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Natural Theology
The body of knowledge about God which may be obtained by human reason aone without
the aid of Revelation and hence to be contrasted with 'Revealed Theology’. The distinction was
worked out in the Middle Ages at great length, and is based on such passages as Rom. 1:18ff.,

acc. to which man is capable of arriving at certain religious truths by applying his natural
powers of discursive thought. In a definition of the First Vatican Council (De fid. cath., cap.a,
can.2) the possibility of this knowledge is explained by the dependence of the creature upon
God. The chief objects of Natural Theology are God in so far as He is known through His
works, the human soul, its freedom and immortality, and Natural Law. Hence, strictly speaking,



Natural Theology is part of philosophy and treated as such in the systems of Scholasticism.

Reformation theology generally rejected the competence of fallen human reason to engage in

Natural Theology; and in modern times this incompetence has been reasserted with emphasis by

K. Barth and the Dialectica School. Modern theologians sympathetic towards the ideals of

Natural Theology often present their views under the heading of 'Philosophy of Religion'.
The Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church, 3rd. edition, p.1132r.
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Rudolf Bultmann, Das Problem der [0 naturliche Theologie O , in: Glauben und Verstehen. Erster
Band, Mohr 1958"

In der katolischen Tradition bedeutet, 00 naturliche Theologie 0 die Lehre von Gott, soweit
sie dem Menschen ohne die Offenbarung moglich ist.

Fur die protestantische Theologie ist eine solche naturliche Theologie unmoglich. (294)

Da mit der theologischen Aufgabe die naturlische Theologie von vornherein gegeben ist, und da
sie die theologische Arbeit standig durchzieht, so mus die Frage nach der dem Sinn und der
Moglichkeit von Theologie uberhaupt. (312)
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Ingolf U. Dalferth, 7heology and Philosgphy;, Basil Blackwell 1988
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O O Jaroslav Pelikan, Christiarity and Classical Culture. The Metamorphosis of Natural Theology
in the Christian Encounter with Hellerism Y de University Press 1993
, What Has Athens to Do with Jerusalem? Timaeus and Genesis in
Counterpoint, The University of Michigan Press 1997
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the perennia issue of the Christian encounter with Hellenism, because that has been the
historical matrix for the very idea of "natural theology."
the encounter and the synthesis were embodied in the thought of the so-called Three
Cappadocians, Gregory of Nazianzus, Basil of Caesarea, and Greory of Nyssa, and of "the
Fourth Cappadocian," Macrine, sister of the last two. ([1993],
p.ix)
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Because of the place of these fundamental assumptions in the dogma of the fourth century
and in the dogmatic theology of the Cappadocians, they assumed a position of historical
dominance for all the subsequent centuries of the history of the church, up to and including the
twentieth century. The controversy between Augustine and the Pelagians, ...... , the efforts in



the ecumenica movement to address these problems --- through these historic changes and
many  others, these "fundamental assumptions which adherents of al the variant systems within
the epoch unconsciously presuppose” continued their authoritative hold.
(185)
0000000000000 0oooooono
Each of the three (or four) Cappadocians stood squarely in the tradition of Classical Greek
culture, and each was at the same time intensely critical of that tradition. (9
O00o00oooooooogn
It was a favorite device of the Cappadocians to recite a catalog of the Greek philosophical
schools, (19)
there was probably no writing within the Platonic corpus that stood above Timaeus for sheer
importance in Cappadocian thought, and not only because both Basil and Gregory of Nyssa
were authers of Christian cosmogonies bearing the title Hexaemeron in which Timaeus and
Genesis were played off against each other in continuing dialogue. (20)
The natural theology of the Cappadocians, and of the Greek Christian tradition as a total
entity from the Patristic through the Byzantine period, was the product of these encounters with
Hellenism (20)
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They also distinguished,...,between the "myths" of Greek religion and literature, ..., and the
"natural theologians" among the Greek thinkers. The Christian encounter with Hellenism had to
do primarily with these "natural theologians.” (2%)
On the positive side, this method of apologetics proceeded by attempting to tease out
doctrines that were, however indistinctively, implicit in the natural theology of the Greeks.(28)
O00000000D0ODO0OO0Od Natura theology as Apologetics(]
As apologetics, the natural theology of the Cappadocians was, in the formula of Gregory of
Nyssa quoted earlier, a "mora and natural philosophy" (30)
The apologetic method of pointing out parallels but aso contrasts between Christianity and
Classical culture, and then of tease out the truth in the parallels, suited the doctrinal realm at
least as well as it did the ethical. (31)
Gregory enumerated four specific doctrines of Classical philosophy, sound in and of
themselves
doctrine of the immortality of the soul / God / creation /
a good and powerful divine providence (32
00000000000 OasPresupposition 1 0000000000000 0O0O0O
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Just as that modern change of presuppositions was associated at least in part with a
transformation in the audience to which theology, especially natural theology, was being
addressed, so the continuities as well as the discontinuities between Cappadocian natural
theology as apologetics and Cappadocian natural theology as presupposition were rooted at |east
in part in the shift of audience brought about by the revolutionary political, ecclesiastical, and



cultural events of the fourth century, as these have been discribed in the preceding chapter.
(186)
the Cappadocians consideration of the Christian case against Greek philosophy had much
in common with their presentation of the orthodox case against heresy. That was particularly
true of their use of natural theology as presupposition. There ware aso, of course,
presuppositions in their arguments against heresy, (186)
The difference was that the orthodox drew the correct trinitarian and christological
conclusions from this shared Christian presupposition while the heretics did not. (186)
Y et from these same grounds, Gregory insisted in his later Refutation against Eunomius, it
was possible to argue in such a way as to validate the orthodox doctrine. His first premise
seems to have come aso from natural theology:.... The second premise came from reveaed

theology.
divine apatheia and unchangeability (189)
Gregory of Nyssa was aso the most explicit about the place of presuppositions in a
theological system. (192)
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From a mistaken "presupposition” heresy could proceed "by logical consequence’ to the
conclusion of its false doctrine. (194)
The heretical systems also illustrated that it was possible, while holding to valid
presuppositions, to draw false conclusions from them. perhaps because they had been negated
or distorted by other invalid presuppositions. The confession of God as Maker was an a priori
presupposition on which all of Christian thought,but also the best of Classica thought, could

agree.
"The divine nature,..., dways remains the same,...," was a valid and universa teaching both
of natura theology and of revealed theology. (194)
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What might have been sufficient for natural theology as apologetics was insufficient for
natural theology as presupposition in church dogmatics.

For al four of the Cappadocians, Nicene orthodoxy presented itself as a system that was
simultaneously "congruous' with the presuppositions of natural theology and "consistent” with
those of revealed theology. (195)

the first an exercise in apologetic theology and the second an exercise in systematic theology.
In fact, the points that Athanasius had set forth as conclusions in the apologetics of the first
went on to become presuppositions to help shape the systematics of the second. Almost a
century earlier, a similar complementarity between apologetic theology and systematic theology
had manifested itself,..., in Origen’s two speculative masterpieces, Cornitra Celsum and On First
Pinciples (37-38)
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What the subtitle of the entire book is calling "the metamorphosis of natural theology" is to

be seen in the subtle and complex interactions of this natural theology as apologetics with this



natural theology as presupposition. For in the Classical systems, natural theology tended to
present itself primarily as an alternative --- or even as an antidote --- to the cultic practices and
sacred narratives of traditional religious observance. Its principal expositors were not the
official spokesman for traditional observance, nor the priests of the cult, but lay philosophers
and apologists, and sometimes opponents and critics who were skeptics or agnostics or even
atheists.

But at the hands of such thinkers as the Cappadocians --- who were philosophers and
apologists and yet at the same time priests and prelates, but neither opponents nor critics of the
orthodox cult --- natural theology underwent a fundamental metfarmorpfiors's 1t became not only
an apologetic but a presupposition for systematic dogmatic theology. (38)

For it was characteristic of this Christian philosophy, by contrast with the antireligious or
even atheistic philosophy and natural theology of Classical thinkers, that it could be
accommodated to the faith and understanding of simple believers. (180)
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John H. Hick, Philosgphy of Religion, Prentice Hall 1990(1963)

In spite of the immense intellectual investment that has gone into the various attempts to
demonstrate the existence of God, the conclusion that this is undemonstrable agrees not only with
the contemporary philosophical understanding of the nature and limits of logical proof but also
with the biblical understanding of our knowledge of God.

Philosophy recognizes two ways in which human beings may come to know whatever there is
to be known. One way (stressed by empiricism) is through experience, and the other (stressed
by rationalism) is through reasoning. The limitation of the rationalist way is that the only truths
capable of being strictly proved are analytic and ultimately tautological.We cannot by logic aone
demonstrate any matters of fact and existence; these must be known through experience.  (68)

This empiricist reasoning is in agreement with the unformulated epistemological assumptions of
the Bible. Philosophers of the rationalist tradition, holding that to know means to be able to prove,
have been shocked to find that in the Bible, which is the basis of western religion, there is no
attempt to demonstrate the existence of God. Instead of professing to establish the reality of God
by philosophical reasoning, the Bible takes God's redlity for granted. .... They thought of God as
an experienced redlity rather than as an inferred reality. The biblical writers were (sometimes,
though doubtless not at all times) as vividly conscious of being in God’s presence as they were
of living in a material environment. (70t.)

for those who are conscious of living in the divine presence, or who experience particular
events in history or in their own lives as manifestations of God's presence, it is entirely
reasonable, rational, and proper to believe wholeheartedly in the reality of God.

Alvin Plantinga and William Alston (7D

rational belief

Belief: a proposition believed, an act or state of believing

W. K. Clifford: it is wrong aways, everywhere, and for anyone to believe anything upon
insufficient evidence.

Clifford spoke of evidence. However, this turns out to be too narrow as a basis for rational
belief. The idea of evidence normally presupposes a gap between an observed fact, or body of
facts, and an inferred conclusion. ... if | hold my hand in front of my eyes, it is appropriate,
rational, justifiable to believe that | am seeing my hand. But do | believe this on the basis of
evidence ? Surely not. .... Nor does it involve any reasoning or argument because there is here no
gap between premises and conclusion for reasoning to bridge. ... the model of evidence -
inference —» belief does not apply here.

Perceptual beliefs are by no means the only examples of rational held beliefs that are not based
upon evidence.

self-evident propositions, anaytic truths, uncontroversial reports of your own memory, the
holding of incorrigible belief (72)

basic belief, foundationalism



They are belief that are rational to hold in appropriate circumstances and they are
grounded in and justified by those circumstances.

We can reformulate Clifford's principle, not simply in terms of evidence, but more widely in
terms of reasons. (73)

those who participate in one of the great historic streams of religious experience, accepting the
body of beliefs in which it is reflected and proceeding to live on that basis, are not open to any
charge of irrationality. They are, in Plantinga’s phrases, not violating any epistemic duties, or
forming a defective intellectual structure, but are entirely within their epistemic rights.

For those who do sometimes experience life religioudly, it can be entirely rational to form
beliefs reflecting that mode of experience. At the same time it is equally rationai for those who do
not participate in the field of religious experience not to hold such beliefs, and assume that these
experiences are simply projections of our human desires and ideals.

The believer risks the possibility of being deluded and of living, as a result, in a state of
self-deception. The nonbeliever risks the possibility of shutting out the most valuable of all
redlities.

William James's "right to believe" argument (80)
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(Utitur tamen sacra doctrina etiam ratione humana: non quidem ad probandum fidem, quia per
hoc tolleretur meritum fidei; sed as manifestandum aliqua aia quae traduntur in hac doctrina)
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