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'AND THIS ALL MEN CALL GOD'

Timothy O’Connor

Philosophical discussion of theistic arguments mainly focus on their first (existence)

stage, which argues for the existence of something having some very general, if suggestive,

feature. I shall instead consider only the second (identification) stage of one such

argument, the cosmologic al argument from contingency. Taking for granted the existence

of an absolutely necessary being, I develop an extended line of argument that supports the

more nearly theistic claim that such a being is a transcendent, personal cause of our

contingent universe.

Some traditional theistic arguments involve two broad stages. In the existence stage, one argues

for the existence of something thinly identified (intelligent designer, unmoved mover, necessary

being). In the identification stage, one argues for a thicker identification of the explanans as

something at least approximating the concept of God, conceived as a perfect, personal, and

transcendent source of everything else. Ever since Hume and Kant, the would-be demolishers of

such arguments, most of the action has centered on the first stage, even among those whose

positive conclusions warrant a consideration of the second stage. I will comment only briefly on

the first stage and instead develop the identification stage of one such argument, the cosmological

argument from contingency.

According to the version of the argument that most interests me, the existence of the

universe is and can only be explainable in terms of necessary being, a being that exists of absolute

necessity.1 The sole comment I will make on this concerns one reason some philosophers dismiss

the sort of reasoning involved. According to them, conceivability, suitably understood, is a rough

and ready guide to metaphysical possibility. But we can easily conceive the nonexistence of

necessary being. So its non-existence is presumptively possible—which of course implies that its

existence is not possible. If we are given pause by the fact that parallel reasoning that begins with

the presumptive possibility of necessary being establishes the opposite conclusion, the case is

nonetheless settled by the fact that accepting the existence of necessary being at the fount of all

existence precludes boatloads of prima facie possibilities.2
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My commenthereis just to notethatthereis a attractivealternativepictureof the

epistemologyof modalitywhich will not supportthis summarydismissalof thecosmological

argument. According to it, claims concerning the metaphysical modality are often justified in part

for their explanatory power (analogous to highly theoretical scientific claims), and explanation

ofteninvolvesnecessaryconnections.Consequently,it is ofteneasierto establisha necessity

claim than a (simple) possibility claim, as the scope of possibility is what remains viable when all

the explanatory necessities have been uncovered.

There is a case for thinking that this view fits better with a common theme since Kripke,

viz., thatonecannotrestat thesuperficiallevel of pretheoreticalconceptsin orderto establisha

genuine possibility (though that will suffice in some cases to establish a genuine, though trivial,

necessity).Onemust'seetheproposedscenariothrough,'which requiresgraspingthenaturesof

the entities involved and taking due notice of relations of inclusion and exclusion among them.

(How thorough a grasp on the natures is required will depend on the possibility claim involved.)

The defender of the cosmological argument from contingency suggests, in effect, that the fact of

existence itself forces us to recognize a further level to this procedure of seeing a putative

unactualizedpossibilitythrough,viz., seeingthroughto thegroundof its possibility in necessary

being.3 We canput thepoint morepictorially by thinking of absolutepossibility in termsof

concentricspheresconnotingincreasingconstraints:with formally consistentdescriptions(at the

outermost),thendescriptionsalsoconsistentwith thenaturesof thehypothesizedentities,

considered in and of themselves, and finally, full metaphysical possibility at the core, which

further requires a basis for putative possibilities in the nature of necessary being. What a

philosopher is able to grasp in suitably constrained 'modal thought experiments' are second-

sphere Ôpossibilities,Õ concerning contingent natures in and of themselves, abstracted from the

ground of their possibility (or lack thereof). There can be reliable reasoning concerning such

Ôpossibilities,Õprovidedonetakesdueaccount(asis now widely appreciated)of theconstraints

of hidden structure and the like on conceptions involving natural kinds, for example. In my


