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According to many philosophical theologians, God idapbysically simple: there
is no real distinction among His attributes or even betwéeibite and existence
itself. Here, | consider only one argument againg #wmmplicity thesis. Its
proponents claim that simplicity is incompatible witbd> having created another
world, since simplicity entails that God is unchamgacross possible worlds. For,
they argue, different acts of creation involve differenllings, which are distinct
intrinsic states. | show that this is mistaken, by ¢$ketr an adequate account of
reasons-guided activity that does not require distinttinsic states of willing

corresponding to each possible act of creation.

| Introduction

According to many philosophical theologians, Gothetaphysically simple: there is no real
distinction among His attributes or even betweérbate and existence itself. God's
omniscience is not distinct from His omnipotenchich is not distinct from His necessary
existence... which is not distinct from God HimsEWen those who affirm this thesis
recognize that it is a hard saying. But the reiftedheist will also recognize that, hard as
this saying is, there are some fairly weighty cdesations in its favor. One such
consideration stems from the implications of theoept of absolutely necessary being.
This concept not only underlies an important tieeetgument, it is also, | believe, a
necessary feature of a coherent concept of Goengis connection to a minimal
understanding of God's sovereignty over all thinflee path some philosophers trace from
necessary being to simplicity runs roughly as fefiofor a being to exist of absolute

necessity, there can be no contingent facts atsessential nature. Necessary existence



cannot just happen to be conjoined with omnipotémtieis being, for instance, because in
that case there would be no possibility of exptagnvhy these two attributes were
coinstantiated. So there must be a tight unitystoature, such that each of its attributes
entails the others. The only intelligible way tmgyht be is if the relation between
"attributes” (including necessary existence) i$ dfiadentity. And if its essential nature is
metaphysically simple, (it is further argued thiatannot have any contingent intrinsic
attributes, either.

| believe that this argument is resistible. In jgatér, while | accept the argument that a
necessary being's nature must be tightly unifieid, hot see why this cannot fall short of
the limiting case of simplicity. But that is notgay that | see how its nature could have the
requisite unity while falling short of simplicityt is a puzzling notion, and there are no
obvious strong analogies to guide one's intuiti@une will take this as evidence that the
simplicity thesis is true, despite its perplexitguacter. | will not try to argue this matter
one way or the other here. Instead, | merely wanbhsider one argument that has been
given to discredit the simplicity thesis and towstibat it is mistaken.

According to that argument, simplicity is incompéiwith the possibility that God
might have created another world (or not have eckat all). The reason is that God's
having created differently (or not having createatgils a corresponding difference in His
intrinsic state. For He would had to have decidedilbed to have acted in that different
fashion, and deciding to create one world necdgshffiers, intrinsically, from deciding to
create a very different world. So either God ismetaphysically simple or His creating this
world is somehow bound up with His very being. Anhid last is both impious and absurd.
| will rebut this reasoning by sketching a plausibiodel of God's intentional agency on
(what the simplicity theorist will view as) the 'laa@" assumption that God is not
metaphysically simple. | will then show that, sisjgly, this model can be modified in a
way that leaves intact certain essential elemehile waking it compatible with the

simplicity thesis.



Il The "naive” model of God's intentional agency

A model of God's agency should show how creatisnds from God in a way that is
explainable in terms of a purpose or desire Hewtagh acting. The issues involved in
giving an account of intentional explanations armarous and difficult. Accordingly, |
claim to show only that there is a not obviouslyarkable way in which this might go in
God's case, the details of which must be develefssivheré. Though seemingly modest,
this will be task enough, as the form of intentiaplanation that is needed here is one
which has been widely thought discredited in retato human action. This has been a
mistake, in my view, but in any case the most [imggsroblems for the application of the
account to human action are empirical, not conegpaimd stem from assumptions
concerning human beings and the wider natural dhdemeed not be made in relation to a
transcendent necessary being.

In recent philosophy, the most popular accounhefitay reasons explain human
action is the causal theory of action. Broadly &p&p the causal theory holds that some
bodily behavior of mine is an action only if itascausal consequence, in an appropriate
manner, of factors prominently including my havangeason to do so. Bodily movements
that are not a causal consequence of reasons eranmaeements (as with reflexive
movements). Thus, an agent's control over hisigcts/taken to reside in the causal
efficacy of his reasons. Now, many would suppoagttiis is not simply a correct picture
of the way reasons explain human actions, but egginal truth about acting for reasons.
To deny that certain of an agent's reasons caaseténtional action, such philosophers
aver, would be to render it utterly fortuitous frdine standpoint of the agent himself.

This is not at all obvious, however. | will assumithout argument here that the notion
of causation rests on a notion of causal capaeiiemtologically basic. (Causal capacities

are not reducible to patterns of actual or couatdwial regularity, nor are they explainable in



terms of occurrent relations among universa@@rce one recognizes that this is so, there is
no conceptual bar to the thought that the way irthvbapacities are manifested or exercised
may differ in important and general respects. Weltme successfully to treat

impersonal objects and systems of objects "medhaalig”, i.e., to understand them as
having the basis of their capacities in their ulyileg natures - their chemical, physical, or
genetic constitutions and dynamical structuresd-anmanifesting these powers in

observable effects as a matter of course in saitzEilitumstances. On this broad conception,

circumstances prompt the exercise of such a poyver.¢y., stimulating a latent mechanism
to action or by removing inhibitors to the activitiya poised mechanism. The causal theory
of action extends this mechanistic paradigm to huaggency by treating the state of having
a reason to act as partly constituting a mechaafdhis kind, requiring only the right sort

of occasion to give rise to an action of the cqroesling sort.

How might a contrasting, non-mechanistic pictur&otl's agency go? There are
various complicating issues here, and thus mynresatt will be quite sketchy. On the naive
model, God's activity in generating a contingenieois to be thought of, in the first
instance, as the direct causing of an interna stiintention that a particular determinate
state of affairs obtain. This is not, importanttype treated as an elliptical expression for
there being some prior state in God that bringsiali® mechanistic fashion, His coming to
have the intention. Rather, the intention is irely a product of God as a free agent. This
implies as a corollary that the causal power thatanifested in such a case is of a different
sort from the mechanistic variety describable byheaatical functions from circumstances
to effects (or from circumstances to ranges ofotgfan cases of probabilistic, rather than
deterministic, causation).

| won't discuss further this contentious notiompefsonal or agent causation. | will
assume that the reader will grant that it is a m@itdasic concept, whatever one's view on
its application to human beings. In its applicatoiGod, the explanatory framework it will

engender is roughly this: Let it be supposed that as some purpose P and recognizes



that creating contingent order C would satisfy ipse further that He subsequently (at
least in some causal/explanatory order of prioffityot a temporal one) generated an

intention whose content is that C obtain in ordeutfill P, and that C'®btaining is itself

an immediate product of that intention. In suclreuenstance, | claim, the core activity and
its product are perfectly well explained by refeeto God's purpose and His belief that C
would satisfy it, without any assumption that thié\ety was necessary given the explaining
purpose and belief (collectively, "reason”), orretleat they made it probable. The
explanatory connection comprises God's having esaxt@ capacity to freely act for a

purpose together with the two-fold internal relatad the prior reason to the effective

intention - they have a common core content (thalb@@ir) and, further, the intention

directly refers to the reason. In short, to undedtwhy God freely generates this intention,
one need only identify its reasons-bearing confénis contrasts with a mechanistic model

of intentional action on which an agent's purpasegesires and beliefs explain the choice,
or formation of an intention, solely in terms of@rternal, causal relationship to it. But it is

readily understandable in its own terfns.

Il Intentional Explanation and the Simplicity Thes

Can the basic model of God's intentional agendysketched be amended to accommodate
the simplicity doctrine? At first sight, this seepeently hopeless. An essential feature of
that explanatory framework is the fit of contentvimen prior reason states (such as
purposes and beliefs) and the agent's ultimatsidecior intention to act here and now. If
God's willing this particular order of things isntimgent, then it might have been different.
This contradicts the absolute simplicity thesist aaplies that an aspect of God's intrinsic
nature in this world - His state of intention that world obtain - might have been different,
though God Himself would still have existed, whiatplies that God is distinct from this

actual state of intention.



Thomas Aquinas recognized that the simplicity thésid striking consequences for
the understanding of God's creation, when he spbltee creation relation as "real for
creatures,” while "unreal [or merely notional] &od." If God strictly is His utterly simple
nature, then, in Himself, He must be utterly ungfiagp across all possible circumstances.
There might have been any number of different ogetnt orders, and in each such case, the
contingent reality would have causally depende@od. Yet God Himself would have been
intrinsically the same. That is the point of spagkof the creation relation as being merely
notional for God: for unlike all cases involvingtmiaal causes (including purposive, free
agents), God's causal influence does not requyrénénmsic change on God's part.

Clearly, if we are to make sense of this, it cammatblve the idea that there is anything

like a state of intention whose intrinsic naturangdhave varied in accordance with the state

of affairs intended. Yet it just might be that thesic explanatory framework outlined above
could, after all, be applied within a simplicitycacint by simply deleting the notion of a

distinct, causally effective state of intentionttGeobtain in order to fulfill P, and

substituting in its place C itself, i.e., the at@ntingent order. The idea here is to treat the
executive state of intention as an inessential landdn in the causal process of purposive
agency. God doesn't form an intention to createvautd and consequently do so, He
creates the world directly. His activity entirelynsists in a causal relation between Himself,
who is unchanging, and the dependent, contingafity.€lThe role of matching the
intentional content of logically prior reasons thaitate of intention plays within our

original model is taken over by the concrete realitwhich those states are directed. Its

nature, too, mirrors the intentional content ofeplaining reason.

One might understandably worry at this point that nove makes the cognitive aspect
of God's agency mysteriously alien, to the poiat the've lost our intuitive grip on the
model. For on it, there's just (i) an agent withsans for various possible creations, and (ii)
a relation of dependency between that agent anactiial creation, such that the product

might have been utterly different, and the agetetiytthe same. Surely, one wants to say, at



some point God has to decide, to intend, to willybat have you that this particular creation
be actualized.

But consider our original, and more familiar mod#h that model, God has reasons
corresponding to different possible courses obac¢tnd then causes a state of intention
corresponding to one, which state in turn causegitended contingent order. That is: there
is (i) an agent with reasons for various possibations, and (ii) a relation of dependency
between that agent and the actual intention (wtastlts in the creation), such that the
intention might have been utterly different, anel #igent (until just prior to the intention in
the order of explanation) utterly the same. Whatewgstery resides in conceiving the

dependency between God and creation in the intete&s, simplicity-based model is

perhaps equally present between agent and intanttbe original model. But | would

prefer to say that there is no mystery (here, atraie) in_either model. It only appears to be
so if one misunderstands the role of an intentipthimking of it as the ultimate locus of
personal agency — as a state in virtue of whichudlsequent immediate effects are to be
attributed to the agent as His effects, as aspéétss action. Within the broadly agent-
causal account of which both models are partiatdesions, the locus of agency is not
within some special kind of intrinsic state, buhea within the exercisef causal power in
bringing about such a state (or an external staéfars, as on the simplicity-based

model).

If this is right, one might ask what the functisrof discrete states of intention in
agents who have them (such as ourselves). Buhtveea is obvious enough on a moment's
thought: they are central to the guiding of actiaithin ordinary purposive agents. Our
actions perforce involve enormously complex chafmmicrophysical events within and
around us. The having of separate, content-beatatgs of intention for each action is a
way of harnessing such causal mechanisms withibadies and environment, often
triggering into action mechanistically-encodedgataction routines - think of the

unconscious completion of a complicated dancemeutand always guiding the



completion of behavior through complex feedbackhmetsms. Such functions are
presumably unnecessary in God's case.

At this point, | should address a possible misustdeding one might have concerning
the model of God's agency | am proposing on behal§implicity theorist. It may seem
that the model is committed to denying that williagn any sense an attribute of God. This
would be passing strange for an account of irrddyigiersonal agency and is contrary to
the express claims of most simplicity theorfsis it not commonly held that willing
Himself is part of God's essence and that in vglifiimself He wills created reality?

My account is compatible with these claims. Firsg, model has indicated nothing
about God's intrinsic, simple nature other thaeidodying reasons for creating each of
those contingent orders that are possible. Letipgase, then, that an involuntary willing of
- a wanting or "appetite” for - Himself, the supeegood, is an "aspect" of God's rich, yet
metaphysically simple nature. Can we further spé&kod as willing that this world exist,
given that He has caused it to be? We can, althaggimust take care to understand just
what such a willing is on the account. Unlike a lanrwilling or decision that something be
the case, it will not be or involve a distinctiverinsic state of God. Recall the "naive™ model
of God's agency and suppose that it correctly cagtilhe essential feature of human free
agency. If so, we might naturally say that humansilens of this sort were the causally

complex events of the agent's causing an intrstate of intention that @. The constituent

intention would be distinct from other states @& #yent and mark a change in the agent
from his previous cognitive state. On the simpficibctrine, God is not other than His

simple, intrinsic state. So God's willing of thisfd will not involve such an internal

change. Instead, it will be the circumstance of'&orkating the world to satisfy some
purpose. Had God created differently, the onlyedédhce would be in the contingent order,
not in God. If we chose to speak in terms of aatrehal attribute” of God, rather than of

the state of affairs of His being causally relatethe world, then we would say that God's



willing this world is His being its creator - whicimtrinsically, is nothing other than His
essence of willing Himself.

In dealing with the simplicity thesis, we must laesful in this way to separate God's
intrinsic from his relational properties. Otherwisag might be tempted to say that even our
amended model is not compatible with God's beiegtime regardless of what world He
happened to create. For does He not have in oumawld the inessential properties of

having created this world and having willed to teghis worl® As we've seen, if the

amended model of God's agency is correct, the presa absence of these properties
implies no intrinsic difference in God, no morerthbe presence or absence of the property

being ten feet away from Theaetetus implies amsitr difference in Socrates.

A final matter | will briefly consider here is wihngr my simplicity-based model of
God's purposive agency is compatible with the pddgithat He might not have created
anything at all. Norman Kretzmann has argued irctimgext of Aquinas's theological
system that there is strong pressure to say thainGst have created something or other,
though it may well have been open to Him to craateof a number of contingent ordérs.
The reason is that there is no plausible accoundwfan absolutely perfect God might
have a resistible motivation - one consideratioomgrother, competing considerations - for
creating something rather than nothing. (It obvipaannot have to do with any sort of
utility, for example.) The best general understagdif God's being motivated to create at
all - one which in places Aquinas himself comey\@ose to endorsing - is to see it as
reflecting the fact that God's very being, whicija®dness, necessarily diffuses itself.
Perfect goodness will naturally communicate itsalfvardly; God who is perfect goodness
will naturally create, generating a dependenttyetilat imperfectly reflects that goodness.

| find this claim highly plausible. Even if one eejed this claim, however, it is difficult
to envision a coherent scenario in which God elisrohooses not to create. On my model,
for example, God's positively willing not to creadgjuires His having some reason for not

doing so. As Kretzmann asks, what kind of reasatdcthat be? God could not benefit
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from that choice. One might suggest that rathar ffwsitively choosing not to create, God
might have simply refrained from deciding one waypther. This is a familiar circumstance
for human beings, who often have a motivation twouer more relevant information, and
sometimes stall in the hope that the choice willtaken from their hands.” But there can be
no analogous factors in God. | am inclined, thefudge that Kretzmann's claim is correct.
Fully motivating this position requires showingttitadoes not compromise God's absolute

independence of all things, but | will not purshis here.

IV Conclusion

| have tried to show how the simplicity theorisheaake out an account of God's
contingent, purposive agency in creation. Everhdve been successful, an important worry
remains about the apparent complexity of reasdesstan the second model. (On it,

remember, God has any number of distinct reasorngdating a variety of different

possible worlds.) This is just a special case eftiore general worry about how to render
intelligible the idea that simplicity is compatitMéth a "richness" of nature in virtue of
which it is meaningful to speak of "(absolute) poyv&knowledge," and a host of other
attributes in relation to such a being. | will hawdeave this very perplexing matter as an
unresolved puzzle for the committed simplicity ti&to here I've merely tried to leave the

simplicity doctrine in a little better shape thaiound it’

Indiana University
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!. I have argued this point in an unpublished lesttifhe God of Abraham, Isaac, and
Anselm?,” which | gave at the University of St. Aaxs in April 1997.

2. | develop an account of the model | will givetlie text (in relation to human action) in

my "Agent Causation," in T. O'Connor, ed., Agefilauses, and Events: Essays on

Indeterminism and Free Will (New York: Oxford Unrsgéy Press, 1995).

®. Problems with reductionist approaches are welimand have been extensively
discussed in the literature. The higher-orderdeiaamong-universals approach has been
independently advanced by Fred Dretske, David Aongt and Michael Tooley. See
“Laws of Nature" (Philosophy of Science 44, (192A8-68), A World of States of Affairs

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997),@adsation: A Realist Approach

(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1987), respectivelyguiaragainst this type of account in

Causation and the Will (unpublished manuscript).

*. Since Donald Davidson's essay, "Actions, ReasonsCauses," various theorists of
action have given a number of reasons to suppasadbounts of intentional explanation
that do not appeal to the causal efficacy of trentg reasons must fail. | cannot address
these worries here. But | have done so at lengdwdlere. See my "Agent Causation” (cited
in note 2).

°. See, for example, Thomas Aquinas Summa Theold@iz® and Summ@&ontraGentiles

1.72-86.

®, See most recently his Wilde Lectures, The Metaigisyof Theism: Aquinas's Natural

Theology inSumma Contra Gentiles | (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1997), pp. 220-225.

’. This paper was developed from a briefer discuassfdts topic within a series of lectures

| gave at the University of St. Andrews (in Aprd47) under the heading God and Ultimate

Explanation. | thank the audience on that occagigpecially John Haldane, Thomas

D'Andrea, and Tim Kenyon, for their comments. Témearch and writing of that material
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