Introduction to Neo-classical Theism

Kevin Timpe

Classical and Neo-classical Theism: What’s So Neo?

%is obvious from the title that neo-classical models of the divine nature are described
‘& such in reference to their departure from classical theism. But, as often happens
with similar terms such as neo-conservative or neo-orthodox, it’s not always com-
zietely obvious exactly what is supposed to be new about such views, as the Greek
gwefix suggests. I begin thus, as this volume as a whole does, with classical theism.
F8 show how a number of models which get labeled neo-classical are atiempts 1o
e continuous, in at least one sense, with classical theism while introducing new
ways of conceiving the divine nature which warrant calling them neo-classical
wdels.

“the exemplar of classical theism in the tradition of perfect being theology is
&mselm’s famous (or perhaps infamous) ‘that than which nothing greater can be
zmmeeived.’ In describing classical theism in this way, [ mean for this deseription to
mciede what is usually called ‘perfect being theology’. However, for reasons that
i become apparent below, there are reasons to prefer using the title “classical the-
" over “perfect being theology™ for our present purposes, For Anselm, as for the
wess majority of the medievals, God is by definition the most perfect being. More
Wcaily, he understands God to be a being which is “that than which nothing
ey can be conceived’ and, as such, must have certain perfections. We may also
i w0 these perfections as great-making atiributes or properties. The exact list of
s aitributes varies somewhat, but il historically has included unity, self-
iliceency, immutability, atemporality, immateriality, perfect power, perfect knowl-
e perfect goodness, and necessary existence. While there is debate about the
e of the great-making attributes, as well as the proper understanding of the
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