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1. Introduction
In the first chapter of Romans, Paul tells us that the power and deity of
God are evident from what he has created. One reading of this is that there is an
argument from the content of what has been created. Thus, the Book of Wisdom,
which may well have been the source of Paul’s ideas here, says that “from the
greatness and beauty of created things their original author, by analogy, is seen”
(13:5, NAB). This is a kind of teleological or design argument. But one might
also argue instead from general features of the universe, such as the fact that
there is a universe at all, or that there are contingent states of affairs, or that there
is motion. Alternately, one might argue from something extremely specific, but
where the details do not matter, such as the conjunction of all contingent facts.
The general strategy of cosmological arguments is to take a grand feature
of the world, and then argue, abstracting from much of its specific content, that
the best or only possible explanation is a First Cause, an entity that stands at the
head of a causal chain leading to the occurrence of the existential feature.
Typically, the grand feature is something the opponent will not challenge.
Instead, opponents tend to ask:
1. Does the grand feature actually have an explanation?
2. Can there be an explanation not involving a First Cause?

3. Need the First Cause be God?



Recent discussion has particularly focused on the first two questions, and
I wish to primarily focus on the first question myself in this talk. But first a few

words about progress on the second and third question, in reverse order.

2. Need the First Cause be God?

The third of the questions presents the “gap problem”—how to go from a
First Cause to theism.

St. Thomas has a series of elaborate arguments that the First Cause must
be a necessary being that is utterly simple and with no potentiality. The
necessity part of the argument is adopted by a number of contemporary
cosmological arguers. After all, if the First Cause were just a contingent being,
then asking for the explanation of the First Cause’s existence would seem to be
just as reasonable as asking for the explanation of the existence of the universe.

From simplicity and complete actuality, Aquinas argues that the necessary
being is perfect in every way, and derive enough of the attributes of God that
there is no difficulty identifying the First Cause with God. | find a number of St.
Thomas’s arguments here to be quite powerful, and they have not been
sufficiently studied by contemporary philosophers of religion. However, they
are very heavy on controversial metaphysics, and there is virtue in finding
arguments that do not rely on so much controversial metaphysics.

Perhaps the most obvious question to ask is whether the First Cause needs
to be a person at all. If we accept Richard Swinburne’s division of explanations
into the personal, where we explain by invoking the agency of a free person, and
the scientific, where we explain by means of initial conditions and laws of nature,

then we have a good argument for the personhood of the First Cause, given



necessary existence. For, arguably, the initial conditions and laws in scientific
explanations are always contingent. And indeed a number of cosmological
arguments do conclude to a necessarily existing First Cause, or to a First Cause
that otherwise has a status, such as atemporality or immutability, that the
conditions entering into scientific explanations lack.

If Swinburne’s division is exhaustive, then we have made some progress.
After all, a necessarily existing, or even just atemporal or immutable, person is
already rather God-like, and typical atheists deny the existence of any such
person. Of course one might object that even though all our explanations are
personal or scientific, nonetheless another kind of explanation can be given. But
in the search for explanation, a known type of explanation is surely to be
epistemically preferred to an unknown one, so we at least get an inductive
argument for the existence of a God-like being. 1 think there is one kind of
explanation, constitutive explanation, that Swinburne misses—the knife is hot
holds because the molecules in it have high Kinetic energy (the kinetic energy is
heat, and not the cause of the heat). However, arguably, the ultimate
explanations of contingent states of affairs have to be causal, not constitutive,
since we can always query why a constituting contingent state of affairs holds.

Robert Koons has combined the cosmological and teleological arguments.
Once we know that this universe has a cause, it becomes plausible that the
wondrous combination of complexity and order that is found in it is there by
design, i.e., that the cause is a person who planned for this. Moreover, this
complexity and order is so great that this must be a person of very high

intelligence, and we might argue that the person has at least a certain kind of



attunement to the good and the beautiful. Hence, we solve the gap prob lem by
using the design argument.

Finally, in the case where the feature to be explained is the sum total of all
contingent facts about this world and the cosmological argument i s one that can
be run in every possible world, Jerome Gellman has come up with a very clever
argument that the First Cause is omnipotent. Here is a simple ver sion. Let N be
the aggregate of all necessary beings that are persons. In every posible world, a
cosmological argument to a necessarily existing First Cause can be run. This
First Cause must be a part of N. On the assumption that if a part counts as the
cause of something, so does the whole (albeit in virtue of the part), at least as
long as the effect is distinct from that whole, we can argue that N is itself a First
Cause in every possible world. But to be the First Cause in every possible world
is to be capable of initiating a chain of causes leading to any possible world, and
this is very close to omnip otence.

If we could establish the existence of an all-powerful, highly intelligent
and necessarily existing First Cause of the universe, we would have
accomplished much. It might not be enough to justify us in conc luding that the
God of Western monotheism exists, but perhaps the rest of the gap could be

bridged by a reasonable faith or other arguments, like those of Aqu inas.

3. Can there be an explanation not involving a First Cause?
There are historically two ways that this question has been asked. First,

we might ask whether there can be a non-causal ultimate explanation, namely, a

non-causal ultimate explanation of one of these highly general states of affairs

such as the existence of contingent fact. Second, Hume has asked \mether a



