Philosophy of Religion Day 06, 4
Philosophy of Religion Day 6:		The Cosmological Argument

	Content:
1. The Five Ways
2. Expert Groups

	Method:
1. Lecture (5 minutes)
2. Activity (45 minutes—25 minutes researching in expert groups and 20 minutes explaining to home groups)




Instructor’s Introduction: Today’s objective is to understand the cosmological argument. This is an a posteriori argument for God’s existence. The cosmological argument centers around the perceived need for a first cause to explain the origins of the world; that first cause is equated to God.



Goals and Key Concepts:
1. Students should understand the cosmological argument.
2. Key Concepts: Cause, “prime mover unmoved”



1. Introduction: The Five Ways
The most famous presentation of the cosmological argument is St. Thomas Aquinas’s The Five Ways, in his Summa Theologica, which students should have read for homework. Aquinas considers two objections to belief in God. The first is the problem of evil, which is the topic of other lessons in this unit. The second is that God is unnecessary for the purpose of explaining what goes on in the world. In response, Aquinas offers five “ways” to prove that God exists. (After developing the five ways, he then directly responds to the two objections.) In actuality, the first three ways form the core of the cosmological argument, so we’ll focus on those. (The fifth way is a form of the teleological argument, which is covered in other lessons in this unit. The fourth way is an interesting but sort of archaic argument that has not been very influential, and so we’ll just set it aside.) 

As a whole, the cosmological argument and its variations focus on the perceived need to explain what caused the world to come into being. One of the truly great questions is: why is there something rather than nothing? Physicists have developed theories about the origins of the physical universe, but many people think that, for example, the big bang or inflationary universe hypotheses describe the early stages of the universe but don’t adequately explain why it came to be. We’ll come back to consider what it’s reasonable to ask for in terms of an explanation later. First, though, we want to become familiar with the details of the cosmological argument.

2. Expert Group Activity
Break students up into groups of three. Within each group, one student will be assigned to each of the first three ways. Explain to the class that each student will be responsible for becoming an expert about their “way” and then for explaining it to the other two members of their “home group.” To help them become an expert, they’ll work together with the other students who have been assigned that same “way.” They’ll switch into the “expert groups” and be given time to research and discuss their assigned way together so that they develop an strong understanding of it, then they’ll reform their “home groups” and present to each other.

Assign each student within each home group to one of the first three ways. You can do this however you’d like. You can let the students in each group decide for themselves, you can use a random process, or you can assign particular students to particular ways. For that matter, you can divide up the home groups in a variety of ways as well. You may want to put strong students together in a home group so that they push each other in terms of level of detail, for example, or you may want to mix up students. You’ll most likely want to make sure each expert group has varying levels represented, though, so that the stronger students can help others develop a solid understanding of the material.

Once students have been assigned roles, have them switch into their expert groups. In addition to the assigned reading, you can provide each group with additional resources about their “way” that they can look over and use. They should also engage in a group discussion to hash out the details together. You (and if you have a TA or any assistants) can float between the groups and provide some guidance and facilitation; ideally, this should be an opportunity for the students to develop their own understanding and to make their own discoveries. You may want to double check at some point, though, that they’re getting things correct and nudge them in the right direction if needed. When the expert groups have completed their work, reconvene the home groups and ask students to take turns presenting their “way” to the other two students in their groups.

The first three ways:

1. The First Way – there must be a first cause of motion (or change)
· Some things are in motion (this includes movement, but also change or activity).
· Any sort of change (including ordinary movement) involves a transition from the potential for some property or quality to its actual realization.
· Such a transition must be produced by the activity of something else (e.g., something potentially hot is moved to become actually hot by something else that is already actually hot).
· Thus something can’t “move” itself, for then it would have to merely potentially have the relevant feature and also actually have it.
· There can’t be an infinite series of “movers” extending back into time, each moved by the one before it, because then there’d be no explanation why any of them is “moved.”
· There must be a “first mover” moved by no other; this is God.

2. The Second Way – there must be a first efficient cause
· We find efficient causes in the natural world.
· Efficient causation is like ordinary causation: an earlier occurrence causes a later occurrence, but Aquinas thinks of items in question as things or objects rather than occurrences, so obviously nothing can cause itself in this sense because it would have to precede itself.
· Aristotle’s four causes: efficient, formal, material, final. Efficient causes are external causes of motion or change.
· There can’t be an infinite sequence of causes (backwards in time).
· If so, we couldn’t explain why any of the things in the sequence exist.
· If we take one cause away, none of the later ones exist.
· There must be a first efficient cause; this is God.

Aside on the fundamental difference between the first two ways: the first way is about the cause of change or motion of something, whereas the second way is about the cause of the existence of something.

3. The Third Way – the argument from contingency
· Things we find in nature exist contingently (since they are found to be generated and to be corrupted).
· Whatever can fail to exist must at some time not exist; it is impossible for them to always exist (or else they would be necessary rather than contingent).
· Hence if everything can fail to exist, then at one time there was nothing in existence.
· Since something cannot come from nothing, in this case even now nothing would exist, which is absurd.
· So some things must be necessary.
· Necessary things may have their necessity caused by another, or not.
· We can’t go to infinity (backwards in time) in necessary things for the same reasons as above.
· So there must exist some being having of itself its own necessity and not receiving it from another and which causes it in others; this is God.

HOMEWORK ASSIGNMENT: Read the Straight Dope article, “Is There a God?”, which is available here: http://www.straightdope.com/columns/read/3021/is-there-a-god 
and the follow-up article, “Is There a God (revisited)?”, available here: http://www.straightdope.com/columns/read/3025/is-there-a-god-revisited 
