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The Five Ways

THOMAS AQUINAS
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154 PART FIVE: RELIGION

Aquinas’ greatest work was the Summa Theologine, and its most famous passage,
reprinted here, is the five ways to prove the existence of God. These arguments are
a posteriort, relying on empirical evidence. They are typically grouped as “cosmologi-
cal arguments,” because they depend on observing features of the world and deduc-

ing from them that God exists.

In the fourth way Aquinas cites “Metaph. ii.” The reference is to the second book
of the Metaphysics of Aristotle, and serves as a reminder of Aquinas” high regard for

that influential Greek thinker.

The existence of God can be proved in five ways.

The first and more manifest way is the argu-
ment from motion. It is certain; and evident to
our senses, that in the world some things are in
motion. Now whatever is moved is moved by
another, for nothing can be moved except it is
in potentiality to that towards which it is moved;
whereas a thing moves inasmuch as it is in act.
For motion 1s nothing else than the reduction of
something from potentiality to actuality. But
nothing can be reduced from potentiality to ac-
tuality, except by something in a state of actual-
ity. Thus that which is actually hot, as fire, makes
wood, which is potentially hot, to be actually
hot, and thereby moves and changes it. Now it is
not possible that the same thing should be at
once in actuality and potentiality in the same re-
spect, but only in different respects. For what is
actually hot cannot simultaneously be poten-
tially hot; but it is simultaneously potentially
cold. It is therefore impossible that in the same
respect and in the same way a thing should be
both mover and moved, i.e., that it should move
itself. Therefore, whatever is moved must be
moved by another. If that by which it is moved
be itself moved, then this also must needs be
moved by another, and that by another again.
But this cannot go on to infinity, because then
there would be no first mover, and, consequently,
no other mover, seeing that subsequent movers
move only inasmuch as they are moved by the
first mover; as the staff moves only because it is
moved by the hand. Therefore it is necessary to
arrive at a first mover, moved by no other; and
this everyone understands to be God.

The second way is from the nature of efficient
cause. In the world of sensible things we find
there is an order of efficient causes. There is no
case known (neither is it, indeed, possible) in
which a thing is found to be the efficient cause of
itself; for so it would be prior to itself, which is
impossible. Now in efficient causes it is not pos-
sible to go on to infinity, because in all efficient
causes following in order, the first is the cause of
the intermediate cause, and the intermediate is
the cause of the ultimate cause, whether the
intermediate cause be several, or one only. Now
to take away the cause is to take away the effect.
Therefore, if there be no first cause among effi-
cient causes, there will be no ultimate, nor any
intermediate, cause. But if in efficient causes it is
possible to go on to infinity, there will be no first
efficient cause, neither will there be an ultimate
effect, nor any intermediate efficient causes; all
of which is plainly false. Therefore it is necessary
to admit a first efficient cause, to which everyone
gives the name of God.

The third way is taken from possibility and ne-
cessity, and runs thus. We find in nature things
that are possible to be and not to be, since they
are found to be generated, and to be corrupted,
and consequently, it is possible for them to be
and not to be. But it is impossible for these always
to exist, for that which can not-be at some time is
not. Therefore, if everything can not-be, then at
one time there was nothing in existence. Now if
this were true, even now there would be nothing
in existence, because that which does not exist
begins to exist only through something already
existing. Therefore, if at one time nothing was in
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existence, it would have been impossible for any-
thing to have begun to exist; and thus even now
nothing would be in existence—which is absurd.
Therefore, not all beings are merely possible, but
there must exist something the existence of which
is necessary. But every necessary thing either has
its necessity caused by another, or not. Now it is
impossible to go on to infinity in necessary things
which have their necessity caused by another, as
has been already proved in regard to efficient
causes. Therefore we cannot but admit the exis-
tence of some being having of'itself its own neces-
sity, and not receiving it from another, but rather
causing in others their necessity. This all men
speak of as God. :

The fourth way is taken from the gradation to
be found in things. Among beings therc are
some more and some less good, true, noble, and
the like. But more and less are predicated of dif-
ferent things according as they resemble in their
different ways something which is the maxi-
mum, as a thing is said to be hotter according as
it more nearly resembles that which is hottest; so
that there is something which is truest,

Study Questions

1. Do Aquinas’ five ways all reach the same conclusion?

something best, something noblest, and, conse-
quently, something which is most being, for
those things that are greatest in truth are great-
est in being, as it is written in Metaph. ii. Now
the maximum in any genus is the cause of all in
that genus, as fire, which is the maximum of
heat, is the cause of all hot things, as is said in
the same book. Therefore there must also be
something which is to all beings the cause of
their being, goodness, and every other perfec-
tion: and this we call God.

The fifth way is taken from the governance of
the world. We see that things which lack knowl-
edge, such as natural bodies, act for an end, and
this is evident from their acting always, or nearly
always, in the same way, so as to obtain the best
result. Hence it is plain that they achieve their
end, not fortuitously, but designedly. Now what-
ever lacks knowledge cannot move towards an
end, unless it be directed by some being endowed
with knowledge and intelligence; as the arrow is
directed by the archer. Therefore some intelligent
being exists by whom all natural things are di-
rected to their end; and this being we call God.

2. If whatever is moved must be moved by another, how is an unmoved mover possible?
3. Do the terms “more™ and “less” always presuppose a maximum?

4. Does a river flowing toward the sea act for an end?

The Kalam Cosmological Argument
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In the next selection William L. Rowe, who is Professor Emeritus of Philosophy at
Purdue University, assesses a version of the cosmological argument that has its origin
in medieval. Arabic philosophy but has recently been the subject of much discussion.
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