Philosophy Through the Year: God
Week 2. Creation, Creator and Creatures
Overview

We begin examining the God of classical theism with the notion of creation. This is perhaps the area of doctrine where the philosophical and biblical traditions are most interestingly related – and distinct from each other. The mythic narratives in Genesis 1-2 do a great deal more than claim that all things depend on God for their existence: they are rich with suggestions about human existence, and about the natural order. And a probably-older idea about God subduing an originary watery chaos in a creative act is visible in various passages in the Hebrew Bible, suggesting that the important thing was not so much about the question ‘why is there something, rather than nothing?’, as the thought that God was the ruler of all, and Lord over even the most chaotic elements of the natural order. 

But in the second century, Christian thinkers had to confront a number of currents of thought in the early Roman empire. Two ideas were particularly important at this time. Firstly, the thought that the existence of the physical world as such was the result of some kind of cosmic fall, such that salvation consisted in deliverance from the natural world. This view is associated with the diverse range of views that are now grouped under the heading ‘gnosticism’. Secondly, the more philosophical thought that the existence of the physical world could be understood as a kind of emergence, or emanation, from the divine, such that the existence of the natural order is, in a sense, necessary. This idea is associated with neo-Platonism. 

In remarkably short space of time (and, when compared with the protracted vehemence of the Christological controversies of the early centuries), Christian thinkers proposed an alternative view, in keeping – as they saw it – with the biblical account of God as creator, and with their developing orthodoxy about the nature of salvation. This is the idea now known as ‘creation ex nihilo’: God creates all things from nothing. This means that nothing at all can be said to precede God’s act of creation, and everything – even chaotic natural forces, malevolent spiritual beings, and free beings like humans – owe their existence to God, and depend on God for existence. It also – and perhaps most importantly – emphasises that God is entirely free. God’s act of creating is not constrained or demanded by anything at all. So the contingency of creation (it could have remained uncreated) is matched by the freedom of God as creator (God is not dependent on creation, and is not ‘realised’ or fulfilled by creation). 

We will examine one presentation of Aquinas’ account of creation, in the work of the Dominican theologian Herbert McCabe. McCabe tries to show that the Christian doctrine does not so much answer the question ‘why is there something rather than nothing?’, as express and give that question meaning – or keep it alive. To believe that all things are created is also to be able to see all things as somehow in question; it is to want to extend natural curiosity beyond the realm of finite objects, so  as to make existence itself a source of wonder. And ‘God’ is the name we give to the thought that this question is inseparable from the human search for meaning. 

If we have time, we may also consider some recent challenges to the idea that creation should be understood ‘ex nihilo’, and ask what difference this makes to our understanding of divine power. John Caputo, following Catherine Keller, has claimed that the doctrine of creation ex nihilo writes the ambiguous pre-existent ‘deep’ out of the Genesis story, in favour of an account of divine power as sheer, unlimited freedom. Perhaps, Caputo and Keller suggests, this overwriting involves conceiving of God in ways that line up divine power with the powers of the world, most of which also prefer to control or deny ambiguity. Contemporary theologians who have wanted to retrieve the doctrine of creation ex nihilo (e.g. Brian Robinette) have had to engage with this criticism.

Reading: 

Seminar reading: 
· Herbert McCabe, ‘God: I – Creation’ in New Blackfriars (also appears as ‘Creation’ in God Matters)

Additional reading: 
· Herbert McCabe, ‘God: II – Freedom’ in New Blackfriars (also appears as ‘Freedom’ in God Matters)
· John Caputo, The Weakness of God, chapter 3. 


