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The School of Athens – why are we here?- The School of Athens 

 

Theology on Tap - 19 October 2016 - Theology on Tap 

 

(1) - ‘ToT’ – (1) 

 

Philosophy is an enterprise which enables people to be unhappy in an 

intelligent kind of way, and Christian theology attempts to make sense 

of divine life in the Trinitarian Soup, giving meaning to our life on 

Earth. 
 

‘The study of philosophy is a preparation for death’ (Plato, in Phaedo, 

purportedly quoting Socrates). 

 

a thought to ponder: do you have a body?, or are you a body? 

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

some general presuppositions for all sessions (at least from the 

perspective of this facilitator): 

 

Jesus of Nazareth was and always remained a Jew. The religion about 

him, whose foundation Jesus inaugurated during his public ministry, is 

Christianity. 

 

The Christian religious enterprise in the twenty-first century cannot be 

lived with authenticity without looking to the theological implications of 

the Holocaust’s Death Camps.  

 

Theology, in our time, must be critical, continuing to inter-act positively 

with the findings of the social and natural sciences. 

 

Midrash is the literary and theological term for understanding how the 

New Testament was composed, with particular – but not exclusive - 

reference to the Infancy and Passion Narratives.    

 

The challenges posed by Christian Feminism to patriarchal modes of 

theological representation are increasingly urgent questions for our time. 

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------      
  

 

1 ‘Why are we here?’ The question ‘Who is here?’ is much easier to 

answer.  
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About 250, 000 years ago, our species - Homo sapiens - emerged in the 

Great Rift Valley (East Africa). It was the (initial) culmination of a 

process that had begun around 530 million years ago, to when scientists 

can date evidence for the existence of large numbers of complex animals. 

(Mammals can be dated to about 225 million years ago, at the same time 

when dinosaurs first made an appearance on Earth).
1
 

 

We are part of the (mammal) family known as Hominidae (meaning 

‘human-like’), more popularly termed the Great Apes. Human beings 

share a common ancestor with what are designated Old World Monkeys 

(baboons), dated to some twenty-five million years ago, but our closest 

monkey ancestor is the chimpanzee.  

 

Somewhere between seven and five million years ago, biologists estimate 

that ‘a single female ape had two daughters’. One of these is the ancestor 

of all chimpanzees, and the other one is the ancestor of your 

grandmother!
2
 

 

We share 99% of our DNA [the genetic fingerprint, as it were, 

consisting of an acid which occurs in the nuclei of cells, the material that 

constitutes our genes, usually depicted as long chains (of ladders) 

forming a double helix] with the chimpanzee. 

 

In 1842, Queen Victoria visited London Zoo. Upon viewing an Orang-

Utan (dated to about twelve million years ago in the Great Apes 

evolutionary chain), she protested at how disagreeably and frighteningly 

‘human ‘it was! The Queen had a point, and not least because she – like 

99% of her subjects – believed, for then understandable reasons, the 

Bible’s account of the origins of humanity (cf. Genesis 1:1 -2:4). 

 

          

The Myth of Creation maintained that human beings were created in the 

image of God (cf. Genesis 1:27), and that all species of plants and (other) 

animals were created individually, and subject to Adam’s dominance (cf. 

Genesis 1: 20-31). 

 

[The phrase were created individually is most significant, if we are to 

understand the current, toxic phenomenon, dating back to the 1920s in 

America, of the pseudo-science known as Creationism. It is not science 

                                                 
1
 Brian Cox and Andrew Cohen, Human Universe (2014 edition, page 105) 

2
 Yuval Noah Harari, Sapiens: A Brief History of Humankind (2014, English edition, page 5, slightly 

adapted, without alteration of meaning)   
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(as the United States Supreme Court has consistently ruled), but it is very 

bad – indeed dangerous - religion!] 

 

These individual species were believed to have been fixed, meaning that 

they did not alter in any manner over time.  

 

Thus, Queen Victoria’s reaction when visiting London Zoo was explained 

by postulating that any similarities between (other) animals and human 

beings proved that God used what nowadays would be called a common 

template in the act of creation. In other words, the claim was that species 

could never change (evolve), and that - contrary to alleged similarities -

they were wholly separate from one another.
3
 

 

Charles Darwin (died 1882) begged to differ, having come to the 

conclusion that species are not fixed, and that the similarities between 

primates result from common ancestors, that is, mammals who share a 

common evolutionary descent. 

 

In On the Origin of Species (1859), he presented an ingenious 

supposition to explain how this works, known famously as the theory of 

natural selection.  

 

It is not to be summarised, as many people think, in the phrase the 

survival of the fittest; but, rather more accurately, in Darwin’s statement 

that it is not the strongest of the species that survives, nor the most 

intelligent, but the one most responsive to change. 

 

It is that ‘responsiveness to change’ which accounts – however 

mysteriously – for the 1% (other estimates place it at 1.6%) difference 

in DNA between us and chimpanzees.  

 

This ‘difference’, however, has monumental implications, and not least 

the one that our species alone, in so far as can be ascertained, is the only 

one to have built civilisations (known also as ‘cultures’). 

 

                 

About 70, 000 years ago, Homo sapiens – for reasons unknown, but 

possibly having to do with the cumulative effects of dietary changes 

(chimpanzees spend five hours a day chewing raw food, but an hour or 

less suffices for people who eat cooked food) – underwent an 

extraordinary transformation. Or, to express this development in a 
                                                 
3
 99% Ape – How Evolution Adds Up, edited by Jonathan Silvertown (of the Natural History 

Museum, 2008 edition, page 11) 
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slightly different way, it may be that it was at that stage that the tiny 

genetic changes, spread over vast periods of time, culminated, 

analogically, in a great leap forward of intelligence (many scientists 

believe that this step-change was caused by a rewiring in the brains of 

Homo sapiens, which may or may not have had to do with diet).     

 

It is a ‘transformation’ that may be summarised in the pithy – if 

somewhat inadequate – statement that our species moved from biological 

awareness to biographical self-consciousness. And the rest, as they say, 

is (quite literally) history! 

 

The term ‘history’ applies to how we characterise the phenomenon 

known as ‘human culture(s)’: 

 

‘Three important Revolutions shaped the course of history – 

 the Cognitive Revolution, which kick-started our biographical 

enterprise(s), some 70, 000 years ago 

 the Agricultural Revolution - it emerged about 12, 000 years ago 

and 

 the Scientific Revolution, the new kid on the block, which came 

about a mere 500 years ago
4
 

 

2 It is in the context of these three Revolutions that is asked the question 

‘Why are we here?’ 

 

It is a question to which there is no easy answer, but Raphael’s School of 

Athens, painted in 1514 and now in the Vatican, provides us with two 

general, opposed, approaches to articulating some (provisional) responses 

to the question. 

 

Socrates (died 399 BCE) taught Plato (died 347 BCE), who in turn 

taught Aristotle (died 322 BCE), and he was tutor to Alexander the 

Great (died 323 BCE, in the course of a lengthy drinking binge and 

orgy!). 

 

Peter Vardy and Julie Arliss, in The Thinker’s Guide to God, provide a 

succinct account of the significance of The School of Athens, which 

provides much of the basis for this evening’s discussion.
5
 

 

                                                 
4
 Harari, page 3 

5
 2003 edition (ISBN: 190381622-X), pages 6 to 17 
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Plato subscribed to the belief that human beings are constituted of soul 

and body, and that the soul survives death. This idea philosophers call 

Dualism. In life, the soul was in the individual, and it effectively 

constituted the real person. After death, it left the body, to be judged 

about its earlier embodied existence, and depending upon the outcome of 

that process, the person would be re-born (re-incarnated) into a lower or 

higher life form (women will not be pleased to learn that bad men were 

said to return as women, and that ‘nagging women’ were re-incarnated as 

fish!).  

 

[NB: It is a popular misconception that Christianity endorses Plato’s 

version of Dualism; it does not. Christianity distinguishes between, but 

does not permanently separate, body and soul. Greek Philosophy, 

typified by Plato and Aristotle, looked upon human beings as incarnated 

spirits, but Christianity – following its origins in Judaism – claims that it 

is not so much that we have a soul and body; but, rather, that we are soul 

and body. The difficulty arises because of a confusion between the 

adjective ‘separate’: and the verb ‘to perish’: ‘The Church teaches that 

every soul is created immediately by God – it is not ‘produced’ by the 

parents – and also that it is immortal, not perishing when it separates from 

the body at death, to be reunited with the body at the final Resurrection’.
6
  

Of course, these observations do not deny that Plato’s thought (especially 

the version of it known as Middle Platonism
7
) has considerably 

influenced Christian thought, as indeed has Aristotle’s philosophy.]    

 

For Plato, human beings are faced with the task of caring for the soul, 

which is said to be imprisoned by the body. Its desires – focused mainly 

on the need for sex and food – have to be brought under control (this is a 

common theme in Greek philosophical thinking of the time, and it has 

much influenced Western moral philosophy). 

 

This ‘control’ is essential if – after death – the (eternal) soul is to navigate 

successfully its way back to the World of the Forms, from where it is 

said to have originated (cf. ‘carbon’, below). 

 

                                                 
6
 Catechism of the Catholic Church (art. 366) – Traducianism is the technical term for the belief that 

souls are transmitted to children by their parents, a view that some of the Fathers  held, as an 

explanation for Original Sin (‘contracted’ and not ‘committed’, in the words of the Catechism, art. 

404), but since the Middle Ages Creationism (outlined in art. 366) has become the orthodox view [NB: 

Creationism more popularly refers to the pseudo-science  criticised above (pages 2 to 3)] 
7
 The importance of Middle Platonism (circa 140 BCE to 150 CE), and especially for the manner in 

which it prepared the ground for Neo-Platonism in the works of Plotinus (died c. 270), and the thought 

of the Jewish scholar Philo of Alexandria (died c. 50), cannot be over-estimated for an understanding of 

Christian philosophical and theological thought in the first 500 years of its history.   
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The key to understanding one half of Raphael’s remarkable fresco is 

Plato’s World of Ideas (Forms).  

 

Raphael (died 1520), instead of designing portrait busts for the library of 

Pope Julius ll (died 1513, having fathered three daughters and restoring 

the Vatican’s finances!
8
), he portrayed these great thinkers in the process 

of inter-changing ideas (look at how they divide, either side of the 

fresco’s two central figures, Plato and Aristotle). 

 

‘Plato’s side’ is championing his philosophical contention (brilliantly 

illustrated, however controversially, in the famous Allegory of the Cave, 

which will be summarised during the session, and evoked in two films 

that you may have seen, The Matrix and Shadowlands).
9
 

 

Plato maintained that we live in the shadowlands, mistaking this world of 

shadowy appearances for reality (this ‘reality’, he argues, can be 

accessed in this lifetime – at least to some extent – through the medium of 

a-priori reasoning, and not via a-posteriori reasoning, and these 

technical terms will also be explained on 19 October, for they represent a 

pithy shorthand for understanding the contrasting views of reality 

proffered by Aristotle and Plato, great friends who had to agree to 

disagree!). 

 

The substance of his ‘contention’ is that true reality is outside of this 

world, in a realm of Perfect Forms. Entities such as ‘truth’, ‘beauty’, 

‘goodness’ and ‘justice’ exist in this World of Ideas, of which we can 

have some vague, imperfect knowledge, because we are born with a 

residual knowledge of them from our prior existence in the Realm of the 

Forms (in a prescient observation, without having any inclination as to its 

scientific truth, Plato says that human beings are fall-outs from the Stars – 

you may wish to pursue this ‘aside’ at your leisure, focusing on the 

chemical element ‘carbon’). 

 

                                                 
8
 Julius’ daughters are forgotten by history, but anyone with even a cursory knowledge of The 

Reformation will know that this Pope’s ‘financial acumen’ was financed by the Sale of  Indulgences, 

which also paid for the works of artists, and the laying of the foundation stone of St. Peter’s Basilica, 

on 18 April 1506. There is irony in the fact that it was this Pope who sanctioned Henry Vlll’s 

dispensation to marry Catherine of Aragon, the widow of his brother, Arthur. The Indulgences Issue, 

by 1517, excoriated by Martin Luther (died 1546), and during the pontificate of his successor Leo X 

(died 1521) was one of the main factors contributing to The Reformation (main source: JND Kelly, 

The Oxford Dictionary of Popes, 1986 edition, pages 255 to 258).   
9
 The Cave Allegory is in Plato’s most famous work, Republic. In summary, it presents his 

understanding of an ideal society. It should be noted that – despite its title - Republlic does not 

embrace modern ideas of democracy. Indeed, Plato believed that society’s rulers should be an elite of 

philosophers, arguing that democracy, the rule of the majority, amounts to government by desire rather 

than government by reason.      
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Thus, when we admire the ‘beauty’ of a painting – the Mona Lisa, for 

example - this apprehension is possible only because there exists in the 

World of the Forms an Idealisation of Beauty, and so on. 

 

It should be emphasised that Plato was most distrustful of Art, as he was 

also of the Performing Arts, maintaining that these disciplines – 

depending as they do on our a-posteriori senses – are but pale imitations 

of reality, a truth that can be accessed only by the use of a-priori reason.  

 

It is in this context that we are to understand the famous inscription on the 

entrance to Plato’s Academy: He who is without an understanding of 

Mathematics is not to enter, because Mathematics represented for him 

‘pure thought’ and it alone is able to grasp the meaning of the Forms, 

and most importantly the Form of the Good (known sometimes as the 

Form of the Forms, represented by the Sun in the Allegory of the Cave, 

whose prisoners are trapped by the limitations imposed upon them by 

their sense experiences). 

 

[A significant implication of Plato’s theory is that  the World of the 

Forms points to the existence of fixed truths, which are said to be 

universal in scope, holding true for all time and for all people, living 

everywhere. In a sense, this (controversial) claim
10

 – one way or another 

– underlines all of these nine ToT Sessions, to culminate on 21 June 2017 

(it might be an idea, in advance of 22 March 2017, to watch The 

Imitation Game, if possible).]     

 

‘Aristotle’s side’ represents the second half of Raphael’s masterpiece. 

 

His position can be summarised in three simple, profound words: 

knowledge is experience. Aristotle may have said this more than 2, 000 

years ago, yet this statement remains to date probably the most succinct 

account of the school of thought known as Empiricism, that is (a-

posteriori) knowledge derived from the world around us. 

 

If Aristotle is right, there is no life after death; if Plato is (in some 

respects) right, there is more likelihood of there being life after death. 

 

In the final analysis, these contradictory claims are the centre-piece of 

The School of Athens, where Raphael situates Plato and Aristotle. 

                                                 
10

 Plato understood bad behaviour to be choices based upon ignorance, meaning that once people know 

what is the right thing to do is, they will do it. This contention seems most odd to us, but Plato 

genuinely could not comprehend individuals choosing to do something that they knew to be wrong. For 

obvious reasons, this claim is a ‘controversial one’.   
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You are in possession of a print-out of the fresco, and an interpretation of 

it by Peter and Linda Murray (courtesy of Angela Inglese, St. Dominic’s 

College). 

 

We now turn to its depictions. Plato (left of picture) holds a book, The 

Timaues. It provides a mythical account of the creation of the world by a 

divine craftsman (Demiurge), ‘who invests pre-existing matter with every 

form of life and intelligence by the application of harmonious 

mathematical ratios’.
11

 

 

Timaeus points upwards (as does Plato’s right hand), symbolising that 

the philosopher’s task is to seek the source of ultimate truth (in the World 

of Perfect Forms), which can be found only in an after-life.  

 

We can have some understanding of this reality by employing what is 

known as the Socratic Method. It is a process of questioning whereby the 

‘pupil’ comes to an awareness that he or she knows already what they are 

being taught, as in the self-evident knowledge that 2+2=4. This Method 

also offers ‘proof’ for Plato’s theory of reincarnation, the claim being 

that because everyone has lived multiple lives in different bodies, we 

have (mostly) forgotten the knowledge that was once ours, ‘knowledge’ 

that comes from the (immortal and immutable) soul’s awareness of the 

Forms, before its incarnation in the body. 

 

He likens the soul (which is the body’s ‘directing force’) to a charioteer in 

charge of two horses: the mind and the body. The horses are constantly 

pulling in opposite directions, and it is the soul’s task to harmonise their 

conflicting tendencies. The tragedy, for Plato, is that most people never 

achieve this sense of harmony, their lives being controlled by the 

(particularly sexual) needs of the body, having little time for intellectual 

pursuits and, like the prisoners in the Cave, they are satisfied with the 

world of appearances. Their error is that they mistake their opinions for 

true knowledge.
12

 

 

It is only the soul that is able to grasp the elements of true knowledge, 

avoiding the confused, often contradictory, opinions gained by sense 

perceptions, a claim symbolised by the direction of Plato’s hand.
13

  

                                                 
11

 Concise Routledge Encyclopaedia of Philosophy (2000 edition, page 679)  
12

 This paragraph is adapted from Libby Ahluwalia’s book, Foundation for the Study of Religion 

(2001 edition, page 15). 
13

 Plato’s concept of the soul is more complicated than how it is summarily presented in ToT-1. His 

earlier work postulates a straight-forward body-soul Dualism (the position of ToT-1), but his later 

thought developed the idea that the soul has ‘three parts’, roughly translated as ‘emotion’, ‘reason’ and 
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He employs the metaphor of sight to explain the difference(s) between 

true knowledge and opinion(s). ‘Sight’ requires not only eyes as objects 

of their attention, but also ‘light’, for without it objects cannot be 

identified in an adequate manner.  It is to be compared with the Form of 

the Good, allowing the eye (that is, the soul) to achieve real 

understanding. In other words, without access to ‘light’ we are 

condemned to living in the shadowlands.
14

 

 

And our ultimate goal is to leave behind the shadowlands, like the 

Prisoner in the Cave, who – having escaped its confining shackles, 

symbolised by the shadowy figures of artificial objects cast by a fire 

projected onto a wall, which fools the other prisoners into thinking that 

they are experiencing reality – finally understands that the world into 

which he has escaped, bathed in sunlight, is one about which can be 

drawn true conclusions. In so doing, however, the now former prisoner, 

returning to the Cave’s inmates, is unable to convince them of this truth, 

and they threaten to kill anyone who will try to free them from eikasia.  

 

It is the Greek word used by Plato, in Republic, to represent a state of 

mind which is very difficult to translate, its etymology meaning ‘image’ 

or ‘likeness’. Eikasia is probably best understood as a condition where 

people choose to live their lives at the lowest possible level of 

understanding, preferring not to question their own imagined realities, 

accepting everything that they see and hear without question, never 

thinking about or challenging society’s prejudices (unlike Socrates).
15

                         

 

Plato’s feet are in motion, representative of his belief that our world is 

one that is constantly in motion, hopefully moving towards a denouement 

other than the one that seems to be fate of the eikasia people. 

 

We use feet to walk, a metaphor for Plato’s contention that our world is 

one in constant motion, a place of impermanence, and its changing 

manifestations point to a Universe that is imperfect, unlike the 

unchanging Forms, which are said to be outside of space and time, 

without alteration, and eternal. 

 

Aristotle (right of picture) rejected virtually everything taught by Plato. In 

particular, he repudiated the Idea of the Forms. Aristotle also maintained 

                                                                                                                                            
‘desire’, and Plato is unsure as to which of these ‘parts’ are ‘immortal’. The implications of this 

observation will be addressed during the ToT-1 session.   
14

 Ibid, pages 15 to 16 
-+
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that human beings had to work out for themselves the difference between 

right and wrong, in the world as it is, without reference to some heavenly, 

perfect realm. 

 

[NB: A certain nuance of approach is required when comparing Plato’s 

and Aristotle’s moral philosophies. It would be mistaken to imagine that 

the former subscribed to a divine command theory of ethics (dct), which 

some people have mistakenly read into the reference to ‘some heavenly, 

perfect realm’. He did not, as the famous account of the Euthyphro 

Dilemma makes clear (this term will be explained on 19 October). 

 

Aristotle founded two schools of ethical thought: natural law theory (nlt) 

and virtue ethics (ve), both of which look to the making of ethical 

decisions in the concrete circumstances of people’s lives, but in different 

ways (to be developed on 19 October).]                 

 

Of these two great philosophers, it is probably Aristotle who has had the 

greatest impact on Western culture. Unlike that of Plato’s, Aristotle’s 

hand is held straight and flat, parallel to the ground, effectively saying 

that all of our knowledge is derived from the world about us (‘knowledge 

is experience’).  

 

His entire approach is based upon scientific observation and evidence [for 

this reason, Aristotle is often referred to as the West’s first scientist (the 

Chinese, incidentally, had utilised advanced science long before the 

Europeans discovered it). 

 

He argued that if we are to work out what is ‘good’, people should 

examine outstanding exemplars of the entities in question: 

 to work out what makes for a good priest, study priests (don’t 

worry too much about their usually poor grasp of theological 

and philosophical issues, it’s probably better that way!) 

 to work out what makes for a good song, study musicians, lyrics 

and melodies (but ignore players of Bagpipes!) 

 to work out what makes for a good politician (are there any?), 

study political theories and their practitioners (Paul Higginson 

can give you good advice about this!) 

 to work out what makes for a good England Manager, do not 

study Sam Alardyce 

 to work out what makes for an excellent organiser, emulate 

Paddy Gosling 
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 to work out what makes for a good accountant, study Martin 

Coulson 

 to work out what makes for a good educational psychologist, 

emulate (Mrs.) Emma Coulson, Martin’s wife 

 to work out what makes for a good Corkonian, study Isabel 

Curtin 

 to work out what makes for a truly great pope, a good example 

is Pope Francis [the jury is ‘out’ as to whether he will make 

‘outstanding’ in the history books; the only one to date, since 

1846, is Pope St. John XXlll, died 1963]  

 to work out what makes for a good criminal, study certain 

bankers (would Aristotle agree with this example? – the answer 

is important for his account of ve)  

 to work out what makes for good artists, study Angela Inglese 

and Julie Cope (especially their  inspiring and unique work, 

‘Emmaus’) 

 to work out what makes for a good assistant principal, emulate 

Nancy Conoboy 

 to work out how to be sensitive to the suffering of others, learn 

from Jeanne and Danielle Durant 

 to work out how to be ‘Happy at 60’, speak to Hugh Barriscale 

 to work out the mystery of prayer, look to Alex Archer 

 to work out how to be a Barman, speak to Fr. Shaun (he knows 

less about it than he thinks!) 

 to work out how to be an exemplary practitioner of Catholic 

Orthopraxis, examine the life of Conrad Hilton, the late hotel 

magnate and billionaire 

 to learn from a polymath, consult Shay Mc. Gurrell (a man 

rather more than the sum of his electronic parts!) 

 to work out what makes for a good teacher, learn from the 

teachings of the Buddha, Socrates and Jesus of Nazareth 

 to work out what makes for a good philosopher, study (amongst 

others) Descartes (died 1650), David Hume (died 1776), Kant 

(died 1804), Kierkegaard (died 1855), John Stuart Mill (died 

1873), Nietzsche (died 1900) and Ludwig Wittgenstein (died 

1951 – Ciaran Stapleton will tell you all about ‘Ludi’!) 

 in summary, to work out what is to be a good human being, look 

to other human beings, but ignore most toddlers, (other than 

‘Aristotle’ and Maeve Conoboy), they will drive you nuts!   

 

Thus, Aristotle’s book, Ethics, is held flat to the ground, symbolising that 

responses to the above (advisory) imperatives are to be realised with sole 
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reference to this world, the world of the senses, with particular regard to 

the ethical life (in a profound suggestion, Aristotle invites people to 

engage with their moral imagination).  

 

These observations are reinforced by the manner in which his feet are 

planted firmly on the ground, in contrast to those of Plato’s. Aristotle’s 

stationary position represents the view that there is no World of the 

Forms, that our reason is best put to understanding the world in which we 

live. There is no other world.  

 

In a famous analogy, he says that the Archer’s skill dies with him. Other 

(living) archers, it is true, may be possessed of a similar ability, but the 

individual’s skill, no more than the soul (the concept is used by 

Aristotle, but understood in an exclusively material way) survives death. 

 

 Plato’s philosophy – at the risk of over-simplification – more or less 

turns its back on the world, but Aristotle is completely engaged with it; 

‘goodness’ - and its opposite, ‘badness’ - are properties derived from our 

life experiences, requiring no further explanation. This school of thought 

is known as Empiricism.        

 

For him, something is good to the extent that it fulfils its nature 

(purpose, cf. ‘Causation’, below), and it is defective if it fails to achieve 

this goal. This notion underpins Aristotle’s understanding of nlt 

(developed by St. Thomas Aquinas, died 1274), and it continues to 

influence contemporary Roman Catholic theology (but not without 

controversy, with especial regard to sexual ethics). 

 

Plato and Aristotle on God 
 

For Plato, there were three levels of reality: 

 The World of the Forms.  The Forms (beyond time and space) 

were not created by God, nor do perform any function, except in 

the sense that the Form of the Good, symbolised by the Sun in the 

Allegory of the Cave, illuminates the other Forms. 

 There was raw, creative matter, in a constant state of flux, without 

any ordering principle, and it has always existed, without a 

creator. 

 Third, was Plato’s concept of God – The Demiurge, acting like a 

sculptor who uses clay or bronze (materials which he does not 

create), to form a work of art, the Universe, of which the Forms 

are its template, so to speak. 
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Neither the Forms nor the chaotic matter are creations of the Demiurge. 

 

Aristotle had a completely different understanding of God: 

 The Universe is everlasting, having no beginning or end. In 

other words, it has always existed, thereby requiring no 

Demiurge (or a later, Christian God, though St. Thomas 

Aquinas thought otherwise!). 

 At the centre of this Universe is the Earth, with forty rings of 

stars circling it, revolving in perfect orbits. Ring 1 was moved 

by Ring 2, and so on. What, then, moved Ring 40? It was moved 

by God. 

 

At this point, it is most important to understand that Aristotle’s God 

(known also as the Prime Mover) does nothing! 

 

Thus, when the term ‘movement’ is used, it is employed in a special way, 

which seems most odd to modern people. 

 

True, Aristotle believed that all movement depends on there being a 

mover, and by ‘movement’ he meant not simply one person giving 

another a push or toppling a row of dominoes, by way of analogy, but all 

kinds of change in the world (‘cooling’ and ‘darkening’, for example): 

‘nothing can come from nothing’ is a famous statement from his work, 

Metaphysics. 

 

If ‘nothing comes from nothing’, how are we to understand in general his 

notion of ‘movement’, and – more importantly – that of the Prime Mover 

(PM)? [The PM is known also as the Unmoved Mover (UM – that which 

moves without itself being moved).] 

 

Aristotle was examining a phenomenon far more profound than the 

toppling of dominoes, and he came to the conclusion that there must be 

an explanation for all the changes that occur in the Universe, and - 

utilising the Theory of Causation - Aristotle postulated that everything 

must have a Final Cause. 

 

His Theory of (Four) Causes has been most influential in the history of 

Western philosophical and scientific thought. A good way of thinking 

about this theory is to observe small children.  

 

They constantly ask the question ‘Why?’ For each answer they are given, 

a subsequent question is asked, and eventually the exasperated adult 
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retorts, ‘Well, that’s just the way it is!’, a kind of final explanation of the 

child’s insistent questioning. 

 

Aristotle (a lifelong toddler!) was always asking ‘Why?’, and he thought 

that the answer could be given in four different, but inter-related, ways: 

the Four Causes (the term Aristotle used was aiton, meaning 

‘explanatory factor’, which is translated ‘cause’, and it is probably the 

etymological  origin of our word ‘action’). 

 

 The First Cause is material. It answers the question, ‘Of what is 

something made?’ Of itself, however, materials (Aristotle gives 

the examples of bronze for statutues and silver for goblets) are 

not enough to make the finished object. You may wish to 

imagine a Snowman; its material cause is snow. 

 The Second Cause – known as the Efficient Cause – is the agent 

(or agents) which brings into being actual objects – children, for 

example, making Snowmen. 

 The third category is the Formal Cause. It enables us to identify 

characteristics common to all Snowmen, regardless of their 

dimensions. [NB: Aristotle and Plato use the term ‘form’, but 

with very different meanings, rather like how the word ‘banger’ 

is used by us to designate a sausage or a clapped-out car; 

however, the situation is rather more complicated than that, 

which will be explained on 19 October.]   

 The Fourth (Final) Cause – which is very important for the 

subsequent development of the Christian philosophy of religion – 

maintains that all objects have an ultimate reason for their 

existence: ‘The final end or purpose, or teleology, of a thing, 

when realised, gives that thing its full perfection and reality. 

When something is doing what it was meant to do, or has 

developed into whatever it was supposed to develop into, it has 

achieved goodness.’
16

 And the ‘goodness’ in the Snowman is 

that it has provided the children who made it with much 

enjoyment; in other words, that is its (intrinsic) purpose, even 

though the Snowman knows nothing about it! 

 

The PM is the Final Cause of the Universe, providing it – and us – with 

a purpose for being here, following from Aristotle’s contention that 

where there is a chain of events, there must be an Ultimate, Final Cause. 
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However, and this is the crucial – if controversial – claim: the PM has to 

be outside of time and outside of the Universe. If not, then we are back 

with the questioning children, asking, ‘What started the PM and what 

happened before it existed? – the argument from infinite regression (to 

be explained on 19 October). 

 

Aristotle’s response is that there never was a time before it existed. The 

PM – God – is eternal, necessary and immaterial reality, having no 

defect, (perfection being the chief attribute of goodness).   

 

The UM should not be confused with the ‘Creator, sustaining, God’ of 

Judaism, Christianity and Islam – the PM, to repeat an earlier point, ‘does 

nothing’ – it has no interest whatsoever in the Universe (remember that, 

for him, the Universe is everlasting, without beginning or end). 

 

And yet Aristotle maintained that God nonetheless causes movement.  

 

How can this be? The PM cannot be an efficient cause, for the reason that 

the children making the Snowman are clearly affected by the actions in 

constructing their creation, but God – it is claimed – is immutable. 

Aristotle’s answer is that the UM causes movement without itself being 

affected/changed. 

 

(Fr.) Gerry Hughes SJ uses the cat and milk illustration, in an effort to 

elucidate this apparent dichotomy: Imagine that there is a room with a cat 

at one side of it, and a bowl of milk at the other end of the room. The 

milk will cause the cat to move across the room, not by its doing 

anything, but merely by virtue of its attracting the cat (think also of the 

analogy of a magnet and metallic filings). There is a real sense in which 

the milk causes the cat to move, even though the milk does not act.
17

 

 

Aristotle’s theory of the Four Causes is the basis for St. Thomas 

Aquinas’ Cosmological Argument for God’s Existence (usually regarded 

as the first three of Aquinas’ famous Five Ways). It may be summarised 

in the claim that two unquestionable empirical phenomena – things move 

and things are caused – point to the existence of a necessary, uncaused 

being, and this we understand to be God (the Prime Mover). 

 

There have been many criticisms levelled at the Cosmological (a-

posteriori) Argument, not least the point made by David Hume (died 

1776) that there is no logical reason whatsoever for Aquinas to identify 
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the PM with the Christian God. In addition, Hume argued that ‘God’ is 

‘an arbitrary act of the mind’ and that what we perceive as cause and 

effect is merely statistical conjunction (to be explained on 19 October).
18

 

 

In any event, the Argument and related ones – ontological, design and 

moral - have had a long history in Christian philosophical thought. 

 

Plato and Aristotle clearly disagree about their understanding of God. 

However, they nonetheless share much in common: It seems most odd to 

us, but neither actually do anything (‘create’, for example, and have no 

interest whatsoever in the Universe), and yet their Gods are timeless, 

spaceless and perfect. 

 

For Plato, we are here in trial preparation for our ultimate return to the 

World of the Forms.  

 

For Aristotle, we are here as ends in ourselves, our purpose being to 

achieve moral excellence (eudaimonia), in so far as that aim – for the 

material soul – is attainable, and then we are no more (for him, to quote 

Antony Flew, death is an experience not lived through).      

 

3 Christianity has taken much from Plato’s and Aristotle’s philosophical 

systems, but – in the final analysis (unlike them) - it affirms that the God 

of the Judaeo-Christian tradition is One who ‘saw all He had made, and 

indeed it was very good’ (Genesis 1:31). It is this God, argues St. Thomas 

Aquinas, who provides us with the only possible (rational) answer to the 

question, Why are we here? We are here, Aquinas tells, us in order to 

achieve the true Final Cause – eternal life in Heaven, as recipients of the 

Beatific Vision. He did not have much interest in toddlers’ enjoyment of 

snow!   

 

The next session will discuss how the Christian tradition and other belief 

systems explore the claim that there is life after death, which is also said 

to provide ultimate meaning for our limited time on Earth. Its working 

title is The Death of Socrates. [A closing thought: ‘The un-examined life 

is not worth living’ – attributed to Socrates.] 

 

                                                                              [PWK, 19 October 2016] 

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------     
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