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3 Weighing Compatibilism and
Libertarianism in Analytic Theology

Kevin Timpe

In “Why Christians Should (Still) Be Compatibilists,” Jesse Couenhoven
makes the case that compatibilism about free will and determinism fits bet-
ter with key aspects of Christian doctrine than does libertarianism.’ As a
result, he thinks that Christians have reasons to be compatibilists. Perhaps
surprisingly, I agree. But while compatibilism does put “less pressure on [cer-
tain] theological convictions” (27) than libertarianism, that doesn’t mean
that Christians should be compatibilists. In this essay, I respond to Couen-
hoven, both in terms of evaluating the particular theological doctrines that
may favor one view offree will over the other, and in terms of overarching
methodological issues about how weought to evaluate philosophical posi-
tions with regard to our theological commitments. While I agree that there
are theological reasons for Christians to be compatibilists, I don’t think that
those reasons are decisive in favor of endorsing compatibilism.

I proceed in three sections. In Section 1, I look at compatibilism andlib-
ertarianism as two (non-exhaustive) families of views regarding free will.
Section 2. looks at how those families of view do with respect to the particu-
lar theological convictions that Couenhoven addresses in his chapter. While
I agree that there are a number that favor compatibilism, there are others
where I think that libertarianism has an advantage. How weranktherel-
evant overall merits of the two positions depends not only on how welookat
individual issues but also on how to weigh andseek to integrate thoseissues
into a cohesive whole. Couenhoven andI disagree primarily on the wholistic
level. So, in Section 3, I try to give a partial account of how we should weigh
the overarching philosophical and theological merits of two competing pack-
ages of views. Here, I’m less directly interested in what we should believe
(though,itll come as no surprise, I have a view on that) than on how we
weigh theological evidence as we go aboutfiguring that out.

Compatibilism and Incompatibilism

Couenhoven frames his chapter as a reappraisal, 20 years later, of some of
the issues raised by Lynne Rudder Baker’s 2003 article, “Why Christians
Should Not Be Libertarians.”* Baker’s paper is one to which, as Couenhoven
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48 Kevin Timpe

notes, I responded with a not very originally titled “Why Christians Might
Be Libertarians.”? Couenhoven aims to give a more recent reassessment as
another round in the contemporary conversation about how we ought to best
understand the natureof free will in theology.

Like Couenhoven, I’m going to limit myself to a comparison between
compatibilism and libertarianism, realizing that there are other views that
one would need to consider in order to proclaim that either compatibilism
or libertarianism is the best view for the Christian to endorse. One would
need to consider, for instance, skeptical views which deny the existence of
free will. Without intending this as an argument against such views, let me
just note thatit’s not clear to me how to reconcile free will skepticism with
Christianity given my own understanding offree will as the control condi-
tion on moral responsibility and what I think is a pretty clear commitment
of Christianity to the existence of moral responsibility.s Couenhoven himself
takes on thefirst of these as a “widely held claim” (42, note 5). If we take the
existence offree will as a given for the present context, we’re thus left com-
paring compatibilist views, particularly compatibilist views that affirm the
existence of free will, with libertarian views.® While I think that what Robert
Kanecalls the Compatibility Question sometimes receives more thanits fair
share of the philosophical discussions surrounding free will, in the present
section ’'m going to contribute to that tendency.

Let me also note that both compatibilism andlibertarianism so understood
are best thoughtof as a cluster or family of views whose individual members
differ on a numberof other importantissues(e.g., how often we’re free, event
versus agent causation, sourcehood versus leeway approaches, time-slice ver-
sus historicist approaches). We should thus compare what we think are the
best instances of each of those views, while humbly andfallibly admitting
that we might not havethe right view ofthe relative strength within a family,
muchless across families of views.It’s only by comparing what we think are
the best compatibilist and libertarian views that we'll have the resourcesto
weigh which family of view has the advantageover the other.’

Couenhoven,unlike others, rightly doesn’t think that libertarian views of
freedom require the ability to choose evil.* Contrast this with, for instance,
theologian John E. McKinley: “In the case of Jesus, the theory oflibertarian
freedom views his choices in the face of temptations as only free if he was
able to choose otherwise, that is, to sin.”® Since Couenhoven thinks source
libertarian views are more promising than leeway libertarian views,!° and
I myself have argued for the same, in what followsI limit my discussion to
source-basedlibertarian views unless I specifically specify otherwise. Simi-
larly for compatibilism, where Pll have in mind source-based compatibilist
views that affirm the existence of free will.’ Referring back to an earlier
article of his,!* Couenhoven says,

When I followed Baker in claiming that compatibilists can do better
than libertarians in making sense of Christian doctrines,I, like her, had
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such approaches in mind. If significant choice between alternative pos-
sibilities is the sine qua non of freedom, and thus required for moral
agency, God seems to be in a bad position.

(28, endnote omitted)

Theologically driven compatibilism, according to Couenhoven, has been
under-developed, especially by those whoare not Calvinists, and many theo-
logians have seemed to think that libertarianism is the only gamein town.
Pm not in a position to know the degree to which his characterization is
true of theologians in general. In a recent handbook of analytic theology,
for instance, David Fergusson defines “the classical model of providence”in
such a way thatit includes theological determinism, thereby requiring com-
patibilism if proponents of the classical model of providence also affirm the
existence of human free will“? And I don’t think that Fergusson is alone
among theologians in endorsing compatibilism. But my disagreement with
Couenhovenisn’t primarily sociological.

I agree with Couenhoven that the past two decades have seen an in-
crease in the sophistication and broaderinfluence of Christian compatibil-
ist views. As someone whoteaches at Calvin University, I can’t help but
be struck by Al Plantinga’s evaluation of compatibilism, penned while he
himself worked at Calvin during the 1970s, from God, Freedom, and Evil.
To give some context, Plantinga is considering compatibilism as an objec-
tion to his free will defense to the logical problem ofevil. If compatibilism
is true, then the good of free will, and likely the other goods that human
freedom make possible, could be secured without the existence of moral
evil. Plantinga responds:

This objection to the Free Will Defense seemsutterly implausible. One
might as well claim that being in jail doesn’t really limit one’s freedom
on the grounds that if one were notin jail, he’d be free to come and go
as he pleased. So I shall say no more aboutthis objection here."

Twothings to note briefly about this passage, despite having to admit that
it makes me chuckle nearly every time I readit. First, Plantinga’s response
captures only a particular kind of compatibilism, one that I’ve elsewhere
referred to as “classical compatibilism.”!5 There are, of course, other kinds
of compatibilism that don’t require conditional analyses of the ability to do
otherwise. Second, while I agree with Plantinga that compatibilism is false
(and, I take it, necessarily falseif false at all), one needs more of an argument
against compatibilism than Plantinga gives; this is for two reasons.First, it’s
too quick to dismiss compatibilism as “implausible” or “paradoxical” par-
ticularly if one seeks to take seriously those aspects of the Christian tradition
that historically are compatibilist. Second, as Couenhoven notes, there are
more recent and more compelling compatibilist accounts that don’t fall prey
to the criticisms of the conditional analysis.
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Elsewhere, I’ve argued that, contrary to what a number oflibertarians
claim, compatibilism should be ourinitial default since it makes fewer claims
on the world than doeslibertarianism.'* Compatibilism,at its core, is a claim
about logical possibility: it is logically possible to be both free and deter-
mined. Incompatibilism, on the other hand,is a claim about impossibility
(it is impossible to be both free and determined) or, if one prefers, necessity
(necessarily, every world in which determinism is true is a world in which
there is no humanfree will and every world in which there is humanfree will
is a world in which determinism is false). Here’s how William Lycan puts the
point, which strikes me as correct:

Compatibilism, not just about free will but generally, on any topic,
is the default. For any modal claim to the effect that some statement
is a necessary truth, I would say that the burden of proof is on the
claim’s proponent. A theorist who maintains of something that is not
obviously impossible that nonetheless that thing is impossible owes
us an argument. And since entailment claims are claims of necessity
and impossibility, the same applies to them. Anyone who insists that
a sentence $1 entails another sentence $2 must defend that thesis if it
is controversial. If I tell you that “Pigs have wings” entails “It snows
every night in Chapel Hill,” you need not scramble to show how there
might be a world in which thefirst was true but the secondfalse; rather,
you would rightly demandthatI display the alleged modal connection.
And of course the same goes for claims of impossibility. The point is
underscored, I think, if we understand necessity as truth in all possible
worlds. The proponentof a necessity, impossibility, entailment or in-
compatibility claim is saying that in no possible world whatever doesit
occur that so-and-so. That is a universal quantification. Given the rich-
ness andincredible variety of the pluriverse, such a statement cannot be
accepted without argumentsave for the case of basic logical intuitions
that virtually everyone shares.!”

Libertarianism requires more of the actual world than does incompatibilism
sinceit is the conjunction of incompatibilism (which, as we’ve seen, is a claim
about impossibility or necessity) and a contingent claim (namely, that there
is free will). Compatibilism, as Couenhoven putsit, “cuts off fewer possibili-
ties” (28) than does libertarianism. Or, as he putsit at the end of his paper:
“Unlike incompatibilism, which states what freedom must be, compatibilism
takes a minimalstance,indicating what freedom can be” (42).

That said, I think there are good philosophical arguments for incom-
patibilism over compatibilism, despite where the dialectical default lies,
Fortunately for the reader, I won’t rehash those arguments here.'® But ‘if
we’re to compare the reasons analytic theologians and philosophersof re-
ligion have for endorsing either compatibilism or libertarianism, we need
to evaluate not only their theological benefits but also the philosophical
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merits that each view has. It may well be that Couenhoven thinks that
there are philosophical and not just theological reasons that favor com-
patibilism over libertarianism. But, if that’s the case, then an engagement
with the philosophical arguments would need to be part of the compara-
tive case made. If one doesn’t, then one view’ssquaring with theological
claims better than another won’t entail the overall superiority of that first
view over the second.

Suppose, for instance, that one thought there were good philosophical
arguments for the existence of abstract objects, necessarily existing enti-
ties, such as properties or attributes, that necessarily exist since their exist-
ence depends on nothing.’? Would that mean that the philosopher would
need to believe in the existence of abstract objects, despite thinking there
are good reasons for believing in their existence, because Nicene Creed
claims that God is “the maker of heaven and earth, of all things visible
and invisible?”

Notnecessarily. Such a person could perhapsthink in the following manner:

The Nicene Creed is attempting to make a claim about the relation
of God qua creator to creation. But abstract objects are the kinds of
things that can’t enter into causal relations, and thus can’t enter into
the causal relation that is creation. So we should understand the “all”
in “all things” in the creed as a tacitly restricted quantifier, ranging over
all created things. But we should already understand the “all” to be
restricted since Godis already excluded from the rangeof the generali-
zation, despite being an invisibile.?°

Here,it’s not that the creed isn’t normatively binding. But neither is it the
case that our philosophical viewsare irrelevant and the creedal claim alone
settles the metaphysicalissues. The pointis that the theological cost of having
to interpret the quantifier as implicitly restricted might be outweighed by the
philosophical reasons supporting the existence of abstract objects. We thus
need to figure out how to weigh the overall philosophical and theological
reasons for views, particularly if the relevant theological constraints don’t
themselvessettle the issue. I return to this process of weighing in section
“Holistic Weighing.”

Specific Doctrines

Before doing that, however, in this section I want to briefly look at some
of the specific doctrines that Couenhoven examines in order to weigh how
compatibilism andlibertarianism fair with respect to Christian theology as a
whole, since these doctrines will figure into the overall weighing. For some of
these doctrines, I agree with him that they, taken by themselves, might give
some reason for preferring compatibilism. For others, unsurprisingly, I disa-
gree with him regarding how we should evaluate them.
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Divine Freedom

The first of these issues that Couenhoven addresses is God’s freedom. Regard-
ing divine freedom, he thinks that “compatibilism offers some theological ad-
vantages[overlibertarianism] as we puzzle over why God’s freedom is the best,
freedom par excellence” (29). lagree with the last part of this quotation.It is
divine freedom that grounds and gives meaning to human freedom.It’s not
clear to me, however, that he’s right that compatibilism helps us have a better
understanding of divine freedom. Elsewhere, I’ve tried to show whyI think a
source libertarian view of divine freedom can satisfy the relevant desiderata.
Couenhoven apparently isn’t convinced. So here let me advance a different
argument for a libertarian understanding of divine freedom.

Rememberthatlibertarianism is the conjunction of two claims, one about
the existence of free will and the other about the claim that incompatibi-
lism is true.2! Like Couenhoven, I take the Christian tradition to include
the claim that Godis free. In fact, as Couenhoven also agrees, God’s free-
dom is the ultimate kind of freedom.So we have the first of the two claims
that constitutes libertarianism. What then of the claim that it is possible
for God to be both free and determined? This strikes me as an impossibil-
ity, for given the divine nature, it is not possible for anything external to
God to act on the divine nature in such a way as to determine it. That is,
there is no possible world in which Godis determined, and thus no possible
world in which God is determined and free. Couenhoven admits as much:
“determinism is not even a possibility in God’s case” (30).22 But such an
impossibility supports incompatibilism not compatibilism. And so this may
be a way, despite what Couenhoven says that human freedom is more like
divine freedom than on the compatibilist picture, since on my libertarian
view both human freedom and divine freedom are “dependent on undeter-
mined choices” (33).

Other comments suggest that the reason Couenhoven thinks compatibi-
lism fairs better than incompatibilism regarding divine freedom involves how
we think about control:

As an Augustinian compatibilist, my inclination is to deal with this
problem by not requiring that God have the kind of control that comes
from being the unconditioned source of something. Rather than claim-
ing that God is the source of what God is, which threatens to create a
problematic recursivity, it seems better to focus on the fact that Godis
ownerofthe divine attributes, in the sense that they are rightly ascribed
to God.

(7 in manuscript)

There are important ontological differences between human freedom andits
divine exemplar, as I’ve admitted before. But those differences don’t rule out
a libertarian understanding of divine freedom. In fact, as I suggested a few
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paragraphs back, I find it puzzling to think that God’s exercise of freedom
could be determined by anything outside of the divine nature. Describing
divine freedom, Couenhovenalso writes that

God’s freedom is not backward looking, requiring us to inquire into the
history of the divine being.It is excellent in its unparalleled powerforlife.
Unlike other agents, Godis fully able to do and be what Godpleases to do
and be... . On a normative conception of freedom, the highest freedom
is a kind of power, not of potential but actuality, the ability to do and be
good. That poweris the greatest when nothingcan possibly stopit.

(31)

But there’s nothing in this description of divine freedom that’s ruled out
by my view, and I’ve argued extensively (though perhaps not persuasively)
that considerations of divine freedom and God’s essential moral perfection
don’t give us reason to prefer compatibilism over libertarian views.23 So
I don’t see how these considerations, which I agree with, favor compatibi-
lism over libertarianism.

Heavenly Freedom

Turning then to perfected human freedom,here especially if we are to take
seriously the idea that part of the Christian tradition that holds that heaven is
a place whereit is no longer possible to sin, we needto find a wayto reconcile
the absence of relevant possibilities for sin. But I think that can be done, as
I’ve sought to show in series of papers with Tim Pawl.”* Apparently Couen-
hoven agrees that we’ve succeeded, given that he says we have “an adequate
explanation of saintly impeccability” (32).

Couenhoven is right that our view requires that the redeemed’s moral
character is formed in a particular way, and thus puts a demand on agent’s
history that a compatibilist account of heavenly freedom doesn’t necessarily
have.> A compatibilist approach, he thinks,still has minor advantages over
libertarian approaches (33). If he’s referring to not needing a historical con-
dition that requires the world be indeterministic, then I agree. And for some
folks, our explanation may require a purgatorial period for the justified-but-
not-yet-sanctified’s moral character to be unified around the good. I don’t
think that we rule out “the zap” view, whereby God unilaterally brings about
moral progress once the agent has consented toit, though I do think a more
participative model makes more sense, even if it does require purgatory.If
redeemed agents consent to the zapping, then it too could “explains how
unproblematic it would be for those who have died to quickly receive their
hearts’ true desire, being transformed by union with Christ without any loss
to their freedom or praiseworthiness” (33). Again, the viewthat I’ve devel-
oped with Pawlisn’t intended to rule out such a possibility.
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But even if there are two waysto be perfected, both are graced — either the
gtace of zapping or cooperating with grace in the moral transformation of this
life (and in purgatory). When we are perfected, we do become “a new crea-
tion.” No matter how we become whatwearecalled to be, it’s through grace
and divine assistance, so I don’t understand why Couenhoventhinks that

strangely enough ... the saints who receive grace [and are “zapped”
into perfection] end up being secondclass, on libertarian view. From
the perspective of merit, it would be better to tough it out in purgatory
than to accept divine assistance.

(37)

This claim only makes sense on the assumption that the process of perfection
in purgatory doesn’t involve divine assistance, which is a possibility that my
libertarian view denies. In fact, I wrote an entire paper® precisely to show the
key role that participation plays in the cooperative project that is creaturely
perfection - what Dockter refers to as “the idea of synergeia as the coopera-
tion of human and divine”?’ in salvation.

Thoughit’s a more minor point, before leaving this section, let me briefly
address one other issue. Couenhoven suggests that my and Pawl’s view “seems
to ignore traditional claims aboutthe unity of the virtues” (32). I don’t know
exactly what he means by “the unity of the virtues” since that claim is inter-
preted in a numberof different ways. Here are three different ways that the
view has been interpreted:

1) The identity ofthe virtues: All of the apparently different virtues are really
just one single overarching virtue.

2) The reciprocity of the virtues: While they are multiple virtues, they come
as a necessary package such that if you have one virtue you have every
virtue.

3) The interconnection ofthe virtues: If you have any virtue, you will have
some sensitivity for considerations relevant to the other virtues (one way
of understanding this sensitivity is in terms of correlations: having one
virtue makes it morelikely that you’ll have other similar virtues).?8

It would certainly be harder for the view I’ve developed with Pawl to endorse
the first of these, the claim about the identity of the virtues, given that it’s
the strongest claim and, in general, the stronger the metaphysical claim, the
less it will be compatible with. I confess, though, that it’s not clear to me
that our view about the process of perfecting our freedom in alignment with
the good couldn’t be reconciled with the identity of the virtues. But suppose
that there’s an argument that it couldn’t be. In onesense, that’s fine, since
T already think that the identity of the virtues thesis is false for independent
reasons. And the same is true regarding the reciprocity of the virtues thesis.
Our view of the process of character formation aligns with the weakest of
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the three claims about the unity of the virtues, that is interconnection of the
virtues, and so I don’t see any cost here that I’m not already willing to pay.
(In fact, not being able to consistently endorse that which I already think is
false doesn’t strike me as much of a costatall.)

Incarnate Freedom

I turn then to free will of the incarnate second person ofthe Trinity:

The challenge for libertarians is fairly easy to articulate: traditionally,
Christ has been thought to have two natures, human anddivine, each with
its own will. Given the fact that Godis necessarily without sin, the two na-
tures can remain in union onlyif the human will makes no sinful choices.

(338)

Tim Pawl and I have attempted to show that a libertarian understanding of in-
carnate freedom is defensible.”” Couenhoventhinks that “as we survey attempts
to respond to these challenges,it is clear that nothing approaching a consensus
has been reached” (34), I take it that this means, amongotherthings, that Pawls’
and my view hasn’t yet received consensusstatus. I guess that’s perhaps some-
what disappointing, given that I think our view is true and that people should
endorse the truth. It, however, certainly isn’t surprising that our view hasn’t yet
received consensus. Given the contentious nature of philosophical and theo-
logical disagreement, I wouldn’t expectit to. But I agree with Couenhoven that
there’s a sense in which compatibilism here has an easier time explaining how
the human nature hypostatically united to the divine nature in the incarnation
could be ensured to be sinless while still being free. The compatibilist could
reason in the following manner, for instance:

1) Necessarily, a human nature’s freedom is compatible with that human
nature being determined.

2) Necessarily, God would only hypostatically unite a particular human
nature to the second person of the Trinity if God would ensure (via
determinism if needed) that that humannature did noteversin.

Therefore:

3) Necessarily, if God hypostatically unites a human nature with the sec-
ond person of the Trinity, then God would ensure (via determinism if
needed) that that human nature did not ever sin.°°

I agree with Couenhoventhat the challenge of

making sense of Christ’s impeccable freedom highlights a broader
theological challenge of making sense of the Christian story, in which
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participation in the divine is the telos of human agency.It is partly for
that reason that Christians have traditionally taken Christ to be an ex-
emplary figure. The union of divine and human naturesin his person
is, of course, usually considered sui generis, but there has nonetheless
been a sense thatas the firstborn ofall creation his life with God offers
a pattern to whichtherest of us aspire.

(35)

And so thinking about incarnate freedom is closely connected with how we
think about the perfected freedom of the redeemed.

I don’t have muchelse to say here, instead pointing to whatI think is the
best work on this topic, notably Tim Pawl’s In Defense of Extended Con-
ciliar Christology, especially Chapters 5 and 6. Even here, I must confess, a
certain degree of reluctance given my co-author’s subsequent evaluation of
our work together on the Incarnation:

I thank Kevin Timpe for allowing me to use our co-authored article,
‘Freedom and the Incarnation.’ Sinceit is co-authored, it would be un-
fair of meto claim full credit for the content of that chapter. In light of
the demandsofjustice, I will only claim credit for the insights, leaving
the errors to my dearfriend.*!

If libertarianism can’t be reconciled with Conciliar Christology, then the for-
mer rather than the latter should be rejected.It’s just not obvious, at least not
to me at any rate, that we’re forced to pick one at the expense of the other.

Graced Freedom

In speaking of graced but not yet perfected freedom, Couenhoven writes that

compatibilism allows for a wide rangeoftraditional soteriological views.
This flexibility, I have been suggesting, is a significant attraction of the
approach. Libertarianism, by contrast, exerts a kind of gravitational pull
on Christian doctrine, bendingit to its commitments.

(36)

I think that both compatibilism andlibertarianism exert a “pull” on other
parts of the package of one’s theological and philosophical beliefs, though
perhaps not equally so. As I’ve already indicated, compatibilism carries less
metaphysical commitment regarding the way the world is than doeslibertari-
anism. Andso, if we think of a metaphysical commitment as something that
the rest of our philosophical and theological views need to be consistent with,
I can see how perhaps wecouldthinkoflibertarianism as exerting a greater
of “pull” on other parts of our views than does compatibilism.  
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But I don’t see this as involving any more of a commitment than what one
already has in virtue of endorsing libertarianism. My first paper on the sub-
ject was an attempt to show the compatibility of two claims:

Claim 1: Divine grace is the efficient cause of savingfaith.
Claim 2: Humans control whether or not they come to saving faith.’

The motivation for Claim 1 was to avoid Pelagianism, which is a constraint
I think Christian philosophers and theologians have goodreason to try to
satisfy. The motivation for Claim 2 wasto be able to preserve the compat-
ibility of Claim 1 with a libertarian accountof free will, thereby avoiding
commitment to theological determinism. Reflecting back on this earlier paper
in a later one, I wrote as follows:

In that paper, I focused onjust those acts of will involved in coming to
saving faith. I confess that I’ve always been somewhat uncomfortable
with that earlier view given the metaphysical cost it required — namely
the truth of certain controversial (but, I still think, plausible) claims
about causation (e.g., that omissions can’t be causes but instead are
merely quasi-causes). If there’s another accountthat can preserve both
Claim 1 and Claim 2, I’d welcomeit.33

While I would still like there to be a lower metaphysical cost, I don’t know
how to secure that. Given the rest of my philosophical and theological com-
mitments, it’s a cost that, at present, I’m willing to pay (or, to use Couen-
hoven’s imagery, a gravitationalpull I’m willing to be caughtin).

Divine Goodness and Evil

So far, P’'ve focused on those specific theological issues where Couenhoventhinks
the libertarian is at a disadvantage. With respect to those issues, Couenhoven
thinks that compatibilism fits key aspects of Christian doctrine better than lib-
ertarian views: “the theological ‘cost’ of being a compatibilist is lower than that
of being a libertarian. Compatibilism’s theoretical advantage is that it puts less
pressure on theological convictions than libertarianism” (27). However, there
are also other theological issues where,it is sometimes claimed, the compatibilist
is at disadvantage. This is especially true of the reconciling of the existence of
evil with God’s goodness. And one of these evils that are especially troubling is
hell, as traditionally conceived,?4 We might think of hell as a limit case for divine
goodness. Or, as David Lewis onceputit, the suffering involvedin the traditional
Christian understanding of hell “dwarfs the kind of suffering and sin to which
the standard versions [of the problem ofevil] allude.”

This isn’t the place to try and canvas the voluminous work that has been
done on responding to the problem(s) of evil in general or the problem of
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hell in particular. The present issue, rather, is whether compatibilism orlib-
ertarianism has more resources in appealing to the problems. On this point,
I appreciate Couenhoven’s honesty: “Compatibilism has its own problems.
In particular, compatibilists have trouble making sense of evil” (38).°° While
I don’t think that the truth oflibertarianism would,by itself, assuage all con-
cerns aboutevil, I do think that it makes the problem at least somewhatless
intractable. Here’s how I putit in myearlier article:

I do not pretend thateither libertarians or compatibilists have fully an-
swered the problem ofevil in all its various forms. Nevertheless, I think
that libertarianism fares better in the face of the problem of evil than
does compatibilism, since it has more resources to musterin its defense.
If humans havelibertarian free will, then God cannot create a world
containing such agents and unilaterally guarantee that that world con-
tains noevil. Libertarians can therefore maintain a distinction between
possible worlds and feasible worlds. Compatibilism, on the other hand,
cannot so easily make the claim that God cannot create a world con-
taining such agents and unilaterally guarantee that that world contains
no evil. If God is the ultimate cause of all human actions (either via
determining the state of the physical universe at a time in the distant
past or not), then He bears some direct responsibility for every action
that occurs.*”

In subsequentyears, I’ve cometo realize that there are ways for the compati-
bilist to appeal to the free will defense too,** and notjust the libertarian, even
though I don’t myself find those compatibilist free will defenses compelling.
But the central pointstill strikes me as correct. And Laura Ekstrom agreesin
her recent book:

If we could act freely even when causally determined at every moment
or divinely determined at every moment to act as we do, then there
could be created beings with the powerfor free action yet noevil in the
world.°?

Notice that Ekstrom’s point merely requires the possibility of determined
freedom,notit’s actuality. As Couenhovenpoints out in his chapter, compati-
bilism doesn’t commit oneto the truth of determinism — just that the truth of
determinism wouldn’t rule out freedom. But the compatibilist is forced with a
dilemma. The compatibilist could endorse the truth of theological determin-
ism.*° But doing so has immense repercussions for how wethink about both
God’s goodness and the existence of certain evils, such as the evil of hell.*!
The view that God determines some humansto aneternity in hell is, in my
view, a non-starter. Like Couenhoven and Baker (and Pereboom),if I thought
that theological determinism wete true, I’d endorse universalism. Speaking of  
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what he takes to be the most plausible determinist views regarding human
suffering and God’s goodness, Couenhovensays that

this defense of divine goodness requires commitmentto universal salva-
tion. In turn, universalism fits best with compatibilist conceptions of
humanagency. The only sure way to ensure that all say “I do” at the
divine wedding feast is for God to shape human agency, by bringing
frail human agents into participation with God’s ownlife. This univer-
salism is undoubtedly controversial, historically speaking, but it is hard
to deny its theodical appeal.

(40)

I come back to how we should weigh universalism in the final section. Butif
I were to become convinced ofthe truth of theological determinism,I’d likely
endorse it precisely for that appeal.

Whatthen of the compatibilist who doesn’t also endorse theological de-
terminism? Such a compatibilist can certainly appeal to an indeterministic
understanding of human freedom, But note there that they face two issues.
First, the compatibilist would need there to be an acceptable accountof inde-
terministic human freedom.In this respect, the sort of compatibilist we have
in mind here ought to hopethat libertarians can give both an adequatefree
will defense and an adequate account of human freedom on the assumption
of indeterminism;for if it ends up being the case that compatibilism is true
but determinism is false, then they could make use of these views. Thatis, in
such a case, the compatibilist could then deploy the indeterministic free will
defense and indeterministic account of freedom developed by the libertar-
ian.” (They just wouldn’t, unlike the libertarian, think that these two views
required the falsity of determinism.) In this way, compatibilists who don’t
want to be committed to the truth of determinism should hopethatthe vari-
ous arguments raised that indeterminism underminesfree will (such as the
Mind Argument) are unsuccessful.

Butif this is the direction that the compatibilist goes, and thisis the second
thing to note about the second disjunct of the dilemma, then the positive ac-
count of freedom the compatibilist would be using wouldn’t be better than
the libertarian view.*? Where they would differ is that, as compatibilists, they
could think that God could have determinedhuman freedom,perhapsto get
the very same goodsthat libertarian views seek to secure. However if God
didn’t, then presumablyit’s because there’s a good reason for God to have
chosen the indeterministic rather than the deterministic route. But whatever
those goodsare will make it harder for them to arguethatlibertarian free will
views are problematic. So any purported advantage for the compatibilist on
the basis of indeterminism underminingfree will evaporates.

Consider, by way of example, the possibility Couenhoven considers that
indeterministic freedom is “not a goodinitself, but [as] a means to the end
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of developmentin virtue” (39). If the compatibilist thinks that virtue couldn’t
be developed without indeterministic freedom, then their view is just as much
“held hostage” to the relevant empirical findings as the libertarian’s.“4 But
if the compatibilist thinks that the virtues in question could be developed
through either deterministic or indeterministic freedom, and then if they deny
that we are determined to develop virtue, there has to be a good reason for
why God hasn’t chosento realize this particular good throughthis particular
means. God could determine us to develop virtue but, it certainly appears,
hasn’t actually done so. Presumably God would have a justifying reason for
not doing so. But what mightit be? It’s not clear to me what such a reason
would be, especially since (on the assumption of compatibilism) it couldn’t
be a reason that depended upon the existence of free will. Unless we can
come up with a plausible reason, this gives us some reasonto reject the line
of thought on whichthe virtues could be achieved through the means of some
deterministic process. But then the compatibilist who holds that the virtues
are developed through the means of indeterministic free choices isn’t in a
better position than the libertarian. The purported comparative advantage
disappears.*°

Holistic Weighing

Couenhoven admits that it matters what parameters one is holding fixed in
the comparison; as he puts it, “my inquiry concerns the relative costs and
benefits of being libertarian or compatibilist for Christians who are attracted
to more or less orthodox views” (28).46 Much depends on how weinter-
pret the “more or less orthodox,” and understandably but unfortunately
Couenhovengivesuslittle guidance by way of how wedelineate the relevant
orthodoxy.

As R. Lucas Stampsnotes in an important paper on the authoritative role
of tradition in analytic theology,

[O]ne of the common complaints leveled against the emerging disci-
pline of analytic theology (AT) is the allegedly tenuousrelationship it
enjoys with the history of scriptural interpretation and the history of
Christian doctrine. Both critics and proponents of AT have highlighted
the ahistorical character of someof the projects being carried out under
the analytic banner.*”

Indeed,it’s a charge that I myself have raised elsewhere. William Wood’s way
of putting the concern is a particularly pithy way, and his evaluation of it
strikes me as particularly true:

Many academic theologians regard theology primarily as a historical
discipline, and they regard analytic theology as perniciously ahistori-
cal.... The objection is that analytic theology does not take history or
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historical contingency seriously enough. Sometimes, this objection takes
an even more direct form: analytic theologians are simply ignorant of
the history of doctrine, and of historical sources more generally... .
I agree that some analytic theologians and philosophers of religion do
not take historical sources seriously enough. . . . But in such cases, the
fault lies with the individual thinkers who makethese mistakes, not with
the analytic methoditself.**

I agree with Wood. Every theologian, no matter their tradition, has to figure
out how they’re goingto relate to the history of Christian theology, and “no
one can deny that the development of Christian Orthodoxy seems messy and
historically contingent.”*? But for all that messiness and contingency, I think
it’s worth taking seriously.

Stamps questions whether it makes sense to attempt to speakof the Christian
tradition given the multiplicity one finds in Christian theology:

Some have questions whether or not we can meaningfully speak of the
tradition of Christian doctrine, given the multiplicity of perspectives
on offer in the history of Christian reflection. On certain doctrines, this
warning is apt. What, we mightask,is the traditional understanding of
Christ’s atonement? In this case, it is perhaps better to speakof tradi-
tions, plural, that have sought to understand Christ’s reconciling work
of atonement, rather than the tradition, singular, that provides a defini-
tive account. On other doctrines, however, we can detect a consensus of
judgements that evince a profound consistency over time.*°

I agree with Stampsthat there is a range of doctrines where thereisn’t a singu-
lar agreed-upon view; on such topics, while admitting the multiplicity of an-
swers, I think it’s acceptable to say that the tradition is underdetermined. But,
as Stampsnotes, other doctrines aren’t so open. Demarcating thosein thefirst
group from those in the second will itself be contentious. Stamps himself sug-
gests that, alongside the Christian Scriptures, there are three hierarchicallevels:

At the tops of this hierarchy, underneath the ultimate authority of Scrip-
tures, are, first, the ecumenical creeds and councils, The three creeds
recognized as ecumenical — the Apostles’, the Nicene, and the so-called
Athanasian Creeds — summarize the consensustradition of the Christian
church on the chief doctrines of the Trinity and the Incarnation of the
Son of Godfor the salvation of the world. The seven ecumenical councils
give fuller shape to this consensual tradition and represent the essential
of the faith of the undivided church bequeathed from the patristic era.
Embedded within these Trinitarian and Christological guidelines are,
second, certain classical doctrines that are implied by them. Revisionist
analytic theologians may balk at this suggestion, but I believe that the
doctrines associated with classical Christian theism are either necessary
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consequences orelse presuppositions of the creedal/conciliar pronounce-
ments... . Third, on a more local level, church and denominational
confessions offaith further delimit the parameters within which analytic
theologians oughtto exercise their craft.*!

Tim Pawl refers to the conjunction of the Christological teachings of the
first seven ecumenical councils as “Conciliar Christology.”°2 We might, in a
similar way, think of conciliar Christian theology as the conjunction of the
authoritative teachings of the first seven ecumenical councils and theclassi-
cal doctrines that are entailed by them. Suchteachingswill be roughly what
Strands refers to as the secondlevel of hierarchy.°? I’m notinterested, here, in
denominational theological constraints, though I think in other contexts they
mayhavetheir place. So it’s only thefirst two levels of traditional hierarchy
that I shall take as normative in what follows. But, as I shall argue, there’s an-
other level between Stamps’ category of “classical doctrines” implied by the
creeds and councils and denominational confessions. This additional level
may not be as normatively binding as the classical doctrines, but it should
carry some degree of admittedly defeasible prescriptiveness for all Christians,
and notjust those of a particular denomination.

But before that argument, not every Christian philosopher or analytic
theologian thinks that the councils are binding as understood. In a paper
dedicated to the acceptability of monothelitism (the doctrine that the Incar-
nate Christ had only one will), Jordan Wessling differentiates two different
principles that could govern how a philosopher or theologian, analytic or
otherwise, interacts with Conciliar councils such as the Third Council of
Constantinople (which rejected monothelitism as heresy, promoting instead
dyothelitism, the doctrine that the Incarnate Christ had two distinct wills,
one human and onedivine):

Conciliar Undercutting Principle (CUP):

The (evangelical) Christian is free to reject a conciliar pronouncementif
this pronouncementis not taught or implied by Scripture.

Conciliar Abrogation Thesis (CAT):

The (evangelical) Christian should reject a conciliar statement if and
only if it either: (1) contradicts that which is taught in or implied by
Scripture, or (2) is incoherent.*+

Wessling states that proponents of both CUP and CAT can have “a deep
commitmentto the primary of Scripture,” though as comparedto those who
endorse CUP the proponent of CAT “differs .. . in that the epistemic weight
he places on the councils as an accurate representation of Scripture.”*> The
proponent of CAT, though not the proponent of CUP, can hold that coun-
cils are authoritative even when they go beyond the teachings of Scripture.
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Wessling also differentiates two different reasons why one might think that
the councils are theologically binding:

P1. God ensures that the majority of the church does not formally err on
those doctrines that are central to the Christian faith.

P2. God has ensured that the teachings of [a particular ecumenical coun-
cil] are true and binding on the (evangelical) church.‘

Wessling says that P1 is “very plausible” and appearswilling to endorseits truth
in addition to its plausibility but rejects P2.57 He nevertheless thinks that the
teachings of someof the ecumenical councils can be binding on the Christian,
either by grounding that ecumenical teaching directly in Scripture or by arguing
that (a) “God would not allow

a

state of affairs as bad as the erring of an ecu-
menical council on matters that are centralto the faith”5® and(b) arguing that
the teaching in question is “central to the faith.” But in virtue of which might
one argue that a particular teachingis in fact central to the faith? Presumably,
as Wessling’s treatment already indicates, by directly rooting it in Scripture.
But that, as I understand church history, wouldn’t suffice for establishing ho-
moousianism over Arianism, since both sides of that debate in the fourth cen-
tury appealed to Scripture.*? Something similar holds for the condemnation of
Pelagianism at the Council of Orange. CUP doesn’t seem sufficiently strong for
establishing the contours of acceptable Christian theology since CUP cannot
rule out Arianism or Pelagianism.® So much the worse for CUP.

Returning then to Stamps’ three hierarchical levels of tradition’s authority,
do either of the twolevels help ussettle the libertarian/compatibilism debate?
I don’t think they do.So far as I cantell, there’s nothing in the ecumenical creeds
and councils that commit oneto a particular understanding of the modalrela-
tionship between freedom and determinism. Nor doesthe totality of conciliar
Christian theology explicitly endorse or entail either libertarianism or compati-
bilism. I thus agree with Baker, and with Couenhoven,that “there is a lot of
room for the denial of libertarian accounts in the Christian tradition.”®! Simi-
larly, neither do I thinkthat the totality of conciliar Christian theology explicitly
endorsesor entails compatibilism.”

But there’s still a role for tradition to play that’s not merely Stamp’s third
level of hierarchy, church and denominational confessions offaith, evenifit’s
also not as strong as thefirst two levels of his hierarchy. We might think it’s
important to take seriously what the history of Christian theologicalreflec-
tion says about a topic even if that history doesn’t rise to the level of what’s
contained in or entailed by the creeds and councils. We might endorse some-
thing alongthe lines of the followingprinciple:

Traditional Default Principle (TDP):

If the vast majority of Churchtradition has taught some theological po-
sition X, that history gives us good reason to endorse X even if conciliar
Christian theology endorse or entail X. But this reason is defeasible if
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there are sufficiently good reasons (beyond the classical doctrines that
are implied by conciliar Christian theology) for the falsity of X.©

I wish that I knew how to make TDP moreprecise, but I confess that I don’t.
How strong do reasons have to be “sufficiently good reasons?” How do we
demarcate what is allowed to count as part of “Church tradition?” Does a
doctrine’s being widely endorsed morerecently give us a higher epistemic bar
that must be cleared to reject that doctrine as compared to more temporally
distant endorsement? These questions, none of which I know how to system-
atically answer, all indicate the need for further analytic theological work
regarding tradition. Butto illustrate how this principle might be used, even
in broad strokes, I want to return to the issue of universalism.

There are a number of different forms of universalism.® We can distin-
guish, for instance, at least the following three forms:

Hopeful universalism:

the view that it is appropriate for us to hopethatall will be redeemed
eventually and that no one will be assigned to hell for eternity.

Contingent universalism:

the view that as a matter of contingent fact all will be redeemed eventu-
ally and that no onewill be assigned tohell forall eternity.

Necessary universalism:

the view that it is necessarily true that all will be redeemed eventually
and that no one will be assigned to hell for all eternity.

Thefirst form of universalism is a claim about our evaluative stance toward
the salvation of all, rather than about their actual salvation. The second and
third are claims about eschatological reality. My particular interest is with
contingent universalism, the weaker of these two theses ~ though I think that
the following general argument would also hold against the stronger claim
as well. So in what follows, “universalism” should be understoodto refer to
contingent universalism so defined.

Is universalism true? According to the seventeenth-century Jesuit theolo-
gian Denis Pétau,

Nothing is more firmly rooted in the minds of Christians, both learned
and uneducated, than that the torments of demons, and of damned
[humans], since these too are immortal, will be eternal and will never
end. This question we are addressing [that is, whether Christianity is
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consistent with universalism] will therefore seem to some to be super-
fluous and even ridiculous.”

Pétau’s claim strikes me as too strong. While there are statements about the
existence ofhell and that it will be eternal for those who die in mortal sin, so
far as I cantell there’s nothing in conciliar Christian theology that explicitly
requires or entails that any humanswill be in hell.®* Thatis to say, so far as
I cantell, universalism is a live option in conciliar Christian theology. But
in the history of the Church, even though universalism is found as early as
the second century,it’s certainly a minority view. Michael J. McClymond’s
evaluation seems more apt than Pétau’s:

The overwhelming majority of Christian believers through the centuries
have beenparticularists [that is, those who think not every personis ul-
timately redeemed]. They believe that certain persons — or a particular
group of persons — will finally be saved and dwell forever with God,while
others will finally be lost and irrevocably separated from Godinhell.”°

McClymond understands the “curb appeal” of universalism, but his two-
volume work argues that “the universalist house proves to be not a very
livable place. The longer one looks at this house and examines the plumb-
ing, wiring, and crawl space beneath, the less attractive it becomes.””! His
overarching conclusion is that “generally speaking, universalism relies on
nonliteral interpretations of Scripture and a substantial rejection of church
tradition, whichinits official doctrinal declarations (rather than in the sphere
of private opinions) is consistently particularist on the question of final sal-
vation).”” From this, we can distill that while there doesn’t appear to be
anything in the conciliar Christian theology that explicitly teaches or entails
universalism orits denial, the vast majority of Christian tradition has held a
rejection of the claim thatall will be redeemed.

Applying TDP then, given that the vast majority of Church tradition has
rejected contingent universalism, evenif it is not ruled out by either conciliar
Christian theology or classical doctrines, I think that we have good reason
to reject contingent universalism (even if we are hopeful universalists), And
given, further, that I think that if compatibilism were true then universalism
would be true, this gives us theological reason to reject compatibilism even
if the philosophical arguments regarding the compatibility question aren’t
clearly decisive. Couenhoven writes:

[I]n summary, my suggestion is that compatibilism either helps with
the problem of divine goodness, especially whenit is paired with an af-
firmation of universal salvation, or, when paired with a doctrine of hell,
makes the problem not noticeably worsethan it is on libertarian views.

(41)
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It should be clear that I don’t share his evaluation. Especially since I think we
have good philosophical reasons for thinking compatibilism is false and in-
compatibilism is true, this strengthens my reasonsforrejecting Couenhoven’s
view.” Christians should not, in an epistemic sense of “should,” be com-
patibilists even if there is not conclusive theological or philosophical evidence
that they cannot, in a normativesense, be.”4

Notes

1 Subsequent references to Couenhoven’s chapterin this will be made parenthetically.
2 Lynn Rudder Baker, “Why Christians Should Not Be Libertarians: An Augustin-

ian Challenge.” Faith and Philosophy 20(4) (2003): 260-78.
3 Kevin. Timpe, “Why Christians Might Be Libertarians: A Reply to Lynne Rud-

der Baker.” Philosophia Christi 6(2) (2004): 89-98. I confess ’m pleased to see,
looking back, that mytitle captures a degree of humility that ’'ve cometo think
is even more appropriate for our philosophicalreflection on God than I did when
I wrote my reply. In fact, there I refrained from arguing that “Christians must, or
even should, be libertarians” (280).

4 See, for instance, Derk Pereboom, “Libertarianism and Theological Determin-
ism.” in Kevin Timpe & Daniel Speak (eds.), Free Will and Theism: Connections,
Contingencies, and Concerns (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), 112-31.

5 See Kevin Timpe, Free Will in Philosophical Theology (London: Bloomsbury,
2014). Obviously, Pereboom would disagree,

6 As I understandit, either compatibilism or incompatibilism is true, and necessar-
ily so; see Kevin Timpe, Free Will: Sourcehood and Its Alternatives, 2nd edition.
(London: Bloomsbury, 2013), particularly Chapter 3, and Kevin Timpe, “Attitu-
dinism, the Compatibility Question, and Ballung Concepts.” in Gregg D. Caruso
(ed.), Ted Honderich on Consciousness, Determinism, and Humanity (Cham:Pal-
grave MacMillan, 2018), 181-94. Following van Inwagen,I takelibertarianism
to be the conjunction of incompatibilism with the free will thesis; see Peter van
Inwagen, “How to Think about the Problem of Free Will.” Ezhics 12 (2008):
327-41.

7 So in.making these comparisons, we’re making “best of each group” comparisons
not average or cherry-picked comparisons, which strikes me as the right way to
doit. It also means that proponents of each group haveaninterest then in seeing
the best developed instances of the other family so that we can makethe compari-
sonsin this way.

8 For historical grounding for this claim, see Aquinas, De Malo (trans. Richard J.
Regan) (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003), q.16, a.5, response. For a more
recent discussion, see Timothy O’Connor, “Freedom with a Human Face,” Mid-
west Studies in Philosophy 29 (2005): 207-27.

9 John McKinley, “Seven questions ingredient to Jesus Christ’s temptations.” in
Johannes Gréssl & Klaus von Stosch (eds.), Impeccability and Temptation: Un-
derstanding Christ’s Divine and Human Will (New York: Routledge, 2021), 123.
This is, unfortunately, only one of numerous confusions regarding free will that
McKinley makes in his chapter.

10 Couenhoven seemsto take source libertarian andvirtue libertarian views to be
equivalent (29), though asI see it what I called virtue libertarianism is one kind
of source libertarianism, not equivalent with it; see Kevin Timpe, Free Will in
Philosophical Theology, chapter 1.

11 See Timpe, Free Will (chap.8).
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Jesse Couenhoven, “The Necessities of Perfect Freedom.” International Journal
of Systematic Theology 14(4) (2012): 396-419.
David Fergusson, “Providence.” in James M. Arcadi & James T. Turner, Jr (eds.),
T@T Clark Handbook of Analytic Theology (London, T&T Clark Ltd, 2021),
156-58.
Alvin Plantinga, God, Freedom, and Evil (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1977), 32.
Interestingly, compatibilism doesn’t even make an appearance in the longer The
Nature ofNecessity (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1974), despite its covering
muchof the sameterritory as God, Freedom, and Evil. Instead, Plantinga defines
free will in a way that precludes compatibilism; see 166. In his earlier God and
Other Minds (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1967), Plantinga writes that “it
seems to me altogether paradoxicalto say of anyone all of whose actionsare caus-
ally determined that on someoccasionsheacts freely” (134).
Timpe, Free Will (chap. 5).
Timpe, Free Will (chap. 2).
William Lycan, “Free Will and the Burden of Proof.” in Anthony O’Hear(ed.),
Minds and Persons (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 109. See also
David Chalmers, The Conscious Mind: In Search ofa Fundamental Theory (New
York: Oxford University Press, 1996), 96: “In general, a certain burden of proof
lies on those who claim that a certain description is logically impossible... . If
no reasonable analysis of the terms in question points towards a contradiction,
or even makes the existence of a contradiction plausible, then there is a natural
assumption in favor of logical possibility.”
See Timpe, Free Will. My discussion there is admittedly now a decade dated and
would need to be updated to address further compatibilist developments.
What more could be said about the nature of abstract objects by someonethink-
ing along these lines? See van Inwagen, “A Theory of Properties.” in Dean Zim-
merman(ed.), Oxford Studies in Metaphysics (volume 1) (Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 2004), 107-38.
One might think in this manner because Peter van Inwagen does think this way in
“God and Other Uncreated Things.” in Kevin Timpe (ed.), Metaphysics and God
(New York: Routledge, 2009), 3-20.
See Peter van Inwagen, “How to Think about the Problem of Free Will.” Ethics
12 (2008): 327-41.
Mark Murphy describes divine freedom this way: “God would be fully free —
God would not have God’s choosing and acting in any way constrained by non-
rational impulses or external coercion” (God’s Own Ethics (Oxford: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 2019), 162).
See Kevin Timpe, “The Best Thing in Life is Free: The Compatibility of Divine
Freedom and God’s Essential Moral Perfection.” in Hugh McCann(ed.), Free
Will and Classical Theism: The Significance ofFreedom in Perfect Being Theology
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016).
Timothy Pawl & Kevin Timpe, “Incompatibilism, Sin, and Free Will in Heaven.”
Faith and Philosophy 26(4) (2009), 396-417; Timothy Pawl & Kevin Timpe,
“Heavenly Freedom: A Reply to Cowan.” Faith and Philosophy 30(2) (2013),
188-97; Kevin Timpe & Timothy Pawl, “Paradise and Growing in Virtue.” in
Ryan Byerly & Eric Silverman (eds.), Paradise Understood: New Philosophical
Essays about Heaven (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017), 97-109.
Thoughhere, it would depend on if the source-compatibilist’s view wascloser to
John Martin Fischer’s view or Harry Frankfurt’s; see Timpe, Free Will, chapter 8
for relevant discussion.
Kevin Timpe, “Cooperative Grace, Cooperative Agency.” European Journal for
Philosophy of Religion 7(3) (2015): 223-45.
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Cornelia Dockter, “God’s Work and Human’s Contribution: Jesus’ Sinlessness in
Theodor of Mopsuestia’s Christology.” in Johannes Gréssl & Klaus von Stosch
(eds.), Impeccability and Temptation: Understanding Christ’s Divine and Human
Will (New York: Routledge, 2021), 81.
See Kevin Timpe & Craig Boyd, “Introduction.” in Virtues and Their Vices
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014), 9-11 for a longer discussion.
See Timothy Pawl & Kevin Timpe, “Freedom and theIncarnation.” Philosophy
Compass 11(11) (2016): 743-56; Timothy Pawl, In Defense ofExtended Concil-
iar Christology: A Philosophical Essay (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2019),
Johannes Gross! also thinks that compatibilism does better on this score, but
his treatment is perplexing because he seems to hold that source incompatibi-
lism (and thus also source libertarianism) is a variety of compatibilism; see his
“Christ’s Impeccability.” in James M. Arcadi & James T. Turner Jr (eds.), TeT
Clark HandbookofAnalytic Theology (London: T&T Clark Ltd, 2021), 215-29,
Pawl, In Defense of Extended Conciliar Christology, viii. For those who do not
know the two of uswell, this brief insertion, like Pawl’s acknowledgement,is said
in Timpe-depricatingjest. In working with Tim over the years,I’ve aligned myself
with Kurt Cobain’s lyrics from “All Apologies”: “find my nest of salt/everything’s
my fault/T’ll take all the blame.”
Kevin Timpe, “Grace and Controlling What We Do Not Cause.” Faith and Phi-losophy 24(3) (2007): 284-99.
Timpe, “Cooperative Grace, Cooperative Agency,” 226.
For a discussion of what I mean by that, see Timpe, Free Will in Philosophical
Theology, 59-71.
David Lewis, “Divine Evil.” in Kevin Timpe (ed.), Arguing About Religion (New
York: Routledge, 2009), 472.
Though Couenhoven also says, “no worse off than libertarians whenit comes to
explaining why a good God would permit evil and hell” (38). I, unsurprisingly,
find this claim less compelling.
Timpe, “Why Christians Might Be Libertarians,” 283-4.
See, for instance, Jason Turner, “Compatibilism and the Free Will Defense.” Faith
and Philosophy 30(2) (2013): 125-37,
Laura Ekstrom, God, Suffering, and the Value ofFree Will (Oxford: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 2021), 43.
While compatibilists aren’t the only ones who canaffirm the truth of determinism,
an incompatibilist who did would thereby be denying human freedom and moral
responsibility. Since, I take it, God would not subject someoneto hell who didn’t
deserveit, ’'ll set aside determinisitic incompatibilism here for the moment.
As L understandit, the problem ofhellis a version -a particularly virulent version —
of the problem of evil. Jonathan Kvanvig refers to it as “the worst instance of
the problem of evil” (The Problem of Hell (New York: Oxford University Press,
1993), 4.
T seem to remember that John Fischerinitially raised this line of thinking to mein
conversation.
They would also need to hope that, contra Ekstrom’s God, Suffering, and the
Value ofFree Will, such freedom is worth the cost. More onthis below,
I adopt the languageof libertarianism being “held hostage” from John Martin
Fischer, though apply it here to a slightly different issue than he does, See, for
instance, his “Problems with Actual-Sequence Incompatibilism.” The Journal of
Ethics 4 (2000): 323-8.
Both the libertarian and the compatibilist who thinks that we have non-deter-
mined freedom would have to address the question, raised by David Lewis: “God
could have settled for a world with compatibilist freedom and that he could
have set things up so as to keep his creatures out of trouble. So to escape the
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problem,theists will have to explain why the value of incompatibilist freedom is
so great that it outweighsthe extraordinary torment by those who foreverresist”
(Lewis, “Divine Evil,” 474). This line of reasoning is explored at length by Laura
Ekstrom,if the existence of such freedom is worth its cost; see Ekstrom, God, Suf-
fering, and the Value ofFree Will, particularly chapters 2 and 5.
Stamps 2021 differentiates “maximalist” from “minimalist” approachesto tradi-
tion in analytic theology, based on howstrict of a confessional confession the
proponentof those approaches have. I don’t want to require confessional buy-in,
but would like for there to be at least Conciliar buy-in, thoughI realize that some
will surely find this an arbitrary preference.
R. Lucas Stamps, “Norma Normata: The Role of Tradition in Analytic Theol-
ogy.” in James M. Arcadi & James 'T. Turner Jr (eds.), T&T Clark Handbook of
Analytic Theology (London: T&T Clark Ltd, 2021), 45.
William Wood, Analytic Theology and the Analytic Study of Religion (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2021), 14f. Throughout his book, Wood argues that a
number of the majorcriticisms leveled against analytic theology may have pur-
chase against particular instances of analytic theology, but don’t hold as objec-
tions to analytic theologyperse.
Wood, Analytic Theology, 14. As Stamps notes, “questioning the role that tradi-
tion plays in theology is not uniqueto thediscipline of AT [i.e., analytic theology].
All theologizing from a Christian perspective must give some accountofthe place
of tradition in the theological task” (Stamps, “Norma Normata,” 45).
Stamps, “Norma Normata,” 47.
Stamps, “Norma Normata,” 49. Stamps draws on both Thomas H. McCall, An
Invitation to Analytic Christian Theology (Downers Grove: IVP Academic, 2015)
and Oliver D. Crisp, God Incarnate: Explorations in Christology (London: T&T
Clark Ltd, 2009) but makes this second category of the hierarchy explicit in a way
that they do not.
Timothy Pawl, In Defense of Conciliar Christology: A Philosophical Essay (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2016).
This set of teachings maybeslightly narrower than whatStrand meansbythe sec-
ondlevel since I want to include only the council’s teachings and whatis entailed
by them, whereas Strandsrefers to whatis implied by the councils’ teachings. It’s
notclear to me, though, that he means implication as opposedto entailment.
Jordan Wessling, “Christology and Conciliar Authority: On the Viability of Mon-
othelitism for Protestant Theology.” in Oliver D. Crisp and Fred Sanders(eds.),
Christology: Ancient & Modern (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2013), 153 and 158.
I confess it’s not clear to me why Wessling focuses on the evangelical Christian
in these principles, rather than the Christian in general. I suspect as a Protestant,
he’s not as interested in what, say, Catholic or Orthodox Christians think, but
even that doesn’t fully explain the restriction to evangelicals. In more recent work
(“Crisp on Conciliar Authority: A Response to Analyzing Doctrine.” Philoso-
phia Christi 23(1) (2021)), Wessling focuses more on Protestantism in general
than evangelical Protestantism. It seems to me to be more important to focus in
this context on what Christians should do, and not just what a particular subset
of Christians should do. (In other contexts, it makes sense to me to take on ad-
ditional assumptions that only some Christian traditions endorse.) I take it that
Catholics would reject CUP, even when notrestricted simply to evangelicals; but
I don’t see this as begging the question in the present dialectical question. Forif
CUPis true, then Catholicism is false. Thatis, at most one of Catholicism or CUP
is true. Furthermore,I take it that the Catholic could endorse CAT, again without
the restriction just to evangelicals; they’d simply hold that the right-hand disjunc-
tive side of the biconditional is never satisfied,

55 Wessling, “Christology and Conciliar Authority,” 158f.
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56 Wessling, “Christology and Conciliar Authority,” 159 and 160. As with CUP and
CAT,it’s unclear to me why Wessling restricts P2 to evangelical Christians; see
note 55,

57 Wessling, “Christology and Conciliar Authority,” 160. Heexplicitly rejects P2 as
applied to the Third Council of Constantinople; he may notreject it as applying to
all teachings of the councils that go beyond whatis taught by Scripture. He’s thus
an example of what Stamps characterizes as a “minimalist” approach to Christian
tradition. I think that Stamp is correct to be concerned about such an approach:

In somecases, perhaps especially among Protestant analytic theologians, who
mayattribute less binding authority to creeds and councils in favor of some form
of biblicism, the minimalist’s methodology may be an example of cherry-picking.
So, for example, analytic theologians whoreject dyothelitism seem to privilege the
first four ecumenical councils ending in Chalcedon, and thus sense a lower burden
to defend the Sixth Ecumenical Council [i.e., the Second Council of Nicaea in
787]. (Stamps, “Norma Normata,” 52f)

Wessling also writes that if one endorses theological determinism, then we
should be deeply skeptical about claiming to know what God would or would
not allow when it comes to theological error; see 164. However, since both
Couenhoven and I reject such determinism, I won’t explore this issue further
at present.

58 Wessling, “Christology and Conciliar Authority,” 163. More recently, Wessling
has indicated that “my traditionalism has only increased since the construction of
my [2013] paper” (Wessling, “Crisp on Conciliar Authority,” 45).

59 It’s possible that Wessling does think that Scripture does establish homoousianism
despite Arius’ appeal to Scripture. If so, we have different readings both of what
the Scriptures establish and Church history. For another discussion of Wessling’s
“Christology and Conciliar Authority,” see Oliver D. Crisp, “The Divine and
Human Will of Christ.” in Grossl & Klaus von Stosch (eds.), Impeccability and
Temptation: Understanding Christ’s Divine and Human Will Johannes (New
York: Routledge, 2021), 199-215; see also Oliver D. Crisp, Divinity and Human-
ity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 35~6. For Tim Pawl’s view of
the dialectic with regard to principles like CUP and CATin relation to Conciliar
Christology, see Pawl, In Defense ofExtended Conciliar Christology, 6f.

60 Another concern with CUPis that it seems it would require a particularly strong
view of the consistency of the Scriptures that I think isn’t justified. Parts of the
Old Testament, for instance, are henotheistic rather than monotheistic. Given that
the two views are inconsistent, how do we decide which to take as normative?
Conciliar Christian theologygives us an easy response.

61 Baker, “Why Christians Should Not Be Libertarians,” 462; I indicated my agreement
with this as early as 2004 with my Timpe, “Why Christians Might Be Libertarians.”

62 It does seem to me that conciliar Christian theology entails the existence of moral
responsibility, so would seem to rule out views, compatibilist or incompatibilist,
that deny free will. See also the discussion in Mawson 2016.

63 TDPis similar to be not identical with what Wessling calls the doxastic preserva-
tion principle, or DPP: “it is extremely implausible that God would allow the
vast majority of the church to be led into error on a matter central to the faith”
(Wessling, “Crisp on Conciliar Authority,” 44; quoting Crisp, Analyzing Doc-
trine, 191).

64 In a recent book onthe intellectual virtues, and with intellectual carefulness spe-
cifically in mind, Nathan King develops the point that some topics of belief are
more important than others. “So, which objects deserve our careful thought? And
of those objects that do deserve care, how much do they deserve? Unfortunately —
but appropriately given our topic — these questions don’t admit precise answers.
There’s no algorithm for intellectual carefulness” (King, The Excellent Mind:
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IntellectualVirtuesforEverydayLife(NewYork: OxfordUniversity Press,2021), 72.
But King doesgive a couple of guidelines for what we need to be extra careful in
thinking about. “When ourbeliefs about a topic X have logical implicationsfor
a large number of other beliefs, we should consider X carefully. ... [And] other
things being equal, topics central to human flourishing tend to deserve morecare
than those that are peripheral” (ibid.). This is good advice, and I have sought to
follow it in developingthis section.
Insofar as universalism is consistent with all being saved through Christ, we ought
not think that universalism implies a denial of Christian exclusivism.
If it ends up being true that God’s decision to createis itself the result of a contin-
gent choice, we could rewrite the view here as “necessarily, if God freely chooses
to create moralagents, all those agents will be redeemed eventually and that no
one will be assigned to hell for all eternity.” Insofar as nothing of substance for
the larger part dependson this precision,I’ll ignore it other than this footnote.
Denis Pétau, Theologicorum dogmatum tomustertius (Paris: n.p., 1644), T.3.199,
quoted in Daniel Pickering Walker, The Decline of Hell: Seventeenth-Century
Discussions of Eternal Torment (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1964),
21. David Lewis also asks “Is universalism really a Christian option?” (Lewis,
“Divine Evil,” 476). He argues that it is not given that redemptionis central to
Christianity. But this isn’t right. If it’s only contingent that there’s a creation atall,
there being the need for redemption of that creation would also be contingent.
Something similar is found in Catholic theology; see, for instance, Catechism of
the Catholic Church §1033-1035 which claims those who die in mortal sin will
spend aneternity in hell; it does not explicitly claim that there are any individuals
for whom thisis true.
Ilaria L. E. Ramelli’s book A Larger Hope? Universal Salvation from Christian
Beginnings to Julian of Norwich (Eugene: Cascade Books, 2021) is a worthwhile
read on the history of Christian universalism. But even atits best, it only estab--
lishes universalism as a thread running throughout church history. While I am
neither a biblical scholar nor a historical theologian, I find his book often fails
to provide sufficient evidence for his interpretations. I do find his argument that
what the Second Council of Constantinople (553CE) condemned wasapocatasta-
sis embedded within a larger metaphysic of the transmigration of the soul and not
universalism per se to be plausible; see Ramelli, chapter 9.
Michael J. McClymond, The Devil’s Redemption: A New History and Interpretation
of Christian Universalism (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2018), xxi. See also Rich-
ard Bauckham, “Universalism: An Historical Survey.” Themelios 4 (1978): 47-54.
McClymond, The Devil’s Redemption, xxi. McClymond argues throughout that
“Christian universalism is not like traditional Christian theology with salvation
for all superadded”(17), but that all major aspects of systematic theology are
shaped by universalistic commitments.
McClymond, The Devil’s Redemption, 21.
Onecould,I guess, argue that any true view is part of “theology,” and thus there’s
no philosophical versus theological distinction that ’m assuminghere.If that’s the
case, then I takeit the overall theological case would favor incompatibilism. But
I don’t want to argue for that way of laying out the boundaries of the disciplines
here — for one, it would potentially make every truth claim a theological truth.
Andthat just seems to get the terrain wrong if we’re trying to relate theological
to anotherdiscipline (since the entire language of “relates to another discipline”
presupposes a difference between them).
I’m very grateful for helpful comments from John Martin Fischer and Michael
DeVito on earlier drafts. Despite our disagreements, Jesse Couenhoven is a won-
derful and gracious interlocutor; I’ve learned much from his work and ourinter-
actions over the years.
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