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Recent objections to the doctrine of divine timelessness have appealed either to the claim that continued
omniscience requires existence in time or to the claim that divine action is only possible if God is located in
time. The former claim has been fairly thoroughly investigated and, it seems to me, must be judged
inconclusive. The latter claim has not received the same detailed attention. In a recent article and book,
however, Richard Swinburne has developed the objection with characteristic attention to the underlying
metaphysical issues. Swinburne's approach is to propose and defend some principle about the nature of
time and causation. He then applies these principles to divine timelessness and claims that the concept is
"incoherent". I argue that Swinburne's principles are not as plausible as thinks and that, in any event, it is
unclear that they have the consequences for the doctrine of divine timelessness that he thinks they have.

According to an ancient strand in Christian thought, God has a unique perspective on all of history: he sees
everything that ever happens all at once. Here is one statement of that idea:

When we attribute foreknowledge to God, we mean that all things always were, and perpetually remain,
under his eyes, so that to his knowledge there is nothing future or past, but all things are present. And they
are present in such a way that he not only conceives them through ideas, as we have before us those things
which our minds remember, but he truly looks upon them and discerns them as things placed before him.
And this foreknowledge is extended throughout the universe to every creature.'”

This passage is from John Calvin, who is perhaps less well-known for attributing this perspective to God
than are his more prominent predecessors, Augustine, Boethius, and Aquinas. In this tradition, God's
unique perspective is taken as a key component of his special mode of existence, eternity or timelessness. In
Boethius' famous phrase, "eternity...is the complete possession all at once of illimitable life.""”

The opposing view is that God is not eternal, but everlasting; he is not timeless, but in time. In recent years
it seems to have reached the status of a new orthodoxy among philosophers of religion.”’ Nevertheless, I
am not persuaded that the objections in the literature to the doctrine of divine timelessness or the reasons in
favor divine temporality are especially convincing. In fact, the main considerations advanced in favor of
divine temporality, it seems to me, are objections to divine eternity. The latter fall into two categories. The
first appeals to claims about required changes in what God knows. The second appeals to claims about
divine action in the world.

I. Knowledge, Change, and Indexicals

The first objection to divine eternity notes that what we know changes as time goes by. As things change,
we acquire new knowledge, and some of the things we believed become false, so they would no longer
count as knowledge if we persisted in believing them. Now if God is omniscient, he knows everything that



we know. More precisely, what any of us knows at a given time must be a (proper) subset of what God
knows at that time Since some of the things we know to be true at certain times we know to be false at
other times, what God knows must similarly vary over time; and that could not happen if he were outside of
time."

This informal statement of the argument covers up some substantive and typically undefended
assumptions.”’ One is that in at least some cases when what we know changes, when we add to what we
know, some propositions we formerly knew become false. How could it be otherwise? After all, the set of
propositions I knew yesterday included the proposition I then expressed by

(1) It is sunny today,
whereas the set of propositions I know today includes the proposition I express today by
(2) It is not sunny today.”

Well, it is surely true that sentences like these containing temporally indexical elements such as tenses or
terms like 'now' or 'yesterday' can express true propositions on some occasions of use and false ones on
other occasions. But what is not obvious-at least not to me-is that such sentences as (1) and (2) express
propositions that themselves vary in truth value over time. For all I can tell, (1) expressed a certain true
proposition yesterday and if used today it would express a different false proposition. Perhaps the truth that
(1) expressed yesterday is still true. In that case, the union of the set of propositions I knew yesterday and
the set of propositions I know today is consistent, and perhaps, also, God knows them all from an atemporal
perspective.”

Of course, it is one thing to make this logical point, and it is another thing to give a plausible account of the
objects of our knowledge and belief according to which temporal indexicals do function in this way. It is
well known, for example, that the proposition that (1) expressed yesterday is not the same as the
proposition expressed by

(3) It is, was, or will be sunny on March 2, 1999,

for I could have known yesterday the proposition then expressed by (1) without knowing the date. More
strikingly, someone could know the proposition expressed by (3) at another time without knowing what I
knew yesterday when it was then present to me that it was then sunny.

In The Nature of God 1 defended an account according which sentences like (1) express at a given time a
proposition involving the haecceity or individual essence of that time. On this account, we have knowledge
de praesenti when we grasp a proposition involving the haecceity of the present time. As a matter of fact,
we never grasp such propositions at other times, but there is no obstacle in principle to God grasping all
such propositions. Whether that gives him knowledge de praesenti depends on whether he grasps them at
their time or whether he grasps them at other times or from an eternal perspective. Accordingly, that God
knows the propositions we know when we have knowledge de praesenti does not settle the question of
whether he is in time or out of time. What would settle that question is whether he knows such propositions
at their times or not--but nothing about the argument we are considering gives us an answer to that
question. I concede, of course, that the idea that moments of time each have their own individual essences
is a little hard to believe. But I think that this account is technically adequate. And it nevertheless remains
the case that someone who wants to use the argument from temporal indexicals against God's eternality
needs to provide an alternative account of the objects of our temporal knowledge and belief.

It might seem obvious that there is a readily available alternative account. It is the claim that many
propositions are perspectival.® A proposition can be true at one time and false at another. More generally,
a proposition can be true at one index, consisting of a person and a time (and perhaps a place and a world)
and false at another. Consider the proposition



(4) I am sitting.

On the present proposal, this proposition, as it happens, is true at the index of <Wierenga, 3:00 p.m. E.S.T.
on March 2, 1999>. But that very proposition, (4), is false at the index of <Wierenga, 4:30 p.m. P.S.T. on
April 9, 1999>.

If propositions are thus perspectival, we should distinguish believing that a proposition is true at an index
from believing at an index that a proposition is true. An example of the former is believing

(5) I am sitting is true at <Wierenga, 3:00 p.m. E.S.T. on March 2, 1999>.

An example of the latter is believing (4) at the index <Wierenga, 3:00 p.m. E.S.T. on March 2, 1999>.
Anyone can have the former belief; only someone actually at the index in question can have the latter
belief."”

The informal argument with which we began included the claim that if God is omniscient, he knows
everything that any of us knows. That assumption ought to be challenged. Hardly anyone accepts the
parallel claim for omnipotence, that if God is omnipotent he can do anything that any of us can do.""” Why
should we accept it for omniscience? In particular, if I know (4) at the index <Wierenga, 3:00 p.m. E.S.T.
on March 2, 1999>, God should not have that knowledge, that is, he should not know (4) at that index, for
he could only do that by being me, which, of course, is impossible for anyone but me. So if some
propositions are perspectival, a more sensible account of omniscience would be something like

(6) x is omniscient if and only if for any proposition p and perspective <S, £> (i) if p is true at <S, £ then x
knows that p is true at <S, £, and (ii) if x is at <S, £> and p is true at <S, £ then at <S, £> x knows that p.

On this account it will follow that an omniscient being is in time only on the assumption that it is at some
temporal perspective. In particular, it will follow that God is not eternal, given that he is omniscient, only
on the further assumption that he is at some temporal perspective. Merely noting that the knowledge of
those of us who are in time changes as time goes by does not establish anything about God's perspective or
mode of existence. Moreover, if we could show that God is at some temporal perspective, it would follow
straightaway that he is in time, without any excursus through omniscience.

I conclude that the attempt to argue against divine timelessness by appeal to the claim that our knowledge
changes over time is unpersuasive. The issues are clear, it seems to me: what needs to be added to the
argument is a convincing account of the objects of knowledge and belief, one according to which God's
own knowledge changes over time.

II. Divine Action and Temporality

The second kind of objection to divine eternity appeals to God's activity. It holds that if God is an agent, if
he creates or redeems, for example, then he performs actions which occur in time, and that is something he
could not do if he were timeless.

Aquinas has a reply to this objection. He holds that God's action in eternity could have effects that occur in
time:

Nor, if the action of the first agent is eternal, does it follow that His effect is eternal.... Now, an effect
follows from the intellect and the will according to the determination of the intellect and the command of
the will. Moreover, just as the intellect determines every other condition of the thing made, so does it
prescribe the time of its making, for art determines not only that this thing is to be such and such, but that it
is to be at this particular time, even as a physician determines that a dose of medicine is to be drunk at such
and such a particular time, so that, if his act of will were of itself sufficient to produce the effect, the effect



would follow anew from his previous decision, without any new action on his part. Nothing, therefore,
prevents our saying that God's action existed from all eternity, whereas its effect was not present from
eternity, but existed at that time when, from all eternity, He ordained it 1

Critics have not been content with this view. Wolterstorff claims, for example, that "in the case of certain of
God's actions the temporality of the event that God acts on infects his own action with temporality.""'
Ironically, however, the actions Wolterstorff cites in support of this claim are God's acts of knowing what
we express by tensed sentences. God "knows what is happening in our history, what has happened, and
what will happen. Hence, some of God's actions are themselves temporal events.""” So this development
of the argument from divine action just appeals once more the argument from omniscience, which I have
already claimed to be inconclusive. Another critic of Aquinas' perspective is Stephen Davis. His primary
complaint is that it requires that we have a "usable concept" of atemporal causation, which he thinks we do
not.""¥ What more is required? Is it somehow deficient or mistaken to hold with Aquinas that God's eternal
action has as effects various events that occur in time? Exactly what is wrong with that suggestion?
Without taking the time to survey other recent attempts to object to divine eternal action, let me merely
record my impression that they tend to assert that something is wrong with this picture, without saying
precisely what it is.

In this context, Richard Swinburne's recent work on God and time''” can be seen as an attempt to add the
missing details, to show from principles about the nature of causation and time that no agent can be eternal.
I turn then, in the remainder of this paper, to examine Swinburne's claims.

III. Swinburne's Principles about Time

In a characteristically principled way Richard Swinburne attempts first to uncover some fundamental or
metaphysical principles about time before applying them to the problem of the relation of God and time.
In fact, Swinburne presents and defends four such principles. Two of them, however, are introduced as part
of an effort to make Swinburne's preferred view that God is in time palatable, despite having the
consequence that God is "time's prisoner", or, as I shall put it, that time waits for no one, not even God. So I
shall not discuss those principles. The remaining two he brings to bear on the doctrine of divine
timelessness, claiming that they can show that "the 'timeless' view is incoherent.""”

(16)

Swinburne states his first principle as follows: "everything that happens, every event, that is-including the
mere existence of a substance with its properties-happens over a period of time and never at an instant of
time, or is analyzable in terms of things happening over periods of time.""® Swinburne then claims that
"the most natural reading of the tradition [that God exists at a single "moment"] seems to me to read
'moment' as 'instant', and in that case the doctrine is in conflict with the first principle..... A state of affairs
must last fO(I;()E)l period of time; it cannot occur at an instant. God cannot be omnipotent or omniscient just at
an instant."

To evaluate this objection, we will need to look more closely at both the principle in question and the way
by which Swinburne attempts to derive a conflict between the principle and the doctrine of divine
timelessness. For the principle to apply to a state of affairs, such as God's being omniscient, it must be
stated in a way that applies not merely to events or to what happens, despite Swinburne's summarizing it as
"First Principle: Events Happen at Periods."®” And, indeed, in his defense of it, it is clear that Swinburne
intends something more general. For, immediately after formulating the principle in the way I quoted it
above, Swinburne goes on to defend a slightly different thesis:

In general, our ascription of properties to objects is ascription to them over periods of time-things are green
or wet or weigh 10 1b. for periods of time. And normally when we do ascribe properties to objects at
instants, our doing so is to be read as ascribing them to objects for periods which include the instant. To say
that the object is green at 2 p.m. is to say that it is green for some period which includes 2 p.m.

This suggests that the thesis Swinburne intends as his first principle can be expressed as:



(Py) For every object x, property P, and interval or instant ¢, if x has P throughout or at ¢, then 7 is an
interval "

In other words, if a thing ever has a property, then it has it for an interval of time.

It would be tempting to put Swinburne's thesis as the claim that nothing ever has a property for merely an
instant, but that would not be what he means. For he quite literally asserts that things do not possess
properties at instants at all. An apparent attribution of being green to an object at an instant ¢ is to be
understood or analyzed as the attribution of being green to the object throughout an arbitrary interval that
contains ¢. A thing can be green throughout a period of time, but not at an instant. Similarly, to cite another
example Swinburne develops at some length, moving objects do not literally possess an instantaneous
velocity at an instant. Rather, instantaneous velocity at an instant # is to be understood as the limit of the
average velocity over intervals that end or begin at £. More precisely, an object has an instantaneous
velocity of 10 ft./sec. at 2:00 p.m. if and only if

, for t<t, and , for t > t,, where t, =2:00 p.m., s, is the
distance in feet covered by the object at ¢, since some arbitrary origin, s is the distance in feet covered at ¢
since the origin, and time is measured in seconds.”*”

I find Swinburne's defense of (P;) to be unconvincing. For one thing, even if it cannot happen that an object
is, say, green, for merely an instant, I do not see why it could not be green for every instant included in any
interval during which it is green. But, in the second place, from the fact that some apparent attributions of a
property at an instant can be translated into talk of property possession over intervals, it does not follow
that all such ascriptions can be similarly paraphrased away. Indeed, Swinburne's own example of
instantaneous velocity seems to provide the ingredients of a counterexample.

Consider Swinburne's moving object during the time around 2:00 p.m. when it is in motion. Since it is in
motion, at each instant it is in a different location. Thus, for some place P and instant ¢, being wholly at P is
a property the object has just at . Moreover, it does not seem possible to reduce talk of being at a place at
an instant in favor of some circumlocution about occupying a bigger region throughout an interval of time,
for the object never fully occupies any region larger than it is itself. It never fully occupies the path that it
travels, for example, but only a part of that path at each instant it is in motion. Furthermore, we can now see
why Swinburne's example of the reduction of instantaneous velocity to the limits of average velocities over
intervals not only suggests this objection but seems committed to it. The average velocities to which
Swinburne appeals are the ratios of distance traveled to intervals of times. But what is the distance traveled
by an object if not the length of the path it took from the position it occupied at the beginning of the
interval to the position it occupied at the end of the interval? So it looks as though some properties can be
had by objects only for an instant.

I just claimed that it does not seem possible to reduce talk of being at a place at an instant in favor of some
circumlocution; Swinburne thinks otherwise. He suggests (in correspondence) that "the analysis (for the
object in motion) consists in more and more of it lying within the region as we approach the instant from
beforehand, and less and less of it lying within the region as we get further away from [it]."*” Suppose our
moving object is a cup, and let R be the cup-sized region that, as I see it, the cup occupies at some instant ¢.
Swinburne's proposal, then, is that the claim that the cup has the property of being located at R at t can be
analyzed in terms of the cup's properties throughout intervals of time surrounding ¢. More precisely, at the
instants before ¢, the closer they are to ¢, the greater is the proportion of the cup that is then within or
overlapping R. And at the instants after ¢, the later they are after ¢, the less is the proportion of the cup that
is then within or overlapping R. But I do not see how this eliminates all reference to possession of
properties at instants. For how could the proposed analysis be understood without involving some such
claims as the following? There are instants ¢, and ¢, earlier than # such that ¢, is closer to ¢ than #; and which
are such that a greater part of the cup is within R at ¢, than is within R at #,. But then it looks like the cup



will have such properties as being 50% within R or being 75% within R at instants. So the proposed
analysis seems to require that the cup have at least some properties at instants and thus provides no support
for the claim that such reference can always be analyzed away.

So far I have been arguing against Swinburne's principle

(P,) For every object x, property P, and interval or instant ¢, if x has P throughout or at ¢, then ¢ is an
interval.

Now it is time to ask how he derives
e God is not eternal
from it. Well, strictly, what Swinburne deduces is
e God is not omniscient for just an instant.
Now (8) follows from (P,) with the help of
e There is an interval or instant # such that God is omniscient at ¢,

from which it follows that God is omniscient throughout an interval, and hence, not at an instant. And, of
course, if God is omniscient throughout an interval of time, then he is in time and thus not eternal.

I think that the defender of divine eternity has two replies to this argument. The first is to deny premiss (9):
God is omniscient in efernity and not in time; so there is no interval of time nor instant of time such that,
strictly speaking, God is omniscient then. The second is to note that (7) does not follow from (8). There are
three categories: instants of time, intervals of time, and eternity.<24) The first two are kinds of time; the third
is instead a "mode of existence" which includes a certain perspective on time. That God is not omniscient
either for just an instant of time or for a temporal interval leaves it entirely open that he is omniscient in
eternity. I see no way of making Swinburne's first objection more compelling.

Swinburne's remaining argument appeals to what he calls a "causal theory of time." According to
Swinburne, "a period of time is future if it is logically possible that an agent can now causally affect what
happens then; and a period of time is past if it is logically possible that an agent acting then could have
causally affected what happens now."* Swinburne explicitly puts his claims here by reference to what we
are able to think, that is, by reference to our conceptual scheme. For example, he says that "the concepts of
past and future cannot be connected to the rest of our conceptual scheme unless we understand the past as
the logically contingent that is causally affectible. Unless we suppose that, any grasp we might have on the
concepts would be utterly mysterious and irrelevant to anything else."*® My own jaundiced reaction to
such a "Kantian" claim about, as we might put it, a "necessary precondition" of our experience of the
passage of time is to embrace the skepticism it invites, to wonder what time is really like apart from our
experience of it. Fortunately, we can avoid both the complexities of conceptual schemes and their relation
to the world as well as the difficult project of filling in the details of Swinburne's principle, for his objection
to divine timelessness appeals not to the principle itself, but to some claims he makes in support of it.
Swinburne writes that the doctrine of divine timelessness "remains open to a conclusive objection from
principle 3 [the causal theory of time]: if God causes the beginning or continuing existence of the world,
and perhaps interferes in its operation from time to time, his acting must be prior to the effects that his
action causes."?” Since the causal theory of time does not explicitly say that causes must precede their
effects, we should look at Swinburne's reasons for that claim.

Those reasons are included in the following paragraph:



Causation in a circle is not logically possible. If A causes B, B cannot cause A (or cause anything which by
a longer circle causes A). For what causes what is logically contingent-'anything can produce anything',
wrote Hume. Let us put the point in this way: a sufficiently powerful being could, it is logically possible,
alter the laws of nature in such a way that some event had, instead of its normal effect at a certain time, one
incompatible with that normal effect. So if causation in a circle were logically possible and A caused B and
B caused A, a sufficiently powerful being at the moment of B's occurrence could have altered the laws of
nature so that B caused not-A; in which case A would have (indirectly) caused A not to occur--which is
absurd. So since manifestly the future is causally affectible, the past is not. It follows that backward
causation is impossible--causes cannot be later than their effects. It follows too that simultaneous causation
is impossible. For if simultaneous causation were possible and A caused B simultaneously, and B caused C
simultaneously, then, by Hume's principle cited earlier, it would be logically possible that B could have
had, instead of its normal effect, not-A. That logically impossible conjunction of casual sequences is, given
Hume's principle, only rendered impossible if we suppose simultaneous causation itself to be impossible.
Hence, given that causes and effects are events, which last for periods of time, any effect (which has a
beginning) must begin at an instant later than its cause begins; and any effect (which has an end) must end
at an instant later than its cause ends.”’So Swinburne gives two applications of what he calls Hume's
principle, one for the conclusion that causes cannot be later than their effects, and the other for the
conclusion that causes cannot be simultaneous with their effects. That leaves only the remaining possibility,
that causes precede their effects. At this level of exposition, it seems clear that there are two ways for the
defender of divine timelessness to escape the objection. The first is to note that, as Swinburne himself
indicates, his argument presupposes that causes are events, and, thus, whatever it establishes applies only to
event-causation. But God is an agent-cause, and agents-in contrast to their actions-are neither before nor
after the effects they cause. I myself am sympathetic to this reply, but since the medieval defenders of
divine eternity sometimes speak of God's eternal "action" or of God as "pure act", I shall not insist upon it.
The second obvious reply is to note that Swinburne's assumption that there are just three possibilities for
the relation of a cause to its effect-prior to, simultaneous with, and later than-ignores an important
alternative, namely, that a cause is eternal while its effect is temporal. Just as in his first objection,
Swinburne assumes that if God is omniscient that is in time, either at an instant or throughout a temporal
duration-without admitting the alternative that God is eternally omniscient--so in this case, too, he assumes
that the only way a cause can be related to its effect is temporally. Both assumptions thus fail to take
seriously the idea of eternality as a distinct mode of existence. I am sympathetic to this second reply, as
well. Nevertheless, I propose in the remainder of this paper to examine more closely Swinburne's argument
that a cause cannot be simultaneous with its effect (and by unstated extension, his parallel argument that a
cause must precede its effect).

Hume's principle, in unrestricted form, is the claim that anything can cause anything, more formally,
(10) For any events A and B, (A causes B).

I say that this is the principle in "unrestricted" form, since surely some restrictions ought to be placed on it,
if it is to have a chance of being true. For one thing, presumably no event can cause itself, so no instance of
(10) instantiated onto a single event is true. Thus, at the very least, (10) should be revised to:

(10" For any events A and B such that AB, (A causes B).

As we saw, Swinburne holds that "if simultaneous causation were possible and A caused B simultaneously,
and B caused C simultaneously, then, by Hume's principle cited earlier, it would be logically possible that
B could have had, instead of its normal effect, not-A." Thus he seems to deduce from (10') both

e (A causes B)
e (B causes not-A)

and then concludes from them that



e (A causes B & B causes not-A).

Swinburne then reasons that this "logically impossible conjunction of casual sequences is, given Hume's
principle, only rendered impossible if we suppose simultaneous causation itself to be impossible." But
surely there is a simpler and more obvious way to block (13); it is to note that it fails to follow from (11)
and (12). Possibility is not closed under conjunction.*” This is a point that should be insisted upon, apart
from issues of temporal priority in causation. For another instance of "Hume's principle" is the pair

(11) (A causes B), and
e (A causes not-B).
But we should not be tempted to infer
e (A causes B and A causes not-B),

and, indeed, we can see this without raising the question of the temporal relation between the events in
question.

In conclusion, I have looked two recent proposals of Richard Swinburne, construed as attempts to fill in the
details of the objection to divine eternity from facts about divine agency. I have argued that these attempts
do not succeed. I conclude, therefore, that it is premature to put divine timelessness out of mind.*”
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