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Abstract

Aquinas’ fifth way for demonstrating the existence of God shows a
confidence in its argument that is not generally shared by the con-
temporary reader. Natural entities that lack awareness (or perhaps
self-awareness) act in an end-directed manner; this implies a fun-
damental relation to goals they do not consciously choose; this in
turn points to the existence of a governing mind. The article tries
to make sense of this argument against the background of philo-
sophical naturalism that is assumed by much contemporary thought.
It addresses the question of what kinds of end-directed activity fall
under the scope of the argument, and why Aquinas thinks that these
imply a governing mind. The article notes the unusual structure of
the argument, suggesting that it should be understood (as should all
of the five ways) as an attempt to wake the reader up to something
so fundamental that it is usually overlooked. The main difficulty for
the contemporary reader is to recover an Aristotelian sense of what
it means for something to exist. If readers can achieve this, they may
come to appreciate why an argument that seems enormously contro-
versial in the present day seemed reasonably obvious to Aquinas.

Keywords

Aquinas, Aristotle, ontology, teleology, five ways

I. Introduction

Thomas Aquinas thinks we live on the edge of something that is of
a different sort from anything else we know. While it is present to
us at every moment, it is not a kind of thing in the way that other
things are, and does not fall under a larger common genus.1 We have
to work a bit to become aware of it, but we don’t have to work that

1 “But God, Who is at the summit of perfection, does not agree with any other being,
not only in species but not even in genus, nor in any other universal predicate.” De
Spirit. Creat. VIII. Thomas Aquinas, On Spiritual Creatures, trans. Mary C. FitzPatrick in
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Aquinas’ Fifth Way 727

much; a few lines of reflection will do. This is what Aquinas seems to
have thought about the existence of God. The fifth way is the shortest
of the five ways for demonstrating God’s existence. Aquinas calls it
the way from “governance.” Things lacking awareness (or maybe
“understanding”) act for an end. This is shown by the fact that they
almost always do what is best for them. We should conclude that they
are governed by something with “awareness and understanding,” in
the way that we conclude that if an arrow hits the target almost
every time, it is shot by an intelligent archer. Aquinas concludes that
the behaviour of natural things points to the existence of a heavenly
governing intelligence.2

The brevity of the proof is surprising. Aquinas obviously thinks
it clear enough, and offers a mere summary of the argument, as he
does with all of the five ways. Presumably he relies on familiarity
with material he has dealt with elsewhere.3 But to a contemporary
reader, the proof can seem not just brief, but positively careless.
It begins with agents that lack some of the elements needed for
acting in an end-directed manner, although they clearly act in such
a manner. It concludes to the existence of something that supplies
the missing elements. Logic seems to require that the elements
that are lacking are the same ones that are then supplied by the
additional agent. But while Aquinas has cognitio for the former,
he includes intelligentia with the latter, which seems to make
the conclusion of the proof stronger than the premises warrant.
End-directed activity by something that lacks awareness might well
imply the existence of something that possesses awareness. But it
does not seem to imply any more than this. As we know, a stick
can be converted to end-directed purposes by a chimpanzee; there is
no reason to conclude that the animal therefore possesses intelligent

collaboration with John J. Wellmuth (Milwaukee, WI: Marquette University Press, 1949),
92.

2 “The fifth way is based on the guidedness of nature. An orderedness of actions to an
end is observed in all bodies obeying natural laws (corpora naturalia), even when they lack
awareness (cognitione carent). For their behaviour hardly ever varies, and will practically
always turn out well (optimum); which shows that they truly tend (ex intentione) to a
goal, and do not merely hit it by accident. Nothing however that lacks awareness (quae
non habent cognitionem) tends to a goal, except under the direction of someone with
awareness and with understanding (ab aliquo cognoscente et intelligente); the arrow, for
example, requires an archer. Everything in nature (omnes res naturales), therefore, is
directed to its goal by someone with understanding (intelligens), and this we call ‘God’.”
1a, 2, 3. St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, Vol. 2, Existence and Nature of God,
trans. Timothy McDermott O.P. (London: Eyre & Spottiswoode, 1964), 16-17.

3 Richard Connell describes the five ways as “sketches,” and points to a failure in some
authors to “read anything more than the arguments in the Summa.” Richard J. Connell,
“Preliminaries to the Five Ways,” Thomistic Papers IV, ed. Leonard A. Kennedy, C.S.B.
(Houston, Texas: Center for Thomistic Studies, 1988), 129-168, 131-2.
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understanding.4 Furthermore, the “natural bodies” referred to in the
first part of the demonstration seem limited to plants and natural
elements. But the end of the demonstration refers to omnes res
naturales “all natural things,” as though everything requires divine
governance in the way specified by the proof. It is as though
the detail does not matter much, given that it is just a sketch of
something that everyone understands, and with whose conclusion
everyone is more or less in agreement.5

In this article, I want to make sense of what the demonstration is
trying to say, and then to look at the difference in worldview between
Aquinas and ourselves that leads him to regard the demonstration as
reasonably obvious, while this does not seem to hold for ourselves.

II. The Question of Nature

The argument maintains that God relates to the processes of the world
as an archer relates to an arrow speeding towards a target. If I am a
bystander looking at a wall with a target painted on it, and arrows are
flying through the air from somewhere behind me, and all or most
are hitting the target, I conclude that they are being fired by someone
with knowledge and intelligence. They are not just being blown by
the wind or whatever. Something is in play that believes that hitting
the target is better than not hitting it, and which is obviously trying
to achieve the best outcome, and to avoid worse ones. Aquinas thinks
that a good number of the entities of the world—perhaps all of them
in the end—are like the arrows. Plants are the most obvious example.
Always, or for the most part, they actively do what is best for them,
although they lack knowledge. Aquinas thinks we should conclude
that there is an intelligence in the background, directing them.

In another discussion on the question of whether nature acts in
an end-directed manner, in the commentary on Aristotle’s Physics,
Aquinas broadens the range of examples to include animal activ-
ity, seemingly agreeing that the premise should not refer just to a
lack of “awareness” or “knowledge” among the end-directed agents,

4 Other English translations cope by translating cognitio as “intelligence” at the start
of the argument, and as “knowledge” at the end, when Aquinas introduces the phrase ab
aliquo cognoscente et intelligente. For a recent example, see Aquinas, Summa Theologiae,
Questions on God, Cambridge Texts in the History of Philosophy, ed. Brian Davies and
Brian Leftow (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 26.

5 In their commentary on the First Way, Heather and James McRae make the general
point that the demonstration is aimed at the believer rather than the unbeliever. “(T)he
question is not ‘will this argument convert an atheist?’” Heather Thornton McRae and
James McRae, “A Motion to Reconsider: A Defense of Aquinas’ Prime Mover Argument,”
in Revisiting Aquinas’ Proofs for the Existence of God, ed. Robert Arp (Leiden: Brill,
2016), 29-47, 44.
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which would leave animals out of the discussion, but to a lack of
“intelligence,” which could therefore include animals, though not
humans. He repeats standard Aristotelian plant examples of leaves
shading fruit and roots pointing downwards so as to absorb nourish-
ment, and then adds some animal examples (also found in Aristotle),
a swallow building a nest and a spider spinning a web, holding that
these also show natural end-directedness of the sort that is under
discussion, and concluding that they must be moved by something
that has understanding or intelligence.6

Whatever the detail of the argument, it does not sound promising.
There are two main problems for a contemporary reader. The first is
our lack of clarity about what exactly counts as an example of natural
teleology, and whether such examples are in fact found in nature. We
are aware of extraordinary results that arise simply from chance con-
figurations of material parts, and feel that it is at least possible that
everything in the world might arise like this. Mass, gravity and cen-
trifugal force produce regular elliptical orbits;7 a volcano produces
a beautifully patterned ash-cloud; and above all, in evolutionary bi-
ology a blind selection process produces an unbelievable range of
functional organisms. Richard Dawkins, who insists that possibilities
of wonder remain even for those who affirm philosophical natural-
ism, strongly denies that we ever need appeal to anything more than
materials and properties to explain the emergence of such entities.8

There is therefore a need to get clear on the kinds of things or pro-
cesses Aquinas refers to when he speaks of things that act regularly
in an end-directed manner, so that their action is for the “best.” The
second problem for a contemporary reader is that the fifth way seems
to imply that certain things within the created order cannot perform
some of the basic tasks that seem part of their normal functioning. So
there is need to invoke a higher agent, something larger than anything
we know, but which operates more or less alongside the things we
know, in much the same way. This sounds like an appeal to the God
of the Gaps. Both of these questions have received much attention in

6 Commentary On Aristotle’s Physics, Bk. II, L. 13, Par. 259.
7 William Newton includes “the moon revolves in a regular path around the earth” as

evidence of end-directed natural activity. He argues that multi-entity “chance” happenings
can reflect an original end-directedness, in that each part has its regular way of acting. Cf.
William Newton, “A Case of Mistaken Identity: Aquinas’s Fifth Way and Arguments of
Intelligent Design,” New Blackfriars, Vol. 96, 2014, 569-578, 572. But the phenomenon
referred to can surely be explained without appeal to end-directedness, at least for a
contemporary mind. Aristotle’s discussions of teleology do not usually refer to “external”
or “accidental” teleology, where something is directed to the good of something else.

8 For example, in a book that criticizes the notion of miracles, Dawkins sets out to
show that reality, understood as “the facts of the real world as understood through the
methods of science” is nonetheless “magical.” Richard Dawkins, The Magic of Reality
(London: Black Swan, 2012), 21.
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recent decades, focussed by the Intelligent Design controversy. Here
the claim was made that natural processes are insufficient to ex-
plain some of the results of evolutionary development, implying that
the divine sometimes interferes directly in the evolutionary process.
Because the perspective of this controversy still tends to dominate
the discussion, the ontology that underlies Aquinas’ argument needs
clarifying, to see just what kind of thing he is talking about.

In the first place, Aquinas and Aristotle assume an important dis-
tinction between two kinds of action. Much of what goes on in the
everyday comes down to something being interfered with by another,
where the second thing alters what the first would otherwise have
done. As well as this, the Aristotelian tradition recognizes a different
sort of action, which is seen as more fundamental. It is not imposed
on a thing at all, but rather proceeds out of its original identity. It
describes for example the urge in a plant to send out roots, and gen-
erally to take the steps needed to ensure its future, so that it comes
to completion. Among the many things it could do or not do, it con-
sistently aims at the right thing and sets about realizing it. Aristotle
sees actions of this sort as “natural.” These seem to be the kinds of
action that Aquinas sees as requiring divine governance.

The difference between the two, an action where one thing is in-
terfered with by another, and an action where an entity moves to
complete itself, can be seen most clearly in an animal example.
In one of his best-loved books, R. L. Stevenson converts a don-
key called “Modestine” into a pack-animal to carry his bedding,
as he travels through parts of south-eastern France. He realizes he
has turned her into a sort of artificial object, and jokingly refers
to her as “an appurtenance of my mattress, or self-acting bedstead
of four castors.”9 The joke reflects the fact that the bed-carrying has
been imposed on a more fundamental set of ends and actions that be-
long to Modestine herself. These include breathing, feeding, doing the
things donkeys need to do to survive and thrive. They are not imposed
on her in the way that carrying the bedding is imposed; rather they
help constitute her original identity as a donkey. Stevenson exploits
Modestine’s natural commitment to these ends, her need for food and
drink, her dislike of the goad that pricks her if she refuses to move,
to turn her into a bed-carrier. She herself is not unaware of what is
happening, and her behaviour shows that she realizes that carrying
the pack is not among her original duties. She stages small rebellions
along the way. So there are two levels, a natural level of urges and
actions that constitute the identity of the thing, and an artificial level
where something is imposed from outside. Aquinas maintains that
God is needed to constitute the original level of natural urges and

9 R. L. Stevenson, Travels With A Donkey In The Cevennes (London: Thomas Nelson
and Sons, 1925), 43.
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actions. We need to invoke God to explain why Modestine moves
towards realizing the original goals of a donkey, feeding herself and
so on, and aiming to achieve the “best” result, as the fifth way puts it.

Aristotle calls actions imposed from outside, like making the
donkey carry the bedding, “violent” actions. The fifth way does not
see God’s governance as imposing itself in this way. Later in the
Summa, Aquinas says that God’s governance is applied to each entity
in a way that respects its nature. Non-rational creatures are governed
differently from rational creatures. Governance does not therefore
mean that a single uniform action is imposed on everything from out-
side.10 We see that the archer example is in fact misleading, because
the flight of the arrow is not a natural action, but is imposed on the
arrow in the way that bed-carrying is imposed on the donkey. By
contrast, when talking about autonomous agents, Aquinas emphasises
that God’s governance works “interiorly” in them, and does not force
them from outside. This seems to set the tone for what he means
by God’s “governance.”11 The argument is, therefore, not about the
roots of a particular tree being moved artificially by a divine agent,
as if God has to step in and nudge them in the right direction.
Rather, the drive of the tree itself to feed and maintain itself and
push its roots out, reflects divine governance. Aristotle and Aquinas
hold that there is something surprising here, as if timber moved of its
own accord to form a ship.12 If something like this happens, Aquinas
thinks there must be a governing mind in the background. Obviously
the conclusion does not speak for itself. It is even in tension with
other aspects of Aristotle’s position, given that it implies a logical
entailment from natural end-directedness to the presence of mind.
This would suggest a stronger analogy between natural entities and
artefacts than Aristotle wants to allow, with the result that nature
could start to look like a subcategory of art. To confuse nature
with art in this way has been described by one commentator as an
Aristotelian “mortal sin.”13 For all that, Aquinas presses a strong
analogy between the two.14 Presumably his difference with Aristotle
goes back to the peculiar role of the creator in Aquinas’ thinking.

10 “(E)very act is fitted to the subject whose act it is. Necessarily, then, different subjects
of movement are moved differently, even with respect to a motion by the one movent.” 1a,
103, 5 ad 2. St Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, Vol. 14, Divine Government, trans.
T. C. O’Brien (London: Eyre & Spottiswoode, 1975), 23.

11 Ibid.
12 Aristotle, Phys. 199b32. Aquinas Commentary On Aristotle’s Physics, II, 14, n.8.
13 Allan Gotthelf, Teleology, First Principles, and Scientific Method in Aristotle’s Biol-

ogy (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), 27.
14 “All created things, therefore, stand in relation to God as products of art to the

artist.” SCG II, 24. Thomas Aquinas, Contra Gentiles, On the Truth of the Catholic Faith,
Vol. II, trans. James F. Anderson (South Bend, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 1975),
72.
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III. The Notion of Goal

Aquinas’ reasoning to a governing mind becomes clearer with close
consideration of the notion of a goal. A goal has to be distinguished
from a mere “outcome,” which is a result that simply follows from
something else. The dust-cloud that rises after an eruption looks
beautifully patterned, and the patterning is a regular occurrence. We
do not, however, say that the eruption “aims” at it, as if it were a goal
or good, or that it represents the completion of the mountain’s pro-
cesses. Similarly, if arrows are fired at random at a wall, the resulting
pattern of hits is a mere outcome, and does not indicate the presence
of a goal. To be identifiable as a goal, a particular outcome needs to
be identifiable as an independent good, so that we know what it is
before the action starts. In some sense, the target has to be already in
place. If someone says “this will be a great shot” and we ask, “what
are you aiming at?” and they say “I’ll tell you afterwards,” we can
reply that this indicates an outcome, but not a goal. If a musical per-
formance is to count as end-directed activity, and not mere doodling
on an instrument, the piece must already exist in some way, sitting
on the piano in manuscript form, or waiting in the mind of the player,
representing what the performance is aiming at, and providing a norm
by which it can be judged. Similarly, if Modestine’s natural activities
are to be seen as goal-directed, the goal must be already somehow
in place before the activity begins. A particular outcome has to be
distinguished from all the other possible outcomes as constituting the
successful future of a donkey. The argument of the fifth way holds
that there are clear examples of end-directed activity in nature, where
there is however no earthly mind in play that could privilege one of
the sets of outcomes over others. Examples are all around us, with
plants, swallows, spiders, and so on. If they are genuinely seeking a
goal, the goal has to be held somewhere, in a mind, given that its
prior existence is a condition for end-directed activity.

Given the difficulty of the material for a contemporary reader,
it helps to look at the kind of explanation that Aquinas wants to
exclude. This would see outcomes simply as following one another
in the way that sets of particle-clouds or swarms succeed one another,
without any privileging of a particular outcome over others. We might
group particles together and give them a name, as happens when a
particular swarm is conceptualized as a “donkey.”15 But in themselves
entities remain collections of particles that happen to exist alongside
one another. As such, they have no relation to better or worse, no

15 Steve Grand’s statement is much quoted: “Matter flows from place to place, and
momentarily comes together to be you.” Steve Grand, Creation: Life and How to Make It
(London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 2000), 30. (Grand himself does not in fact interpret
the statement in a reductionist way).
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internal goal or standard to which they are trying to measure up;
to all futures, they just say “whatever!” Aristotle calls things like
this “heaps.” He says of the archaic Greek philosopher Empedocles,
who held such a position, “there is no origin (physis) of anything, but
only a mingling and separation of things which have been mingled.”16

Aristotelian ontology even includes artefacts in this category. While
an interested user holds the parts of an artefact together in light of
a purpose, the purpose belongs to the user, and not to the artefact.
A particular configuration of parts is called a “vacuum-cleaner.” But
while it serves the goal of keeping the house clean, it does not itself
have any interest in this, or in anything else. Only when seen in light
of the interests of a house-owner do its parts cease to be a mere
“heap,” and come together as a whole.

Aristotle is fascinated by the peculiar unity that characterizes nat-
ural wholes, a unity that is in his view fundamental to what it means
to exist. Living things are the best examples. He recognizes that their
constitution does not just come down to the location of parts along-
side one another. If it did, then a newly dead human would be very
close to a live human, although lacking some of its more interesting
qualities. Aristotle insists it is not like this. With the departure of
life, the human has not lost a quality; it has rather ceased to be. The
peculiar living unity that characterizes its parts while it is alive is
not a property or quality, but is the very existing of a living thing,
as Aristotle says.17 Whatever happens to Modestine, she comes back
and back to the same pursuit of goals, as if to say “I am a donkey,
for goodness’ sake,” and when she eventually loses touch with these
goals, she does not lose a set of qualities, but ceases to be, relapsing
into a heap of materials. For Aristotle, the integral unity of living
entities is not to be contrasted in the first place with mere elements
(as tends to happen in the contemporary world), but with collections
or heaps of objects. Heaps as such have no interests of their own,
though their natural materials retain their original natures, along with
their primitive “actions.” This applies even when the materials have
been formed into artefacts.18 Because a heap has no interests, it has
no real identity.

16 Aristotle, On Coming-To-Be and Passing-Away, I, i, 314b7-8. See Aristotle, “On
Coming-To-Be and Passing-Away,” in Aristotle: On Sophistical Refutations; On Coming-
To-Be and Passing-Away; On The Cosmos, trans. E. S. Forster and D. J. Furley (Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Press, 1955), 159-329, 167.

17 On the Soul, 415b14.
18 “(A) bedstead or a garment or the like, in the capacity which is signified by its name

and in so far as it is craft-work, has within itself no such inherent trend towards change,
though owing to the fact of its being composed of earth or stone or some mixture of
substances, it incidentally has within itself the principles of change which inhere primarily
in these materials.” Phys. II, i, 192b16-20. Aristotle, Physics: Books 1-4, trans. Philip H.
Wicksteed and Francis M. Cornford (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1957),
107-9.
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Aquinas thinks that if a natural process is end-directed, the goal
must be held somewhere, in a way that keeps it independent of the
status of a mere outcome. Only in this way does it become a genuine
goal, something that serves as a norm for an end-directed process
that is trying to get something right. Aquinas sees such norms as
going back to the very life of God, which they try to represent and
imitate in their own lowly way, each of them caught up in one of the
ways that the divinity understands itself as imitable. Even Aristotle
echoes aspects of this, seeing the attempt of living things to reproduce
themselves as so many attempts to participate in the life of eternity,
although Aristotle does not think that the divinity is interested in
them, or that it has knowledge of them.19 By contrast, Aquinas sees
God as an active creator, and holds that the different ways in which
the divine pattern of life can be represented are held as ideas in the
mind of God, and serve as models for the act of creation, holding
the natural order together.

Hence we should say that divine wisdom holds the originals of all
things, and these we have previously called the Ideas, that is the
exemplar forms existing in the divine mind. And though they are
many and various in the relationship of things to them, nevertheless
they are not really other than the divine essence proportionably to the
manifold sharing of its likeness by diverse things.20

This means that the entities of the world are so many attempts to
get something right, in relation to which they can measure up or
fall short. They are not just heaps, even heaps that happen to have
come together in a functional way. Rather they are constituted by a
relation to a particular set of ends. Aquinas understands teleology as
this original direction to ends that constitutes the very substance of
earthly things.21

IV. A Clash of Ontologies

We may get a glimpse of what the argument is trying to show;
we probably feel it is a long way from anything we can take for
granted in the contemporary world. The current default ontology
of the West sees things precisely as heaps, configurations of loose
materials that have sometimes taken on a functional shape that is the

19 On the Soul, 415b1-10.
20 1a, 44, 3. St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, Vol. 8, Creation, Variety and

Evil, trans. Thomas Gilby O. P. (London: Eyre & Spottiswoode, 1967), 17.
21 “The natural necessity inherent in things that are fixed on one set course is itself

an imprint, as it were, from God’s guidance of them to their end, even as the trueness of
the arrow’s flight towards the target is an imprint from the archer and not from the arrow
itself . . . ” Ia, 103, 1 ad 3. Aquinas, Divine Government, 7.
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outcome of a long evolutionary history. For scientific naturalism, a
plant puts its roots down and not up because an ancestor collection of
materials survived that way, and reproduced, passing on the necessary
mechanisms. While a functional arrangement manages to reproduce
itself, it does not aim at anything, and in the end it has the same
ontological status as any other heap. Evolutionary naturalism denies
what seemed obvious to Aristotle and Aquinas, that natural things
have a unity that binds them together in a way that is qualitatively
different from the unity of mere collections of materials. If Aristotle
and Aquinas thought it madness to propose a philosophical naturalist
account, contemporary Westerners find such an account familiar, and,
it has to be said, live with it comfortably enough.

To conclude, I will offer some reflection on the wider context of
this extreme divergence of viewpoint, where something that Aquinas
saw as reasonably obvious has become a matter of doubt and conjec-
ture. Clearly the background assumptions for an enquiry into God’s
existence have changed between Aquinas’ time and ours. Contem-
porary thinkers tend to assume that a question about the existence
of God is not too different from any other question, for example
whether there is a tenth planet. In fact, however, there is a striking
difference between the logic of these two questions. When we ask
about the existence of a contingent thing, we begin with the thought
that there might or might not be one of these, and this thought re-
mains unchallenged even after we have concluded that the thing does
exist. It is very different with the question of the existence of God.
We start off with an open mind, thinking that there might or might
not be a God. But if we come to a positive conclusion, we revise our
view of the opening of the enquiry, realizing that we had it wrong.
It was never in fact possible that there was not a God. The argument
for God’s existence therefore involves a striking transcendence of its
own beginnings. It is as if the central move is a kind of waking up
to what was always necessarily the case, though it might not have
been apparent to us. Necessarily, the things of the world were held
together by God’s governance, though it took time for us to wake up
to the fact. Aquinas seems to have been able to rely on a heightened
state of wakefulness here. This might explain the strange ambiguity
at the start of the fifth way, where we begin with natural bodies and
plants, but conclude at the end to something that is true of all natural
things. Aquinas chooses the most striking example for us, realizing
that the important thing is to jog us into awareness, so that we wake
up to the necessity of universal governance. In principle, he could
have taken any example; the one he chose was deemed the most
useful for us.

Aquinas was familiar with versions of the alternative, that there
might not be a divine governing mind, and entities might just be
heaps of particles. He reacts to the view in a way that might surprise
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us, saying that if the world is this way, there aren’t really any
entities at all. There are merely heaps, and heaps do not exist in
any robust sense, but remain “a mingling and separation of things
which have been mingled” in the Aristotelian phrase noted above.22

Aquinas says that “nothing can exist that is not referred to the divine
goodness as end.”23 Things without higher governance “would do
nothing intentionally”24 (the older translation perhaps has it better,
saying that they “tend to nothing definite.”)25 Something that is a
directionless heap all the way down, so that its materials are heaps
in turn, and so on forever, lacks any necessary relation to an idea,
and therefore escapes from the order of divine governance. Probably
we cannot in fact imagine such a thing, except as a limit case.
Aquinas says bluntly, “if it were totally outside the sphere of God’s
government, it would be absolutely nothing.”26 If it is not trying to
realize some pattern that gives it a natural direction, it is reduced
to something like a point in space, a locale that at best registers a
succession of disparate outcomes. Something that tends radically to
nothing definite like this, cannot be said to “exist” in any obvious
way. The thought is powerfully expressed by C. S. Lewis in A Grief
Observed, where he refers to the possibility that scientific naturalism
is true, and that his deceased wife, to whom he refers by the initial
“H,” was really just a combination of particles, so that she could not
in any way survive her death. Lewis says this:

If H. ‘is not’, then she never was. I mistook a cloud of atoms for a
person. There aren’t, and never were, any people. Death only reveals
the vacuity that was always there. What we call the living are simply
those who have not yet been unmasked. All equally bankrupt, but some
not yet declared.27

Lewis speaks here from within Aquinas’ and Aristotle’s world, where
entities are constituted by teleological drives, which give them an
identity. For Aquinas, these constituting goals have to be held in the
divine mind if they are to exist. For contemporary scientific natural-
ism, by contrast, there are swarms of particles, some of which have

22 On Coming-To-Be and Passing-Away, I, i, 314b7-8. Aristotle, Aristotle: On Sophis-
tical Refutations; On Coming-To-Be and Passing-Away; On The Cosmos, 167.

23 1a, 103, 5. Aquinas, Divine Government, 21.
24 1a, 103, 5 ad 1. Aquinas, Divine Government, 23.
25 1a, 103, 5 ad 1. The ‘Summa Theologica’ of St. Thomas Aquinas, Part 1, 3rd Number,

QQ. LXXV-CXIX, trans. Fathers of the English Dominican Province (London: R. & T.
Washbourne, 1912), 374.

26 1a, 103, 7. Aquinas, Divine Government, 29. Aristotle has a similar, though more
restricted statement, in talking of the theory of Empedocles: “the theory does away with
the whole order of Nature, and indeed with Nature’s self.” Phys. II, viii, 199b15. Aristotle,
Physics: Books 1-4, 177.

27 C. S. Lewis, A Grief Observed (London: Faber and Faber, 1961), 25.
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developed interesting looping configurations and unusual functional
properties, so that the pattern of life described in ancient and medieval
philosophy as an “essence” has no place any more.28 The clash be-
tween the two positions is perhaps the most interesting philosophical
divide of our time.

Lewis offers an argument for the Aristotelian point of view. After
describing the “vacuity” of a swarm of particles, its ultimate mean-
inglessness, and wondering whether this vacuity could characterize
all the things in the world, he says

But this must be nonsense; vacuity revealed to whom? Bankruptcy
declared to whom? To other boxes of fireworks or clouds of atoms.
I will never believe—more strictly I can’t believe—that one set of
physical events could be, or make, a mistake about other sets.29

We cannot arrive at an end-directed activity like knowledge, out of
heaps adjusting themselves, where everything comes down to mere
outcomes. Lewis makes the point well. But philosophical naturalism
could reply that the argument begs the question. The philosopher
Richard Taylor maintains that when we think a cloud of atoms in-
capable of end-directed activity like understanding, it is because we
think of it as being in the end something like a stone, and we know
that stones don’t understand. But what if we said that while certain
clouds of atoms, the ones that make up stones, cannot understand,
everyone accepts that other clouds of atoms, for example the ones
that look like human beings, can understand without any problem?30

Lewis’s argument comes down to a familiar point in such ex-
changes, that a position like that of Taylor excludes the knowing
subject, and focuses resolutely on the objects known, if the account
is to work. To hold that our thinking and talking come to pass in the
same way as an ash cloud rises from an eruption, seems to leave out
the subject doing the reflection. A philosophical tradition can simply
shrug its shoulders here, refusing to let itself be worried by the fact
that the reflection denies its own possibility. But the worries tend
to linger. We live in a world that wants to understand itself as did
the world of Democritus and Lucretius, but also wants to keep hold
of notions of freedom and spirituality, concepts that once seemed

28 The philosophical biologist Michael Ghiselin holds that Darwin inaugurated a new
ontology, where “(i)ndividuals, not classes, were the ultimate reality.” He notes that this
shows “the rejection of essentialism” and implies that “essences shall not be treated as
ideas in the mind of God . . . ” Michael T. Ghiselin, “The Darwinian Revolution as Viewed
by a Philosophical Biologist,” Journal of the History of Biology, Vol. 38, 2005, 123-136,
127, 131.

29 Lewis, A Grief Observed, 25-26.
30 Richard Taylor, “The Case for Materialism,” in Philosophy: Contemporary Perspec-

tives on Perennial Issues, ed. E. D. Klemke, A. David Kline, and Robert Hollinger (New
York: St. Martin’s Press, 1994), 179-89.
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important for human self-understanding. Some contemporary
thinkers, like Nancey Murphy, think that in their old forms, these
concepts are not so important, and that they can be adjusted. We can
settle for a scientific ontology and still have a spirituality, without
any problem.31 Others are not so sure.

These impasses show how unresolved questions of ontology sit
behind discussions of the existence of God, and probably render
such discussions inconclusive in the contemporary world. Aquinas
argues from within an ontology that he sees as needed for the things
of the world to be properly articulated. From this position, it is
relatively easy to show that we are committed to a belief in God.
The fifth way summarizes a passage of thought which makes this
commitment explicit. But when the ontology no longer speaks for
itself, as is the case in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, a
hasty focus on details of a proof for God’s existence might misplace
the needed emphasis. The real question is back with the ontologies
that are in play, raising the question of what exactly leads us to
commit ourselves to one ontology rather than another, given that
each in its own way includes all the possible “evidence.”

The locus of the problem is apparent in a completely different
context in remarks of the philosopher Fichte, in talking about the
relation of belief in God to fundamental ontological commitments.
Fichte dislikes attempts to make God’s existence an object of proofs.
He believes that the important step is rather a kind of ontological
choice between two worlds. One of these, which includes the possi-
bility of freedom and morality, he considers to be the right choice,
given it affirms the fundamental conditions for the very activity in
which we are engaged as we consider such things. It is the only
choice that we can reasonably make, however much we might try to
convince ourselves otherwise. He thinks it is also a commitment to
belief in God. In the short text “On the Ground of Our Belief in a
Divine World-Governance” he says

It is therefore a misunderstanding to say that it is doubtful whether a
God exists or not. It is not doubtful at all but rather the most certain
thing that there is. Indeed, it is the ground of all other certainty, the
single absolutely valid objective fact: that there is a moral world-order,
that a determinate place in this order is assigned to every rational
individual . . . that the destiny of each individual . . . is a result of
this plan; that without this plan no hair falls from his head and within

31 “My central thesis, is, first, that we are our bodies – there is no additional meta-
physical element such as a mind or soul or spirit. But . . . this ‘physicalist’ position need
not deny that we are intelligent, moral, and spiritual. We are, at our best, complex physical
organisms, imbued with the legacy of thousands of years of culture, and, most importantly,
blown by the Breath of God’s Spirit; we are Spirited bodies.” Nancey Murphy, Bodies and
Souls, or Spirited Bodies? (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), ix.
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his sphere of activity no sparrow falls from a roof; that each truly good
action succeeds and each truly evil one fails; and that for those who
rightly love only the good, all things must conduce to the best.32

For this point of view, every argument affirms a moral order, and
this in turn affirms the existence of God. For Fichte, these come
down more or less to the same thing, a conviction that caused him
considerable trouble with the religious and civil authorities of his
time. If one agrees with this, the rest is settled quite easily. End-
directed natural entities point to a divine mind that holds fundamental
patterns of existence in place. While the fifth way of Aquinas shows
us how to proceed with such a train of thought, it assumes important
questions of ontology, which are in our own time, alas, far from
settled.
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32 J. G. Fichte, “On the Ground of Our Belief in a Divine World-Governance,” in
J. G. Fichte and the Atheism Dispute (1798-1800), trans. Curtis Bowman, eds. Yolanda
Estes and Curtis Bowman (Ashgate, Burlington, VT, 2010), 21-29, 27.
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