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THE UNKNOWN GOD

had to subscribe to an anti-modernist oath, which
included the statement that it was possible to prove
the existence of God. This [ had come to doubt. God’s
existence could be known, perhaps; but by way of
proof?

By 1963 I had become too doubtful of several of the
teachings of the Catholic Church to continue as a priest,
and [ returned to the life of a layman, becoming in 1964
a fellow of Balliol College and tutor in philosophy
there. [ continued to ponder the question whether it was
possible to prove God’s existence. The best place for
an enquiry, I thought, would be the Five Ways of St
Thomas Aquinas, the best-known and most revered of
the proofs on offer. On careful examination [ was un-
able to find that any of the arguments were successful;
they depended more than met the eye on a background
of outdated Aristotelian cosmology, and in places con-
tained identifiable fallacies of argument. 1 published
these negative results in a book The Five Ways.*

| turned next to a consideration of the divine nature.
What were the attributes that believers assigned to div-
inity, and were they all compatible with each other?
While holding the Wilde Lecturership in Natural
Religion in Oxford, [ gave three courses: one on omni-
science, one on omnipotence and one on benevolence. |
argued that there was an incompatibility between these
attributes as standardly conceived, an incompatibility
which could be brought out by reflection on the

" Anthony Kenny, The Five Ways (London: Routledge & Kegan
Paul, 1969).


















THE UNKNOWN GOD

the difficulty of stating God’s will on particular issues,
but the difficulty for human beings of saying anything
intelligible at all about the nature of God. It is probably
not straining the truth to say that a substantial majority
of philosophers in this country in the last 50 years have
been atheists of one kind or another.

This may, perhaps, be a rash statement. If a pollster
approaches a philosopher with the question ‘Do you
believe in God?' the answer may very well be ‘“Well, it
depends on what you mean by “God”." But even if
questioner and answerer agree on a meaning — e.g.
all-knowing, all-powerful, all-good being who created
the universe — there may still be reluctance to give a
yes/no answer.

One reason for the philosopher’s reluctance may be
that there is an ambiguity in saying ‘I do not believe
there is a God.” Someone who says such a thing
may mean ‘Il believe there is no God’: the speaker is
a positive atheist, someone who positively believes in
the non-existence of God. Or what is meant may be
something less definite: ‘1 have no belief that there is a
God’: such a person is only a negative atheist, someone
who lacks a belief in the existence of God. A negative
atheist is an a-theist or non-theist in the sense of not
being a theist or believer in the existence of God. But
the negative atheist is not necessarily a positive atheist:
she may lack not only a belief in the existence of God
but also a belief in the non-existence of God. If the
question had been ‘Is there a God?’ she would not have
answered ‘yes’ and she would not have answered ‘no’;
she would have answered ‘I don’t know’.










































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































