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The aim of this paper is to take a close look at some little discussed aspects of the
kalam cosmological argument, with a view to deciding whether there is any rea-
son to believe the causal principle on which it rests (“Whatever begins to exist
must have a cause”), and also with a view to determining what conclusions can
be drawn about the nature of the First Cause of the universe (supposing that
there is one). I am particularly concerned with the problems that arise when it is
assumed (as it often is) that that the First Cause is timeless and that it timelessly
creates fime. 1 argue that this forces the defender of the kalam argument to ana-
lyze the concept of “beginning to exist” in a way that raises series doubts about
its main causal principle, and that it also undercuts the main argument for say-
ing that the cause of the universe must be a person.

At first glance, the kalam argument appears to have several advantages
over other cosmological arguments. Not only does it support the orthodox
contention that the universe was created in time, but the concepts and
principles on which it relies are, at least superficially, clearer and more
straightforward than those involved in, say, the Leibnizian argument from
contingency. Whereas Leibniz’s argument depends on the questionable
assumption that there must be a sufficient reason for anything and every-
thing, the kalam argument relies instead on the more modest — and seem-
ingly more plausible ~ claim that whatever begins fo be must have been
brought into being by some cause outside itself. Given this causal principle,
the advocate of the kalam argument has a simple and obvious response to
the beginner’s question, “So what caused the First Cause?” Whereas the
defender of the Leibnizian argument must appeal to the relatively obscure
idea of a self-existent being that somehow “contains the reason of its own
existence,” the defender of the kalam argument can simply say: “God does-
n't need a cause, because he is eternal — unlike the universe, God didn’t
begin to be.”

The aim of the present paper is to take a close look at the kalam argu-
ment, with a view to deciding whether the argument is sound, and
whether the advantages just mentioned can withstand critical scrutiny. I
shall be particularly concerned with the cogency of the causal principle on
which the argument rests (“Whatever begins to exist must have a cause”),
with the relation that is alleged to hold between the First Cause and the
universe, and with the implications for the nature of the First Cause.

Since William Lane Craig has done more than anyone else to bring the
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kalam argument to the attention of contemporary philosophers, I will discuss
his version of the argument. Craig’s argument has a very simple structure.

1. Everything that begins to exist has a cause of its existence.

2. The universe began to exist.

3. Therefore, the universe has a cause of its existence. ‘

As we shall see later, Craig regards the first premise as intuitively obvi-
ous. Most of his effort is devoted to the defense of premise (2). Craig gives
two main philosophical arguments for saying that the universe has not
always existed — one based on the supposed impossibility of an actual infi-
nite, the other based on the claim that even if an actual infinite were possi-
ble, it could not be “formed by successive addition.” In addition, Craig
offers two “scientific confirmations” of premise (2) - considerations having
to do with Big Bang cosmology and with the second law of thermodynam-
ics. Finally, Craig offers a supplementary argument for saying that the
cause of the universe is a person.

In the present paper, I shall operate on the assumption that Craig’s
philosophical arguments for premise (2) are sound, and that an actually infi-
nite series of successive past events is metaphysically impossible. These
matters are highly controversial, but in this paper I want to focus attention
on the problems that emerge when we ask, “Did the First Cause exist in
time prior to creation?” Although Craig’s preferred position seems to be
that God creates time along with the universe and is nof in time “prior” to
creation, he thinks it does not matter to the success of the kalam argument
how he answers this question; he thinks he can live with either answer. [See
RF 94.] 1 shall endeavor to show that Craig is mistaken about this, and that
a negative answer is not compatible with all the requirements of the kalam
argument, leaving to another time the question whether the argument fares
better on the alternative assumption that God is in time prior to creation.'

In the first part of the paper, I consider the implications for the kalam
argument of the suggestion that time is created along with the universe,
and that the First Cause is not in time prior to creation. I try to show that
premise (1) loses much of its plausibility when it is applied to the begin-
ning of time itself. In the second part, I briefly consider Craig’s supple-
mentary argument for saying that only a personal agent could be the cause
of the universe. I try to show that this argument cannot be sustained if (as
Craig believes) God’s will to create is timeless.

Part I: Must the universe have a cause?

In his earliest presentations of the kalam argument, Craig held that God
is timeless prior to creation, and this still seems to be his preferred position.

It seems to me that prior to creation God is outside time, or rather
there is no time at all. For time cannot exist unless there is change.
And prior to creation God would have to be changeless.

... in my opinion, God was timeless prior to creation, and He created
time along with the world. From that point on God places himself
within time so that He can interact with the world He has created.

[PSPC 197-8]
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On this view, God has no temporal duration at all “prior” to creation —
not even everlasting temporal duration. But in creating the universe God
creates time as well, and in so doing puts himself into time “so that he can
interact with the world.” Qua creator of the temporal universe, God is
eternal in the sense of “atemporal.” But now that there is a temporal uni-
verse, God exists at every time — past, present, and future.

Difficult questions can be raised about the logical coherence of this pic-

" ture. What can it mean to say that “prior” to the beginning of the universe

God was outside of time? Craig makes it sound as if God “used to be” out-
side of time, but “then” he created the world and put himself into time. But
this can’t be right if there is no time prior to the beginning of the universe.

Ordinarily, when we ascribe logically incompatible properties to some-
thing, we do so on the understanding that the thing has them at different
times. Since that move is not available here, we seem to be left with the
implication that God is — timelessly — both temporal and non-temporal. In
order to resolve this tension, advocates of the kalam argument must say
that God is causally, but not temporally, prior to the universe. Thus he can
be atemporal in one respect — “qua cause of the universe” — and temporal in
another — “qua acting in human history,” perhaps.

If this is right, then causal priority must not be understood (as it often
is) to require temporal priority. Advocates of the kalam argument may
reject such an account on the ground that it is perfectly intelligible to sup-
pose that causes are sometimes simultaneous with their effects. Of course,

. simultaneity is also a temporal relation, and one might still wonder whether

the idea of a completely atemporal cause of temporal phenomena makes
sense. But rather than pursue that line of thought here, I shall agree to
operate on the assumption that causation by an atemporal being is at least
intelligible. My main concern lies elsewhere. I shall argue, first, that
Craig’s defense of the causal principle on which the kalam argument rests —
premise (1) — is considerably weakened by this way of understanding
God'’s relation to time; and second, that his argument for saying that the
cause of the universe must be a person lacks cogency if we suppose that
the universe is caused by a timeless being.

LA. What is it for something to “begin to exist?”:

It will be recalled that premise (1) says that whatever begins to exist must
have a cause. But what, exactly, is it for something to “begin to exist?”
Philosophers as diverse as Griinbaum and Swinburne have suggested that
a thing does not begin to exist unless there is an earlier time at which it did
not exist. If they are right, then the absence of time prior to the beginning
of the universe would entail that it did not begin to exist, in which case
Craig’s premise (1) would not require that the universe have a cause.

Craig is not impressed by this objection. Responding to Griinbaum, he
writes: o ’

Imagine that the temporal instants prior to a performance of-
Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony were non-existent. Should we say that
the symphony concert then fails to have a beginning, even though it
is precisely the same concert as that which is contingently preceded






