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Preface

This book began life as the intended first part of a larger work with the
provisional title God and Infinity. While it will still be used by me as a
starting point for further work in the philosophy of religion, the book
has grown into a final product that is more or less entirely independent
of that starting point. What it does is to explore various issues about the
infinite that emerge in many different areas of philosophy and whose
resolution ought not to be tied to the details of those particular areas
of philosophy in which particular versions of those issues arise. For
those who are not interested in philosophy of religion, this is all that
you need to know by way of introduction; you can now happily proceed
to the book proper. However, those who are interested in philosophy
of religion may like to know a little bit more about the reasons that I
had for starting to work on this book. The remainder of this Preface
is for you.

When I completed my book on ontological arguments (Oppy
1995c) I immediately commenced work on the next stage of the larger
project announced in the preface of that earlier book: an examination
of cosmological arguments for and against the existence of various
deities. My plan was to follow the structure of the discussion that I pro-
vided of ontological arguments in Oppy (1995c), namely, to obtain
an exhaustive taxonomy of cosmological arguments discussed in the
philosophical literature and to use a thorough discussion of all of
the key concepts that are used in those arguments as a basis for criti-
cism of those arguments. Since a thorough discussion of cosmological

ix
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x Preface

arguments would require a thorough discussion of time, causation, neces-
sity and contingency, infinity, sufficient reason, and contemporary cosmology –
and maybe other topics as well – it is perhaps predictable that I even-
tually came to realise that a comprehensive discussion of this kind
is not something that I could ever carry out. While I am convinced
that it is a mistake to try to discuss arguments about the existence of
God without paying attention to wider philosophical debates about
the concepts that are employed in those arguments, I now suspect
that a frontal assault on cosmological arguments – of the magnitude
that I initially envisaged – may be beyond the reach of any individual
researcher.

In view of these difficulties, I decided to try a different approach.
Rather than divide up discussion in philosophy of religion according
to the received topics, I decided to choose one of the key concepts
that figures in cosmological arguments, and then to see how that con-
cept is treated both in wider philosophical debates and in other areas
of philosophy of religion. If this approach is fruitful, then it can be
repeated using some of the other key concepts that figure in cosmo-
logical arguments – and, perhaps, over the long term, something like
the project that I initially conceived might eventually be completed. Of
course, if we approach the subject matter in this way, then the results of
discussion of particular topics are provisional: What we say about cos-
mological arguments from the standpoint of considerations about the
infinite will not exhaust what there is to say about cosmological argu-
ments when other considerations are taken into account (and likewise
for the other topics to which we give attention). On the other hand,
there are advantages to approaching the subject matter in this way: In
particular, questions about the consistency of the application of the
concept of infinity across a range of different subjects in philosophy of
religion come clearly into view in a way that is not possible if we stick
to more orthodox ways of dividing up our subject matter. Moreover, a
suitably extensive examination of the use of the concept of infinity in
a range of wider philosophical contexts helps to concentrate attention
on the costs and benefits of particular choices that one might make in
particular domains in the philosophy of religion.

According to the plan suggested by the remarks that I have just
made, I decided to write a book divided into two parts. The first part – A
Primer on Infinity – would be an attempt to discuss wider philosophical
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Preface xi

views about infinity that, in one way or another, bear on discussions of
the infinite in the context of philosophy of religion. The second part –
The Infinite in Philosophy of Religion – would then apply the discussion of
the first part to a range of topics in philosophy of religion. In particular,
the second part of the book would focus on the role that the concept
of infinity plays in traditional monotheistic conceptions of God and
the attributes of God, and on the role that the concept of infinity plays
in traditional monotheistic arguments for the existence of God.

While I would like to be able to say that this work is part of a larger
project, I think that the most that I can reasonably claim is that it is
clearly part of a possible larger project. Moreover, it is also worth noting
that work on a similar plan might be conducted using the concepts of
time, causation, sufficient reason, design, person, goodness, cosmol-
ogy, and so forth as their foci. I see no reason to suppose that such
work would not turn up interesting results concerning the consistency
and broader philosophical adequacy of treatments of these topics in
orthodox philosophy of religion.

Part of my interest in philosophy of religion stems from the convic-
tion that it must be possible to convince reasonable religious believers
that traditional monotheistic arguments for the existence of God are
worthless. Hence, not surprisingly, one of the subsidiary goals for the
projected larger work is to make some contribution to the case for
supposing that reasonable religious believers ought to recognise that
the arguments for the existence of God provide no reason at all for
reasonable nonbelievers to change their minds. However, another part
of my interest in philosophy of religion stems from the conviction that
it must be possible for reasonable nonbelievers to hold that there are
reasonable believers, that is, from the conviction that it is not the case
that all religious believers are, ipso facto, the subjects of certain kinds
of failings of rationality. Hence, not surprisingly, another of the sub-
sidiary goals for this projected larger work is to make a plausible case
for the claim that there are conceptions of the infinite that can be inte-
grated successfully into relatively orthodox monotheistic conceptions
of the world.

Perhaps it is worth noting here that there are prima facie plausible
arguments that support the contention that there is no conception of
the infinite that can be successfully integrated into relatively orthodox
monotheistic conceptions of the world.
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xii Preface

If we are strict finitists – and thus reject all actual and potential
infinities – then we are obliged to say that God is finite, and that the
magnitudes of the divine attributes are finite. But what reason could
there be for God to possess a given magnitude to degree N rather than
to degree N + 1? More generally, how could a finite God be the kind of
endpoint for explanation that cosmological arguments typically take
God to be?

If we are potential infinitists – that is, if we reject all actual infinities
but allow that some entities and magnitudes are potentially infinite –
then it seems that we will be obliged to say that God is potentially
infinite and that the magnitudes of the divine attributes are potentially
infinite. But what kind of conception of God can sustain the claim
that God is susceptible of improvement in various respects? If God
possesses a magnitude to degree N even though God could possess that
magnitude to degree N + 1, surely God just isn’t the kind of endpoint
for explanation that cosmological arguments typically take God to be.

If we are neither strict finitists nor potential infinitists, then it seems
that we must be actual infinitists, that is, we must suppose that God
is actually infinite and that the magnitudes of the divine attributes
are actually infinite. But is there a conception of the infinite that can
sustain the claim that God is actually infinite, and the claim that the
magnitudes of the divine attributes are actually infinite without under-
mining the kinds of considerations to which orthodox cosmological
arguments appeal in attempting to establish that God exists? Indeed,
more generally, are there conceptions of the infinite that can sustain
the claim that God is actually infinite, and the claim that the magni-
tudes of the divine attributes are actually infinite tout court? Moreover,
if there is a conception of the infinite that can sustain the claim that
God is actually infinite, can this conception of the infinite also sustain
the idea of an incarnate God, and the idea that there is an afterlife in
which people share the same abode as God?

Perhaps some theists will claim that we are not forced to choose
among the three options outlined above. Even if these options are
unattractive, why not say instead that we can say nothing positive about
God – so that, while we can say that God is neither finite nor potentially
infinite, we cannot say that God is actually infinite; or that we can speak
only analogically about God – so that we cannot say, literally, that God
is either finite, or potentially infinite, or actually infinite; or that God
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Preface xiii

so exceeds our limited comprehension that we should not expect to be
able to talk sensibly about whether God is finite, or potentially infinite,
or actually infinite; or . . . ?

I think that there are several reasons why one should not take any
of these options. On the one hand, if we are interested in the standing
of arguments for the existence of God, then we need to be able to
give literal content to the claim that God exists. If there is no literal
content to give to the claim that God exists, then there is no contest:
Nontheists win by default. An argument for the conclusion that “well,
there’s something but I can’t make any literally true claims about what
it is like and, indeed, I haven’t the least understanding what it is literally
like” is hopelessly crippled before it begins. And, on the other hand, if
we are interested in the doxastic credentials of theism – can there be
reasonable belief that God exists? – then, again, we need to be able to
give literal content to the claim that God exists. Perhaps one can believe
that “well, there’s something but I can’t make any literally true claims
about what it is like and, indeed, I haven’t the least understanding what
it is literally like,” but it is very hard to see how one could have reasons
for holding such a belief. Moreover, of course, if one is going to take
any line of this type, then one has to take the line consistently: It is not
good taking this line here – in order to avoid a confronting objection –
while elsewhere supposing that there are positive, literal claims about
God that one is perfectly well placed to make. Any theology based on
these kinds of assumptions should be very brief.

Since all that this brief introduction aims to do is to make it seem
plausible that there is a prima facie interesting question to address, I
shall leave further discussion of this argument to the future. When I
return to consider it further, I shall be able to draw on the following
examination of the role of the concept of infinity in a wide range of
philosophical discussions that have no obvious connections at all to
the philosophy of religion. While I do not insist that the role of the
concept of infinity in these other areas determines the role that the
concept can play in philosophy of religion, I do insist that one cannot
ignore these other discussions when one turns to the philosophy of
religion: There is a single concept of the infinite that is required to have
application outside the philosophy of religion, and no concept that is
inadequate to those external applications can be deemed adequate
for the purposes of philosophy of religion.
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