, along with Wittgensteinians, that the investigation
of the conditions of discourse is not an investigation of some super-fact.
On the other hand, he speaks of the necessary conditions of discourse.
Do they form a single class? He also speaks of God as ‘ultimate reality’,
and says that this, too, does not refer to a matter of fact. How is this
notion of reality related to the necessary conditions of discourse? Are
they the same? If so, as in the case of Reformed Epistemology, here,
too, we would have a religious conception of reality.

These questions are prompted by philosophical considerations which
are familiar to students of Wittgenstein, but questions can be asked of
Wittgensteinianism too. Is the analogy between language and games
an adequate one? After all, all games do not make up one big game,
whereas all language games occur within the same language. What
account is to be given of the unity or identity of language? Does that
lead back to a single account of reality? Without such an account is not
the sense of life and living compartmentalized in unacceptable ways?

The questions asked of Wittgensteinianism can and have been
addressed, for example, by Rush Rhees. No doubt the questions I have
asked of the other points of view can and have been addressed too.
I mention them here as questions with which the conference meeting
left us. Thus, this introduction gives an indication, not of where we
started, but of the points at which we would have liked to have gone on.

If philosophical enquiry is conceptual and contemplative, and recog-
nizes the conceptual variety in human discourse, no single account of
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reality can be given. The enquiry will be motivated by wonder at the
world and the desire to do justice to its variety in the account we give.
For others, this is the road to relativism and they seek a religious concep-
tion of reality which, in some way, can be shown to be more rational
than any secular alternative. Alternatively, there are those who argue
that although the sense of things is open to a change and development
to which philosophy cannot assign a closure, that development is itself
to be informed by certain ethical and political values.

Perhaps one major difference which needs to be explored is this: are
all perspectives on reality interpretations or expressions of interest, or
is there such a thing in philosophy as disinterested enquiry? Is disinter-
ested inquiry another interest, alongside others, religious and secular,
or is it a different kind of interest, an interest in the variety of those
religious and secular interests and the relation between them? Is an
Olympian view always one from within some system or other?

Many of the participants expressed the view at the end of the confer-
ence that we needed to address these issues further. If we did so in
another conference, perhaps its topic would be: Presuppositions.

Finally, a word is necessary concerning the ‘Voices in Discussion’.
These are notes I took in the course of the discussions which followed
each session. They do not purport to be absolutely accurate, although
I have aimed at reporting the course of arguments as closely as possible.
This is why the names of speakers have not been used. Readers of pre-
vious volumes have had some fun in identifying the speakers. In the
case of the participants this is not difficult because they begin each
discussion. Some reviewers were puzzled by the fact that the number
of speakers outnumbered the participants. This is truer than ever on
this occasion. This is because those who chair the session need not be
paper-readers. Also, at the end of each session discussion was opened
up to the wider audience present. Reviewers have welcomed ‘Voices
in Discussion’ as an addition to the collection, so I have decided to
continue this practice. No account has been taken, of course, of any
revisions made to the papers after the conference.

My major aim in the conferences I organize is to bring together
representatives of widely differing views, so keeping alive an older
tradition in the philosophy of religion which, sadly, has declined.
I only hope that the result of their discussions proves as valuable for
readers as it did for those of us who participated in them.
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1

Philosophical Theism

Richard Swinburne

1 History of the programme

I shall understand by ‘philosophical theism’ the programme of giving a
clear coherent account of the nature of God (broadly consonant with
what has been believed about him by Christian, Islamic and Jewish
thinkers of the past two millennia), and providing cogent arguments for
the existence of such a God.

Providing arguments — or, more loosely, reasons — for the existence of
God has been a concern of many theologians of the Christian tradition
(over the whole of this period). St Paul’s comment that ‘the invisible
things’ of God ‘are clearly seen, being perceived through the things that
are made’,! gave Christian backing to the message of the middle chap-
ters of the Old Testament Wisdom of Solomon that the existence and
order of the Universe shows it to be the work of a divine creator. This
Biblical tradition merged in the Hellenistic world with the arguments of
Plato to the idea of the good and to the Demiurge, and with the argu-
ments of Aristotle to the existence of the First Mover. And so many
Christian theologians of the first millennium had their paragraph or two
summarizing a cosmological argument or an argument from design. But
it is normally only a paragraph or two,? and the reasoning is quick. My
explanation of why they directed so little energy to this issue is that they
felt no need to do more. Most of their contemporaries accepted that
there was something like a god; what the theologians needed to argue
for were the specially Christian doctrines about him.

But in the medieval west theologians began to produce arguments
for the existence of God at considerable length and with considerable
rigour; and they did their best to give a coherent account of the nature
of the God whose existence was purportedly demonstrated by these
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arguments. The opening questions of St Thomas Aquinas’s Summa
Theologiae provide the paradigm of medieval philosophical theism. The
pre-Kantian Protestant tradition also had a concern with this activity —
more with arguments, than with clarifying the divine nature, and the
arguments tended to be less rigorous. The classical Protestants thought
that while there were good arguments for the existence of God, (or rather
more loosely, that nature showed clearly its creator) this was of little use
to humans corrupted by sin.? Liberal Protestants, by contrast, argued at
some length ‘from nature up to Nature’s God’ and thought their argu-
ments important. It was only with the arrival of Hume and Kant that
some major parts of the Christian tradition abandoned the project of
natural theology, and they were in my view ill-advised to do so.

It needs to be emphasized that none of those thinkers in the first
1750 years of Christianity who thought that there are good arguments
for the existence of God, thought that all or most believers ought to
believe on the basis of those arguments, nor that conversion required
accepting those arguments as cogent.* To be a Christian does involve
believing that there is a God, but most Christians may well have taken
God’s existence for granted. Most converts may have believed before-
hand that there is a God; their conversion involved accepting more
detailed claims about him. And if they did not initially believe that
there is a God, they may have come to believe on the basis of religious
experience in some sense rather than as the basis of natural theology.
Nevertheless, most Christian thinkers before 1750 held that there are
these arguments available, and that those who do not initially believe
that there is a God and are rational can be brought to see that there is a
God by means of them.®

It is an interesting question why so much energy was put into the
project of philosophical theology in the medieval west, when one might
suppose that there was no more need of it than in earlier centuries —
there were no more sophisticated atheists around, one supposes. But the
answer, I suspect, is that there is a bit of the sophisticated atheist in
most believers, and St Thomas and Duns Scotus were providing tools
to deal with that. However, as we all know, atheism went public and
expanded in the eighteenth century, until in our day in the West a
large proportion of the population are atheists, and quite a lot of those
who practise a theistic religion have serious doubts about whether there
is a God. Yet the practices of the religion only have a point if there is a
God - there is no point in worshipping a non-existent creator or asking
him to do something on Earth or take us to Heaven if he does not
exist; or trying to live our lives in accord with his will, if he has no will.
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If someone is to be rational in practising the Christian, Islamic or Jew-
ish religion, he needs to believe (to some degree) the credal claims
which underlie the practice. These claims include as their central
claim, one presupposed by all the other claims, the claim that there is a
God. If someone does not believe or only half-believes, the faithful are
required (as part of their religious practice) to help. Help may take vari-
ous forms. If we can help someone to have a deep and cognitively
compelling religious experience, let us do so; but religious experiences
cannot be guaranteed. And the only way which requires the non-
believer simply to exercise his existing faculties in the pursuit of some-
thing which he is almost bound to regard as a good thing (to discover
whether or not there is a God), is to present him with arguments whose
premises are things evident to the non-believer and whose principles of
inference are ones he accepts, and to take him through them. And the
only premises evident to all non-believers are the typical premises of
rational theology — the existence of the world, its orderliness, the exis-
tence of human beings and so on. In our age, above all ages, theistic
religion needs to have available natural theology. And since the reasons
why people do not believe are not just the lack of positive grounds for
believing, but because they believe (or suspect) that there are internal
incoherences in the concept of God, or that the existence of suffering
disconfirms the existence of God, the believer needs to help them to
see that this is not so. There are other means which might have success
in our day - the need for philosophical theism is great — if in fact there
is a God.

But atheists are also interested in these questions, and they endeavour
to show that there is no God; and since showing that an argument is
not cogent or a concept is not coherent involves the same techniques as
the contrary endeavour, we may also call their activity ‘philosophical
theism’. And if, in fact, there is no God, it is good that some shall help
others to a right view of this matter, both for its own sake and also to
save them from spending their time in pointless activity.

Such is the history and utility of philosophical theology. How is it pur-
sued today and what are its prospects? A lot of very thorough, detailed
and rigorous work has been done with the aid of all the tools of analyti-
cal philosophy in attempting to clarify what would be involved in there
being a God, and attempting to show the claim that there is a God to be
coherent or incoherent. As regards positive arguments for the existence of
God, different philosophers of today have revived different kinds of argu-
ment from the past. Some have revived ontological arguments, either
producing variants of one or more classical arguments or producing
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some entirely new ontological argument. Ontological arguments of
course differ from all the other traditional arguments in that they start,
not from something observable, but from purported logically necessary
truths. It is easy enough to produce an ontological argument with the
premises evident to all; and easy enough to produce a (deductively) valid
ontological argument. But it is very hard indeed - in my view quite
impossible - to produce an ontological argument with both characteris-
tics. It seems to me fairly evident that the proposition ‘there is no God’
while perhaps false and even in some sense demonstrably false, is not
incoherent. It does not contain any internal contradiction. And if that
is so, there could not be a valid argument from logically necessary
truths to the existence of God. For if there were such an argument the
existence of God would be logically necessary and its negation self-
contradictory.

Then there is the tradition of attempting to produce deductively
valid arguments from premises evident to the senses. It is a not unreason-
able interpretation of Aquinas’s Summa Theologiae 1.2.3. that he sought
there to give five such arguments. Those in our day who have sought to
give such arguments have for the most part tried to do so with the aid
of Thomist (or neo-Thomist) terminology. But the enterprise of produc-
ing such arguments is also, I think, an enterprise doomed to failure.
For if it could be achieved, then a proposition which was a conjunction
of the evident premises together with ‘there is no God’ would be inco-
herent, would involve self-contradiction. But again propositions such
as ‘there is a Universe, but there is no God’, though perhaps false and
even in some sense demonstrably false, seem fairly evidently coherent.

So my own preference is for the third tradition of natural theology.
This begins from premises evident to the senses and claims that they
make probable the existence of God. Such arguments purport to be
inductively cogent, not deductively valid arguments. Arguments of
scientists or historians from their data of observation to their general
theories or claims about the past or the future, also do not purport
to be deductively valid, merely inductively cogent. Thinkers were
not very clear about the distinction between inductive and deductive
arguments during the first one thousand years of the Christian era,
and not much clearer until the eighteenth century. So it would be
anachronistic to say that the patristic writers were seeking to give
inductive, or alternatively deductive arguments. But the arguments of
so many British empiricists of the eighteenth century, culminating in
Paley’s Natural Theology, do seem to me fairly clearly and intentionally
inductive.
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Arguments against the existence of God of all three kinds have also
been produced in our day, but — for reasons of time — I shall concentrate
on the positive.

2 My own version

I model my own arguments for the existence of God on those of the
third tradition. Each of the various arguments from various observable
phenomena does, I argue,® give some support to the claims that there
is a God; and, taken together, they make it ‘significantly more probable
than not’.

I have sought to show this with the aid of confirmation theory
(that is, the calculus of probability, used as a calculus for stating rela-
tions of evidential support between propositions. I represent by P(p/q)
the probability of a proposition p on evidence q. I use Bayes’s Theorem,

P(h/K)
P(e/K)’

P(h/e &K)=P(e/h &Kk)

to elucidate the relation between the probability of a hypothesis h on
evidence of observation e and background knowledge k, and other
probabilities. To use this calculus does not involve supposing that exact
values can very often be given to the probabilities involved. That exact
values cannot often be given is evident enough even when h is some
paradigm scientific theory. It would be very odd to say that the proba-
bility of Quantum Theory on the evidence of the photoelectric effect
was 0.3217. Some probabilities can be given exact values — but this usu-
ally happens only when the probability is 1, O or 1/2. More often, all we
can say is that some probability has some rough value — more than this
and less than that, and that in consequence some other probability has
some other rough value - close to 1, or fairly high or less than that. My
concern has been to prove that when e is a conjunction of propositions
which set out the publicly available evidence which has been used in
arguments for and against the existence of God, and k is tautological
background evidence (viz. contains nothing relevant to h) and h is the
existence of God, P(h/e-k) is ‘significantly greater than 1/2’.

All that the calculus does is to set out in a rigorous formal way the fac-
tors which determine how observational evidence supports more general
theory. The relevant points can be made easily enough in words, but less
rigorously and with their implications less clear. What the calculus
brings out is that a general theory h is rendered probable by observa-
tional evidence e ( and if we put k as a tautology, we can now ignore
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it), insofar as (1) P(e/h &Kk) (the posterior probability of e ) is high, (2)
P(h/k) (the prior probability of h) is high, and (3) P(e/k) (the prior
probability of e) is low. The first condition is satisfied to the extent to
which you would expect to find e if h is true. Obviously a scientific or
historical theory is rendered probable, insofar as the evidence is such as
you would expect to find if the theory is true. (I can say ‘the theory is
rendered probable insofar as it yields true predictions’ but only if it is
understood that the ‘predictions’ may be evidence observed either
before or after the theory was formulated. It seems irrelevant to
whether evidence supports a theory whether it is ‘new’ evidence found
by testing a theory, or ‘old’ evidence which the new theory explains.)

However, for any e you can devise an infinite number of different
incompatible theories h which are such that for each P(e/h &Kk) is high
but which make totally different predictions from each other for the
future (that is, predictions additional to e). Let e be all the observations
made relevant to your favourite theory of mechanics - let’s say General
Relativity (GTR). Then you can complicate GTR in innumerable ways
such that the resulting new theories all predict e but make wildly diffe-
rent predictions about what will happen tomorrow. The grounds for
believing that GTR is the true theory is that GTR is the simplest theory.
P(h/k) means the a priori probability that h is true, or — put less
challengingly - is the measure of the strength of the a priori factors
relevant to the probability of h. The major such a priori factor is sim-
plicity. The simplicity of a theory is something internal to that theory,
not a matter of the relation of the theory to external evidence. Another
a priori factor is content — the bigger a theory, the more and more pre-
cise claims it makes, the less likely it is to be true. But we can ignore
this factor if we are comparing theories of similar content.

P(e/k) is a measure of how likely e is to occur if we do not assume any
particular theory to be true. The normal effect of this term in assessing
the probability of any particular theory h, is that e does not render h very
probable if you would expect to find e anyway (for example, if it was also
predicted by the main rivals to h which had significant prior probability).

For the purpose of applying this apparatus to assessing the theory
that there is a God, the philosophical theist needs to spell out what is
meant by this claim. God is supposed to be roughly a person without a
body, essentially omnipotent, omniscient, perfectly free, perfectly good,
creator and sustainer of any universe there may be, a source of moral
obligation, eternal and necessary.” It needs to be spelled out what each
of these properties amounts to, and to be shown that possession of
each is compatible with possession of the others. Inevitably, to talk of
the source of all being involves using words in somewhat stretched
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senses — just as, in a humbler way, does talk about photons and pro-
tons. But it needs to be made to some extent clear just what the
stretching amounts to in each case, and to be made plausible that when
words are used in the stretched sense, the claims about God made with
their aid are coherent. It’s no good saying ‘all our talk about God is
metaphorical’. For if anyone is even to have a belief that there is a God,
let alone have grounds for that belief, there must be some difference
between that belief and the belief that there is no God, or the belief that
there is a Great Pumpkin, or whatever. And to explain to a non-believer
what that belief is, one must use words which she understands.
That involves making it clear when words are being used in stretched
senses and - insofar as it can be done — what are the boundaries of
these senses. The claim that there is a God may of course not be a
fully clear claim, but unless it is moderately clear, it cannot provide
backing for the practice of religion nor can arguments be given for or
against it.

I argue that any being who is essentially omnipotent, omniscient, and
perfectly free, and everlasting necessarily has the other divine properties,
and that the cited properties fit together in a very neat way so that the
claim that there is a God is a very simple claim, because it is a claim for
the existence of the simplest kind of person there could be. Persons are
beings with power to bring about effects intentionally, beliefs (true or
false) about how things are, and some degree of freedom to exercise
their power. God is postulated as a being with zero limits to his power,
to his true beliefs, and to his freedom. Scientists and others always pre-
fer on grounds of simplicity hypotheses which postulate one entity
rather than many, and entities with zero or infinite degrees of their
properties rather than some finite degree thereof. They postulate that
photons have zero mass (rather than some very small mass, equally
compatible with observations); and they used to postulate that light
and the gravitational force travel with infinite velocity (rather than
some very large finite velocity, equally compatible with observations)
until observations forced a different theory on them. Although the exis-
tence of anything at all is perhaps enormously improbable a priori, the
existence of a very simple being has a far higher prior probability than
does the existence of anything else (except insofar as the latter is ren-
dered probable by the former).

Yet if there is a God, it is not improbable that he should create a uni-
verse, an orderly universe, and within it embodied rational creatures such
as humans. For God being good will seek to bring about good things. It is
good that there should be a beautiful universe, Beauty arises from order
of some kind - the orderly interactions and moveme