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Preface 
 
It is important for the reader of this private collection of 
thoughts to understand the process whereby the thoughts 
and reflections herein have been achieved.  
 
No real attempt has been made to exhaust the philosophical, 
theological, or scientific sources necessary to “shore up” or 
defend, as it were, any of the thoughts that are put forward 
here as the author’s. On the contrary, these reflections are 
what they are and may or may not represent the most recent 
of conclusions or even a modern view of things. For 
example, while some of the reflections in the first section 
attempt to dialogue with Descartes, the author is aware that 
some of Descartes ideas would have been refuted by 
research since he first wrote them down. However, in an 
attempt to simply follow the process of original reflection, 
the author has allowed himself to simply follow his own 
instincts to see where they lead rather than to prepare 
something acceptable to scholars. This, of course, does not 
mean that the author has not done any reading. In fact, the 
reader will find much evidence of the works of others and, 
certainly, every effort has been made to attribute to others 
their words. 
 
It is also important to know that, for the most part, the 
author is not suggesting that these thoughts are his final 
ones on these topics. On the contrary, the hope is that, 
through dialogue, this collection of essays will be 
expanded, updated, and corrected as the need arises. 
 
This work will expand as it expands. If technology fails to 
update your version of the document gotten from Kindle, 
then it will be published under updated titles and will 
always be available for re-purchase at the lowest price 
possible if not for free.  
 
The reader is invited to post responses, criticisms, 
suggestions, or his or her own original reflections on these 
subjects at https://philotheo.org/ or email the author at 
publisher@issacharimprints.com If your comment or input 
is appropriate and furthers the discussion, the author will 
dialogue with it and credit you in the footnotes. 

https://philotheo.org/
mailto:publisher@issacharimprints.com


 

6 

 

 

An Apology for Philosophical Theology  
by the Author 

 

Several years ago, I became highly interested in two areas 

of study that continue to fuel my research today, and which 

overflow into this small collection of thoughts.  

 

My studies at Fuller Theological Seminary put me in touch 

with Dr. Richard Peace who is the Robert Boyd Munger 

Professor of Evangelism and Spiritual Formation. His class, 

titled “Exegeting the Culture, Applying the Text,” gave me 

the framework for merging together the concepts of 

discipleship, evangelism, and apologetics in a relevant way. 

This led me to deeper study of the concept of Christ and 

culture: the dynamics of what happened, is happening, and 

should happen where Christ intersects with culture. From 

there the pressing question became clear to me: what are 

the philosophical underpinnings that have delivered to the 

world what we see in Western culture today? How, for 

example, did America arrive at a place where 

homosexuality, gender fluidity, abortion, and evolution are 

things to be celebrated? The concept of the American 

melting pot has given way to the aberration of cultural 

appropriation.1  

 

In short, I am convinced that the only way to understand 

our present Western culture, particularly American culture, 

is to understand its philosophical underpinnings. For that 

we must understand what happened in the Enlightenment 

period. In reality, the relevant period of time is much larger, 

spanning from the pre-Reformation (mid 15th century) to 

present.  

 

 
1 Cultural Appropriation defined by the Cambridge Online Dictionary 
(https://dictionary.cambridge.org/us/dictionary/english/cultural-appropriation) as “The act of taking 
or using things from a culture that is not your own, especially without showing that 
you understand or respect this culture: Some see his use of African music as cultural appropriation. 
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One may wish to think that theology need not be a part of 

understanding the Western culture, but, of course, that is far 

from true. In fact, the entire movement of thought during 

the span of history just referred to centers upon questions 

about God and the possibility of His Divine Self-revelation, 

the reality (or not) of His existence, and about knowledge, 

truth, and authority: all of which are, of necessity, 

theological questions if for no other reason than the fact that 

these subjects were areas owned by the church before 

people in the pre-Reformation period began to exhibit signs 

of turning from God (the object) to the Self (the subject). 

 

My assessment is that the Enlightenment period did not 

end. It continues today. We may like to think that we moved 

on to pursue greater and deeper ideas from the likes of 

Nietzsche, Darwin, Marx, Foucault, and Quine, but in truth, 

all we have witnessed since Descartes formulated the 

mantra of the self—cogito ergo sum—are attempts to deal 

with the question of God, and more particularly, how to 

arrive at acceptable theories of human existence and the 

Universe without Him. 

 

So, the pursuit of philosophical theology is, for me, not 

rewarding because of the discovery of inspiring thoughts of 

ancient philosophes. There are precious few of those! It is 

rewarding because it helps me make sense of where we are 

today and where Western culture went wrong.  

 

I think the reader will discover that the essays in this work 

are at the very least adequate discussion starters. Hopefully 

some of the thinking is provocative. If nothing else it may 

provide a springboard to think of these important topics on 

your own. 
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Philosophical Theology: Why it Matters 
 
What it is . . .  
 
Let me first give a simple working definition of 
philosophical theology. If philosophy is an attempt at a 
rational interpretation of reality, and if theology is the study 
of God, then philosophical theology is an attempt to arrive 
at rational conclusions concerning the question of God. It is 
the study of how philosophical theologians have come to 
conclusions about the existence of God and how they have 
answered all of the impending questions attached to various 
responses to that ontological question.  
 
Why it matters . . .  
 
So, what is the inherent value in a study of philosophical 
theology? A significant outlay of time and dedication is 
required in order to properly address its various issues and 
subjects. Is it worth it? I have determined that it is for the 
following reasons: 
 

1) A great shift away from God happened as a result 
of what some have referred to as “the modern ‘turn to 
the subject’.” 
 

It was, however, the modern “turn to the subject” 
that proved decisive. Kant’s call for “autonomy,” 
for the individual’s “release from a self-incurred 
tutelage” to such heteronomous [external] 
authorities as the Bible and the Church, embodied 
the spirit of the Enlightenment. Increasingly, 
individual reason and conscience became the 
arbiters of religious truth. Although the Romantics 
rejected the appeal to autonomous “reason alone,” 
they nevertheless shifted the source of spiritual 
authority to the “religious self-consciousness,” that 
is, to religious experience. The entire nineteenth 
century can be viewed as an effort to resolve the 
increasingly problematic issue of authority 
(emphasis mine).2 

 
2 Livingston, Fiorenza, Coakley, and Evans, Jr., Modern Christian Thought: Twentieth Century, 
Second Edition, Vol. 2, (Fortress Press, 2006), 2. 
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This “shift away from God” did not begin with Kant; he 
merely codified and canonized it. The shift began in the 
decades prior to the Reformation. Even the Reformation 
itself can be seen in the light of self-focus and rebellion 
against authority. As the discoveries and assertions of 
Kepler, Copernicus, and Galileo brought about a 
mechanistic view of the universe, God began to drift into 
the background, being replaced by self in the foreground. 
 
2) Western culture is still in the throes of Enlightenment, 
mechanistic thinking and is particularly focused on the self. 
Understanding the roots of our present frame of mind gives 
insight into the issues of Christ and culture thus making this 
type of study potentially relevant to the Church. 
 
Rene Descartes in his Rule for the Direction of the Mind, 
Rule III, wrote: 

 
In the subjects we propose to investigate, our inquiries 
should be directed, not to what others have thought, nor 
to what we ourselves conjecture, but to what we can 
clearly and perspicuously behold and with certainty 
deduce; for knowledge is not won in any other way. 
 

He goes on to endorse the study of what “the ancients” have 
taught while warning us not to “become infected with their 
errors.” He advocates for intuition and induction as the only 
two ways to “arrive at the knowledge of things.” And yet, 
he allows (Paschal would say grudgingly)3 for the belief of 
matters “divinely revealed” though he expects those truth 
to be discernible through the two ways he prescribes. 
 
 

God Exists 
 
God exists. I would not know about it except that He 
created me with the capacity to entertain the notion of His 
existence. From that vantage point, I can make the 
observation that God has created and, in doing so, has 

 
 
3 See Paschal, Pensees, Section II, no. 77. 
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intentionally declared His existence. I would not be able to 
make that observation were it not for the fact that what He 
has created is visible and noisy and tangible: presenting 
itself to my capacity to see and hear and feel, etc. Only an 
all-powerful God could produce and sustain creation, while 
yet with no need to, since He would be complete in Himself. 
And yet He has done it.  
 
God is good. We know this because, in His Self-revelation, 
we have observed Him to be inclined toward life. Our 
ability to determine what is good and what is not is traced 
back to the image of God in which we have been created. 
Further, we cannot rightfully imagine what things might 
have been like had God been evil instead of good, for, in a 
scenario where God was evil, there would be no life since, 
as God, He would be purely evil in His nature and, 
consequently, would not be life sustaining. Pure evil arrays 
itself against life. It is not reasonable to postulate a universe 
created and sustained by an evil God.4 
 
God would communicate. Having begun His Divine Self-
disclosure through creation (although one could say that it 
began with the creation of the first sentient being in the 
spiritual realm), even to the extent of creating beings 
capable of knowing Him, He would continue that Self-
disclosure to His own satisfaction. However, being good 
and predisposed towards life, He would not be content to 
remain dispassionate but would be intentional and specific. 
Being perfect, He would not tolerate that which is less than 
perfect even though everything outside of Himself would 
necessarily be so. However, being good, and perfect, and 
intentional, He would not start what could not be brought 
to completion. That would be inconsistent with His nature. 
 
God would create beings with free will. Creating beings 
without the capacity to freely love Him or reject Him would 
only bring about a Self-worship which He would not be 
interested in or capable of. Further, and seeing that all 
things outside of Himself are necessarily imperfect, the 
creation of free-will beings would necessarily lead quickly 

 
4 Although this notion is foolish from the outset, still, the atheist John Zande has done just that in his 
book The Owner of All Infernal Names, (Self-published, 2015). 
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to a fall away from God’s perfection and into a sin nature. 
Therefore, from eternity, God knew how He would make it 
possible for a necessarily imperfect, free-will creature to 
enter into eternal fellowship with Himself. 

 

 
There is No Place that is Empty 

 
From Rene Descartes, “Principles of Philosophy” 
(Translated by Haldane and Ross, p. 262-264): 
 

Principle XVI. That it is contrary to reason to say that 
there is a vacuum or space in which there is absolutely 
nothing  
 
As regards a vacuum in the philosophic sense of the 
word, i.e. a space in which there is no substance, it is 
evident that such cannot exist, because the extension of 
space or internal place, is not different from that of body. 
For, from the mere fact that a body is extended in length, 
breadth, or depth, we have reason to conclude that it is a 
substance, because it is absolutely inconceivable that 
nothing should possess extension, we ought to conclude 
also that the same is true of the space which is supposed 
to be void, i.e. that since there is in it extension, there is 
necessarily also substance. 
 
Principle XVII. That a vacuum, in the ordinary sense, 
does not exclude all body.  
 
And when we take this word vacuum in its ordinary 
sense, we do not mean a place or space in which there is 
absolutely nothing, but only a place in which there are 
none of those things which we expect to find there. Thus 
because a pitcher is made to hold water, we say it is 
empty when it contains nothing but air; or if there are no 
fish in a fish-pond, we say that there is nothing in it, even 
though it be full of water; similarly we say a vessel is 
empty, when, in place of the merchandise it was 
designed to carry, it is loaded only with sand, so that it 
may resist the impetuous violence of the wind; and 
finally we say in the same way that a space is empty 
when it contains nothing sensible, even though it contain 
created matter and self-existent substance; for we are not 
wont to consider things excepting those with which our 
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senses succeed in presenting us. And if, in place of 
keeping in mind what we should comprehend by these 
words—vacuum and nothing—we afterwards suppose 
that in the space which is termed vacuum there is not 
only nothing sensible, but nothing at all, we shall fall 
into the same error as if, because a pitcher is usually 
termed empty since it contains nothing but air, we were 
therefore to judge that the air contained in it is not a 
substantive thing. 
 
Principle XVIII. How the prejudice concerning the 

absolute vacuum is to be corrected. 

 

We have almost all lapsed into this error from the 

beginning of our lives, for, seeing that there is no 

necessary connection between the vessel and the body it 

contains, we thought that God at least could remove all 

the body contained in the vessel without its being 

necessary that any other body should take its place. But 

in order that we may be able to correct this error, it is 

necessary to remark that while there is no connection 

between the vessel and that particular body which it 

contains, there is an absolutely necessary one between 

the concave figure of the vessel and the extension 

considered generally which must be comprised in this 

cavity; so that there is not more contradiction in 

conceiving a mountain without a valley, than such a 

cavity without the extension which it contains, or this 

extension without the substance which is extended, 

because nothing, as has already been frequently 

remarked, cannot have extension. And therefore, if it is 

asked what would happen if God removed all the body 

contained in a vessel without permitting its place being 

occupied by another body, we shall answer that the sides 

of the vessel will thereby come into immediate 

contiguity with one another. For two bodies must touch 

when there is nothing between them, because it is 

manifestly contradictory for these two bodies to be apart 

from one another, or that there should be a distance 

between them, and yet that this distance should be 
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nothing; for distance is a mode of extension, and without 

extended substance it cannot therefore exist.5 
 

Principle XXI. That extension of the world is likewise 

indefinite. 

 

We likewise recognise that this world, or corporeal 

substance in a universal sense, is extended without limit, 

because wherever we imagine a limit we are not only 

still able to imagine beyond that limit spaces indefinitely 

extended, but we perceive these to be in reality such as 

we imagine them, that is to say that they contain in them 

corporeal substance indefinitely extended. For, as has 

been already shown very fully, the idea of extension that 

we perceive in any space whatever is quite evidently the 

same as the idea of corporeal substance. 
 
Reading these triggered these reflections . . .  
 
First, let’s discuss what Descartes meant by the term 
extension. Simply put, extension refers to the sum total of 

the length, 
breadth, and 
depth that any 
corporeal body 
or material 
object occupies. 
If I take a small 
but solid rubber 
ball, the size of 
which can fit 
comfortably in 
my hand, and I 
hold it under 
water, the ball 
(plus my hand 
that is holding it 

there) has displaced a specific amount of water. The ball 

 
5 A modern example of this principle is what happens when a vacuum is created in any large 
structure resulting in a collapse of the structure. The vacuum representing Descartes absence of “the 
body contained in a vessel.” 
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and the hand have made room for themselves in the water 
and can be said to have extension.6 
 
If there can be said to be something called “space” where 
planets, asteroids, comets, and stars exist and where they 
are held there “in place” as it were, then it would seem to 
support the case for a universe filled with a substance which 
surrounds the objects we see, a kind of matter that we 
cannot see but matter nonetheless. In this way we cannot 
say that there was empty space and then the so-called Big 
Bang, at least not in the space that we think we would 
observe sans planets, stars, comets, etc. Even the so-called 
empty place had to be created in order to hold other objects 
in place. Further, we must ask what substance holds what 
we know as space in its place? It is not the same substance 
as what we now call space for it must differ if it serves to 
hold in place that which holds in place the stars, planets, 
asteroids, etc. Otherwise, if it were not different, it would 
simply be more of the same and would be mixed with it and 
be indistinguishable from the space which it is supporting.  
 
An example of this would be placing water within water. 
We don’t say the water inserted is being held up or 
supported by water it was inserted into. Once water is 
placed into other water it cannot be extracted in its original 
form because water plus water equals water. So unless we 
are prepared to say that the universe is infinite, then it must 
have an end; a limitation—a place where it collides with 
that which holds its extension in place.   
 

 
6 John Eustace, “The pre-eminent property of corporeal substance which constitutes its essence and 
nature is extension. The essence of matter then is extension, according to Descartes. As he puts it in 
his physical treatise 'Le Monde' , referring to matter he tells us 'I conceive its extension, or the 
property it has of occupying space, not at all as an accident, but as its true form and essence.' 
Extension is the essence of matter then. Whatever has spatial extension is matter and matter, by 
definition, is that which has spatial extension. Spatial extension, then, constitutes matter . What is 
spatial extension? It is length, breadth and thickness, the three straight lines that constitute 
Euclidean space. So that which has length, breadth and thickness is matter and all matter, on this 
definition, has length, breadth and thickness.” Accessed 4/12/19 @ 
http://www.minerva.mic.ul.ie/vol1/ eustac1.html First published in The Journal of the Limerick 
Philosophical Society in 1987. 
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Descartes said that the corporeal substance of a planet is in 
keeping with the substance of the extension.  
 

“because the extension of space or internal place, is not 
different from that of body” (Principle XVI above) 

 
It does not follow, however, that we can in any way say that 
the extension of what we call space continues infinitely 
simply because we imagine it to be so. Whatever we decide 
is the nature of that which is holding that which has 
extension, it is itself being held in place by that which 
makes it possible to remain in place for the objects that 
depend on it. For example, the container holding the 
reservoir of water into which we submerged a solid rubber 
ball, is itself sustained by the table on which the reservoir 
is sitting, which in turn is held up by the foundation of the 
house, held up by the ground, etc. All of which has 
extension. If we continue this to include the whole earth, 
the galaxy, the particular quadrant of the universe in which 
our galaxy is located, ad infinitum, we finally must ask, 
“Into what substance is the solid rubber ball of our universe 
being submerged?” 
 
Therefore, in keeping with the idea of Primary substance, 
we must postulate that, beyond the observable universe, and 
beyond the continuation of what we see (but cannot to the 
point where it must of necessity leave off where that which 
holds it in place takes up), there we must posit some 
substance primary to it, and beyond that, primary to it, etc., 
until we at last arrive at that substance which is necessarily 
Primary to all else. This we call God. Incidentally, this logic 
is an important response, even rebuttal to the postulation of 
previous universes or other universes, the multi-verse 
theory. Even if that theory or something similar be 
embraced, all must stem from a Primary substance. 
 
There is no place that is empty. 
 
Put more simply . . . If I can imagine reaching the end of 
what we presently refer to as “space,” finding there a wall 
where space ends (I’m not saying that we would find a wall, 
just imagining something that would mark the farthest 
reach of the known universe), I conclude that something 
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must be beyond the wall—at least something must be 
holding up the wall! It may be something completely 
different than anything anyone has ever imagined, but it 
must, in some way, be a substance with extension that 
allows the universe and everything in it to be suspended 
within it. The universe—and by universe I mean all the 
visible and so-called invisible matter that possesses 
extension: observable and that which continues beyond our 
observation—is upheld by whatever is on the other side of 
the wall. I must posit that there is something and not 
nothing beyond the wall, even if, as Descartes stated, we do 
not find there what we expected to find.  
 
Therefore, as per Aristotle in his Categories (5: par. 3), “If 
the primary substances did not exist it would be impossible 
for any of the other things to exist,” and since, as per 
Aquinas, this arrangement “cannot go on to infinity,”7 we 
arrive at the place where we must posit something within 
which all of this must exist, something to which there is no 
end but also no further wall to be found. 
 
The universe cannot be infinite. Though some speak of 
infinite in terms of how long it will exist—its temporal 
dimensions (a question which seems mute since nothing 
that was created could be called infinite as far as its 
temporality goes since it had a beginning)—I speak of it in 
spatial terms. The two may be sides of the same coin since 
travelling an infinite distance would require an infinite 
amount of time.  
 
For the universe to be infinite in a spatial sense would mean 
that God Himself could not exist outside of it, otherwise it 
would not be infinite. If the universe were infinite, one 
would never be able to travel to its ends even if one could 
dedicate an eternity to it. But this in itself would not require 
it to itself be eternal. For an entity to be able to extend its 
force or power to create something infinite, it itself would 
have to be infinite. But neither does this prove an infinite 
universe.  
 

 
7 Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica: Volume I, Question 2, Article Three  (Westminster, 
Maryland: Christian Classics, 1981), 13. 
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If the universe were indeed spatially infinite it would also 
then be a place inside which God would have to exist.  
 

 
 

Against A Doctrine of Eternal Creation 
 

If God is omniscient and eternal, and if we consider that 

God, of necessity, existed eternally before creating, how 

long did He exist before He “chose” to create?  Is it not 

reasonable to ask how the fact of our creation ever came to 

be, seeing that eternity is an endless time? Right away we 

realize it is awkward to say that God “chose” to do 

something— since an all–intelligent being does not need to 

choose, as if He were wavering between two choices. We 

also realize that our concept of time is not adequate when 

discussing God’s eternal existence.  

 

For example, in terms of time, if8 God existed for an infinite 

amount of time past, then the time for Him to make a choice 

to do something (which He was not already doing as part of 

His nature) would never come. It stands to reason that if 

God has always existed, then the reality of created things 

was nestled in His nature from eternity, or else the time for 

creation would never have come. Let’s look at it from a 

different perspective. 

 

Imagine our starting place to be the fact of the creation of 

the universe (for now ignoring any supernatural beings 

created before that time). We know that the universe was 

created—that it had a beginning—but the question is what 

was needed to trigger such that event? In other words, after 

existing for an eternity beyond infinitely multiplied eons, 

what brought God to the point where He created the 

universe? Based on our previous assertions, God can’t have 

 
8 I have here only italicized the word if in order to emphasize the if/then statement I am making. In 
no way am I asking the reader to consider whether or not God exists from eternity, which of course 
He must. 
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a new thought. He can’t look out and have something 

suddenly dawn on Him, Wow! How cool it would be to 

create some beings that will live forever! Let’s ask another 

question . . .  

 

If God is perfect and dwells forever from eternity past how 

can He act? To act would mean there is a future for God; 

that somehow in the midst of eternity God decides to act. 

How is it that God's desires do not materialize as instant 

action? We could almost assert that the fact of God's 

desiring a thing is practically the fact of that thing's 

existence, even that it exists in God!   

 

Following upon what has been asserted heretofore 

concerning God’s omniscience and eternal existence, we 

must conclude that at no time were we, his human creation, 

ever not in His thoughts or intentions for creation. This 

conclusion could lead one to postulate a doctrine of eternal 

creation. Yet, to use a purely human analogy, though a man 

and a woman have plans to procreate, their desires to 

procreate do not constitute the existence of children. Their 

intentions will have to be consummated. So with God—His 

eternal intention to create us did not constitute our 

existence. Though we must agree that we were always in 

His thought, we have no basis for surmising that human 

creation is any more than that: human creation—at least no 

more than that which God gave to it by creating it in His 

image. And yet the humans that God created are a special 

creation in that God created people with free will, which is 

to say that God has "chosen" (can we say this?) to allow for 

a human freedom that exists outside of His control, if that 

were possible. 

 

As mentioned above, our references to time in our efforts 

to theologize about God in eternity past are inadequate. Not 

only so, but terms such as “decided” and “chose” are 

likewise inadequate. We are left with the realization that we 

do not understand the existence of God outside of time. 
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Against Any Access to God  

Outside of Jesus Christ 
 

After arriving at so profound a truth as we have: namely 
that each human that has, does, or ever will exist has—in a 
precise sense—always existed in the heart and mind of 
God, one could begin to imagine that one might be able to 
make a direct approach to God outside of God’s own Self-
revelation. This can never be. The only way in which we 
are able, in any measure, to know God and enter into a 
relationship with Him is through the divinely revealed 
process which He has revealed in His Son, Jesus Christ. 
 
Of course, we know this specifically from the New 
Testament: 
 

Romans 10:9-10 

 
9 That if you confess with your mouth, “Jesus is Lord,” and 
believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you 
will be saved. 10 For it is with your heart that you believe 
and are justified, and it is with your mouth that you confess 
and are saved. 
 
Acts 4:8-12 
 
8 Then Peter, filled with the Holy Spirit, said to them:  
 
“Rulers and elders of the people! 9 If we are being called to 
account today for an act of kindness shown to a cripple and 
are asked how he was healed, 10 then know this, you and all 
the people of Israel: It is by the name of Jesus Christ of 
Nazareth, whom you crucified but whom God raised from 
the dead, that this man stands before you healed. 11 He is  
 

“ ‘the stone you builders rejected,  

which has become the capstone.’ 

12 Salvation is found in no one else, for there is no other 

name under heaven given to men by which we  

must be saved.”  
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Robert Bellah stumbled upon a woman named Sheila 
Larson who named her religion “Sheilaism”:  
 

Sheila Larson is a young nurse who has received a good deal 
of therapy and who describes her faith as “Sheilaism.” “I 
believe in God. I’m not a religious fanatic. I can’t remember 
the last time I went to church. My faith has carried me a long 
way. It’s Sheilaism. Just my own little voice . . . It’s just try 
to love yourself and be gentile with yourself. You know, I 
guess, take care of each other. I think He would want us to 
take care of each other.”9 

 
It would seem that, somehow, this woman found a way to 
come to terms with God without having to come to Him 
according to the Bible. We would need more information 
about her so-called faith in order to determine whether she 
is exercising what I have called “free agent” Christianity in 
which she answers to no one but God, or if, indeed, she has 
created her own set of religious rules. In any case, the 
anecdote as it stands in print demonstrates the concern 
expressed in these few paragraphs. 
 
The reader must never imagine himself or herself to have 
“always had a relationship with God.” This can never be the 
case. Perhaps this sentiment comes from those who have 
never pressed further than a “general revelation” kind of 
relationship to God. This is the “family of man” God to 
whose family all humanity belongs thus making us all 
God’s children. This idea springs from a bottom-up, 
humanistic Deism that does not pay heed to God’s special 
revelation made through the appearance of His Son. 
 
The reader must never allow himself or herself to imagine 
that God is at once reaching some through Muhammed, 
some through Buddha, some through a Universal 
consciousness. Approaching God in such a way is a violent 
insult to His Person, His nature, His goodness, His wisdom, 
and His will.  

 
Barth: Revealer, Revelation, and Revealedness 

 
9 Robert N. Bella, et al, Habits of the Heart, (Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1996), 
221. 
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Grasping Eternity 
 
Every now and then I catch a profound glimpse of the 
eternity of God. I am not claiming that my “glimpse” is 
adequate, but it is mindboggling. In fact, when my thoughts 
turn to this subject I come nearest to those philosophers that 
I make fun of who question that anything exists at all. As I 
attempt to capture my thoughts on this page I will make 
assertions that I will almost immediately need to rescind. 
 
In thinking about the origins of the universe it is simply 
illogical and foolish to imagine that it came to be randomly, 
ex nihilo, without a cause. Of course it had a beginning and 
nothing that exists has existed for eternity. Everything has 
a beginning. Except God. God exists from eternity.  
 
It is not logical that God should exist, having no beginning. 
So, the logic which tells us that everything that is must have 
a beginning betrays us when we consider God. When it 
comes to God we have to leave that kind of logic behind 
and allow that somehow God has always been.  
 
If we use the logic that says nothing can exist without a 
cause, even God, then we have to imagine a time when there 
is nothing at all—not even God. This demands that there 
was a time when there was absolutely nothing at all—no 
matter, no God. This, of course, cannot be. It is not possible 
for there to be absolutely nothing and for something to arise 
out of the nothingness. This is what we are used to saying 
but in our saying that we reserve a different category for 
God.  
 
So, no matter how far back one can imagine, no matter how 
many gods of gods of gods one can postulate, ultimately, 
God is necessary. Because there is something instead of 
nothing, it is necessary that God exists. 
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De-Randomizing Computer 
 
I contend that nothing—no event, action, or reaction—is 
actually random. At first glance, the implications of such a 
statement is that everything must be pre-determined. 
However, this is not the case. I assert that things seem 
random only because we do not have the technology to 
identify the forces at work that bring about the outcomes 
we see—outcomes that would be fully explainable had we 
the ability (or the inclination) to discover them. 

The Birthday Cake 

If I lean over a birthday cake all ablaze with candles, and if 

I take in a deep breath and blow the candles out, that action 

is pre-determined. In fact, it is obvious that the candles were 

not extinguished by chance but by design. However, unless 

I have a way to measure all the forces that necessarily come 

to bear upon the candles in the process of being blown out, 

I cannot tell why one candle seemed to hold onto its life 

longer than the one next to it. The order in which the 

candles are extinguished will be different every time, 

giving the appearance of randomness, and yet nothing 

could be further from the truth. 

There are many factors that effect the order in which each 

candle will finally give up its flame: the strength of the air 

flow, the position of the one blowing the air, perhaps the 

temperature in the room, the wax in the candle and the wick 

entombed in the wax, and so on. 

I assert that events like the order in which candles are 

extinguished on a cake at a birthday party seem random 

only because we do not have the minute technology to 

identify the forces at work which bring about the logical 

outcomes we see. 

 



23 

 

A Glass of Ice Water 
 
For example, a person places a glass of ice water on top of 
a van and forgets it is there. The van pulls away and, for a 
while, the glass hangs in there. But, ultimately, it falls off. 
That the glass of ice water will fall off of the van is, of 
course, completely predictable. But when it falls and how it 
flips, etc. are all unpredictable to the human observer. 
However, had we a De-Randomizing Computer, we would 
be able to place sensors on the van, the glass, in the water, 
in the air, on the road (you get the idea) and capture all the 
data necessary to predict exactly when, where, and how the 
glass of ice water would meet its demise. These sensors and 
the instruments connected to them would have to be 
exponentially sensitive and we would have to run the 
experiment ad nauseam before we could get it right, but, 
unless we are prepared to say that glasses of ice tea fall off 
of moving vans due to none of the physical forces exerted 
upon them, then we must agree that while it seems that the 
time, place, and style, if you will, of the glass’s topple from 
the van is random, it is, in fact, no such thing.10 
 

Consider this example a little further, particularly the flight 

path taken by the glass itself. What forces affected its 

course? Any number of identifiers will have had an impact 

upon the glass as it fell, turned, flipped, and ultimately 

found a landing spot: the size of the glass (tall, wide, short), 

the composition of the container itself (made of glass or 

plastic), if made of glass the relative heaviness of the glass 

bottom, how much of the water remained in the glass as it 
fell, the ratio of water to ice, and so on. And we could go 

on and ask about the speed of the van, the terrain it was 

 
10 It necessarily follows that the human decision to place the ice water on the van was not random 
either. Were able to do so—had we a De-Randomizing Computer—we could go back and examine 
the minute thought process that led to the action. Not only so, but all of the forces and thought 
processes that brought the human actor to the place and time with a glass of ice water where he or 
she would be in place to perform the act of placing a glass of ice water on a van that was soon to 
begin moving down the road. Again, this in no way supports a postulation of predetermination. On 
the contrary, each human act is based on some level of reasoning even if that reasoning has been 
compromised.  
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moving along, the relative turn of the van's direction, the 

consistency of the driver's acceleration. You get the idea. 

One last area to consider in this example: what caused the 

person to put his or her glass on the van? What were the 

minute thought processes that distracted the person? Let's 

say it was a beautiful red and yellow Cardinal flying by. 

Was that random? No. The Cardinal is making a choice 

where to fly, the forces at work in the Cardinal's search for 

food, etc. Nothing is random. It's just so intricate that 

random is the easiest explanation. The De-Randomizing 

Computer works on people too! 

The De-Randomizing Computer is ludicrous, of course, 
first because most of the technology doesn’t exist, and 
second because there’s no interest in it. But just because we 
do not have the means to predict exactly when, where, and 
in what style the glass will topple does not give us 
permission to declare it to be random. We just haven’t 
looked close enough. Not only so, but it is easier and more 
convenient to label certain things as random, thus relieving 
us of any responsibility for them. 
 
The Wind 
 
Another example is the wind. It seems to be a stellar 
example of randomness. Even Jesus referred to the wind 
saying, “The wind blows wherever it pleases. You hear its 
sound, but you cannot tell where it comes from or where it 
is going (John 3:8).” But the wind is not random! There are 
very specific forces that cause the wind to go one way and 
then another. We can go pretty far these days to predict the 
wind—or at least windiness—but in the end we can go only 
so far. But, had we the De-Randomizing Computer, we 
could determine, down to the faintest brush of wind across 
our face, when, where, why, and how it would happen. Not 
only that, but the effect it will have on our skin at a 
molecular level, and even the emotions and thought 
processes it will inspire. 
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So it is in all that exists—nothing that happens is random. 
The De-Randomizing Computer is able to assess and 
calculate all the forces at work which bring their influence 
to bear upon any and every action and event. A splash of 
water that just reaches the furthest spot on a beach at high 
tide: the D-RC knows why; knows how. You say, “There is 
no De-Randomizing Computer.” Ok. But if we could 
harness the data and store it and call it up and so on, it could 
tell us how it all happens. Of course, even with A.I. 
becoming a religion, no intelligence will ever arise out of a 
machine—certainly not out of a human—that could master 
such command of the data.  
 
The point is that we are asked to believe that the universe 
exists as a random accident—a foolish proposition and 
based only on the data we are currently capable of 
gathering—minus any allowance of the possibility of a De-
Randomizing Computer. 
 

T. D. Weldon wrote, “the problem of Leibniz May be 

formulated in the question, ‘What account can we offer of 

the universe which will avoid (a) the metaphysical, (b) the 

physical problems to which Cartesianism gives rise?’” 

(T.D. Weldon, Kant’s Critique if Pure Reason, (London: 

Oxford University, 1958), 19.) 

In other words, “enlightened” thinkers and philosophers 

like Leibniz felt compelled to arrive at some satisfactory 

explanation of the universe without having to appeal to God 

or resorting to the miraculous. Without allowing for a De-

Randomizing Computer. 

Louis Dupre illustrates this in his definition of the 
Enlightenment when he writes: 
 

As nominalist theologians began to attribute the origin 
of all things to the inscrutable will of God, they 
abrogated the link of intelligibility that connected the 
source of reality with its created effect. As a result, by 
the beginning of the modern age reality had ceased to 
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be intrinsically intelligible and God no longer 
provided the rational justification of the world. 
Henceforth meaning was no longer embedded in the 
nature of things: it had to be imposed by the human 
mind (emphasis mine).11 

 
Dupre goes more in depth: 
 

Christianity, for centuries the core of European 
culture, had left a tradition of values on which even 
secular intellectuals remained dependent long after 
having abandoned their faith. Most professed a belief 
in God even while adhering to a philosophy that 
emptied the idea of God of its traditional content. They 
continued to regard the idea as indispensable for 
morality, though morality had largely ceased to rely on 
it. Voltaire and Rousseau displayed an uncommon 
proselytic zeal for deist faith and aggressive hostility 
toward any kind of atheism. But this pragmatic use of 
the idea of God as foundational principle of the 
cosmos and as the basis of ethics had too little 
coherence to resist further deconstruction. Beginning 
with Hume and Diderot the suspicion grew that 
neither the origin and preservation of the cosmos nor 
the sanctioning of morality might require a personal 
God (emphasis mine).12 

 
 

Chaos 
 

When I wrote “The De-Randomizing Computer” I had not 

done any reading on chaos theory.13 The idea (as far as I 

presently understand it) is that even when we encounter 

something that seems random it only seems that way “for 

however accurate a measurement of the state at a time, a 

variation smaller than any it can detect may be responsible 

 
11 Louis Dupre, The Enlightenment and the Intellectual Foundations of Modern Culture, (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 2004), 2. 
12 Ibid., 14-15. 
13 The reader will remember at the outset that the author intentionally does his own thinking first.  
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for a difference in the eventual outcome.”14 This is what is 

suggested in the axiomatic question:  

 
Does the flap of a butterfly’s wings in Brazil set off a 

tornado in Texas?15 

 

But in “The De-Randomizing Computer,” my point was to 

assert that the things and events which we label “random” 

we do so because we lack the technology or the interest 

(or both) to look deep enough into the details of those 

events in order to discern the smallest pressures that bring 

about the events. You can imagine how excited I was, 

while reading Leonard Smith’s Very Short Introduction on 

“Chaos,” to discover Pierre-Simon LaPlace’s A 

Philosophical Essay on Probabilities.16 He wrote: 

 
We ought then to regard the present state of the universe as 

the effect of its anterior state and as the cause of the one 

which is to follow. Given for one instant an intelligence 

which could comprehend all the forces by which nature is 

animated and the respective situation of the beings who 

compose it—an intelligence sufficiently vast to submit these 

data to analysis—it would embrace in the same formula the 

movements of the greatest bodies of the universe and those 
of the lightest atom; for it, nothing would be uncertain and 

the future, as the past, would be present to its eyes. 

 

I call LaPlace’s “intellect” the De-Randomizing 

Computer. 

 
The De-Randomizing Computer is able to assess and 

calculate all the forces at work which bring their influence 

to bear upon any and every action and event. A splash of 

 
14 Simon Blackburn, Oxford Dictionary of Philosophy, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), 59. 

15 Lorenz, Edward Norton, "Predictability: Does the Flap of a Butterfly's Wings in Brazil Set Off a 
Tornado in Texas?" Address given at the 139th Annual Meeting of the American Association for 
the Advancement of Science, Sheraton Park Hotel, Boston, Mass., December 29, 1972. 

 
16 Written in 1812. My copy is a translation of the sixth edition produced in 1902. 
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water that just reaches the furthest spot on a beach at high 

tide: the D-RC knows why; knows how. You say, “There is 

no De-Randomizing Computer.” Ok. But if we could 

harness the data and store it and call it up and so on, it could 

tell us how it all happens. Of course, even with A.I. 

becoming a religion, no intelligence will ever arise out of a 

machine—certainly not out of a human—that could master 

such command of the data. 

 

 

 
God’s Eternal Knowing 

 
First Assertions  
 
If it is agreed that, due to His omniscience, God cannot have 
a new thought, and if it be agreed that God exists eternally 
as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, and that, as far as we can 
understand, He must have existed eternally for all eternity 
past before ever creating anything, and that, since He 
cannot have a new thought, and since He existed for eternity 
past, He must have known from eternity that He would 
create all that we are able to discern as having been created 
(which is everything we know except for Himself), then, by 
implication, it must also be true that He has always known 
and has always had in His eternal plan the creation of 
humanity. Consequently, given the nature of what we now 
understand about DNA and its implications for the unique 
nature of every creature, and given what we understand 
about eschatology and the idea that at some point human 
procreation will end, it can be said that, from eternity past, 
God knew specifically that He would create every given 
individual and creature that has been created, and that the 
number of created human entities will, at last, be a finite 
number.  
 
The Significance of the Soul 
 
These assertions being accepted, can we not surmise that 
the human soul—the sum total of which, past and present, 
currently estimated by some to be around 100 billion—
possesses breathtaking significance, suggesting a purpose 
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higher than we have imagined? That is, since God knows 
all and has always known all, and since the number of 
human souls is and will finally be a finite number, God has 
always known that He would create humans (as a general 
category of creation) and each human in particular, thus 
making it clear that the existence of each specific human is 
intentional, and, based on the reflection that the Judeo-
Christian God is one of love, power, and purpose, then, 
therefore, the existence of any given human is of extreme 
significance and value.  
 
Imagined as a human existence lottery, and realizing that 
Almighty God could have designed things in such a way as 
to allow for human procreation to continue on through 
eternity future ad infinitum, we must admit that, when 
compared to what could have been an infinite and eternally 
increasing number of souls, we who have been born into 
this world have, instead,  been made winners (in light of 
present numbers) of a 100 billionth portion of tremendously 
large, yet infinitely finite, lottery!   
 
Humanity Not Divinity 
 
Such a theory does not suggest for humanity a deified 
nature or that we, as humans, are in any wise of the same 
substance with God, or any difference as it pertains to the 
substance of humanity as we have always understood it. But 
rather that there is a purpose for humanity (though not 
outside of God and His divine Self-revelation in Jesus 
Christ)17 by virtue of the fact that God chose to breathe into 
His dusty creation, and that each individual human has been 
chosen to live; that God was intentional in the creative 
process, (a massive understatement). 
 
No “Plan B” 
 

 
17 It is also not my intention to give any impetus to our tendency towards humanism which always, 
ultimately, excludes God and begins, as Paul mourns in Romans 1:21-23: 21 For although they knew 
God, they neither glorified him as God nor gave thanks to him, but their thinking became futile and 
their foolish hearts were darkened. 22 Although they claimed to be wise, they became fools 23 and 
exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images made to look like mortal man and birds and 
animals and reptiles.  
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This theory has other important implications as well, 
particularly ones that impact what can be referred to as the 
“Plan B” view of God’s overall intentions in the Garden of 
Eden.  
 
Inherent in the way many perceive of the fall of humanity 
in the Garden is the notion that God’s first and best plan was 
for Adam and Eve to remain sinless, and thus live 
perpetually in the Presence of God. Having failed at this, 
the original human family forced God into implementing 
“Plan B.” God was forced to come and die for us in order to 
rescue His broken plan. Such a view has God being caught 
by surprise, not realizing ahead of time what would happen, 
and  operating in problem-solving mode.  
 
Of course, such a view is completely undone when one 
remembers that the Lamb of God was slain from the 
foundation of the world.  
 

4 For he chose us in him before the creation of the world to be 

holy and blameless in his sight (Ephesians 1:4). 

 
20 He was chosen before the creation of the world, but was 

revealed in these last times for your sake (1 Peter 1:20). 

 
8 All inhabitants of the earth will worship the beast—all whose 

names have not been written in the book of life belonging to the 

Lamb that was slain from the creation of the world (Revelation 

13:8) 

 
8 The beast, which you saw, once was, now is not, and will come 

up out of the Abyss and go to his destruction. The inhabitants of 

the earth whose names have not been written in the book of life 

from the creation of the world will be astonished when they see 

the beast, because he once was, now is not, and yet will come 

(Revelation 17:8).  

 
If we were to take “Plan B” logic to its full conclusions, we 
might wind up perceiving God’s progressive revelation as 
a series of failed and replaced plans to somehow find a way 
to redeem humanity. The situation Adam and Eve caused 
worsened until God repented that He had made humanity at 
all, culminating in a flood that destroyed all human life but 
eight souls. So much for Plan B. The Patriarchs come and 
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go and the next thing you know Israel is enslaved in Egypt 
and forgets all about God. So much for Plan C. Plan D—
the Mosaic Covenant—doesn’t work either. Finally, 
exasperated by all the failed plans God sends His Son to 
die. Ah! Plan E! 
 
Of course this is utter foolishness and it is not likely that 
anyone would agree with it. But it is how some Christian 
reasoning has expressed itself. But how should we 
understand salvation history? Based on our original 
assertions it is ludicrous to imagine a multiple plan system. 
God, Who knows the end from the beginning, knew full 
well what would happen in the garden. Unfortunately, this 
is the first stumbling stone for many. “Are you saying God 
wanted Adam and Eve to sin?” they love to ask. Of course 
not! Is it required that simply because one knows what is 
going to happen that one endorses what is going to happen? 
Certainly not! 
 
If all that was said above about God’s eternal nature and 
omniscience is true, then what can be said about God’s 
ultimate intention in this epic He has invited us into? Could 
we say that within God’s nature is sacrificial love? What is 
the message if not “I am unsurpassably, unreachably holy, 
I am love, I am unselfish, I will love, I will sacrifice so that 
those I love may be made able to love also.” Therefore, the  
message in the end must have been the message in the 
beginning, indeed, from eternity! So, far from the shock we 
imagine He must have felt as His creation fell, it was an 
inevitable step on the path toward a universal realization by 
all creation that God is Holy and there is none beside Him; 
that God is love and there is nothing He won’t do18 to reach 

 
18 I feel compelled to defend my use of these words seeing that long after I wrote them a song 
written by Corey Asbury became popular among Christians which refers to the reckless love of God 
and even states,  
 

There's no shadow You won't light up 
Mountain You won't climb up 
Coming after me 
There's no wall You won't kick down 
No lie You won't tear down 
Coming after me 
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us (barring a violation of His own nature and character) 
even unto death! Can we see the entire story as God’s way 
of introducing Himself to us? Could it be that from eternity 
God’s plan was to invite His special creation into 
fellowship with Himself and the only way that that 
fellowship could be lasting would be for creation to take an 
epic journey in which it would discover Who God is and 
how it could enter into fellowship with Him? “I want you 
to know that I am Holy, I am Love, and I am willing to die 
in order to fellowship with you because I created you! I am 
Trinitarian in my nature and have invited you into that 
Trinitarian fellowship, and the best way for you to reach 
Me as Father is through My Son, Jesus Christ through the 
agency of My Holy Spirit.” 
 
A Reckless God? 
 
Now, imagine the profound recklessness of a God who is 
willing to create free-will beings—not robots: some pre-
programmed to worship, some to murder, some to 
intentionally create and worship false gods—with the 
capacity to experience the depths of His love or the depths 
of hell; with the capacity to worship, murder, idolize; all for 
the sake of displaying His holiness, sharing the 
unsearchable riches of His love, compassion, joy, and the 
opportunity to share pure relational connection with the 
objects of His love! 
 
At the heart of this theory is the picture of a God Who is 
Holy and wants to share that Holiness. A God Who is love 
and wants to share that love.19  
 
But what is to be said about God’s foreknowledge that, 
even though it was not predestined to be so, some would 
murder and ultimately choose not to be with Him? What is 
to be said about God’s willingness to bring beings into 
existence that would live forever, knowing that some of 

 
My first recollection of a reference to the reckless love of God was of Rich Mullins in his song “The 
Love of God.” The first drafts of this essay began no earlier than 2013.  
19 The LaCugna book has brought light to others who have said that love is the reason for creation. 
That love is the driving factor for God's decision to create. 
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those beings would, in the end, experience eternal 
punishment and separation? How precious and awesome 
must be the fellowship that God has in store for those who 
freely worship Him that He would risk such pain? 
 
Our “bottom-up,” human logic questions the fairness of 
such an act. It asserts that maybe some have not had a fair 
opportunity to avoid such an end. And yet our acceptance 
that God is love demands that we accept that He has done 
right. That He has given that opportunity to all. That 
somehow, whether we see it or not, He has done right. 
 
So, what are the implications of this line of thought? We 
must say that the message at the end is the message from 
eternity. If the message now is that There is a God who 
exists in three persons who has invited humanity into 
intimate fellowship with Himself, and the that the access 
into that fellowship is through the shed blood of Jesus 
Christ, then we must concur that this was also the message 
from eternity.  

 

 

Ontological Musings 

 

I am defining ontology as the study of being. I am reserving 

the right to include in my musings all the properties of 

sentient beings.  

  

The purpose of these reflections is to discover and identify 

my own cogitations on the questions that arise, maintaining 

primary thinker status as long as possible.   

  

Primary Thinker Status  

  
Where one retains, for as long as possible, the ability to be 

impacted by all aspects of an object of study without being 

influenced—to the degree that it is possible—by the 

developed thought of other thinkers and scholars.20   

  

 
20 This is the author’s definition and concept. 
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Preliminary Questions  

  

What is the nature of something that can be said to have 

a being?   

  

Is the deciding trait for anything that is said to have being 

that it be able to articulate some awareness of the self?  

Descartes seems to have thought so.  If, say, an animal does 

not have self-awareness can we say that it does 

not “exist”?  

No. So the “I am” of Descartes forces a distinction between 

existence and being.   

  

 

 
Empiricism’s Blind Spot  

 
A simple definition of empiricism is assessing truth 

through the use of the five senses.  

 

 

 

 
Reflections on the Literature of  

Human Understanding 
 
So, at issue in the particular works by Descartes, Leibniz, 
Locke, Hume, and Kant that motivated them to write 
concerning human understanding seems to be arriving at an 
explanation for what can be considered real, what comes to 
us through our senses as opposed to what comes 
empirically, and what this says about the universe, 
metaphysics, etc.  
 
It is confusing to me that proving existence of ourselves, of 
objects, of the universe is so urgent. To some degree, I 
wonder what these philosophers would say today in light of 
science. (I need to read Quine who seems to be the modern 
day heir of this line of inquiry.)  It does seem that a great 
part of the program is to try and arrive at a description of 
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the above mentioned things without the need of God. A 
fool’s errand. The trouble is that if you disallow God and 
try to find answers without Him—or better said outside of 
Him—it always leads to error.  
 
Is it possible for me to formulate an idea completely unique 
from any prior influence or sense experience?  
 
Descartes 
 
The Philosophical Works of Descartes, translated by Haldane and Ross, 
Volume 1, Discourse on the Method, London: Cambridge University 
Press, 1977.  

 
 
 

 
Contrasting Hume and Descartes 

 
I recently discovered in my reading a stunning contrast 
between Descartes and Hume in their approaches to 
determining the truth of an argument. 
 
Hume—An excerpt from “Of Miracles,” from An Enquiry 
Concerning Human Understanding: 

 
In other cases, he proceeds with more caution: He 
weighs the opposite experiments: He considers which 
side is supported by the greater number of experiments: 
To that side he inclines, with doubt and hesitation; and 
when at last he fixes his judgment, the evidence exceeds 
not what we properly call probability. All probability, 
then, supposes an opposition of experiments and 
observations, where the one side is found to overbalance 
the other, and to produce a degree of evidence, 
proportioned to the superiority. A hundred instances of 
experiments on one side, and fifty on another, afford a 
doubtful expectation of any event; though a hundred 
uniform experiments, with only one that is 
contradictory, reasonably beget a pretty strong degree of 
assurance. In all cases, we must balance the opposite 
experiments, where they are opposite, and deduct the 
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smaller number from the greater, in order to know the 
exact force of the superior evidence.21 

 
Descartes—An excerpt from “Rule 3” from his Rules for the 
Direction of the Mind: 
 

Further, supposing now that all were wholly open and 
candid, and never thrust upon us doubtful opinions as 
true, but expounded every matter in good faith, yet since 
scarce anything has been asserted by any one man the 
contrary of which has not been alleged by another, we 
should be eternally uncertain which of the two to 
believe. It would be of no use to total up the testimonies 
in favour of each, meaning to follow that opinion which 
was supported by the greater number of authors; for if it 
is a question of difficulty that is in dispute, it is more 
likely that the truth would have been discovered by few 
than by many.22 

 
Hume seems to advocate for deciding which argument has 
the most support and choosing it. Descartes, on the other 
hand, says: 
 

It would be of no use to total up the testimonies in favour 
of each, meaning to follow that opinion which was 
supported by the greater number of authors; for if it is a 
question of difficulty that is in dispute, it is more likely 
that the truth would have been discovered by few than 
by many.23 

 
 

In response to David Hume, “Of Miracles,” from 
An Enquiry Concerning Human  

Understanding 
 

 
21 David Hume, Of Miracles, from An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, edited by 
Richard H. Popkin (Indianapolis/Cambridge: Hackett Publishing, 1998), 108.  
22 Rene Descartes, in Rule 3 of his Rules for the Direction of the Mind, Trans. By Elizabeth S. 
Haldane and G. R. T. Ross in The Philosophical Works of Descartes, Volume 1 , (London: 
Cambridge University Press, 1977), 6. 
23 Rene Descartes, in Rule 3 of his Rules for the Direction of the Mind, Trans. By Elizabeth S. 
Haldane and G. R. T. Ross in The Philosophical Works of Descartes, Volume 1 , (London: 
Cambridge University Press, 1977), 6. 
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In his essay, “Of Miracles,” which is part of the larger work, 
An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, Hume is at 
pains to describe how we as humans should go about trying 
to determine the veracity of any particular piece of evidence 
cited in support of a fact claim. He alludes to a balance 
between supporting and opposing experience and describes 
what could be pictured as a great scale leading to an 
equation, the solution to which reveals which evidence is to 
be considered superior over its detractors.  
 
As pertains to an undeniable “infallible” experience of a 
particular event, a “wise man,” having experienced the 
event, considers his experience to be “full proof” that the 
event could happen again in the future (or repeatable, as it 
were). However,  
 

In other cases, he proceeds with more caution: He 
weighs the opposite experiments: He considers 
which side is supported by the greater number of 
experiments: To that side he inclines, with doubt 
and hesitation; and when at last he fixes his 
judgment, the evidence exceeds not what we 
properly call probability. All probability, then, 
supposes an opposition of experiments and 
observations, where the one side is found to 
overbalance the other, and to produce a degree of 
evidence, proportioned to the superiority. A 
hundred instances of experiments on one side, and 
fifty on another, afford a doubtful expectation of 
any event; though a hundred uniform experiments, 
with only one that is contradictory, reasonably 
beget a pretty strong degree of assurance. In all 
cases, we must balance the opposite experiments, 
where they are opposite, and deduct the smaller 
number from the greater, in order to know the exact 
force of the superior evidence.24 

 
Having established this foundation, Hume turns his 
attention to the value of human testimony. While human 
testimony is (or can be) quite important and useful—such 

 
24 David Hume, Of Miracles, from An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, edited by 
Richard H. Popkin (Indianapolis/Cambridge: Hackett Publishing, 1998), 108. 
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an idea by Hume being supported by an arguably cheery (if 
unbelievable) view of humanity’s “inclination to truth . . . 
[and] sensibility to shame, when detected in a falsehood”—
we should never overturn the maxim that two objects are 
disconnected simply because human testimony says 
otherwise.25 As with any other kind of evidence, human 
testimony of past events must be weighed with the variance 
of other human testimony about past events and with 
current experience and observation. Hume’s “equation” 
kicks in and we incline toward the side of the argument with 
the most believable evidence, doing so with an assurance 
that reflects the proportion of the evidence that was found 
superior to its opposition. 
 
Hume lists various aspects of human testimony that come 
into play when trying to determine superior evidence: 
contrary testimony/contradictory witnesses, witness 
character, the number of witnesses, the delivery of the 
testimony, or a mixture of all of the above.26 While these 
characteristics of human testimony can be seen in either a 
positive or negative light, Hume leans towards human 
testimony that is discounted due to the negative aspect of 
these characteristics: witnesses that don’t agree, that have 
questionable character, too few witnesses, witnesses who 
hesitate or who go overboard with their passionate claim.27 
 
Hume continues to edge closer to his main thesis by raising 
an example of someone who testifies to a fact that “partakes 
of the extraordinary and the marvelous.”28 Because the fact, 
as it were, is considered to be extraordinary or marvelous 
(Hume is inching closer to the word miracle which he has 
invoked in passing only three times to this point29), the 

 
25 Ibid., 109. 
26 Ibid. 
27 Ibid., 110. 
28 Ibid. 
29 David Hume, An Inquiry Concerning Human Understanding, (London: Wordsworth Classics of 
World Literature, 2011), on 639 in Section Eight, of liberty and Necessity, and twice thus far in On 
Miracles, one in the voice of Dr. Tillotson (page 659) and the other on the same page as a general 
boast of the value of the argument he is about to pose on On Miracles. The point here is that it is 
obvious that Hume is working his way up to a full throated assault on the postulation of the 
miraculous. 
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believability of the extraordinary claim suffers a reduction 
in proportion to the unusualness 
 

 
 

Encouraged by Atheists?  
 
Somehow, the mass of men have allowed themselves to 
become preconditioned to assume that philosophers and 
atheists are super intelligent. We expect to read their 
writings and be blown away by irrefutable logic and 
insights concerning, among other things, the existence of 
God. Many of these so-called intellects shroud themselves 
in complex sentences, four-dollar words, insults, and a fiery 
indignation creating the illusion that they know something 
we don’t and that they know it so deeply that they are 
passionate about it. It is equivalent to the fallacy that 
equates truth with sincerity. 
 
I admit that I like to read atheist arguments, mainly because 
I have yet to encounter any claim refuting the existence of 
God that was able to hold any water. Scratch the surface 
just a little bit and you discover angry apologists, many of 
whom are intellectually dishonest.  
 
Bertrand Russell 
 
Consider the noted twentieth century philosopher and 
atheist Bertrand Russell who, in his lecture-turned-essay, 
“Why I am Not a Christian,” addressed the “first cause 
argument” for the existence of God. He wrote: 
 

I for a long time accepted the argument of the First 
Cause, until one day, at the age of eighteen, I read John 
Stuart Mill’s Autobiography, and I there found this 
sentence: “My father taught me that the question ‘Who 
made me?’ cannot be answered, since it immediately 
suggests the further question ‘Who made God?’” That 
very simple sentence showed me, as I still think, the 
fallacy in the argument for the First Cause. If everything 
must have a cause, then God must have a cause. If there 
can be anything without a cause, it may just as well be 
the world as God, so that there cannot be any validity in 
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that argument . . . There is no reason why the world 
could not have come into being without a cause; nor, on 
the other hand, is there any reason why it should not 
have always existed. There is no reason to suppose that 
the world had a beginning at all. The idea that things 
must have a beginning is really due to the poverty of our 
imagination. 

 
Now, certainly one of the most well-known expressions of 
the First Cause argument is Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274). 
In Volume I, Question 2, Article 3 of his Summa 
Theologica, Aquinas gave five arguments for the existence 
of God: 1) the argument from motion, 2) the nature of the 
efficient cause, 3) the argument from possibility and 
necessity, 4) the gradation of things, and 5) the governance 
of the world (design). His argument from motion goes like 
this: 
 

Therefore, whatever is in motion must be put in motion 
by another. If that by which it is put in motion be itself 
put in motion, then this also must needs be put in motion 
by another, and that by another again. But this cannot go 
on to infinity, because then there would be no first 
mover, and, consequently, no other mover; seeing that 
subsequent movers move only inasmuch as they are put 
in motion by the first mover; as the staff moves only 
because it is put in motion by the hand. Therefore it is 
necessary to arrive at a first mover, put in motion by no 
other; and this everyone understands to be God.  

 
I particularly like Aquinas’ discussion of possibility and 
necessity: 
 

We find in nature things that are possible to be and not 
to be, since they are found to be generated, and to 
corrupt,30 and consequently, they are possible to be and 
not to be. But it is impossible for these always to exist, 
for that which is possible not to be at some time is not. 
Therefore, if everything [emphasis mine] is possible not 
to be, then at one time there could have been nothing in 
existence. Now if this were true, even now there would 
be nothing in existence, because that which does exist 

 
30 Here, Aquinas is referring to the tendency of all things to suffer entropy, degradation, or to fall 
into disorder. 
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only begins to exist by something already existing. 
Therefore, if at one time nothing was in existence, it 
would have been impossible for anything to have begun 
to exist; and thus even now nothing would be in 
existence—which is absurd. Therefore, not all beings 
are merely possible, but there must exist something the 
existence of which is necessary. But every necessary 
thing either has its necessity caused by another, or not. 
Now it is impossible to go onto infinity in necessary 
things which have their necessity caused by another, as 
has already been proved in regard to efficient causes. 
Therefore we cannot but postulate the existence of some 
being having of itself its own necessity, and not 
receiving it from another, but rather causing in others 
their necessity. This all men speak of as God. 
 

The principle behind the First Cause argument is simple: 
everything that is has to have been caused by something 
prior to it. However, we cannot rightly conceive of an 
infinite regression of cause and effect. Therefore, there 
must be a necessary “cause,” or a Prime Mover. That is, 
there must be some source, outside of the universe—
outside of whatever is outside of the universe—that can be 
said to have been the initial cause of all that is. This requires 
that we must at least allow for the possibility of a necessary 
first cause that exists outside of our own understanding and 
scientific insights. There would be no reason to posit such 
a necessary force or being except that we do see the 
universe, we do know it had to have a beginning, we cannot 
credibly posit matter that exists eternally, and even if we 
choose to imagine a universe of universes, or a so-called 
“multiverse,” we only succeed in pushing the question of a 
Prime Mover further out. One may imagine as many aliens 
and universes as one likes: everything has to have a 
beginning.  
 
The Rule Breaker 
 
Now, that last statement must immediately be refuted in the 
case of one “thing” or being that must have been eternally 
present in order to be in position to cause the first things 
that was caused. At this realization we encounter the need 
for a leap of faith. That is, in order to allow for all that we 
see we must allow for a primary, necessary being or force 
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that can be said to be the source of it all. This entity or force 
breaks the mold and does not conform to the rules that apply 
to everything else. 
 
For the moment, I am content to bring the discussion just 
that far. If one wants to imagine some kind of necessary 
force other than God, particularly the Judeo-Christian God, 
one should have at it. However, my requirement is that one 
should have at it honestly and logically.  
 
It is too bad, of course, that Russell was willing to give up 
his belief in God (if that’s what it was) at so young an age 
for such fragile reasoning as that which came through a 
book from someone else’s father. At first blush, one might 
think there is a debate to be had, for the argument that even 
God would have to have a beginning is a good first try at 
arguing against the First Cause concept. However, when 
Russell says, “There is no reason to suppose that the world 
had a beginning at all,” he speaks foolishness. Did Russell 
really think that it was possible that “the world” had always 
existed, not having a beginning?  
 
One of the ways we know that we cannot posit an eternal 
matter is that we observe that everything decays. We have 
not encountered anything that can be said not to be in a state 
of decay. Therefore, we must imagine that matter is not 
eternal, has not the power to exist eternally, and therefore 
must have had its beginning at some point in time, just as it 
will have its ending. 
 
If there is a God, He must, by definition, exist outside of all 
other things. The very definition of God is that He must be, 
if He exists, Self-existent and eternal. One must allow for 
God to be considered differently than that which He has 
made. Therefore, there is reason to assert that all created 
things would have a beginning but that He who created all 
things would not. Decrying the impoverished imagination 
of the hoi polloi, Russell used his to imagine an eternal 
universe but he could not allow, at least in this treatment, 
for even a reasoned consideration of the existence of God. 
Maybe the kind of imagination needed is the kind Richard 
Dawkins demonstrated in his interview with Ben Stein. 
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Stein: What do you think is the possibility that 
intelligent design might turn out to be the answer to 
some issues in genetics or in Evolution?  
 
Dawkins: Well, it could come about in the following 
way, it could be that at some earlier time somewhere in 
the universe a civilization evolved by probably some 
kind of Darwinian means to a very very high level of 
technology and designed the form of life that they 
seeded onto perhaps this planet. Now that is a possibility 
and an intriguing possibility and I suppose it’s possible 
that you might find evidence for that if you look at the 
details of biochemistry, molecular biology you might 
find a signature of some sort of designer. And that 
designer could well be a higher intelligence from 
elsewhere in the universe but that higher intelligence 
would itself have had to have come about by some 
explicable or ultimately explicable process. It couldn’t 
have just jumped into existence spontaneously. That’s 
the point.31 

 
So, Dawkins can imagine aliens seeding life on this planet 
but he cannot imagine God: not just the Christian or Jewish 
God, but any god. Taken to its illogical conclusions, 
Dawkins believes against Aquinas that we can “go on to 
infinity” with a perpetual line of causes and movers, never 
ever getting back to a beginning! Aquinas says Dawkins is 
absurd. 
 
Now, some godless scholar will no doubt reply, “Aquinas 
was an unenlightened scholar from the age of 
scholasticism. We have moved beyond such proofs.” My 
answer to this is that the philosophes of the enlightenment 
have given us nothing worthwhile to replace Aquinas. Nor 
have Darwinists given us anything but dogs evolving into 
whales. Atheists have only given us Dawkins and Hitchens 
spewing out anger, bitterness, and diatribe against God in 
order to discount any voice that might want to tell them how 
to live. 
 
Atheists demand proof of God’s existence and then expect 
the masses to give up their belief in God over such 

 
31 Dialogue taken from the documentary on Intelligent Design, “Expelled,” featuring Ben Stein 
(begin listening at 1:16:24). 
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unscientific, intelligence insulting assertions of a world 
with no beginning or of aliens seeding life on our planet.  
 
A Final Word about John Mill’s Influence on Russell 
 
At the outset of this article, I quoted Russell’s quote of John 
Stuart Mill and his father, James Mill, himself an historian, 
economist, political theorist, and philosopher. He was also 
an ordained minister of the Church of Scotland. Here is a 
reminder of Russell’s statement: 
 

I for a long time accepted the argument of the First 
Cause, until one day, at the age of eighteen, I read John 
Stuart Mill’s Autobiography, and I there found this 
sentence: “My father taught me that the question ‘Who 
made me?’ cannot be answered, since it immediately 
suggests the further question ‘Who made God?’” That 
very simple sentence showed me, as I still think, the 
fallacy in the argument for the First Cause. 
 

Here is the actual quote from Mill’s Autobiography: 
 

It would have been wholly inconsistent with my father’s 
ideas of duty, to allow me to acquire impressions 
contrary to his convictions and feelings respecting 
religion: and he impressed upon me from the first, that 
the manner in which the world came into existence was 
a subject on which nothing was known: that the 
question, “Who made me?” cannot be answered, 
because we have no experience or authentic 
information from which to answer it; and that any 
answer only throws the difficulty a step further back, 
since the question immediately presents itself, “Who 
made God?”32 

 
Russell’s inaccurate quotation makes the elder Mill’s 
position much meaner and seem more premeditated, 
seemingly grouping him in with atheism. However, 
according to Mill, his father was greatly influenced by and 
spoke with respect for a book called Butler’s Analogy, 
which “kept him, as he said, for some considerable time, a 
believer in the divine authority of Christianity.”  

 
32 John Stuart Mill, Autobiography, Seventh Edition, (London: Longmans, Green, Reader, and Dyer, 
1882), 43. 
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Mill’s father wrestled with questions of creation and the 
inspiration of scripture. Mill’s father struggled with the 
presence of evil in the world, hell, and the creed of 
Christianity which he considered to be evil, thus he 
struggled with institutional Christianity.33  Ultimately, he 
found no “halting place in Deism [and] remained in a state 
of perplexity, until, doubtless after many struggles, he 
yielded to the conviction, that, concerning the origin of 
things nothing whatever can be known. This is the only 
correct statement of his opinion; for dogmatic atheism he 
looked upon as absurd; as most of those, whom the world 
has considered Atheists, have always done.” 
 
Finally, Mill’s testimony above was that his father was 
committed to making sure that his son shared his own 
convictions in these matters. Interestingly, Mill 
characterized himself as “one who has not thrown off 
religious belief, but never had it: I grew up in a negative 
state with regard to it.”34 
 

 
 

Commentary on Nietzsche’s  
Parable of the Madman 

 
The Madman. — Have you ever heard of the madman who on a bright 
morning lighted a lantern and ran to the market - place calling out 
unceasingly: "I seek God! I seek God!" — As there were many people standing 
about who did not believe in God, he caused a great deal of amusement. Why! 
Is he lost? said one. Has he strayed away like a child? said another. Or does 
he keep himself hidden ? Is he afraid of us? Has he taken a sea-voyage? Has he 
emigrated?—the people cried out laughingly, all in a hubbub. The insane man 
jumped into their midst and transfixed them with his glances. "Where is God 
gone?" he called out. "I mean to tell you! We have killed him, — you and I! We 
are all his murderers! But how have we done it? How were we able to drink up 
the sea? Who gave us the sponge to wipe away the whole horizon? What did 
we do when we loosened this earth from its sun? Whither does it now move? 
Whither do we move? Away from all suns? Do we not dash on unceasingly? 

 
33 Ibid., 38-42. 
34 Ibid., 43. 
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Backwards, sideways, forewards, in all directions? Is there still an above and 
below? Do we not stray, as through infinite nothingness? Does not empty 
space breathe upon us? Has it not become colder? Does not night come on 
continually, darker and darker? Shall we not have to light lanterns in the 
morning? Do we not hear the noise of the grave-diggers who are burying God? 
Do we not smell the divine putrefaction? — for even Gods putrefy! God is 
dead! God remains dead! And we have killed him! How shall we console 
ourselves, the most murderous of all murderers? The holiest and the mightiest 
that the world has hitherto possessed, has bled to death under our knives ,— 
who will wipe the blood from us? With what water could we clean ourselves? 
What festivals, what sacred games shall we have to devise? Is not the 
magnitude of this deed too great for us? Shall we not ourselves have to become 
Gods, merely to seem worthy of it? There never was a greater event,— and on 
account of it, all who are born after us belong to a higher history than any 
history before this!" — Here the madman was silent and looked again at his 
listeners ; they also were silent and looked at him in surprise. At last he threw 
his lantern on the ground, so that it broke in pieces and was extinguished. "I 
come too early," he then said, "I am not yet at the right time. This prodigious 
event is still on its way, and is travelling, — it has not yet reached men's ears. 
Lightning and thunder need time, the light of the stars needs time, deeds need 
time, even after they are done, to be seen and heard. This deed is as yet further 
from them than the furthest star, — and yet they have done it!" - It is further 
stated that the madman made his way into different churches on the same 
day, and there intoned his Requiem aeternam dec When led out and called to 
account, he always gave the reply: " What are these churches now, if they are 
not the tombs and monuments of God?"35 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Deconstructionism:  
The Madman’s Prophecy Comes True 

 
35 It was only after a trip to Italy and a tour through several churches including St. Peter’s Basilica, 
that I gained some insight into this last line of the Madman. One does come away with a sense that 
they are monuments and certainly tombs. 
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Nietzsche and Emerson 
 

 

 
The Universe Cannot Be Infinite 

 
For the universe to be infinite would mean that God 
Himself could not exist outside of it, otherwise it would not 
be infinite, and since God must necessarily exist outside of 
time and the universe, the universe cannot be infinite. 
 
If the universe were infinite, one would never be able to 
travel to its ends even if one could dedicate an eternity to it. 
But its infinity would not, in itself, require it to be eternal. 
However, for an entity to be able to extend its force or 
power to create something infinite, it itself would have to 
be infinite and eternal. Therefore, the universe would be 
eternal and thus, uncreated. It would also then become a 
place where God would have to exist.36  
 
Interestingly, Stephen Hawking uses the concept of time 
and the Big Bang to support his conclusion that there is no 
God: 
 

You can’t get to a time before the Big Bang because there 
was no time before the Big Bang. We have finally found 
something that doesn’t have a cause, because there was no 
time for a cause to exist in. For me this means that there is 
no possibility of a creator, because there is no time for a 
creator to have existed in. People want answers to the big 
questions, like why we are here. They don’t expect the 
answers to be easy, so they are prepared to struggle a bit. 
When people ask me if a God created the universe, I tell 
them that the question itself makes no sense. Time didn’t 
exist before the Big Bang so there is no time for God to 
make the universe in. It’s like asking for directions to the 
edge of the Earth—the Earth is a sphere that doesn’t have 
an edge, so looking for it is a futile exercise.37 

 
36This begs the question: If something is spatially infinite must it also be temporally infinite? 
37Stephen Hawking, Brief Answers to the Big Questions,  (New York: Bantam Books, 2018), 37-38.  
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The statement that the universe is not infinite is not a 
bombshell statement but it does lead to other important 
observations. 
 
 
 

The Kenotic Problem 
 
“Kenosis” or “kenotic theology,” at least in its modern 
form, can be said to be “the kenotic problem,” arising as it 
does as a solution to the difficulty that some have in 
accepting Jesus’ full humanity and divinity. Put another 
way, there has been much discussion, particularly since the 
time of Gottfried Thomasius (1802-1875), concerning the 
meaning of Jesus’ emptying Himself at the Incarnation, as 
Paul writes in Philippians 2:5-8: 
 

5 Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ 
Jesus: 6 Who, being in very nature God, did not consider 
equality with God something to be grasped, 7 but made 
himself nothing, taking the very nature of a servant, 
being made in human likeness. 8 And being found in 
appearance as a man, he humbled himself and became 
obedient to death—even death on a cross! 

 
The crux of kenotic theory is the struggle to accept that, 
somehow, Jesus was able to be fully man and fully God, 
particularly in the area of Omniscience, Omnipresence, and 
Omnipotence. In other words, proponents of the kenosis 
theory would say, Jesus would have had to voluntarily lay 
aside these divine attributes in order to assume full 
humanity.38 
 
Gottfried  Thomasius—a German theologian and the 
originating source of modern kenotic theory—wrote in the 
wake of the enlightenment period—after Hume and 

 
 
38 Of course the immediate question is, “Doesn’t He necessarily have to have those traits in order to 
be fully God? 
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Voltaire!39 It was part and parcel of the times, with the 
introduction of modern biblical criticism, to question what 
had always been believed about Jesus’ human and divine 
natures, in order to make it palatable to rational minds. 
Wayne Grudem explains that before 1800 there was no 
kenotic theory. 
 

Beginning with this text [Philippians 2:5-7], several 
theologians in Germany (from about 1860-1880) and in 
England (from about 1890-1910) advocated a view of 
the incarnation that had not been advocated before in the 
history of the church. . . . We must first realize that no 
recognized teacher in the first 1,800 years of church 
history, including those who were native speakers of 
Greek, thought that “emptied himself” in Philippians 2:7 
meant that the Son of God have up some of his divine 
attributes. . . . It is important to realize that the major 
force persuading people to accept kenotic theory was not 
that they had discovered a better understanding of 
Philippians 2:7 or any other passage of the New 
Testament, but rather the increasing discomfort people 
were feeling with the formulations of the doctrine of 
Christ in historic, classical orthodoxy. It just seemed too 
incredible for modern rational and “scientific” people to 
believe that Jesus Christ could be truly human and fully, 
absolutely God at the same time40. . . . If we limit our 
understanding to what modern psychology tells us is 
“possible” or “conceivable,” then we will have neither a 
sinless Christ nor a divine Christ. In this as in many other 
points of doctrine, our understanding of what is 
“possible” must be determined not by modern empirical 
study of a finite, fallen world, but by the teaching of 
Scripture itself.41 

 
Not that God the Son’s self-emptying was not discussed by 
the early church fathers, but, prior to Thomasius,  there was 
no belief that there had been any voluntary setting aside of 
Christ’s divine attributes. 
 
The Philippians Passage 

 
39 Elwell, W. A. (2001). Evangelical dictionary of theology: Second Edition (651–653). Grand 
Rapids, MI: Baker Academic. 
40 Wayne Grudem, Systematic Theology, (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1994), 549-551. 
41 Ibid., footnote 30, page 551. 
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5 τοῦτο φρονεῖτε ἐν ὑμῖν ὃ καὶ ἐν Χριστῷ Ἰησοῦ, 
6 ὃς ἐν μορφῇ θεοῦ ὑπάρχων οὐχ ἁρπαγμὸν 
ἡγήσατο τὸ εἶναι ἴσα θεῷ, 7 ἀλλʼ ἑαυτὸν ἐκένωσεν 
μορφὴν δούλου λαβών, ἐν ὁμοιώματι ἀνθρώπων 
γενόμενος· καὶ σχήματι εὑρεθεὶς ὡς ἄνθρωπος 
 
The plain reading of the Philippians passage does not 
indicate the laying aside of attributes. One must go out of 
context in order to postulate such a theory. In his book, 
Pauline Christology, Gordan Fee asserts that “the nature of 
the self-limitations that Christ imposed upon himself by 
becoming incarnate is simply not in Paul’s purview.”42 
 

The question, then, is not what Christ emptied himself 
of, but how else Paul could possibly have expressed the 
divine mystery of God incarnate except by this kind of 
powerful imagery. Historically, far too much has been 
made of the verb, as though, in becoming incarnate, he 
literally “emptied himself” of something. However, just 
as harpagmon requires no object for Christ to “seize” but 
rather points to what is the opposite of God’s character, 
so also Christ did not empty himself of anything ; he 
simply “emptied himself,” poured himself out, as it 
were. Thus, the issue for Paul is the selflessness of God, 
expressed by the preexistent divine Son, whereby in 
“becoming human” he took the morphe of a slave—one 
who expressed his humanity in lowly service to others.43 

 
The context of the passage does not support the idea of God 
the Son being divested, either voluntarily or otherwise, of 
His divine attributes, nor does exegesis of the Greek 
support such an idea, according to Fee.44 
 
It has been noted that Paul was not asking the Philippians 
to stop being human or to give up anything intrinsic to their 
human nature, but rather to take on a different attitude; a 
different mindset. This attitude or mindset was exemplified 
in Jesus Christ who did not allow His deity to keep Him 

 
42 Gordan Fee, Pauline Christology, (Peabody, Mass.: Hendrikson Publishers, 2007), 384. 
43 Ibid. 
44 Gordon Fee, Pauline Christology,  (Hendrikson Press: 2007), 384-385.  
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from debasing Himself in order to look, not simply to His 
own interests, but to the interests of others. It must be 
agreed that this is the thrust of the passage. To superimpose 
a new theological idea, foreign to Paul, his readers, and, 
indeed, to the Church in its first 1800 years, is to violate the 
accepted rules of hermeneutics. 
 
Persistent Problem 
 
So, if the context and even the Greek grammar 
underpinning the Philippians passage do not support the 
idea of a voluntary setting aside of God the Son’s divine 
attributes, why does the kenotic problem persist?  
 
The problem arises, as it did for Thomasius, when 
Christians encounter difficulty in explaining the miraculous 
to rational minds. In other words, just as Grudem said 
above, it becomes “too incredible for modern rational and 
‘scientific’ people to believe that Jesus Christ could be truly 
human and fully, absolutely God at the same time.”45   
 
David Hume 
 
The eighteenth century philosopher David Hume wrote, in 

his An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding: Of 
Miracles,   

 
“A miracle is a violation of the laws of nature; and as a 

firm and unalterable experience has established these laws, 

the proof against a miracle, from the very nature of the 

fact, is as entire as any argument from experience can 

possibly be imagined. Why is it more than probable, that 

all men must die; that lead cannot, of itself, remain 

suspended in the air; that fire consumes wood, and is 

extinguished by water; unless it be, that these events are 

found agreeable to the laws of nature, and there is required 

a violation of these laws, or in other words, a miracle to 

prevent them? Nothing is esteemed a miracle, if it ever 

happen in the common course of nature. It is no miracle 

that a man, seemingly in good health, should die on a 

 
45 Wayne Grudem, Systematic Theology, (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1994), 549-551. 
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sudden: because such a kind of death, though more 

unusual than any other, has yet been frequently observed 

to happen. But it is a miracle, that a dead man should come 

to life; because that has never been observed, in any age or 

country. There must, therefore, be a uniform experience 

against every miraculous event, otherwise the event would 

not merit that appellation. And as a uniform experience 

amounts to a proof, there is here a direct and full proof, 

from the nature of the fact, against the existence of any 

miracle; nor can such a proof be destroyed, or the miracle 

rendered credible, but by an opposite proof, which is 

superior.”  

 
 
Bultmann  
 
Nowhere can this capitulation of belief to modernism be 
seen in greater measure than in the writings of the scholar 
Rudolf Bultmann. Bultmann was a German New Testament 
scholar, trained at Tubingen, Berlin, and Marburg. He is 
famous for an approach to hermeneutics which he called 
“de-mythologizing.” 
 
In Bultmann’s reasoning, he was faced with the 
unsatisfactory choice of sacrificing the intellect 
(sacrificium intellectus) in order to retain the mythological 
conceptions of the Bible such as miracles, devils, and the 
conceptions of eschatology), or to simply throw away those 
mythological statements in the Bible.46  

 
What follows from all this? Shall we retain the ethical 
preaching of Jesus and abandon his eschatological 
preaching? Shall we reduce his preaching of the Kingdom 
of God to the so-called social gospel? Or is there a third 
possibility?47 

 
Bultmann’s solution was to keep the mythological 
statements and recover the deeper meaning behind them. 
This was necessary precisely because,  

 
46 Rudolf Bultmann, Jesus Christ and Mythology, (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1958), 14-
18. 
47 Ibid., 18. 
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“For modern man the mythological conception of the world, 
the conceptions of eschatology, of redeemer and 
redemption, are over and done with . . . . Modern science 
does not believe that the course of nature can be interrupted 
or, so to speak, perforated by supernatural powers48 . . . . 
Modern men take it for granted that the course of nature and 
of history, like their own inner life and their practical life, is 
nowhere interrupted by the intervention of supernatural 
powers . . . .Modern man acknowledges as reality only such 
phenomena or events as are comprehensible within the 
framework of the rational order of the universe. He does not 
acknowledge miracles because they do not fit into this 
lawful order.”49 

 
The purpose  
 
Some Thoughts on Kenosis 
 
The arguments 

 
The prophecy “only the Father knows” scripture 
The infancy dilemma 
The “full assumption” argument 
The “trickery” argument: Jesus was pretending to be 
ignorant in order to trick people.  

 
48 The eighteenth century philosopher David Hume wrote, in his An Enquiry Concerning Human 
Understanding: Of Miracles,   

 
“A miracle is a violation of the laws of nature; and as a firm and unalterable experience has 
established these laws, the proof against a miracle, from the very nature of the fact, is as 
entire as any argument from experience can possibly be imagined. Why is it more than 
probable, that all men must die; that lead cannot, of itself, remain suspended in the air; that 
fire consumes wood, and is extinguished by water; unless it be, that these events are found 
agreeable to the laws of nature, and there is required a violation of these laws, or in other 
words, a miracle to prevent them? Nothing is esteemed a miracle, if it ever happen in the 
common course of nature. It is no miracle that a man, seemingly in good health, should die 
on a sudden: because such a kind of death, though more unusual than any other, has yet 
been frequently observed to happen. But it is a miracle, that a dead man should come to 
life; because that has never been observed, in any age or country. There must, therefore, be 
a uniform experience against every miraculous event, otherwise the event would not merit 
that appellation. And as a uniform experience amounts to a proof, there is here a direct and 
full proof, from the nature of the fact, against the existence of any miracle; nor can such a 
proof be destroyed, or the miracle rendered credible, but by an opposite proof, which is 
superior.”  

49 Bultmann, 15-16, 17, 37-38 



 

54 

 

 
(In response see John 1:9 
 
 9 The true light that gives light to everyone was coming into 
the world. 10 He was in the world, and though the world was 
made through him, the world did not recognize him. 11 He 
came to that which was his own, but his own did not receive 
him. 
 
Also consider the Messianic Secret.) 
 
My questions: 

 
In what way was the second person of the Godhead holding 
all things together by the power of His word (Heb. 1) while 
He was marooned on earth without His powers? 
 
At what point does Jesus “learn” that He is God? 
 
What of Jesus’ memory of His time with the Father prior to 
His incarnation (John 17:5)? 
 
What about, “If you’ve seen me, you’ve seen the Father”? 
 
What about, “I and the Father are one (John 10:30)” and the 
rest of John 10? 
 
Note: This statement form Jesus was understood to be a 
claim to deity. His saying this, in their estimation, meant 
He was claiming to be God. They would never have 
understood that to be God in some lesser way. 
 
If Jesus and the Father are one, and if Jesus is in the Father 
and the Father is in Jesus, and if the Son does all that the 
Father does and vice versa, would it not require that Jesus 
would know what the Father knows, even if by revelation? 
And if so such knowledge revealed would still equal that of 
omniscience. If not, aren’t we picturing a Jesus who is not 
completely one with the Father? If you or I were completely 
one with the Father would we not be exalted beyond 
measure?  
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What about the statement, 57 “You are not yet fifty years 
old,” the Jews said to him, “and you have seen Abraham!”  

58 “I tell you the truth,” Jesus answered, “before 
Abraham was born, I am!” 59 At this, they picked up stones 
to stone him, but Jesus hid himself, slipping away from the 
temple grounds (John 8). 
 
 
Does the Son still not know when the Father will return? 
 
What roll does knowledge or lack of knowledge play in our 
susceptibility to temptation? 
 
32 “But about that day or hour no one knows, not even the 
angels in heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father.50 
 
36 “No one knows about that day or hour, not even the angels 
in heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father. 51 
 
Starting from an unbiased position: the total deity and 
the total humanity of Jesus Christ. 
 
If you were to delay interpretation of the various kenosis-
evidence scriptures and purely define what “100% God” 
means, you would not be inclined to leave out any of His 
attributes. In any other discussion about God, if someone 
said “I don’t believe that God is all-knowing” you would 
likely and properly assert that it would be impossible for 
God to be God without all knowledge. A sensible 
understanding of the source and substance of a divine 
attribute is required here, taking into account that a genuine 
attribute is something rises from one’s actual being, not a 
learned or forced behavior. Further, in any other situation 
we would agree that one could hide and attribute but not 
cease being a person with a particular attribute rising from 
their being. 
 
So, I am asking for at least a temporary effort towards 
objectivity, allowing ourselves to wrestle for a while with 
the conundrum of Jesus Christ truly being fully man and 

 
50 The New International Version. 2011 (Mk 13:32). Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan. 
51 The Holy Bible: New International Version . 1984 (Mt 24:36). Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan. 
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fully God without either nature having to yield something 
intrinsic in order to accommodate the other. This requires 
for a while at least to imagine that somehow Jesus was able 
to retain the limitations of humanity and yet, as God, retain 
full deity, without rushing into explanations or theories. 
 
Following this, I would ask for a rational accounting of the 
logical, hermeneutical steps that lead to the kenotic 
theory.52 For instance, the kenotic theory, while hanging its 
hat on the Philippians 2 passage, actually arises as the result 
of a difficulty in understanding how Jesus Christ could have 
been, while on the earth, fully man and fully God, the main 
arguments being located in the two verses that have Jesus 
declaring His “ignorance” of the day of the Son’s return, 
the fact of the Incarnation and Jesus Christ as an infant, 
passages that describe the growth of Jesus as a man, and 
even passages where Jesus wrestles with human situations 
such as the Garden of Gethsemane, the tomb of Lazarus, 
etc. 
 
In response to the difficulty of reconciling these passages 
to our human understanding, scholars in the 1800’s, namely 
Gottfried Thomasius (1802-75), a German Lutheran 
theologian.53 54 At this point, Philippians 2:3-8 is marshaled 
into service of the new theory:  
 

3 Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit, but 
in humility consider others better than yourselves. 4 

Each of you should look not only to your own interests, 
but also to the interests of others.  

5 Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ 
Jesus:  

6 Who, being in very nature God,  

 
52 There are many shades of kenotic theory. What is meant here is the typical view of God the Son 
being emptied of some of His attributes. 
53 Ellwell’s Theological Dictionary, “Kenotic theology can be said to have begun as a serious form 
of reflection on Christology in the works of Gottfried Thomasius (1802–75), a German Lutheran 
theologian.” 
54 It is important to consider that while Thomasius and others were rediscovering Jesus’ 
environment, they were products of their own environment: the Age of Reason, or the 
Enlightenment. 
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did not consider equality with God something to 
be grasped,  

7 but made himself nothing,  
taking the very nature of a servant,  
being made in human likeness.  

8 And being found in appearance as a man,  
he humbled himself  
and became obedient to death—  

even death on a cross! 
 
Yet, the context of the passage does not support the idea of 
God the Son being divested, either voluntarily or otherwise, 
of His divine attributes, nor does exegesis of the Greek 
support such an idea, according to Gordon Fee.55 
 
It has been noted that Paul was not asking the Philippians 
to stop being human or to even give up anything intrinsic to 
their human nature, but rather to take on a different attitude; 
a different mindset. This attitude or mindset was 
exemplified in Jesus Christ who did not allow His deity to 
keep Him from debasing Himself in order to look not 
simply to His own interests but to the interests of others. It 
must be agreed that this is the thrust of the passage and to 
superimpose a new theological idea, foreign to Paul, his 
readers, and, indeed, to the Church in its first 1800 years, is 
to violate the accepted rules of hermeneutics. 
 
The scriptures seemingly declaring the Son’s ignorance of 
the Son’s return are Son of man passages. 

What role does knowledge play in one’s vulnerability to 
temptation or in escaping from it?  

God cannot be tempted. 

The argument which mocks the idea of the omniscient 
infant Jesus is a brutal slap, seemingly effective argument 
when in reality it is based purely on human reasoning. 

 
55 Gordon Fee, Pauline Christology,  (Hendrikson Press: 2007), 384.   
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The Definition of Chalcedon 

Following, then, the holy fathers, we unite in teaching all 
men to confess the one and only Son, our Lord Jesus Christ. 
This selfsame one is perfect both in deity and in humanness; 
this selfsame one is also actually God and actually man, 
with a rational soul {meaning human soul} and a body. He 
is of the same reality as God as far as his deity is concerned 
and of the same reality as we ourselves as far as his 
humanness is concerned; thus like us in all respects, sin 
only excepted. Before time began he was begotten of the 
Father, in respect of his deity, and now in these "last days," 
for us and behalf of our salvation, this selfsame one was 
born of Mary the virgin, who is God-bearer in respect of his 
humanness. 

We also teach that we apprehend this one and only Christ-
Son, Lord, only-begotten -- in two natures; and we do this 
without confusing the two natures, without transmuting one 
nature into the other, without dividing them into two 
separate categories, without con- trasting them according to 
area or function. The distinctiveness of each nature is not 
nullified by the union. Instead, the "properties" of each 
nature are conserved and both natures concur in one 
"person" and in one reality {hypostasis}. They are not 
divided or cut into two persons, but are together the one and 
only and only-begotten Word {Logos} of God, the Lord 
Jesus Christ. Thus have the prophets of old testified; thus 
the Lord Jesus Christ himself taught us; thus the Symbol of 
Fathers {the Nicene Creed} has handed down to us. 

 
What attributes would you say that Jesus had as God that 
were exactly as He was in heaven pre-incarnate? Can you 
truly say that He would have had any attribute of God in its 
fullness and still retain the fully humanity just like any other 
man? Really? Surely love is the nature of God. Surely Jesus 
held onto that attribute. But would it really be possible for 
Jesus to be a normal man with normal human perceptions 
and at the same time be love? Wouldn’t the wreckless, 
raging fury of the love of God have swept away the 
humanity of Jesus? Any attribute of God in its fullness 

http://www.creeds.net/ancient/nicene.htm
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would overwhelm man in his flesh. Have we so 
accommodated God to ourselves that we imagine we could 
for one instant stand in His Presence as we are in our flesh? 
It is always only the mercy of God that allows us to perceive 
Him at all. For these reasons, don’t we have to allow that 
either Jesus set aside all of His attributes or He somehow, 
miraculously found a way to retain them all while at the 
same time embracing humanity? 
 
What about His holiness? This is one of the relational 
divine attributes Jesus is said to have retained. Really? 
What happened with John the Revelator, Isaiah, and the 
priests ministering at the inauguration of Solomon’s 
Temple when the holiness of God was present (Revelation 
1, Isaiah 6, 1 Kings 8)? Don’t we have to say that Jesus set 
aside the fullness of His holiness in order to be able to dwell 
with man? Would not His holiness, unlimited by the 
incarnation, have been overwhelming to those around Him? 
 

He said to him the third time, "Simon, son of John, 
do you love Me?" Peter was grieved because He 
said to him the third time, "Do you love Me?" And 
he said to Him, "Lord, You know all things; You 
know that I love You." Jesus said to him, "Tend My 
sheep" (John 21:17--NASB).  

 
I understand that you are saying it does not make logical 
sense that Jesus could somehow be a man with the typical 
lack of knowledge a man would have and at the same time 
be God with the omniscience that God would have.  
 
Also, you have trouble with an omniscient infant, but  
 
 
Barnes' commentary states: “This text has always presented 
serious difficulties. It has been asked, If Jesus had a divine 
nature, how could he say that he did not know the day and 
hour of a future event? Some have said that the verb 
rendered “knoweth” means sometimes to “make” known 
or to reveal, and that the passage means, “that day and 
hour none makes known, neither the angels, nor the Son, 
but the Father.” It is true that the word has sometimes that 

http://biblia.com/bible/nasb95/John%2021.17
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meaning, as in 1 Cor 2:2, but then it is natural to ask where 
has “the Father” made it known? (from Barnes' Notes) 
 
Consider also Acts 1:6-7: 
 

6 So when they met together, they asked him, “Lord, are 
you at this time going to restore the kingdom to Israel?”  

7 He said to them: “It is not for you to know the times 
or dates the Father has set by his own authority.56 
 
 
 

The Euthyphro Problem 
 
The question whether things are good because God wills 
them or God wills them because they are good. These two 
aspects of the question do not do justice to a 
Judeo/Christian Biblical worldview. 
 
Any concept we have of what is good must stem from 
God’s self-revelation. If we follow Judeo/Christian 
concepts and teachings concerning God and creation we see 
that our first glimpse at what is good comes from God in 
His creative act. In Genesis 1:1-3 we learn that God called 
light into existence, observed what He had done, and made 
the assessment that it was good.  
 
If we ignore the Bible and its concepts and look at the 
universe from strictly naturalistic or evolutionary 
perspectives, we would have to say that our concept of good 
begins with a process the outcome of which is a perpetual, 
predictable, measureable system (order from chaos). Once 
such a system is seen as one which is favorable to and 
sustaining of life we come closer still to being able to 
distinguish between that which is good (pro-life) and that 
which is either hostile to or anti-life.  
 
Approaching the discussion from the Judeo/Christian 
concept and understanding of God and the universe (where 
it rightly belongs and can best be viewed and discussed), 

 
56 The Holy Bible: New International Version . 1984 (Ac 1:6–7). Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan. 
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we realize that we cannot make a separate postulation about 
“the good” or that which is good or good as universal or 
nominal category outside of God’s self-revelation and His 
revelatory acts in creation. The concept of goodness is only 
known to us because of God. Therefore, the question as to 
whether something is good because God wills it or God 
wills it because it is good is an inadequate framing of the 
larger question of goodness. God is good. We know this 
because in His self-revelation, we have observed Him to be 
inclined toward life. Our ability to determine what is good 
and what is not is traced back to the image of God in which 
we have been created. Further, we cannot rightfully 
imagine what things might have been like had God been 
evil instead of good. In a scenario where God was evil there 
would be no life since, as God, He would be pure in His 
nature and, consequently would not be life sustaining. It is 
not reasonable to postulate a universe created and sustained 
by an evil God. 
 
  
 
 

Time 

 

“Life is what happens to you while you're busy making 

other plans.”1 

 

The Fleeting Nature of the “Present” 

 

Gerhart B. Ladner, in his work The Idea of Reform, 

examines in some detail St. Augustine’s theory of time. He 

writes, 

 
“How can we experience time if it is continuously 

passing? This is the problem of time in Augustine’s 

Confessions. The past of a thing no longer exists even in 

the immediately following instant and the future does 

not yet exist. The present, indivisible as it is—otherwise 

it would be part past and part future—is so closely 

‘crowded in’ by past and future that Augustine exclaims 
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almost in despair: praesens autem non hebet spatium 

[‘the present hath no space’]. If then we nevertheless 

experience and measure time, we can do so only by 

means of memory and expectation which are in our soul: 

memory of the past and expectation of the future.”2 

 

Augustine lamented the fleeting nature of the present, 

regretting that there was no handle by which to hold it. As 

soon as we welcome the future into the present it slips into 

the past. Augustine was able to observe this even in a time 

when technology had not yet made it possible to measure 

the speed of light or to break things down digitally so as to 

be able to “see” the passing of time in terms of 

microseconds (a microsecond is one millionth of a second; 

it takes 300 to 400 microseconds for an eye to blink!).3 

Technology has allowed us to see that what can properly be 

referred to as “the present” is actually so short-lived as to 

be practically non-existent. Apparently, the smallest 

scientifically meaningful measurement of time is the 

amount of time it takes light to travel a Planck length. A 

Planck length is  

 

1.61619926 × 10-35 meters 

 

I don’t know what that means other than that it is some 

fractional measurement of time, and that it is shorter than 

something called a yoctosecond which is one septillionth of 

a second.4 Augustine said, 

 

“If any portion of time be conceived which cannot now 

be divided into even the minutest particles of moments, 

this only is that which may be called present.”5 

 

So, in our times, technology has reduced what can be 

considered “the present” into Planck lengths (notated lp) 

and yoctoseconds.  

The Speed of Time 
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According to Einstein, “light, traveling in a vacuum, is the 

universal speed limit.”6 One might conjecture that the only 

thing faster than light is time itself (which seems like a 

nonsense statement until you Google it and read the 

discussion threads). Augustine lived in Hippo 

Regius (modern Annaba in Algeria), considered to be a 

major Roman city. Though life in the city would have been 

more hectic than life in the country, Augustine’s life would 

have been much less hectic and hurried than our lives today 

for one simple reason at least: the pace and flow of 

information and travel. Our ability today to send and 

receive information, along with our travel capabilities, 

allows us to live at a pace that would dumbfound 

Augustine. It also creates an almost insurmountable 

obstacle for the person who wants to live a contemplative, 

reflective, thoughtful life because our busy-ness and ability 

to be productive masks the reality that time is passing by at 

an alarming rate. This, in turn, has the tendency to prohibit 

us from being emotionally and spiritually available. If 

asked whether we consider time to be important, our 

resounding answer would be, “Yes!” but that’s because we 

see time as something we need more of so that we can get 

more things done. However, there are some things that 

force us to slow down and consider time in a different 

way—the death of a friend or loved one, our children 

growing up and moving away, an event giving us a glimpse 

of our own mortality. In those moments we realize that 

while we were busy making other plans, time was 

relentlessly flowing past at a pace faster than the speed of 

light, robbing us of our most precious opportunities in this 

life to connect with people and with God.  

 

So, while technology has allowed us to measure the passing 

of time in astonishingly fractional increments, it has also so 

increased our capacity for production and busyness so that 

it detracts from our using time as an ally in an effort to be 

emotionally and spiritually available. Instead of looking at 

the rapid passing of time and allowing it to motivate us to 
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greater relational and spiritual depths, we instead look at 

the passing of time and say, “I need to get more done.”   

 

Time Measured By Impressions 

 

At one point in his Confessions Augustine said that he 

measured the present by taking note of the impressions left 

upon him by people, things, and events that have already 

slipped into the past. 

 
In you, my mind, do I measure the times. . . . I measure 

as present the very impression (affectionem) which the 

things which pass away have had on you and which 

remains after they have passed away; when I measure 

the times, I measure that impression and not the things 

which have passed away . . .7  

 

This is a profound observation, for not only have things, 

events, and people left their impressions upon us, even 

though they  have long since passed away (or are in the 

process of passing), but we must also realize that we too are 

making impressions as we pass. 

 

God’s Time 

 

Let’s hear Augustine’s lament over the practical non-

existence of the present one more time: 

 
The present, indivisible as it is—otherwise it would be 

part past and part future—is so closely ‘crowded in’ by 

past and future that Augustine exclaims almost in 

despair: praesens autem non hebet spatium [‘the present 

hath no space’]. If then we nevertheless experience and 

measure time, we can do so only by means of memory 

and expectation which are in our soul: memory of the 

past and expectation of the future.”8 

 

So, in the midst of this despair over the loss of the present, 

we remember God, Who exists outside of time. On the 

“natural” plain, it would seem that the present is all but non-
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existent. But for God, Who lives outside of time, the present 

is all there is (if that’s what He calls it). So, then, at this 

juncture, I actually have two choices: I can follow my own 

instincts, and the instincts of my American culture, and try 

to squeeze all of the productive juice out of every 

yoctosecond (lp) and constantly focused on what’s next 

while trying to numb the pain over the loss of all that has 

slipped into the past, or I can connect with God and align 

myself with His time; I can enter into God time.    

 

The reasoning behind the spiritual theory of God time 

recognizes first that God is real and that He, of necessity, 

lives outside of time. Second, it acknowledges that this God 

has revealed Himself and has invited us to abide in Him; to 

live our lives in Him. Thirdly, therefore, this “theory” 

postulates that it is possible to live in God time. Finally, 

then, the theory surmises that the more we cultivate a life 

in God time, i.e., a life in God—what Bob Sorge refers to 

as “our secret life in God”—the less time’s centrifugal force 

will be able to throw us about. 

 

Three Summative Questions 

 

Technology has allowed me to fill my time with efforts at 

productivity and to travel because technology has increased 

production and travel efficiency. Therefore, I do not 

experience “the present” like I might if I were not trying to 

pack so much productivity into my life. How much of my 

capacity to be emotionally and spiritually available have I 

sacrificed on the altar of productivity? 

 

If the present is so short that it immediately becomes the 

past, and if in fact we are rushing headlong into the future, 

what does this say about how we should live? 

 

Augustine’s perspective that time is best measured by 

measuring the impressions that things, events, and people 

have left on us, all of which have now slipped into the past, 
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what does this say to us about the things that matter? What 

kind of impression will we leave? 

NOTES 

1 Usually attributed to John Lennon in his song, "Beautiful Boy (Darling Boy)"; “Similar expressions 
were used by others prior to Lennon's use of this line, and have been attributed to  Betty 
Talmadge, Thomas La Mance, Margaret Millar, William Gaddis, and Lily Tomlin, but the earliest 
known published occurrence was the 1957 attribution of "Life is what happens to us while we are 
making other plans" to Allen Saunders in Reader's Digest, according to The Quote Verifier : Who 
Said What, Where, and When  (2006) by Ralph Keyes http://en.wikiquote.org/wiki/John_Lennon 

 
2 Garhart B. Ladner, The Idea of Reform: Its Impact on Christian Thought and Action in the Age of 
the Fathers, (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1959), 203. The Latin phrase trans. is J. 
G. Pilkington’s as found in the Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, edited by Philip Schaff (Peabody, 
Mass.: Hendrickson, 1994), 169. 
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http://www.nytimes.com/2012/03/01/ 
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http://olympics.time.com/2012/07/27/technologys-touch-how-a-photo-finish-in-the-olympic-pool-
gets-resolved/. 
4 http://wiki.answers.com/Q/What_is_the_smallest_unit_of_measurement_in_time 
http://wiki.answers. com/Q/Which_is_smaller_Planck_time_or_yoctosecond 
 
5 Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, edited by Philip Schaff , Confessions, trans. Pilkington, (Peabody, 
Mass.: Hendrickson, 1994), 169. 
 
6 Jamie Conliffe, “Did Scientists Really Just Break the Speed of Light?” (Gizmodo, May 7, 2012) 
http://gizmodo.com/5908206/did-scientists-really-just-break-the-speed-of-light 
 
7 Compare Ladner’s quote of M. Skutella’s translation of Book 11, Ch. 26:36 (Ibid., 204) with that of 
J. G. Pilkington’s as found in the Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, edited by Philip Schaff (Peabody, 
Mass.: Hendrickson, 1994), 173. 
 
8 Garhart B. Ladner, The Idea of Reform: Its Impact on Christian Thought and Action in the Age of 
the Fathers, (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1959), 203. The Latin phrase trans. is J. 
G. Pilkington’s as found in the Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, edited by Philip Schaff (Peabody, 
Mass.: Hendrickson, 1994), 169. 
 
9 If time be compared to an old-fashioned Merry-Go-Round, it is recognized that the force which 
works to throw one off of the ride (centrifugal force) is felt the most at the outside edge of the 
Merry-Go-Round. One has to hold on in order not to fall off. That “holding on” is, here, analogous 
to holding onto God. It should also be obvious that the more one moves to the center of the ride, the 
less pressure is felt by centrifugal force and the closer we get to a state of inertia.   
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Between the Real and the Ideal57 
 
The concept of the study of man as proposed by Gotthold 
Ephraim Lessing: Is it also a study of idealism? 
 
The following from Lessing: 
 

Either one considers man in particular or in general. Of 
the first approach one can hardly say it is the noblest 
pursuit of man. What is it to know man in particular? It 
is to know fools and scoundrels . . . .The case it quite 
different with the study of man in general. Here he 
exhibits greatness and his divine origin. Consider what 
enterprises man accomplishes, how he daily extends the 
limits of his understanding, what wisdom prevails in his 
laws, what ambition inspires his monuments.58 

 
Recently, this quote launched me on a revisit of the concept 
of idealism. 
 
I have written in the past on the real and the ideal.59 I wrote, 
“The existence of the ideal is evidence of its possibility.” 
This is too simplistic for the subject I wish to tackle in this 
book. We will instead need to dialogue with the 
Enlightenment era philosophes and the thinking they 
generated on this subject.  
 
It seems strange to me every time I encounter the idea from 
Kant that we cannot know the “thing in itself;” that the 
object must conform to our cognition. I have to remind 
myself that the Enlightenment agenda results in no place 
being found for God or revealed religion and thus any 
purpose for the universe. 
 
The existence of the ideal is evidence of its possibility. 
 
Ever been inspired by a movie because of the values it 
portrayed? The story was challenging and beautiful, 

 
57 Fowler, “between the Real and the Ideal,” https://scottythinks.com/2012/05/29/between-real-and-
ideal-3/ , May 29, 2012. 
58 Lessing, Schriften, ed. Lachmann-Muncker, Vol. V, p. 143, quoted and referenced in Ernst 
Cassirer, The Philosophy of the Enlightenment, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1951), 216. 
59 See Appendix 1. 

https://scottythinks.com/2012/05/29/between-real-and-ideal-3/
https://scottythinks.com/2012/05/29/between-real-and-ideal-3/
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moving and uplifting. Then you come back to “reality” and 
realize that the players are just actors, the movie is based on 
a novel, and you realize that it is just a story. This self-
inflicted “balance” between idealism and reality is aided by 
our own exposure to shattered dreams, burst bubbles, and 
unmet expectations. It’s what Rod Tidwell (from the 
movie Jerry Maguire) meant when, referring to single 
moms considering a new relationship, he said: 
 

“They’ve been to the circus, you know what I’m saying? 
They’ve been to the puppet show and they’ve seen the 
strings.” 

 
We face this type of exposure to reality all the time. In fact, 
it begins to seem that everything and everyone has a seamy 
underside;60 a corrupt core predisposed to dishonesty and 
fraud. We learn to protect ourselves from getting hurt again. 
We adjust our expectations of people when we hear that a 
pastor or a politician has committed adultery, a friend has 
been busted in an internet scam, or we observe every-day, 
garden variety hypocrisy in people we know. By the time 
we “grow up,” we have been conditioned to temper 
idealism—if any still exists—with “reality.” We assume 
that anything that appears genuinely good or honorable 
must have “strings” attached somewhere. We begin to 
consider as true Dr. Greg House’s axiom: “Everybody 
lies!”61  
 
Leave it to Beaver 
 
The premise of the book, The Way We Never Were,62 is that 
nostalgic reminiscences of, say, the 1950s are unrealistic. 
There were no Leave it to Beaver households. It was all 
Hollywood hype. I wasn’t alive in the 50s so I don’t know 

 
60 The word seamy is literally referring to the exposure of the rough seems of a garment turned 
inside out. So, in the context of idealism, it is a picture of being presented with something that 
appears perfect but upon inspection is proven to be imperfect.  
61 Greg House is a fictional character on the television series House, M.D. which aired on Fox for 
eight seasons. 
62 Stephanie Coontz, (Basic Books: 1992). A prequel to this book is The Way We Really Are upon 
which the front cover depicts a single parent families, a mixed race parented family, and a same-sex 
parented family. 
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what it was really like, but I want to argue the following 
point: If I can imagine a story with values in which all the 
characters operate with integrity and depth and idealism, 
isn’t that proof to some degree that such a thing is possible? 
The fact that you can be moved by the dramatization of such 
values is the evidence that you can be inspired to imitate 
such idealism. And isn’t it true that nestled within our 
protests against the atrocities of character seen in everyday 
life is actually the call to live the ideal? 
 
God’s Ideal 
 
Now, cut to Scripture as our example of idealistic living. 
The Bible is full of high ideals that God clearly expects us 
to pursue. I have met people who feel that even the call to 
live according to Scripture is unreasonable! To think this 
way is to completely miss the power of God’s grace and 
God’s Word. It is possible to do right. It is possible to think 
clean thoughts. It is possible to envision people who 
interact with integrity and honor. It is possible to be a 
person who interacts with others with integrity and honor. 
 
Such living demands that we focus not on the evil 
inclinations that bombard us but on the example of 
Jesus “who for the joy set before him endured the cross, 
scorning its shame, and sat down at the right hand of the 
throne of God (Hebrews 12:2b).” That is, instead of 
focusing on the seamy underside of things and giving place 
to our own propensity to imagine evil, we instead pursue 
the right path. But how? This is the point of grace. We have 
been given the power to live differently; on a higher plane! 
 
 
 

America: Melting Pot No More 
 

Israel Zangwill, a Jewish writer and political activist well 

known at the beginning of the twentieth century,[1] wrote 

a play called “The Melting Pot.” In it, the Russian-Jewish 

immigrant David Quixano says, 

https://scottythinks.com/2016/10/25/america-melting-pot-no-more/#_ftn1
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America is God’s Crucible, the great Melting-Pot where 

all the races of Europe are melting and re-forming! Here 

you stand, good folk, 

think I, when I see 

them at Ellis Island, 

here you stand in your 

fifty groups, with your 

fifty languages and 

histories, and your fifty 

blood hatreds and 

rivalries. But you won’t be long like that, brothers, for 

these are the fires of God you’ve come to—these are the 

fires of God. A fig for your feuds and vendettas! 

Germans and Frenchmen, Irishmen and Englishmen, 

Jews and Russians—into the Crucible with you all!63 

God is making the American.64 

 

That was then. Americans don’t melt anymore. Instead, we 

have chosen to hang onto our “blood hatreds and rivalries.” 

Now, we are polarized and offended. 

A Lost Vision 

I shared this idea with someone and they seemed surprised. 

“You want that?” she asked. 

“Do I want America to be a melting pot? Of course.” 

She had confused the idea of people entering the nation 

illegally through porous borders with the concept of legal 

immigrants coming to America and becoming American. 

There would be no America without immigration. Illegal 

 
63 http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jsource/biography/zangwill.html 

64 Israel Zangwill, “The Melting Pot,” Act I. 

 

http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jsource/biography/zangwill.html
https://scottythinks.files.wordpress.com/2016/10/melting-pot-image.png
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immigration has tarnished the vision of immigration as it 

ought to be. 

It is understandable that the vision of America as a melting 

pot would be lost in the midst of daily examples of 

“Americans” who are offended. This present 

politically/socially correct disease, with its angst over 

things as foolish as cultural appropriation is really just the 

flowering of the failed philosophies of the Enlightenment. 

Cultural Coherence 

There was a time when it was common to assume that, with 

all of the cultural diversity in the world, there were certain 

universal principles to which all humanity could be held to 

account. But the Enlightenment era did away with such 

belief and replaced it with a deep selfishness that was 

delayed in America by our fight for independence and, 

frankly, by the grace of God. But now, the seeds of 

selfishness have flowered. Much of this is taken up in the 

discussion of Cultural Coherence. 

Anthony Pagden, in his book The Enlightenment, explains 

that, with the onset of the Reformation and a new era in 

which modern thinkers “had made the ‘I’ the center of all 

inquiries into the human condition,” the fading of 

Scholasticism in favor of a “mechanistic” view of the 

universe, religious wars which left millions dead, and even 

the discovery of diverse peoples in Africa, Asia, and 

particularly the American Indian, the idea that all humanity 

in some way cohered together, enjoying some universal set 

of values, beliefs, and a common human nature, 

collapsed.65 

Faced with such uncertainty, the only possible 

conclusion to which any reflective person could come 

 
65 Anthony Pagden, The Enlightenment, (New York: Random House, 2013), 24-64. 
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was that there could be no certainty, no undisputed 

source of authority, in the world . . . Now everything 

that was known about the world, the rightness or 

wrongness of every act, had to be decided by the 

individual acting on his or her own.66 
 

The philosophical, theological coherence provided by the 

accepted authorities (the Church, the Bible) in the areas of 

life that mattered most (heaven, hell, the existence of God, 

the Cosmos, etc.) was gone. The so-called “turn to the 

subject” which began in the pre-Reformation, was 

evidenced in the Reformation, observed by Galileo’s 

telescope, and codified and canonized by Descartes cogito 

ergo sum and Kant’s call for humanity’s release from its 

“self-incurred tutelage,”67 all came together to midwife the 

birth of the modern self. 

But the American experiment was to be different. 

“We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are 

created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator 

with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are 

Life, Liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.”68 

 

America was different for a long stretch. She believed in 

God and decency. But Enlightenment era philosophy was 

always part of her DNA ,and when she decided that she no 

longer needed God, the seeds of that philosophy began to 

grow. In the past sixty years, America has invited God to 

leave her schools, supported abortion, crowned Evolution 

in place of a belief in a Creator, and embraced the 

abomination of homosexuality. 

 
66 Ibid., 40. 

67 Immanuael Kant, Foundations of the Metaphysics of Morals and What is Enlightenment?, (New 
York: The Bobbs-Merrill Company, 1959), 85. 

68 Declaration of Independence 
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No, America doesn’t melt anymore. Her heart does not melt 

for God, it does not melt over her sins, and her people do 

not allow their petty differences to melt into unity. 

 
 

Man In Particular 

Gotthold Ephraim Lessing suggested there are two 

approaches to the study of man. 

Either one considers man in particular or in general. Of 

the first approach one can hardly say it 

is the noblest pursuit of man. What is it 

to know man in particular? It is to know 

fools and scoundrels . . . .The case is 

quite different with the study of man in 

general. Here he exhibits greatness and 

his divine origin. Consider what 

enterprises man accomplishes, how he daily extends the 

limits of his understanding, what wisdom prevails in his 

laws, what ambition inspires his monuments.69 

This quote came to me many years after encountering the 

struggle myself, yet not knowing how to articulate it. I 

believe it is the distraction of man in particular that keeps 

us from valuing man in general, which would, in turn, lead 

us back to man in particular with greater love and patience. 

 
 
 
 

 

69 Lessing, Schriften, ed. Lachmann-Muncker, Vol. V, p. 143, quoted and referenced in Ernst 
Cassirer, The Philosophy of the Enlightenment, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1951), 216. 
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The Modern “Turn to the Subject”:  

An Ongoing Study70 
 
The primary thesis of this paper is that Western culture 
continues to reflect significantly the influence of 
Enlightenment era thinking and philosophy, that underlying 
Western cultural thought from the pre-Reformation period 
to present day is what some scholars have referred to as “the 
modern turn to the subject.”71 
 
Enlightenment Still?1 
 
Western culture is still in the Enlightenment period (though 
many subsequent and intervening eras have been spawned 
in response). While, indeed, Western culture may have 
been in a postmodern trance for a time in 1response to the 
Enlightenment era and the subsequent eras it spawned, 
postmodernism failed to convincingly “occupy a standpoint 
(‘the view from nowhere’) from which it [might] survey all 
possible standpoints and find them all ‘relative,’ while at 
the same time [claiming] that there is no such 
standpoint.”[1] That is to say that, in spite of all the 
reactions it spawned, modern Western culture continues to 
wrestle with the same questions of authority and revelation, 
and continues its “buy-in” to Kant’s call for a “release 
from…self-incurred tutelage”[2]—only the rejection has 
been extended to any authority outside of one’s own self. 
Seen in its proper light then, postmodernism can be 

 
70 The "turn to the subject" as the foundation of knowledge represented a significant challenge to 
religious self-understanding. It also challenged the way theology is done. The starting point is no 
longer God but the human person. This represents the most significant transformation of theology in 
what is termed the "modern era." Although we can date this turn to the eighteenth century 
Enlightenment (Kant and Descartes), its influence on the way theology is done took another two 
centuries. For Catholic theology, the landmark is the Second Vatican Council in the early 1060s. 
Protestant theology and some Catholic theologians had already embarked on this approach in the 
earlier decades of the twentieth century. 
 
http://dlibrary.acu.edu.au/staffhome/gehall/systematic1.htm 
 
71 Livingston, Fiorenza, Coakley, and Evans, Jr., Modern Christian Thought: Twentieth Century, 
Second Edition, Vol. 2, (Fortress Press, 2006), 2. 
 

https://scottythinks.wordpress.com/2016/04/10/the-modern-turn-to-the-subject-an-ongoing-study/?iframe=true&theme_preview=true#_ftn1
https://scottythinks.wordpress.com/2016/04/10/the-modern-turn-to-the-subject-an-ongoing-study/?iframe=true&theme_preview=true#_ftn2
http://dlibrary.acu.edu.au/staffhome/gehall/systematic1.htm
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considered to be modernism inched ever closer to its 
nihilistic extremes. 
 
James K. A. Smith declared the Enlightenment project to 
be “alive and well” and continuing on in the West in the 
form of secularism.[3] In fact, Smith refers to 
postmodernism as “an intensification of modernity.”[4] He 
refers to Christian Smith who documents what he considers 
to be “a secular revolution” spawned by, among other 
forces, the Enlightenment.[5] All of this is to say that, while 
we are postmodern when it is convenient, at heart of 
Western culture, the Enlightenment project continues. 
 
The “Turn to the Subject” 
 
 The modern “turn to the subject” has shaped and continues 
to shape Western culture more than any other philosophical 
concept. It lurks in the decades just prior to the Reformation 
and behind the Reformation itself. It breathes in 
Descartes cogito ergo sum and is codified and canonized in 
Kant’s Copernican Revolution. Its offspring includes the 
so-called “social” gospel, liberation theology, and today’s 
American political and social correctness. It is the culprit in 
Charles Taylor’s (via Weber’s) disenchantment and in 
Taylor’s “great dis-embedding.”[6] It lies at the heart of 
postmodernism and beyond to what Alan Kirby refers to 
as pseudo-modernism. Indeed, using postmodern literature 
as an example, Kirby wrote, 
 

“Postmodernism . . . fetishized . . . the author . . . 
but the culture we have now fetishizes the recipient 
of the text to the degree that they become a partial 
or whole author of it.”[7] 

 
It is the self that has emerged as the one constant since the 
Reformation. Any discussion of post-modernism or 
pseudo-modernism proceeds only in reference to the 
continuing questions of authority, revelation, and 
metaphysics that propelled the Enlightenment. 
 
Livingston and Fiorenza define the concept best, writing: 
 

https://scottythinks.wordpress.com/2016/04/10/the-modern-turn-to-the-subject-an-ongoing-study/?iframe=true&theme_preview=true#_ftn3
https://scottythinks.wordpress.com/2016/04/10/the-modern-turn-to-the-subject-an-ongoing-study/?iframe=true&theme_preview=true#_ftn4
https://scottythinks.wordpress.com/2016/04/10/the-modern-turn-to-the-subject-an-ongoing-study/?iframe=true&theme_preview=true#_ftn5
https://scottythinks.wordpress.com/2016/04/10/the-modern-turn-to-the-subject-an-ongoing-study/?iframe=true&theme_preview=true#_ftn6
https://scottythinks.wordpress.com/2016/04/10/the-modern-turn-to-the-subject-an-ongoing-study/?iframe=true&theme_preview=true#_ftn7
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It was, however, the modern “turn to the subject” 
that proved decisive. Kant’s call for “autonomy,” 
for the individual’s “release from a self-incurred 
tutelage” to such heteronomous [external] 
authorities as the Bible and the Church, embodied 
the spirit of the Enlightenment. Increasingly, 
individual reason and conscience became the 
arbiters of religious truth. Although the Romantics 
rejected the appeal to autonomous “reason alone,” 
they nevertheless shifted the source of spiritual 
authority to the “religious self-consciousness,” that 
is, to religious experience. The entire nineteenth 
century can be viewed as an effort to resolve the 
increasingly problematic issue of authority 
(emphasis mine).[8] 

 
However, as claimed above, the turn to the subject had its 
beginning long before Kant and it did not stop with the 
Romantics. 
 
Definition 
 
Practically speaking, the turn to the subject is a re-
evaluating of truth from the perspective of the self rather 
than the authoritative structures of the state and the church. 
Kant describes it in terms of the subject and the object 
where the meaning of the object is provided by the subject. 
However, and back to Fiorenza’s reference to Kant, if 
throwing off the shackles of the Bible and the Church (the 
list according to Kant can be expanded to the officer and 
the tax-collector, whom Kant refers to as “guardians”[9]) is 
the first step on the road to autonomy and a liberated self, 
then mustn’t we say that those steps began to be taken just 
prior to the Reformation? Thus the turn to the subject 
begins long before Kant comes on the scene. 
 
Any discussion of the turn to the subject can seem to 
evaporate when one recognizes that selfishness, 
subjectivism, and humanism have all been constants in 
human nature since the fall. However, the modern turn to 
the subject is unique in its import since it constitutes a 
canonization, if you will, of subjectivism as a rule and as 

https://scottythinks.wordpress.com/2016/04/10/the-modern-turn-to-the-subject-an-ongoing-study/?iframe=true&theme_preview=true#_ftn8
https://scottythinks.wordpress.com/2016/04/10/the-modern-turn-to-the-subject-an-ongoing-study/?iframe=true&theme_preview=true#_ftn9
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the proper approach to the foundational philosophical 
questions of human flourishing. 
 
Pre-Reformation Roots 
 
I suggest that the maturation of the turn to the subject as a 
proper area of focus happened gradually, and in fact, may 
yet have gone unnoticed for what it was and for its 
continuing impact on Western culture at large. 
Nevertheless, its development gets under way in earnest in 
the pre-Reformation tensions between church and state and 
the rise of an articulated quest for human rights. In keeping 
with this flow of thought, or conjecture as it may turn out 
to be, is it also possible that a re-examination of the 
Reformation is warranted at the very least for the purposes 
of inspecting it for elements that arose in sympathy with the 
struggle for human rights? Is not the Reformation a 
reflection, at least to some degree, of the rejection of 
institutional authority in favor of individual human spiritual 
and religious freedom and fulfillment? If this is found to be 
the case then we must take more seriously James K. A. 
Smith’s posture as a “catholic Christian”: 
 

I write unapologetically as a catholic Christian—
situated in the historic faith of Augustine and 
Aquinas, Erasmus and Luther, Jonathan Edwards 
and Pope Benedict XVI but with a distinct 
Reformed accent.[10] 

 
This should not be seen as a call to return to the abuses of 
the Catholic Church (indulgences), the gross 
misinterpretations of Scripture (the actual blood and actual 
body of Jesus in the Eucharist and infant baptism), or the 
horrific additions to Scripture (the cult of Mary, praying to 
the saints, purgatory). Nor do I personally choose to accept 
what I consider to be the spurious claims of Calvinism and 
some of Reformed theology. But it is perhaps a call to 
reopen the wound as it were, return to the moments in time 
where the Catholic Church and the Protestant church veered 
from truth and wisdom, and revision one holy Catholic 
Church. Certainly a radical idea! This would bring the 
church to a place of existence in the world that it has 
perhaps not seen since the first century. 

https://scottythinks.wordpress.com/2016/04/10/the-modern-turn-to-the-subject-an-ongoing-study/?iframe=true&theme_preview=true#_ftn10
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A Vocabulary of Individualism 
 
Steve Ozment, describing the milieu that existed on the eve 
of the Reformation, enlists several phrases and words that 
demonstrate a focus that was turning away from papal 
authority toward a national, regional, local, and, finally, an 
individual autonomy. He frequently employs the 
wordsautonomy, independent, self-
interest, themselves, rights, individual, experience, self-
esteem, humanism, personal, subjective, subjective 
feelings, subjective needs, and vernacular. He further 
invokes such concepts 
as centralization and decentralization, control, championin
g rights, checking papal power, egalitarianism, protest, 
and reform. He describes the felt need for the church to 
provide “a theology and spirituality that could satisfy and 
discipline religious hearts and minds.”[11] He discusses the 
scramble for power between rising nations and the Catholic 
Church with its power centered in the Pope and between the 
nations, nation-states, and strong cities themselves. It was a 
time of backlash against the abuses of the church to be sure, 
but it was also a time of growing education among the 
common person and a growing desire to be treated fairly 
and to claim one’s own right to autonomy and one’s rights 
in general. Taylor in turn speaks of the “rage for order” 
which was “a drive [in Latin Christendom] to make over 
the whole society to higher standards.”[12] 
 
It is obvious from the above list of words and concepts that 
what has in our times evolved into a completed focus on the 
rights of the subjective, autonomous individual, began in 
earnest in the thirteenth through the fifteenth centuries, 
erupting in the Reformation before maturing into 
“providential deism” and aging into what Taylor calls 
“exclusive humanism.”[13] The complexities of a growing 
global population, a young urban population, increased 
connection and communication due to the printing press, 
the abuses of the Catholic Church, brought about a focus on 
abuses in terms of human rights. There began to be a desire 
for deeper personal devotion…a pondering of human 
potential. The Reformation solidified these inclinations. 
 

https://scottythinks.wordpress.com/2016/04/10/the-modern-turn-to-the-subject-an-ongoing-study/?iframe=true&theme_preview=true#_ftn11
https://scottythinks.wordpress.com/2016/04/10/the-modern-turn-to-the-subject-an-ongoing-study/?iframe=true&theme_preview=true#_ftn12
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The Move Towards an Exclusive Humanism 
 
Taylor speaks of the reversal of the “field of fear.”[14] The 
Catholic Church levied fear on the laity through 
indulgences and the threat of judgment and damnation. 
Taylor writes, “This cranking up of fear may have helped 
to prepare people to respond to Luther’s reversal of the 
field.”[15] But then, Taylor suggests an even further way in 
which the process may have led to exclusive humanism: 
“Some Protestant preaching repeats the pattern” of 
cranking up the fear. Taylor asks, “Did this prepare the 
desertion of a goodly part of their flock to humanism?” 
Taylor thinks so.[16] 
 
So, Taylor sites three “axes” on which there were “strong 
urges for renewal”: 1) a desire and turn toward deeper 
personal devotion (echoing Ozment above), 2) uneasiness 
with what Taylor calls “church-controlled magic” and 
“sacramental,” and 3) the rescuing of the laity from a 
cranked-up fear through the new idea of salvation by 
faith.[17] 
 
The Renaissance and early Enlightenment bring about 
development in the area of scientific inquiry and 
revolutionary new ways of seeing the universe. On the 
philosophical level, Descartes gives expression to the turn 
to the subject when, after doubting everything, he arrives at 
the one thing he can be sure of: cogito ergo sum, “I think, 
therefore, I am.” The philosophes of Descartes age did not 
reject God but the seeds of unbelief were nascent in an 
increasingly mechanistic view of the universe and 
humanistic view of people. As they continued to struggle 
with the concept of Divine Self-revelation, no place was 
found for God. Blaise Paschal could not forgive Descartes 
for the small place he was able to find for God in his 
philosophy. He wrote, 
 

“In all his philosophy he would have been quite 
willing to dispense with God. But he had to make 
Him give a fillip [18] to set the world in motion; 
beyond this, he has no further need of God.”[19] 

 

https://scottythinks.wordpress.com/2016/04/10/the-modern-turn-to-the-subject-an-ongoing-study/?iframe=true&theme_preview=true#_ftn14
https://scottythinks.wordpress.com/2016/04/10/the-modern-turn-to-the-subject-an-ongoing-study/?iframe=true&theme_preview=true#_ftn15
https://scottythinks.wordpress.com/2016/04/10/the-modern-turn-to-the-subject-an-ongoing-study/?iframe=true&theme_preview=true#_ftn16
https://scottythinks.wordpress.com/2016/04/10/the-modern-turn-to-the-subject-an-ongoing-study/?iframe=true&theme_preview=true#_ftn17
https://scottythinks.wordpress.com/2016/04/10/the-modern-turn-to-the-subject-an-ongoing-study/?iframe=true&theme_preview=true#_ftn18
https://scottythinks.wordpress.com/2016/04/10/the-modern-turn-to-the-subject-an-ongoing-study/?iframe=true&theme_preview=true#_ftn19


 

80 

 

An increasingly deistic view of God prevailed until with 
Kant any impulse to believe in God disappears as he 
codifies and canonizes the turn to the subject, positing that 
we cannot know the “thing in itself”, or, the object. 
Whatever is perceived to be true concerning an object is 
provided by the subject. This opens the way for the 
postmodern relativism and the fragile self we are familiar 
with in Western culture today. 
 
In his book, Christianity’s Dangerous Idea, Alister 
McGrath brings to light what I consider to be tantamount to 
the beginnings of a turn to the subject. In the process of 
explicating what his book jacket refers to as “the Protestant 
Revolution,” McGrath paints a picture of a growing milieu 
of unrest and dissatisfaction with the Church and “growing 
pressure for reform.”[20] He makes it clear that it was not 
the Protestant revolution that was responsible for this new 
“longing for social progress and reform,” for it was already 
in progress at the time of the Reformation. In describing the 
transitioning ethos of the late middle ages into the 
Renaissance, McGrath points to two developments without 
which the Reformation would not have occurred. The first 
was the printing press. The second was the rise of 
humanism.[21] One mustn’t equate this humanism with 
what we refer to today as “secular humanism” or with 
Taylor’s “exclusive humanism.” The humanism McGrath 
refers to did not exclude religion or God. In fact, it took as 
its impetus for social progress and change the idea that, in 
the same way that those outside the church could reference 
to Rome and Greece of the past in a primitivist effort to 
restore the glory of human society, so could intelligent men 
recapture its primitivist source: the Bible.[22] 
 
A second impetus came from the concept that God had 
created humanity with the capacity for progress and 
perfection without limits.[23] Nowhere was this more 
prominently articulated than in Giovanni Pico della 
Mirandola’s “Oration on the Dignity of Humanity,” or as it 
is also known, “The Manifesto of the 
Renaissance.”[24]  For Mirandola, God had decreed for 
humanity at its inception, “Thou, constrained by no limits, 
in accordance with thine own free will, in whose hand We 
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have placed thee, shalt ordain for thyself the limits of thy 
nature.”[25] 
 
Disenchanted Providential Deism 
 
Charles Taylor does a masterful job of tracing for his 
readers the evolution, if you will, of Western culture as it 
moved from a world where it was the norm to believe in 
God and to see the universe in terms of the geocentric 
model where man is at the center of a universe deigned by 
God to a secular age in which believing in God is optional 
and problematic. It is important to note that the shift from 
this enchanted society to what Taylor calls “exclusive 
humanism” was not a rejection of God at the 
start.[26] Gradually, man left behind his enchantment as he 
rose to the challenge to fulfill all that God had created him 
to be. He observed nature as God’s handiwork as he began 
to make his way to a view of the autonomy of nature and a 
“mechanistic” picture of the world. According to Taylor, 
this development was not “a step outside of a religious 
outlook” though it did “serve as grist to the mill of exclusive 
humanism.”[27] God was not immediately left behind but, 
as in Mirandola’s oration, man is designed to live up to his 
potential. To do this, man would have to strive to bring 
about the inherent goodness or purpose in the things God 
has created. Enchantment gave way to instrumental reason 
where humanity had to “abandon the attempt to read the 
cosmos as the locus of signs, [and] reject [such] as illusion, 
in order to adopt the instrumental stance 
effectively.”[28] Humanity was moving from an enchanted 
world to and through an increasingly detached Deism on its 
way to exclusive humanism—“a notion of human 
flourishing [that] makes no reference to something higher 
which humans should reverence or love or 
acknowledge.”[29] 
 
Cogito Ergo Sum 
 
Fast forwarding more than a hundred years beyond the 
Reformation, we find Descartes with the philosophical 
approach of “doubt”: 
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One was to proceed in the search for a metaphysical 
absolute by challenging every belief, however 
widely accepted and plausible it might be, in order 
to see whether it in fact met the test of 
certainty…Descartes’ doubt was methodological: 
He undertook simply to suspend his beliefs until he 
could prove them conclusively. . . Indeed, the fact 
that in his quest for absolute certainty Descartes 
was led to the self, the fact that the existence of the 
self became the premise of his whole philosophy, 
was at once a symptom of the enormous change 
that had already occurred and a foreshadowing of 
the subsequent course of philosophic thought.[30] 

 
It is quite telling that the bedrock foundational truth that he 
“discovers” and for which he is famous is cogito ergo sum, 
“I think therefore I am”—sublime for its brevity and its 
ability to capture and express the linchpin of Western 
individualism to the present time—should arise from such 
pure human subjectivity. Can this mantra be seen in a 
positive light? Is it possible to see this as a healthy approach 
to understanding truth and revelation, perhaps suggesting 
that the proper place for the reception of divine revelation 
is the human heart?[31] Possibly, although Paschal would 
enjoin that such a view of Descartes was too generous. 
Nevertheless, for the purposes of this project, it merely 
further documents the subjective saturation of the times and 
the ominous impact of the turn to the subject. 
 
Objects Conforming to Our Cognition 
 
By the time we reach Immanuel Kant over a hundred years 
later, he has arrived at a perspective that will solidify the 
turn to the subject into philosophical dogma that has yet to 
be overturned. In fact, according to Emile Brehier, the 
French historian of philosophy, “From the end of the 
eighteenth century up to the present [1947], there has been 
hardly any philosophical thought which did not start – 
directly or indirectly – from a meditation on Kant’s 
doctrine.”[32] 
 
In his preface to the second edition of his Critique of Pure 
Reason, Kant wrote, 
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It has hitherto been assumed that our cognition 
must conform to the objects; but all attempts to 
ascertain anything about these objects a priori, by 
means of conceptions, and thus to extend the range 
of our knowledge, have been rendered abortive by 
this assumption. Let us then make the experiment 
whether we may not be more successful in 
metaphysics, if we assume that the objects must 
conform to our cognition.[33] 

 
Ultimately, it would seem that Kant’s point is that humans 
cannot know anything more than what they can perceive 
from their own faculties in themselves and can never know 
an object as a “thing in itself.” If this is a fair description of 
any part of Kant’s message, then we see right away that the 
concept of divine self-revelation is, of course, not taken into 
account and we immediately experience a breach between 
biblical Christianity and enlightenment thinking. The 
danger in this thinking is that it allows for us to know 
nothing except what we can prove through empirical 
investigation (positivism), and opens the way for 
postmodern relativism. 
It would seem that Kant is trying to say that we cannot 
know God in Himself, but rather that our understanding of 
God must conform to our subjective cognition of Him. 
 

If the intuition must conform to the nature of the 
objects, I do not see how we can know anything of 
them a priori. If, on the other hand, the object 
conforms to the nature of our faculty of intuition, I 
can then easily conceive the possibility of such an 
a priori knowledge.[34] 

 
The ramifications of the turn to the subject for metaphysics 
are, of course, far-reaching. If we cannot know a thing in 
itself but only “as it appears to us in sense perception,” 
[35] we are left far short of being able to make any certain 
statements about the “thing.” If that “thing” is God and I 
cannot speak authoritatively about Him, then I am 
discouraged from knowing Him at all or left with a 
construct in which the definition of God can be as varied 
and numerous as the number of sentient beings. 
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Ramifications 
 
From these few thoughts, it can be clearly seen and hardly 
denied that a distinct turn to the subject began to emerge in 
the late medieval period. This new view of things from the 
standpoint of the individual human had certain merits. With 
its desire for a deeper, more meaningful personal devotion 
to God, its push for and achievement of greater individual 
literacy, and its drive to live up to the God-given potential 
inherent in God’s creations, [36] the turn to the subject had 
positive goals and outcomes. But as it evolves, into 
Descartes but particularly into Kant, it begins to shut out 
the need for revelation, indeed even the possibility of it, and 
has bequeathed to present, particularly American culture, a 
dangerous focus on self and the “selves” of others to the 
degree that not only has God’s divine Self-revelation 
continued to be discounted, but any intrusion into the 
personal psyche from forces outside itself that bring 
discomfort or disapproval is becoming criminal. 
 
 
Three Concepts 
 
There are two concepts that keep Western culture anchored 
to the Enlightenment project and one that keeps it from ever 
truly considering the Enlightenment’s fundamental 
questions.  
 
The first is its preoccupation with self, begun in the pre-
reformation, given authority in Descartes’ cogito ergo sum, 
and codified in Kant’s “Copernican” turn to the subject. 
 
The second is a continued and warranted preoccupation 
with the possibility of God and the reality of His divine Self-
revelation. The tenets of atheism, however widely spread 
(or not) they may be, and the claims of evolution of 
necessity are anchored to empirical or pseudo-empirical 
inquiries. For this reason, I contend that our society is 
largely not post-modern in the sense of the relativity of 
truth, but in fact depends on some version of it. 
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The third concept—the one that keeps our post-modern 
(pseudo-modern) hyper-modern society from returning to a 
pre-Kantian consideration of the question of God—is 
Darwin’s theory of evolution. S. T. Joshi alludes to this 
when he writies: 
 

Kant, in Critique of Pure Reason (1781), simply declared 
that the argument from design was insufficient to establish 
the existence of a deity, but that is as far as he could go. It 
required the theory of evolution to destroy the argument 
once and for all, although it continues to rear its head 
implausibly and fallaciously in the contemporary 
“intelligent design” movement.[36b] 

 
The first two are, and at least in their pre-critical forms, 
have always been, constant. The information age, which 
begins in earnest with Gutenberg and the printing press, has 
only sharpened our abilities to examine ourselves further 
and sharpen our articulation through ever-increasing 
interpersonal communication. 
 
Charles Taylor in Sources of the Self, paints an interesting 
picture that may help to explain the evolution of self-
consciousness that so pervades Western culture. Referring 
to the importance that modernism places on avoiding 
suffering, Taylor writes:  
 

“We don’t see the point in ritually undoing [a] 
terrible crime in an equally terrible punishment. 
The whole notion of a cosmic moral order, which 
gave this restoral its sense, has faded for us. The 
stress on relieving suffering has grown with the 
decline of this kind of belief. It is what is left over 
. . . after we no longer see human beings as playing 
a role in a larger cosmic order or divine 
history.”[37]  

 
Perhaps what can be said is that this evolution away from 
the sense of a cosmic moral order and toward ever greater 
reliance on one’s own inner light paves the way for the 
crippling political/social correctness seen, for example, in 
America today. Taylor observes that all of this is part of the 
larger discussion of the central importance of personal, 
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individual autonomy, and this as part of our pursuit of 
respect which is nascent in the “Lockean trinity of natural 
rights” (life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness). 
Autonomy and thus respect is part of the inalienable human 
right to liberty and the “demand that we give people the 
freedom to develop their personality in their own way.”[38] 
 
If we equate the horrible punishments Taylor refers to with 
today’s modern American culture war of tolerance and 
intolerance and what seems to be an increasing distaste for 
any expression of disagreement with another’s moral  or 
immoral beliefs and behaviors, and if we locate those 
ancient punishments in a conviction of a cosmic moral 
order, then in the absence of such an order today, any 
attempt to claim a moral high ground would be seen as an 
affront to the individual human freedom to “develop one’s 
personality” however one sees fit. Put another way, if there 
is no cosmic moral authority then on what grounds do we 
proffer any sort of moral vision or demand? Put yet another 
way, if there is no God, then the only sensibility that need 
be catered to is, ultimately, one’s own which will lead, by 
way of Judeo-Christian reasoning, to a nihilistic moral 
emptiness. If the Apostle Paul’s assessment that the throats 
of humans are open graves and that their tongues practice 
deceit (Romans 3:13), then whether they know it or not, 
non-believing (or wrong believing) humans who rely on the 
self, will be utterly disappointed and discover that there is 
nothing to live for. Even the pursuit of human flourishing 
and the presumed utopia of John Lennon’s Imagine will 
ultimately prove to be illusory. 
 
The Collapse of Confidence 
 
Another perspective on the symptoms of the turn to the 
subject can be found in what W. T. Jones refers to as the 
“collapse of confidence.”[39] Science and technology 
having failed to bring “unlimited improvement of material 
conditions” brought about a collapse of confidence in 
rationality and sense of human helpless in the face of a 
mechanistic universe. 
 

Far from being rational creatures [in this sense I 
think rational more refers to man’s inherent ability 
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to think and respond appropriately rather than the 
purity of reason vis a vis empiricism] able to 
control their destinies, men seemed driven by their 
hates and fears—moved less by enlightened self-
interest or by cool benevolence than by irrational 
and destructive aggressions against one another 
and even against themselves. . . The man of the 
nineteenth century was uneasy, anxious, alienated, 
and introspective. He was increasingly unsure of 
himself—doubtful of the validity of his values, of 
his ability to communicate in a meaningful way 
with others, and of his ability even to know 
himself.[40] 

 
Taking this perspective into account, not only do we begin 
to see the failure of the enlightenment that arose from the 
turn to the subject but also that the turn to the subject had a 
negative side. The focus on the self does not merely 
manifest in the pursuit of pleasure or in a prideful 
confidence, but also in the recognition of human weakness 
and hopelessness. Unfortunately, by the time confidence 
collapses, even deism has dropped out of fashion and men 
like Kant are finding a “science of metaphysics, of a realm 
of being that transcends the spatiotemporal, is clearly 
impossible.”[41] 
 
Frameworks 
 
Perhaps it all comes down to what Charles Taylor refers to 
as “frameworks.” “Frameworks provide the background, 
explicit or implicit, for our moral judgements, intuitions, or 
reactions in any of the three dimensions [respect for others, 
deciding what is the good life, and dignity]. To articulate a 
framework is to explicate what makes sense of our moral 
responses.” [42] Taylor refutes the idea proffered by 
naturalists and utilitarians alike that frameworks are non-
existent or, where they do exist, they are part of the 
previously enchanted, embedded world which modernism 
wants to leave behind. Frameworks are articulated by one’s 
moral ontology. At issue is the naturalist’s dismissal of all 
moral ontologies as “irrelevant stories.” Taylor looks to 
retrieve the value of moral ontologies and defend the 
validity of frameworks.[43] 
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Taylor has a way of making the chasm that exists between 
modernists who dismiss God and those with a traditional 
moral ontology (who hearken back at least to some degree 
to a time when people still believed in God) seem smaller 
or at least less permanent; less threatening. Perhaps. The 
danger, at least as seen by the typical evangelical 
Pentecostal, is that while philosophies and frameworks 
come and go, they leave in their wake those who bought 
into them and made them part of their own personal 
frameworks. So, while generations come and go, living 
through various eras in which the Western world evolves 
from enchantment to disenchantment, from a belief in God 
to a deistic belief in God and then to a Kantian rejection of 
God (or at least any dependable metaphysical theory to 
undergird God), to a generation or two (or several) who 
pass through a time when God is said to be dead (or simply 
irrelevant), to a time when all gods or no gods are 
acceptable—souls are lost; shipwrecked; misled. 
 
There is a danger inherent in the academy and that is a loss 
of connection with all things locally relevant to the church 
and the culture. The academy can take comfort that times 
change and ideas evolve and are either vindicated or 
corrected. But if, as the typical evangelical Pentecostal 
believes, there is a heaven and a hell, and if it is true that 
one soul lost is more valuable than a whole world gained 
(Matthew 16:26), then we discover that there is something 
more important than marking the philosophical times and 
cataloguing culture trends. 
 
The modern turn to the subject, in my estimation, has had 
tragic results. A quick look at Western narcissism proves 
that. Against Taylor, I am not optimistic that the trend can 
be overturned, at least not short of fresh divine revelation. 
Unfortunately, modernism ruled out that possibility. 
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