Human Free Choice and Divine Causality

The Edith Stein Lecture * Department of Philosophy
Franciscan University of Steubenville

29 March 2000

Germain Grisez, Flynn Professor of Christian Ethics
Mount Saint Mary’s College * Emmitsburg, Maryland 21727

Driving without passengers, your roommate, Pat, slammed into a
bridge abutment. Everyone but you assumed it was an accident. Back
from the funeral, you get a letter. The police could find no explanation
for what happened, and Pat’s parents hope you can tell them you know
of nothing that points to suicide. You cannot honestly reassure them.

That day, Pat’s heartthrob ended their relationship, which you only
then learned had become sexually intimate. The story poured out in
a torrent of words and tears. You listened and made sympathetic
noises until only the tears still flowed. Then you offered the inept
consolation that the breakup was a blessing in disguise. Pat stormed
out but called a few minutes later and said: “I'm sorry I got mad.
Thanks for trying to help. I don’t want you to think this was your
fault. Goodbye.” The phone clicked. Pat was gone.

Now you see only two live options, that is, two possibilities that
seem worth considering: tell the truth as gently as you can or lie as
convincingly as you can. You have a reason to tell the truth: lying is
a sin, and even the smallest venial sin is a great evil. You also have a
reason to lie: already grieving over their child’s death, Pat’s parents
will be inconsolable if they learn much more about its why and how.
You think that, if you were in their place, you would want the spark
of suspicion smothered by “Pat was fine” rather than fueled by “Pat
was upset.” For, hearing that, you would surely ask: “Upset about
what?” and go on questioning until you learned the horrifying truth.

Though unusual, the choice you face has the features of every free
choice. You did not bring yourself into being or give yourself the
capacity to make choices. You are not free about being in the situation
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you are in or having the options that confront you. You might have
chosen someone else for your roommate. The police need not have
disturbed Pat’s parents. But these things and all the other conditions
that have generated and limited your options are what they are, and
you cannot change them. You must choose between telling the truth
and lying.

If your feelings alone were in play, you would lie, though you
would feel badly about doing so. But reasons also are in play, and you
have a better reason for telling the truth (the sinfulness of lying) than
you have for lying. Still, that better reason is not decisive. You think
that telling the truth would devastate Pat’s parents.

You wish something would settle the issue for you so that you
would not have to choose. But you know that nothing is going to do
that. Whether you tell the truth or lie is up to you, and to you alone.
You are going to do one or the other, and only your own choosing—
that is, only you yourself making the choice—will settle which. There
are two possible worlds, entirely the same up to now, and each
including everything that has been. But in one of those possible
worlds you will lie, and in the other you will tell the truth. You are
about to make one of those worlds real, and which of them you make
real will permanently affect you, Pat’s parents, and much else. Of
course, if you lie, you may repent, and if you tell the truth, you may
wish you had lied. But there will be no going back.

Of course, some people claim that our experience of making free
choices is an illusion and that nobody ever really makes a free choice.
Such people are called “‘determinists,” for they suppose there must
be hidden causes that determine us to engage in the behavior we
regard as making free choices. But lacking evidence of any such
hidden cause, determinists must try to argue for their position. The
arguments they offer are meant to appeal to our reasonableness and
to show that we ought to accept determinism.

The difficulty is, however, that this ought itself embodies an appeal
to freedom. Determinists are asking us to set aside any interests and
feelings that might lead us to cling to what they regard as the illusion
of freedom. They are challenging us to be faithful to the disinterested
pursuit of truth. But we can respond to that challenge only if we can
make a free choice. Thus, any attempt to prove that our experiences
of making free choices are illusory is self-defeating.

Many people who reject determinism and accurately understand
free choice think it obvious that our free choices cannot be caused by
God. If such people believe in God, they think he creates us and gives
us our ability to choose, but leaves it up tous to make our free choices.
On their view, our free choices are entirely our own. Such people
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suppose that our choices could not really be free if they depended on
God in any more direct way than by depending on our God-given
powers. How, they might ask, can your choice to tell the truth or
to lie depend on God if only your own choosing settles which you
will do?

Plausible as that view is, it should trouble thoughtful theists—that
is, believing Jews, Christians, and Muslims. If anyone thinks it poses
no problem, atheologians—as I shall call philosophers who challenge
theism—will be happy to clarify the issue: *“You theists hold that God
in no way depends on anything and that he knows absolutely every-
thing. Now, if God knows everything without depending on anything,
his knowledge cannot depend on anything other than himself, and so
cannot involve receiving information from outside himself. How,
then, can he know about the choices you think are free?”

Confronted with that argument, some theistic thinkers have re-
plied: “God’s omniscience is somewhat like our practical knowledge.
He knows all possible things by knowing what he can create and
knows all real things by knowing what he does create. And he
infallibly knows all real things because, being omnipotent, his cre-
ative will cannot be frustrated.” '

To that, an atheologian can respond: “You must admit that if that
were true, your free choices, along with everything else in creation,
would depend upon God for their very reality. It follows that they
could not be other than he knows them to be. But in that case, how
could they be free? And why blame yourself rather than God for your
so-called sins?”

In responding to this classical challenge, theists can begin by
pointing out that to say our free choices depend on God for their
reality is not to say that God settles which option we take when we
seem to ourselves to be making a free choice. Those two statements
simply do not mean the same thing. Admittedly, if God knows and
wills something, it is necessarily so—that is, it is in reality just as he
knows and wills it to be. But it does not follow that the choices one
experiences oneself as making freely actually are necessary. For
God'’s creative causality does not bear upon one’s choosing option A,
so that one cannot choose option B. Rather, God creates a whole:
one’s being able to choose option A or option B and freely choosing
A, or one’s being able to choose option A or option B and freely
choosing B.

So, the classic theistic response continues, if God infallibly knows
and omnipotently wills that you have the options of telling the truth
and of lying and that you freely choose the first or that you freely
choose the second, then your options and your free choice are in
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reality just as he knows them to be. But nothing is necessary in that
whole state of affairs except that you do have those options and that
you freely choose whichever option you choose. In other words, there
is a necessary relationship between God’s saying, ‘“Let so and so have
these options and freely choose such and such,” and the reality of that
created state of affairs. But it does not follow that anything within
that created state of affairs forestalls your free choice by eliminating
all the options but one.

According to this theistic account, the freedom of human choices
belongs to their created reality. The issue about their freedom is
between them, us, and other things that could limit our options. Thus,
God's creative causality accounts for the freedom of our choices
rather than takes it aWay, just as God’s creative causality accounts
for, rather than takes away, the contingency of all created beings. If
God wills a possible creature to be, it is necessarily true that the
creature is. But it does not follow that any creature is necessary in its
being. How God can cause free choices is only part of a more basic
question: how can he create? How can he take a set of possibilities
that are nothing without him and make them into a universe that is
really other than himself? And how can the created universe be
entirely dependent on God without being part of divine reality itself,
though perhaps in a different form? Still, God can and does create.
And so he also can and does cause free choices.

Though the preceding theistic response fends off the atheologians’
claim that divine causality and human free choice are incompatible,
that response entirely satisfies few people. As one would expect,
atheologians pick away at its logic. But even many theists manifest
perplexity with the proposition that God infallibly knows and omnip-
otently wills the reality of those states of affairs in which people
consider their options and make their free choices, especially if those
choices are sinful.

That perplexity often leads to serious trouble. Some theists have
more or less frankly given up either freedom of choice or the depen-
dence of choices on divine causality. Most focus upon one element
of the problem—either the freedom of choices or their dependence—
while ignoring or soft-pedaling the other. Thus, theists tend to polar-
ize, some emphasizing human freedom, others divine causality.

Among Catholics, both of the opposing tendencies were mani-
fested simultaneously by the opposing parties to an argument about
grace and free choice that developed between Dominican and Jesuit
theologians after the Council of Trent. The controversy went on for
twenty-five years, until Pope Paul V ended it in 1607. ‘
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Both sides took for granted the classical theistic effort, summa-
rized above, to defend the compatibility of divine causality and free
choice. But the Dominicans focused more on grace and the Jesuits
more on free choice. Some on both sides accused their opponents of
heresy. After very thorough discussions involving the best Catholic
minds of the time, Paul V ended the controversy by saying: the
Dominican position is not Calvinistic, the Jesuit position is not
pelagian, both may teach their own views, neither may condemn the
other’s view, and everyone should prepare to accept a final judgment
by the Holy See.

The controversy ended, but no decision ever came. None of the
theologians involved in the controversy nor anyone involved in the
papal efforts to adjudicate it had been able to find the key to a
satisfying resolution.

Both such perennial perplexity among theists themselves and the
ongoing challenges by atheologians strongly suggest that there is
something inadequate about the classical effort to defend the com-
patibility of theistic beliefs about divine causality and free choice. In
my judgment, that effort was not pointless: God can and does create
our free choices without thereby making them unfree. But to many
people, that statement seems absurd, and I do not think it can be
understood adequately without a clarification of what we mean by
create, what we can know about God, and how we can meaningfully
talk about him.

To begin with, God does not create everything in the created
universe. Consider light and darkness. Light is part of the universe.
It is a positive reality. To be real, it needed to be created and it must
be constantly sustained in being by God. Darkness also is real in the
sense that it is not imaginary, illusory, or merely possible. But
darkness is only a negative reality, the absence of light where light
might be. Negative realities cannot be created by God. Their reality
is incidental to that of positive realities, and they depend on God only
by depending on the positive realities to which they are incidental.

Still, some negative realities are directly perceived: entering a
cave, one notices darkness, cold, and quiet. Negative realities some-
times are valuable: silence to protect legitimate secrets or to allow
others to pray, study, or sleep is golden. But some negative realities
are bad. Heart arrest is prolonged lack of the heart’s muscular con-
tractions; since regular beating is a good and vital function, heart
arrest is bad in itself.

At the center of anything bad is some negative reality that is bad
in itself. Such a negative reality is not just a lack but a privation—that
is, the lack of a good that should be there. Still, privations are exactly
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like other negative realities in one vital respect: they cannotbe created
by God. Since privations cannot be created and since all evils are
reducible to privations, no evil is created by God.

Most bad things are not bad through and through. My bad left knee
is good so far as it goes and better than no knee. Still, due to the
privation at the root of the trouble, that knee’s positive reality is not
that of a healthy knee and cannot serve me as a healthy knee would.
So, the privation that makes my knee bad is not created, but depends
on God only by depending on the positive realities to which it is
incidental. But my bad knee’s positive reality depends entirely on
God. So, I still need to thank God for my bad knee and yet not blame
him for the privation that makes it bad.

Though health and physical impairment are very different from
moral good and bad, what is true of bad things in general is true of
sinful actions: they are not bad through and through. If I lie to Pat’s
parents, my free choice of that option involves a privation. I deprive
myself of a crucial part of my own inner unity: harmony between
what I do and what I judge I ought to do, between my free choice and
my conscience. That privation and any privations consequent upon it
cannot be creatures of God. Being brought about by my own free
choice, those evils depend on God only by depending on the positive
realities that remain in my choice and action.

At the same time, all the positive reality of the choice and its
execution, though involved in my sin, are good so far as they go.
Though not morally good, they are good as exercises of my natural
capacities. Moreover, some morally positive elements remain even
within my sinful choice and action: I have put myself in the place of
my roommate’s parents and want to avoid hurting them, I realize that
lying is sinful and that venial sin is worth worrying about, and soon.
All those positive realities depend entirely on God. I ought to be
grateful for them. Indeed, that gratitude should have motivated me
not to abuse those gifts by sinning.

In the case of any and every positive reality that we can experience,
we can understand what it is without thereby knowing whether it
actually is. Nothing in our understanding of any experienced thing
accounts for its real being. Common sense reflection and scientific
inquiry account for the real being of some positive realities only by
considering them in the wider context of the real action of other
positive realities—whose real being is taken for granted. So, though
such inquiry is very worthwhile, it does not even begin to account for
the real being of the universe as a whole.

Atheologians suppose the universe simply is, and that nothing
accounts for it. Thinking that view absurd, theists are likely to argue
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against it by invoking the supposedly self-evident principle that every
fact must be accounted for. However, there are exceptions to that
so-called principle: each and every time anyone freely chooses A
rather than B, that fact cannot be accounted for. Therefore, the view
that nothing accounts for the universe as a whole is logically possible
and not absurd in the strict sense of the word.

Indeed, that view would be acceptable if there were no plausible
alternative. But there is a plausible alternative: the real being of the
universe as a whole depends on a positive reality that, unlike the
universe and everything in it, is real of itself. That reality is not
directly experienced, of course. If we understood anything at all of
what that source of being is like, we would thereby know not only
that it actually is but that it cannot not be—in other words, that it
necessarily is.

Theists no doubt will recognize that, in reaching its conclusion,
the preceding argument has arrived at what they call the one God and
creator of all things. But it will be enlightening to set aside for a few
minutes everything we think we know about God, including what we
hold by faith. During these few minutes, we will see how the argu-
ment itself both empowers and regulates our thinking about God.

Since God necessarily is, for him to be, he need only be what he
is. By contrast, whatever any creature is, its actual being neither is
included in nor flows from what it is or any characteristic it has. So,
whatever God is in himself cannot be anything that any creature is.
And whatever any creature is, God is not. It follows that when we
talk about God and use words in the same sense we use them to
express something we understand about any creature, whatever we
affirm about the creature must be denied of God.

So, God is not a body, matter, or energy; he does not evolve or
change in any way; he is not spatial or temporal. God has no size or
shape, is neither a whole nor a part. God has no sensible properties,
no dispositions or capacities like those found in natural things. In the
sense in which experienced things can be self-identical or polymor-
phous, above or below, inside or outside, God is none of these.

But if God does not change, it does not follow that he is standing
still, fixed, inert, or rigid, for those also are intelligible features of
creatures. If God is not moved by our pain, it does not follow that
he is callous. If he is not above or outside, it does not follow that
he is the ground of being or that he pervades the universe as its
Force or Life.

If God is not a body, neither is he a mind or conscious subject—
using mind and conscious subject in the same sense we use them about
ourselves. If God does not hate and take revenge as we do, neither
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does he love and have mercy as we do. Similarly, by experiencing
ourselves and one another, we know what it is to be morally good, to
know, to choose, to be a person. But whatever we can affirm of
ourselves must be denied of God. So, using the words with exactly
the same sense to deny of God precisely what we affirm of ourselves,
we must say: God is not morally good, does not know, makes no
choices, is not a person.

Can we even say that God causes? Not in any of the senses in which
we say that a creature causes. However, our analysis began from the
experienced universe, whose actual being needed to be accounted for.
The problem was unlike any other: Why is there a universe rather
than nothing at all? That unique why led ustoa unique because—to
an ultimate source of actual being.

Now, various sorts of things within our experience are called
“causes” in diverse senses. For instance, in one sense of cause, the
words a reader sees on the page when reading this sentence were
caused to be here by a computer and a printer; in another sense of
cause, these words were caused to be here by my use of them to
express what I have in mind; and in a third sense of cause, these
words were caused to be here by my interest in providing an
example to help readers see that cause has many meanings. Though
those three causes cause in very different ways, those diverse sorts
of things are called causes, though in diverse senses, because they
answer why questions: they account for things. So, when we ask
the why question about the universe—Why is there a universe
rather than no universe?—it is appropriate to say that what answers
the question and accounts for the actual being of the universe is its
cause, using cause in a unique sense.

Where did that unique sense of cause come from? It developed in
the argument and emerged from it, along with a unique sense of is,
when we concluded that there is a cause of the universe. Except
insofar as the question being asked and the answer being reached by
that argument are unique, that generation of fresh meaning is like
what happens when we ask other why questions and answer them by
reasoning to something we had not previously known or even thought
about. For reasoning is not merely a way of organizing what we
already know; it is also, and far more importantly, a way of coming
to know what we did not yet know.

In sum, though we do not know what God is, our knowledge about
the relationship of created things to the creator enables us to say, with
an entirely clear and definite sense, that God causes. However, by
contrast with our insight into how causes within the universe bring
about their effects, we do not know and cannot imagine how God
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creates the universe. Without understanding anything of what God is
in himself, we know something about him: he has what it takes to
account for the actual being of the universe. Thus, though we really
do know God from the things he has made, he remains hidden and
utterly mysterious. As St. Thomas Aquinas said: “We cannot grasp
what God is, but what he is not, and how other things are related to
him” (Summa contra gentiles, 1:30).

It follows that, while we rightly say that God causes, we must take
care to avoid supposing that he accounts for things somewhat as one
or more other sorts of causes do. We must limit what we mean, in
saying that God causes, to what is required to account for the actual
being of creatures, including the positive reality of our free choices.
We will always go wrong if we think that God is involved with the
realities he creates in ways similar to those in which other sorts of
causes are involved with whatever they account for. And having gone
wrong, we will mistakenly suppose that at least some created
realities, perhaps including free choices, cannot both be what they
are and be created.

Of course, what I have just explained is not easy to keep in mind.
Confronted with the mysterious, we naturally draw upon our existing
store of knowledge, and often find help there in clarifying our
thinking and expressing our meaning. So, when we say that God
causes, elements of the meanings that word has in other uses are likely
to slip into our thinking and confuse us. That is not as likely in some
cases as in others. We hardly imagine that God creates light by
flipping a switch, generating power, or making the heavenly luminar-
ies as GE makes light bulbs. But we are tempted to think that God
causes free choices by spiritual pushes and tugs, or by creating real
lives somewhat as a playwright creates fictional lives—that is, by
knowing his characters so perfectly that he can project what free
choices they would make and include just those free choices in their
lives. So, we need to keep reminding ourselves that, though God
creates everything, in every sense of cause except the unique one that
applies to him, God causes nothing,

He causes nothing—any reader who understands what I mean by
that should begin to feel more comfortable with holding that human
choices are both free and entirely dependent upon God for all their
positive reality. For much of the perplexity we experience in holding
the two things together results from elements of what we know about
other sorts of causality that we have carelessly imported into our
thinking about God’s creativity. The rest of that perplexity can be
overcome by considering what we can mean by saying that God
knows and wills.
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The classic account of God’s knowing and willing presupposes a
certain framework. It begins from the premises that creatures receive
their whole reality from their creator, that their whole reality includes
all their perfections, and that nothing can give what it does not
possess. From these premises it seems to follow that God must
somehow possess in himself every perfection we find in creatures,
and that all creatures by virtue of their perfections more or less
resemble God.

Most of the perfections we find in creatures, however, are called
“mixed,” because they are inextricably involved with bodiliness,
interdependence, and other sorts of complexity and limitation that are
regarded as imperfections and that plainly cannot be ascribed to God.
It is said that God does not have mixed perfections as they are found
in creatures but that he has them only “in a more eminent way.” But
what is that eminent way of having a rose’s blooming, a batter’s
hitting a home run, or a chaste newlywed couple’s consummation of
their marriage? No intelligible essence of those perfections can be
distilled and attributed to God. To say that he has them in an eminent
way can mean only this: nothing of what we understand of those
perfections can be attributed to God, but he must have whatever it
takes to create them.

Given this framework, the classic account of God’s knowledge and
will can be understood. By contrast with mixed perfections, such
spiritual perfections are said to be absolutely simple. Though human
knowing and willing always involve obvious imperfections, those
contaminants, it is claimed, can be removed, so that the distilled
essence of the perfection found in us can be attributed to God as
belonging to him perfectly and infinitely. At this point, some suppose
that knowing and willing can be attributed to God without further
argument, while others argue from other perfections, as St. Thomas
argues to God’s knowing and willing from his immateriality and
unalloyed actuality. But in either case, according to the classic ac-
count, knowing and willing said of God and of us have both some
common intelligibility and some differentiating elements, with the
result that these and other absolutely simple perfections are predi-
cated according to a four-term analogy: God’s willing is to God as
our willing is to us.

Venerable as the classic account is, it seems to me only partially
sound. It does include two truths. First, because creatures really are
related to the creator, the creator really must have what it takes to be
the other end of that relationship. Second, whatever can be affirmed
about God must be predicated by analogy. '


















