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If you have a religion it must be cosmic.

C. S. Lewis, “Unreal Estates”

In God’s hand were all the ends of the world:
. . . when his hand was opened by the key of love, the 
creatures came forth.

Thomas Aquinas, In sententiarum, prologue

And therefore as a stranger give it welcome.
There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio,
Than are dreamt of in your philosophy.

William Shakespeare, Hamlet

But whether thus these things, or whether not;
whether the sun, predominant in heaven,
Rise on the earth, or earth rise on the sun . . .
Solicit not thy thoughts with matters hid.
Leave them to God above, him serve and fear.

John Milton, Paradise Lost
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Preface

A great deal of writing of this book took place under the auspices of the 
Center of Theological Inquiry (CTI), Princeton, New Jersey, which hosted 
a program on the societal implications of astrobiology. Having followed de-
bates on cosmology and religion from a distance, I was privileged to spend a 
year thinking through some of the theological and philosophical issues that 
are related to the possibility of life outside our own planet. Theologians and 
philosophers have been dealing with these themes for a very long time. More 
recently, C. S. Lewis addressed many of these questions in the mid-twentieth 
century, both in his science fiction and academic writings. His more analytical 
writings on the subject remain relevant to us today as guides how to think 
about the role of humans in the cosmos, while his fiction still has the power to 
stir our imagination. For these reasons, I decided to use Lewis as an example 
and as a conversation partner while writing this book. This is, however, not 
a book on Lewis but an experiment in thinking with him about cosmological 
issues of our own time.

The program at CTI was funded by NASA and the John Templeton Foun-
dation. I am thankful for all of them and our merry band of scholars, with 
whom it was a great pleasure to discuss, debate, and marvel at the wonders 
of our cosmos. I am especially grateful for the following people who read 
parts of the manuscript and offered valuable advice and support: Max Baker-
Hytch, Jesse Couenhoven, Andrew Davison, David Fergusson, Eric Gregory, 
Rope Kojonen, Zoë Lehmann Imfeld, Timothy Jenkins, Andreas Losch, Robin 
Lovin, John McCarthy, Gerald McKenny, Douglas Ottati, Timo Nisula, Vesa 
Palonen, Erik Persson, Adam Pryor, Frank Rosenzweig, Susan Schneider, Wil-
liam Storrar, Fred Simmons, Aku Visala, and the anonymous referee. R. David 
Nelson and Eric Salo from Baker were immensely helpful during both the 
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x Preface

writing and the editing processes. Albion Butters helped me with English. 
All remaining mistakes are my own.

Chapters 8, 9, 10, and 11 use portions of my previously published articles, 
respectively: “Dark Light: Mystical Theology of Edith Stein,” Journal of 
Analytic Theology 4 (2016); “The Curious Case of Analogia Entis: How 
Metaphysics Affects Ecumenics,” Studia Theologica 69 (2016); “Imago Dei 
and Human Rationality,” Zygon 49 (2014); and “Reason and Imagination in 
the Thought of C. S. Lewis,” in Origins of  Religion, ed. Hanne Appelqvist 
(Helsinki: SLAG, 2018). They are all used with permission.

A Note on the Chapter Titles

Each chapter title is an allusion to or a quote from a different science fiction 
movie or television show, in this order: Close Encounters of  the Third Kind 
(1977), Star Wars: Phantom Menace (1999), Star Trek IV: The Voyage Home 
(1986), Star Trek: First Contact (1996), 2010: Odyssey Two (1984), Contact 
(1997), Event Horizon (1997), Alien (1979), Gattaca (1997), The Terminator 
(1984), and Star Trek: The Original Series (1966).
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Abbreviations

ANF Ante-Nicene Fathers
ca. circa, approximately
CR Corpus Reformatorum
d. died
fl. floruit, flourished
Gr. Greek
Lat. Latin
LW Luther’s Works
NPNF1 Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, Series 1
NPNF2 Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, Series 2
sec. section
ST Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae
WA Weimarer Ausgabe (Weimar edition of Luther’s Works)
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1

Introduction
Close Encounters

In a widely read and commented-on Huffington Post blog, an author claimed 
that evidence of alien life would mark the end of religion.

Let us be clear that the Bible is unambiguous about creation: the earth is the 
center of the universe, only humans were made in the image of god, and all 
life was created in six days. All life in all the heavens. In six days. So when we 
discover that life exists or existed elsewhere in our solar system or on a planet 
orbiting another star in the Milky Way, or in a planetary system in another galaxy, 
we will see a huge effort to square that circle with amazing twists of logic and 
contorted justifications. But do not buy the inevitable historical edits: Life on 
another planet is completely incompatible with religious tradition. Any other 
conclusion is nothing but ex post facto rationalization to preserve the myth.1

Although the author’s remarks portrayed a poor understanding of religion, 
theology, and the history of philosophy, the popularity of the blog post dem-
onstrated the importance of inquiry about the interface between contempo-
rary cosmology, astrobiology, and religious-existential questions. He is right 

1. Jeff Schweitzer, “Earth 2.0: Bad News for God,” Huff Post Science Blog, July 23, 2015, 
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/jeff-schweitzer/earth-20-bad-news-for-god_b_7861528.html. 
See also Davies, Are We Alone?, xi–xii, 54: “Even the discovery of a single extra-terrestrial 
microbe, if it could be shown to have evolved independently of life on Earth, would drastically 
alter our world view and change our society as profoundly as the Copernican and Darwinian 
revolutions. It could truly be described as the greatest scientific discovery of all time. . . . It is 
hard to see how the world’s great religions could continue in anything like their present form 
should an alien message be received.”
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in pointing out that these questions deserve serious investigation.2 However, 
it might surprise him that this investigation has been ongoing for some time 
now and the results so far have been less than dramatic.3

Instead of rushing off to discuss the question of life outside the known 
human sphere (which is just one question among many), we need to start 
from the beginning in order to properly grasp the scale and depth of this 
line of inquiry. We humans have always had a special connection with the 
stars and other entities beyond our immediate reach. The earliest cave paint-
ings reveal glimpses of cultures that felt part of something larger than their 
earthly existence. Cosmology was among the topics addressed by the first 
philosophers, and perhaps the most important of the early philosophical 
cosmologies, Plato’s Timaeus, still has the power to stir our imagination. Yet 
nowadays many people consider questions about the cosmos to be scientific, 
not philosophical.

This is not how it was in the beginning. Before the development of the em-
pirical scientific method, cosmology was something that you could (almost) 
do without leaving your proverbial armchair. Our modern scientific narrative 
claims that when science slowly started to gain momentum by offering better 
explanations, philosophy was left behind, and soon it will become forgotten 
altogether. There is no denying that science has brought us wonderful things 
and opened vistas that we barely could have imagined before. But how in fact 
has our philosophical worldview changed and to what extent is the change 
attributable to the progress of science?

In the history of philosophy, there have been various ways of trying to 
distinguish different types of inquiry. One example is to differentiate between 
two approaches:

Philosophy: value, meaning
Science: empirical facts

2. Also, NASA’s Astrobiology Strategy paper (October 2015) states, “The results of astrobiol-
ogy research will have broad societal impact, affecting the way we think about life in the context 
of ethics, law, philosophy, theology, and a host of other issues. Our place in the universe, as a 
species and as a planet, speaks to our fundamental understanding of ourselves” (155), https://
nai.nasa.gov/media/medialibrary/2016/04/NASA_Astrobiology_Strategy_2015_FINAL_041216 
.pdf. NASA has pursued these multidisciplinary questions in, e.g., Dick, Impact of  Discovering 
Life beyond Earth.

3. The question of alien life has been a popular topic since the early Enlightenment, and 
Christian theologians have actively participated in the debate; see, e.g., Crowe, Extrater-
restrial Life Debate. For a contemporary discussion, see Weintraub, Religions and Extrater-
restrial Life; O’Meara, Vast Universe; Wilkinson, Science; and Arnould, “Extraterrestrial 
Intelligent Life.”

Cosmology in Theological Perspective
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The distinction sounds intuitively plausible, but the actual interaction be-
tween philosophy and science is a more complicated matter and the bor-
derline between values and facts is vague. This is not only a problem of 
definition. Many worldviews tend to be emancipatory, which means that 
they are likely to take over other realms of knowledge. Scientism will try to 
reduce philosophical questions to scientific ones, and religious or ideological 
fundamentalism will try to base science on religious or ideological principles. 
These extremes should be avoided, not because they are extremes (extreme 
views can sometimes be right), but because they are deficient methods of 
knowledge acquisition.4

In ordinary use, the word cosmology refers to the account of everything 
that exists.5 The boundary between the disciplines has always been slippery, 
and even today when scientists are doing cosmology, they are often, implicitly 
or explicitly, doing metaphysics.6 I argue that philosophy cannot be divorced 
from cosmology and that you cannot do cosmology without philosophy. 
Therefore, cosmology, no matter how it is done, will always have (at least) 
one foot in a religious stream.

One of the topics in this book is to investigate how our knowledge of the 
world has enabled different interpretations of it. Even when people agree 
about some fact, they may still give different meanings to it. This gives rise 
to different cosmologies. The cosmology of a modern person is obviously 
very different from the one held by a person who lived in Mesopotamia three 
thousand years ago. Of course, we think that our cosmology is immensely 
better than that earlier one, and it is not uncommon to sneer at previous 
generations in this regard. Yet after another three thousand years pass, we 
might find ourselves sitting next to the author of the Epic of  Gilgamesh, being 
laughed at by more enlightened minds.

To my mind, this condescending attitude toward cosmologies is utterly 
wrongheaded and misses something of great importance. Cosmology is—
and it always has been—an attempt to make sense of the human place in the 
universe. Ancient cosmologies may sound odd to us, but they were the best 
holistic accounts of the world that people with minds not worse than ours 
could construct with the evidence they had at the time. C. S. Lewis offers a bal-
anced approach to looking at how cosmologies were—and are—constructed.

4. Already Aristotle accused Pythagoreans of basing science on their (false) theories, which 
were not sufficiently attentive to the empirical evidence (Aristotle, On the Heavens 2.13). For a 
discussion on the contemporary demarcation problem, see Stenmark, Scientism.

5. See also the similar analysis of the concept of world in Lewis, Studies in Words, 214.
6. This is especially evident in several recent popular science books. See, e.g., Krauss, Universe 

from Nothing; Vilenkin, Many Worlds in One.
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I am only suggesting considerations that may induce us to regard all [cosmo-
logical] Models in the right way, respecting each and idolizing none. We are 
all, very properly, familiar with the idea that in every age the human mind is 
deeply influenced by the accepted Model of the universe. But there is a two-way 
traffic; the Model is also influenced by the prevailing temper of mind. We must 
recognize that what has been called “a taste in universes” is not only pardon-
able but inevitable. We can no longer dismiss the change of Models as a simple 
progress from error to truth. No Model is a catalogue of ultimate realities, and 
none is a mere fantasy. Each is a serious attempt to get in all the phenomena 
known at a given period, and each succeeds in getting in a great many. But also, 
no less surely, each reflects the prevalent psychology of an age almost as much 
as it reflects the state of that age’s knowledge.7

In this book, I will not try to offer an account of how scientific and reli-
gious views should be related.8 Suffice it to say that philosophy can have an 
effect on the ways in which we pursue scientific questions, and science can 
make some philosophical theories and religious views appear to be probable 
or improbable. The aim of this book is to examine the interface between 
philosophical and scientific convictions about our universe as we know it, 
paying specific attention to questions in the fields of philosophical and theo-
logical cosmology.

This book does not try to be a comprehensive account of theological cos-
mology. Instead, I will be mostly focusing on the questions that are related to 
the human place in the universe as we know it. Various topics are important 
for theological cosmology, like the questions concerning the big bang, the 
metaphysics of time, and the quantum theory, but in my opinion these ques-
tions have already been well scrutinized elsewhere.9 Thus, I have decided to 
leave these themes aside and concentrate more on topics that are, in a way, 
old, but that have received renewed attention, especially because of the recent 
discoveries of exoplanets.

On Method

My method is broadly “Lewisian.” Among popular audiences, C. S. Lewis is 
well known for his fantasy novels and popular apologetics, but the fact that 
his academic works concentrated on medieval thought is often overlooked. 

7. Lewis, Discarded Image, 222.
8. On specifically this methodological question, see, e.g., Stenmark, Science and Religion; 

McGrath, Science of  God.
9. See, e.g., Drees, Beyond the Big Bang.

Cosmology in Theological Perspective
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In fact, many of his texts are still counted among the best available studies 
on the medieval worldview. One feature of the medieval cosmos is that it was 
Christocentric through and through; humans were never the real center of 
the universe. It was Lewis’s understanding of the cosmos as created through 
the divine Logos (the true Cosmic center) that enabled him to imagine other 
possible worlds filled with life more or less like our own. The medieval world 
was, to use Lewis’s word, “anthropoperipheral,” and we were “creatures of the 
Margin.”10 Obviously, this opens immense possibilities for the imagination.

In his essays, Lewis offered reasoned commentaries on our place in the 
cosmos that drew from the ancient Christian tradition, encountering head-on 
the contemporary challenges, which he showed to be often based on misun-
derstandings or superficial knowledge of history. He resisted the scientistic 
worldview as “all fact and no meaning”—that is to say, a worldview that tries 
to be too secure and is thereby paradoxically vacated of those things that 
really matter to us. By mixing elements from the contemporary and ancient 
cosmologies, he wished to underline the meaning that was lost, as “pure facts” 
had taken over the collective imagination. In a way, his science fiction was a 
project that tried to re-enchant the world after the disenchantment brought 
by scientism and crude materialism.11

I do not intend to offer here a close reading of Lewis’s cosmology per se, 
but I will be using him as an example of how to think about cosmological 
matters in a scientific age while trying to understand the meaning of Christian 
cosmological convictions. Turning what I take to be Lewis’s philosophical 
style (which I do not think was unique to just him) into a proper method, I 
wish to highlight three formal epistemic desiderata:

10. Lewis, Discarded Image, 58.
11. Lewis, “Transposition,” 114–15:

You will have noticed that most dogs cannot understand pointing. You point to a bit of 
food on the floor; the dog, instead of looking at the floor, sniffs at your finger. A finger 
is a finger to him, and that is all. His world is all fact and no meaning. And in a period 
when factual realism is dominant we shall find people deliberately inducing upon them-
selves this doglike mind. A man who has experienced love from within will deliberately 
go about to inspect it analytically from outside and regard the results of this analysis as 
truer than his experience. The extreme limit of this self-blinding is seen in those who, like 
the rest of us, have consciousness, yet go about to study the human organism as if they 
did not know it was conscious. As long as this deliberate refusal to understand things 
from above, even where such understanding is possible, continues, it is idle to talk of any 
final victory over materialism. The critique of every experience from below, the voluntary 
ignoring of meaning and concentration on fact, will always have the same plausibility. 
There will always be evidence, and every month fresh evidence, to show that religion is 
only psychological, justice only self-protection, politics only economics, love only lust, 
and thought itself only cerebral biochemistry.

See also Nagel, Secular Philosophy, 7.

Introduction

_Vainio_Cosmology_ES_djm.indd   17 4/16/18   11:32 AM

Olli-Pekka Vainio, Cosmology in Theological Perspective
Baker Academic, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2018. Used by permission.



6

 1. Understanding of history
 2. Coherence of knowledge
 3. Intellectual virtue

The first one pertains to our dependence on history. Every attempt at 
constructing a cosmology takes place in a historical context, with people 
typically trying to answer specific questions that are germane to that time. 
In order to grasp what the development of cosmologies means, we need to 
understand the past. This is especially important for the Christian church, 
which is a living tradition.12 The faith of the church today is a part of a living 
organism; we cannot be separated from the tradition, lest we cease to exist, 
yet we cannot simply reiterate the past either.

There are apparent dangers in nostalgia.13 We are often prone to remem-
ber things incorrectly, so that things and times appear better than they were. 
Moreover, nostalgia misleads us if we fail to recognize that the things that 
we try to bring back from the past to our own time are not viable anymore, 
having lost their philosophical credentials. A good kind of nostalgia requires 
that we locate an idea, portray it correctly, and have a clear understanding of 
why it is a good thing. Moreover, we need an account for why this thing was 
lost, which is connected to its viability today. Is the thing of the past genuinely 
good for us, and does it help us solve some of our present problems?

History as such does not offer us a clear, unified picture, but an under-
standing of history gives us a sense of borders and the rules of the playing field. 
Even if the historical traditions of the church are not uniform, they portray 
a type of unity. Lewis calls this “mere Christianity,” and G. K. Chesterton, 
“orthodoxy.” I take the coherence of knowledge in this context to mean a 
balance between three material elements that are constitutive of Christian 
identity. These include the following:

 1. Canonical witness
 2. Ecumenical tradition
 3. Ecumenical consensus

For a church to be a Christian church, it needs acknowledgment of these 
three elements that form its identity. The church is founded on the witness of 

12. When I speak about “the church,” I refer to the ecumenical tradition of Christianity, 
not to any particular denomination. Sometimes I use “church” to refer to, e.g., the Catholic 
Church, but that should be obvious in each context.

13. For an argument against seeing Lewis as engaging in unwarranted nostalgia in his science 
fiction, see Schwartz, C. S. Lewis.

Cosmology in Theological Perspective
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the apostles, which is recorded in the biblical canon. The Bible is the “norming 
norm,” which controls and guides the theological deliberation of the church. 
However, this norm does not exist in a vacuum. Knowledge of the tradition is 
crucial for understanding the reception history of biblical doctrines, how they 
have been interpreted at different times and why, and why we have received 
this form of the doctrine. As the church thinks about and rethinks its identity 
in our own time, it needs to be reminded what the church outside any single 
denominational tradition is doing. It is normal for us humans to be limited 
by our location and our in-group, so that we are unable to see all possible 
solutions. Therefore, churches need each other in their reflection.

On the one hand, the model that I am suggesting is a form of theological 
inquiry, which is an ongoing project in all Christian communities. On the 
other hand, it is not necessarily employed properly and consciously every-
where, always, and by everyone. Even if I cannot pursue the question of the 
ecumenical nature of theological thinking any further here, I believe that 
this is a rough outline that in principle should be able to be affirmed by all 
Christian churches.14

History and coherence offer us the material elements, which are then 
balanced by intellectual virtues. These include values like honesty, open-
mindedness, critical thinking, courage, and wisdom. Without virtues, we 
end up in either relativism or dogmatism, both of which fail to pass as the 
proper epistemic attitude supported by both the Christian tradition and the 
best available means of knowledge acquisition.15 Knowledge acquisition is 
always a balancing act. We find ways to relate new things we have found with 
the old things that we currently hold on to. The history of the church offers 
several examples, both good and bad, on how this can be done.

Structure of  the Book

I have split this book into ten short chapters, each of which discusses one 
topic that is important for the human role in the universe. Chapter 1 discusses 
how humans of the ancient world built their cosmologies. This includes a 
survey of cosmologies that existed before and during the writing of the Old 
Testament, and the more advanced prescientific cosmologies of Plato and 
Aristotle, which had an influence on the early church.

14. For more on this question from a historical and contemporary perspective, see Guarino, 
Vincent of  Lérins.

15. Roberts and Wood, Intellectual Virtues; Baehr, Intellectual Virtues and Education; Kort, 
C. S. Lewis, 63.

Introduction
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Chapter 2 examines how the early church understood the core message of 
the biblical cosmogonies and what kinds of philosophical and hermeneutical 
tools the first Christians employed in interpreting them. Special attention is 
paid to two major works on early Christian cosmology, by Basil the Great 
and Saint Augustine.

Chapter 3 takes up three cases where science and theology seem to have 
been at odds. The debates surrounding the work of Galileo, Newton, and 
Darwin are still with us, and they can teach us many things about how to 
think—and how not to think—about the relation of theological convictions 
and cosmological facts. These first chapters function as introductions that 
try to make transparent how the tradition has deliberated these themes 
before. When this foundation has been laid, I turn to more contemporary 
issues.

Chapter 4 moves through historical debates on the plurality of worlds to 
our own time, where multiverse theories are widely debated. How does the 
idea of the multiverse fit together with Christian theism? Here I formulate a 
version of the principle of plenitude, according to which a benevolent Creator 
is likely to create good things in abundance. This principle is also used later 
in the book when the possibility of the existence of other rational beings is 
discussed.

Theistic religions view the human being as created in the image of God. 
Interestingly, there has never been a single definition for this term, imago Dei, 
since it has been used to perform various theological tasks at different times. 
In chapter 5, after providing a loose framework of how the concept might be 
used today, I ask whether animals, aliens, and artificial intelligences might be 
taken to be bearers of the image of God.

Chapter 5 investigates how the possibility of alien life might fit together 
with Christian theism, or if Christianity implies that we are alone in the uni-
verse. I argue that Christian theism is compatible with both views, but each 
of them actualizes different challenges that require a response. I offer a set of 
brief answers to these challenges.

Chapter 7 continues this same deliberation, but this time from the point of 
view of the immensity of the cosmos. Should God have created a human-sized 
cosmos? Why all the empty space? The scale of the cosmos raises questions 
about human value and significance. How can we think about our lives as 
meaningful in the grand cosmic perspective?

Chapters 8 and 9 discuss properly theological doctrines. How should we 
understand the relation of God and creation? Where can God be found? 
As God is not a being among other beings, how should we understand 

Cosmology in Theological Perspective
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God’s nature? Could God reveal himself  or become incarnate more than  
once?16

Chapter 10 returns to C. S. Lewis and uses his distinction between reason 
and imagination to offer a framework for how to continue thinking about 
cosmology from a theological perspective. Given everything we know at this 
point in history, how should we pursue our quest for a greater understanding 
of God and the cosmos?

16. I refer to God with male pronouns because Christ identified God as the Father, which is 
an authoritative metaphor (but not the only one). This does not mean that I think that God is 
gendered in the same sense as humans are. God is beyond gender distinctions, and I understand 
this to be an ecumenically shared view of Christian faith. My own language (Finnish) is not 
gendered, which makes theo-logy a lot easier in this respect. For discussion, see Rea, “Gender”; 
Soskice, Kindness of  God.
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1

Every Saga Has a Beginning
Philosophical Cosmologies in the Ancient World

In order to grasp the relationship between contemporary science and the 
Christian worldview, it is helpful to look back and see how cosmologies were 
constructed in the past. In this chapter, I will briefly examine cosmologies in 
the ancient Near East and their similarities and dissimilarities with the Old 
Testament. Plato and Aristotle offer the first major philosophical accounts 
of cosmology, and they had significant influence on early Christianity. For 
the first Christians, these were the “scientific” models of the world that they 
tried to reconcile with their faith. On several points, they were in funda-
mental agreement. Nonetheless, Christians came to deny the existence of a 
past-eternal universe, and their view of God—namely, that God is one and 
personal—differed from that in the Greek tradition.

Cosmos in Ancient Mesopotamia, Egypt, and the Old Testament

The Greek word cosmos in its mundane usage referred to skillfully and beau-
tifully composed objects, like jewels, statues, or machines. For example, in 
Homer’s Odyssey (8.492), the Trojan horse is called a cosmos. The opposite 
of cosmos is chaos and disorder. Charles Taylor aptly captures the idea of 
prescientific cosmologies: “I use ‘cosmos’ for our forebearers’ idea of the 
totality of existence because it contains the idea of an ordered whole. It is 
not that our own universe isn’t in its own way ordered, but in the cosmos 
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the order of things was a humanly meaningful one. That is, the principle of 
order in the cosmos was closely related to, often identical with, that which 
gives shape to our lives.”1

While the first cosmologies were anthropocentric, later developments have 
to some extent left this perspective behind; they are not directly concerned 
about the place and meaning of humans in the grand scheme of things. As 
we approach our own time, cosmology starts to focus more on things like the 
structure and evolution of the universe and the origin of matter. Nevertheless, 
questions concerning the nature of consciousness and the origin and the 
meaning of life are always lurking around the corner, and many cosmologists 
find it hard not to say something about these issues, which lie outside proper 
scientific method. It is, in fact, hard to tell when a cosmology is purely scientific 
and when it borders on the philosophical or religious. Cosmological ques-
tions are, and always have been, deeply connected with existential questions.2

Prescientific cosmologies included some claims about the nature and move-
ments of the heavenly bodies, but they were not exclusively interested in stars 
alone; they sought to tell a story about everything that exists. This is common 
for all origin myths; they tell where we came from and what our relation to 
the whole is, while the most advanced ones typically point us in the direction 
of how we should go about living our lives.3

Prescientific cosmologies typically proceeded from perception of the imme-
diate features of reality and aimed to provide a holistic account of everything 
that exists. Therefore, it is natural that such accounts were anthropocentric. 
A fundamental feature of these cosmologies is what a person sees and experi-
ences, which was then inserted into a mythic framework. The same stance is 
portrayed in old medieval maps where the words hic sunt dracones (here be 
dragons) may appear on the edges. The maps portray what is known, what 
has been seen, and what matters. Here is the world of knowledge; there is the 
world of surprise. However, we should not take old maps too seriously. The 
old genre of mappa mundi was not meant to serve the same function as our 

1. Taylor, Secular Age, 60.
2. For brief accounts, see, e.g., Carr, “Cosmology and Religion”; Halvorson and Kragh, 

“Cosmology and Theology.” On cosmological narratives in different religious traditions, see 
Kärkkäinen, Creation and Humanity.

3. We obviously know very little about the religions of the cultures that predated the axial 
revolution (from the eighth to the third century BC). Based on the cave paintings, it has been 
suggested that early on the human cosmology was split between this-worldly and other-worldly 
realms, and the latter could be visited by shamans with the help of spirits. The world or cosmos 
was the sum of these two realms. However, these claims are speculative. See Lewis-Williams 
and Pearce, Inside the Neolithic Mind; Bellah, Religion in Human Evolution, 117–74; and van 
Huyssteen, Alone in the World?, 233–70.
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modern maps. For example, the famous Hereford Map depicts the world with 
Jerusalem at its center, and it also gives the location of Eden (see fig. 1.1). It 
is obvious that the author of the map did not even care about geographical 
details, for places seem to appear in random locations. It focuses on the mean-
ings and relations of things, not where they are. Thus, these maps illustrate 
a different way of placing oneself in the universe, which might at first sound 
strange for us. For the illustrator, the meaning of things was more important 
than accurate depictions of them as physical objects.

Figure 1.1. Hereford Mappa Mundi, a medieval map of the world dating from ca. 1300. The 
map, along with a commentary, can be browsed at https://www.themappamundi.co.uk.

Every Saga Has a Beginning
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To get a better grasp of the first actual cosmologies, we need to go back to 
ancient Mesopotamia and Egypt. Ancient Near Eastern cosmologies often used 
the human body as a model for the cosmos (a pattern that has continued in a 
mutated form until this very day). The human body offers a way of structur-
ing the world in a hierarchical manner, where certain parts are higher while 
others are lower. The act of creation is also typically depicted with the help 
of sexual images, such as in intercourse between gods and earthly elements.4

The old languages of these regions did not have a specific word for cosmos, 
but the world was typically divided between heaven and earth. Gods, often 
linked to the celestial bodies, were believed to reside in heaven, with earth con-
sisting of the world of humans and the subterranean netherworld, the dwelling 
place of the dead. In the hierarchy of the Babylonian Enuma Elish, the regions 
closest to humans are also dwelling places of more anthropomorphic deities, 
whereas the peripheries are inhabited by strange gods and demonic creatures. 
In the story, our world is created when the hero of the story, Marduk, slays 
Tiamat, a chaos monster often depicted as a dragon, and builds the world from 
different parts of her body. As a whole, the story can be read as a theodicy 
that explains the birth of our world from chaos through the guiding hands of 
very powerful, but not ultimately perfect, deities: the world is created out of 
matter that is subject to change as such and also subject to the whims of gods.5

The early cosmologies typically consisted of elements and images that 
were familiar at the time of their writing. The Sumerian Epic of  Gilgamesh 
depicts the earth as a mountain surrounded by primeval waters; other texts 
portray the human world as a reed raft floating on water. The early cosmolo-
gies are a mixture of elementary knowledge of the movements of the stars and 
existential accounts of the place of humans in the grand scheme of things. 
Even if the texts are openly mythical and poetic, they express a familiar need 
to offer a systematic account of the totality of things, with an emphasis on 
existential questions. The depictions of wars between gods and other beings 
are not mere stories; they are explanations of why we humans behave as we 
do. In this, they are fine examples of human curiosity and cognitive capacity.6

4. Pongratz-Leisten et al., “Creation and Cosmogony.” For example, the Sumerian Enki 
and the World Order tells how the world was created from the semen of an ocean god. For a 
collection of Sumerian and Akkadian texts with a commentary, see Horowitz, Mesopotamian 
Cosmic Geography; Black, Literature of  Ancient Sumer, 210–44.

5. Lambert, “Mesopotamian Creation Stories.” For a comparison with Genesis 1, see Sparks, 
“Enüma Elish.” On how ancient cosmogonic myths function as theodicies, see Laato and de 
Moor, Theodicy, 27–150.

6. As Robert W. Jenson states,
All cultures do in fact tell just such primal aetiological stories as appear in Genesis 1–11, 
and around much the same set of motifs. How are we to understand this? What is common 
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The Egyptian cosmologies, which are slightly more developed and philo-
sophically explicit than the Mesopotamian ones, portray the same tendencies, 
but they also offer a normative account of human good.7 The stars, as well as 
forces of nature like the primordial ocean, are gods. A central philosophical 
concept in Egyptian cosmology is maʿat, which refers to the balance of the 
cosmos. When there is balance, there is also justice, harmony, and prosper-
ity. The opposite of maʿat is chaos, which presents itself in war, famine, and 
a lack of various virtues. In the beginning, humans lived peacefully under 
the reign of the sun god Re, the ruler of both gods and men. When humans 
rebelled, gods were sent to destroy the human race. Re pitied humans and 
decided not to execute his sentence, but the alliance between gods and men 
was still broken. The gods left Earth for the sky, and humans were destined 
to remain behind. The earthly king, Pharaoh, ruled as a steward of divine 
order, and he was supposed to represent maʿat in his rule as well as he could, 
lest the world succumb to chaos.

In its post-fall state, the Egyptian cosmos consists of the following elements. 
The world of humans is a disk that floats on an immense ocean. The god of 
the air, Shu, holds up the god of the sky, Hathor, who forms a cupola over 
the Earth. Her belly glitters with stars by night, and by day Re sails his boat 
across the horizon. During the night, Re enters the underworld where the dead 
reside. The Egyptians thought that the Earth-disk is the physical center of the 
universe, around which everything else revolves. However, this was not a place 
of great value, as the divine realm was held to be the true, nonphysical center. 
Humans had value only relative to order and the hierarchy of the cosmos.

The Nordic mythologies portray the cosmos in a similar fashion. Above 
us is a cupola formed out of the skull of the giant Ymir, who was slain by 
Odin and his brothers. Ymir’s body was used to form Midgard, the world 

to all the race, and emerges in the need to tell aetiological stories of primal times, is, we 
may suggest, a set of worries. Thus the fragility of the physical circumstances in which 
human life is possible is felt by all cultures; and stories are everywhere told about the 
bare aversion of universal catastrophe. Or again, encounter with peoples whose speech 
cannot be understood is always a threatening puzzle. In Israel, as elsewhere, stories 
like those of Genesis 1–11 are told to bring such anxieties to word and so make them 
bearable, that is, to certify reality as it is now experienced. Among the universally felt 
fragilities of existence, one is metaphysical. Not only is our human world ambiguous and 
threatening in certain dominating but contingent features, so also is the precondition of 
our human history, the world in its mere givenness prior to all our action in it: there is 
a sort of absolute worry. We have already cited Heidegger citing Leibniz: “Why is there 
anything at all? Why not just nothing?” (Jenson, Systematic Theology, 2:9–10. See also 
M. Robinson, Absence of  Mind, 25–26)

7. Quirke, “Creation Stories”; el-Aswad, “Archaic Egyptian Cosmology”; Redford, Ancient 
Gods Speak, 189–91.

Every Saga Has a Beginning

_Vainio_Cosmology_ES_djm.indd   27 4/16/18   11:32 AM

Olli-Pekka Vainio, Cosmology in Theological Perspective
Baker Academic, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2018. Used by permission.



16

of humans, at the edges of which also live giants, elves, and dwarves. Below 
Midgard is Nilfheim, the world of the dead, and above is Asgard, the home 
of the gods. Midgard resides on a plane surrounded by the sea and the giant 
serpent Jörmungandr. Whether the Vikings thought that the world is literally 
flat is hard to answer. Humans do not play a great role in the Nordic myths; 
they are mostly objects of the gods’ whims and other events happening in 
the world. After the end of the world, Ragnarök (translated in English as the 
“twilight of the gods”), only two humans survive, and they, with a few lesser 
surviving gods, establish an era of peace and tranquility. However, this ending 
is suspected to be an influence of Christianity, as the poems were collected 
relatively late in the thirteenth century.8

The idea of Earth being flat can be traced back to these ancient myths. 
Being the way the world was ordinarily viewed, the ancient Near Eastern 
cosmology is repeated almost unchanged in the Old Testament. The world 
is depicted as a flat disk supported by pillars. Below our feet is sheol, the 
place of the dead, and above us is the dome of heaven. The lower heaven is 
the realm of birds but also planets and stars. The upper heaven is the abode 
of divine beings. Nevertheless, the fact that the idea of a flat Earth never got 
much traction in the later Mediterranean (especially Greek) philosophies, as 
well as the early church, shows the power of natural philosophy over simple 
experience and a good story.9

Ancient cosmogonies were openly mythical, taking place in primordial time 
and offering detailed descriptions of the divine councils and lives of the gods. 
Comparing these to the Old Testament, it is obvious that their tone is differ-
ent, even if there are several similarities. For the Judeo-Christian tradition, the 
obvious source for cosmological speculation is, of course, the two creation 
stories in the beginning of Genesis (1:1–2:3 and 2:4–25), but the psalms (esp. 
Pss. 8, 19, 29, 65, 104, 139), Proverbs 3:8, Job, and Isaiah 40–55 also contain 
material that is relevant for the understanding of creation.10 It is well known 
that the creation accounts of the Old Testament employ the same material 
as other contemporary and older accounts. However, the authors of Genesis 
used it to tell a different story.11 For example, nowhere in the Old Testament 

8. See, e.g., the poem “Voluspa” in Crawford, Poetic Edda.
9. For an overview of the Old Testament cosmology, see Greenwood, Scripture and Cosmol-

ogy, 71–102. The church fathers and the medieval church took the idea of a spherical Earth 
as a fact proved by common sense, and there were very few exceptions to this rule. The claim 
that the church had believed in a flat Earth is a rather recently invented myth. See J. Russell, 
Inventing the Flat Earth; Grant, Planets, Stars and Orbs, 626.

10. Clifford, Creation Accounts, 137–97; Enns, Evolution of  Adam, 35–61; Walton, “Genesis.”
11. Gunton, Triune Creator, 17–18; Fergusson, Cosmos and the Creator, 7; Walton, Genesis 

1, 193–98; Jaki, Genesis 1, 8–31.
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are planets or the forces of nature deified. However, some passages, such as 
Isaiah 51:9–10, use the language of primordial fight:

Awake, as in days gone by,
as in generations of old.
Was it not you who cut Rahab to pieces,
who pierced that monster through?
Was it not you who dried up the sea,
the waters of the great deep,
who made a road in the depths of the sea
so that the redeemed might cross over?

Furthermore, Genesis 1 employs language and themes reminiscent of Meso-
potamian creation narratives, including primordial matter, which God uses 
to create the world and effect the separation of various elements and the sky 
as a “vault”:

In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth. Now the earth was 
formless and empty, darkness was over the surface of the deep, and the Spirit 
of God was hovering over the waters.

And God said, “Let there be light,” and there was light. God saw that the 
light was good, and he separated the light from the darkness. God called the 
light “day,” and the darkness he called “night.” And there was evening, and 
there was morning—the first day.

And God said, “Let there be a vault between the waters to separate water 
from water.” So God made the vault and separated the water under the vault 
from the water above it. And it was so. God called the vault “sky.” And there 
was evening, and there was morning—the second day. (Gen. 1:1–3)

It is not possible to offer a detailed interpretation of Genesis here. Con-
sidering our theme, it suffices to note that the creation accounts of the Old 
Testament are thoroughly theological, and actual cosmological details are not 
at the center of the story, enabling the liberal use of contemporary images and 
language. The focus is on God as the sole benevolent Creator, who creates an 
orderly, good world where humans can live. The world does not come into 
being through theomachy, a battle between gods; even though the primordial 
powers are real powers, they yield to God without resistance. Thus, despite use 
of the language of that era, the way in which the narrator employed it is clearly 
different, such that familiar concepts were given a new theological meaning.12

12. On the patristic accounts of creation, where the emphasis is on theological anthropol-
ogy and Christology, see Bouteneff, Beginnings, 55–87. On the early interpretations of the Old 
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John Walton points out something obvious in the Bible—namely, that 
God never reveals things that would be scientifically ahead of that period. 
Revelation takes place in the culture in which people were living at the time. 
Moreover, revelation also serves the needs of that culture, which often makes 
it hard for other cultures to understand it properly, or at least grasp all the 
details in it. For example, Walton makes a helpful distinction between ma-
terial and functional ontologies. While material ontology is concerned about 
the absolute origin of things, functional ontology is about what makes a 
thing what it is. It is framed by offering an account of how things are related 
to one another and how they form a functional whole.13 These two types of 
ontologies do not exclude each other, but they are different ways of looking 
at things. Walton’s point is that material ontology would have been foreign 
at the time of the writing of Genesis, while functional ontology would have 
been the most natural way of approaching the question of things coming into 
existence. Therefore, the text of Genesis addresses an issue that is larger than 
the question about mere material origins.

Let us note here an important point: while it is true that the Bible does 
not contain any new scientific discoveries, this does not mean that it does not 
contain ideas that are philosophically new and revolutionary. For example, 
Genesis provides a comprehensive worldview where everything is “good.” 
Being good refers to the purpose of things; everything is in its right place. 
Goodness is something that is built into the fabric of the cosmos; it is not 
accidental or contingent.14 Moreover, the six days of creation followed by the 
Sabbath refer to the liturgical function of the cosmos. The whole creation is 
God’s temple. This can be seen as an affirmation of absolute monotheism, as 
the other gods are effectively made homeless; they have no temple.15

Genesis does not explicitly state that everything was created out of 
nothing (ex nihilo), but the later tradition found that to be a doctrine that 
could be supported by Genesis. The earliest reference to ex nihilo is found 
in 2 Maccabees (second century BC): “So I urge you, my child, to look at 
the sky and the earth. Consider everything you see there, and realize that 
God made it all from nothing, just as he made the human race” (2 Macc.  

Testament creation accounts, see also Walton, Genesis 1; Walton, Lost World; Fretheim, God 
and World; and Anderson, Creation.

13. Walton, Lost World, 18–19, 23–37.
14. This issue is related to the origin stories where the world comes about as a consequence 

of a primordial fight between the principalities. In the Christian story, violence and war are not 
at the center, compared to the ultimate primacy of God over everything else. As Paul Ricoeur 
states, “Creation is not a victory over an Enemy older than the creator.” Quoted in Gunton, 
Triune Creator, 26.

15. Smith, Priestly Vision of  Genesis 1.
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7:28 GNT).16 In the Shepherd of Hermas, it is stated, “First of all, believe that 
God is One, who created all things and set them in order, and made out of 
what did not exist everything that is, and who contains all things but is himself 
alone uncontained.”17 However, the early Jewish interpretations differed on 
the exact meaning of “nothing,” and there was no consensus regarding what 
nothingness in fact referred to.18

During the first Christian centuries, the Platonic narratives of creation, 
which presupposed eternal matter, provided a reason to formulate the actual 
doctrine. However, the official status came quite late, in the Fourth Lateran 
Council (1215), where it was stated: “God . . . creator of all visible and invis-
ible things, of the spiritual and of the corporal; who by His own omnipotent 
power at once from the beginning of time created each creature from nothing, 
spiritual and corporal, namely, angelic and mundane, and finally the human, 
constituted as it were, alike of the spirit and the body.”19 Nevertheless, the 
teaching had had strong support among the early church, which had to resist 
gnostic interpretations of the creation.20 The early Christian interpreters of 
Genesis noted a resemblance between mythical concepts and the biblical text, 
but they were quick to point out how their meaning and use were different.21 
The canonical origins of creatio ex nihilo are ultimately in the New Testa-
ment, such as in Hebrews 11:3 (“By faith we understand that the universe 
was formed at God’s command, so that what is seen was not made out of 
what was visible”) and Revelation 4:11 (“You are worthy, our Lord and God, 
to receive glory and honor and power, for you created all things, and by your 
will they were created and have their being”).22

Similar primacy and the providential presence of God are also prevalent in 
the Old Testament, where creation has a teleology and order.23 Everything in 

16. In the Septuagint: ὅτι οὐκ ἐξ ὄντων ἐποίησεν αὐτὰ ὁ θεός (hoti ouk ex ontōn epoiēsen 
auta ho theos).

17. Shepherd of Hermas, Mandate 1.1, in Holmes, Apostolic Fathers, 505.
18. For discussion, see May, Creatio Ex Nihilo; W. Brown, Ethos of  Cosmos, 40; Oord, The-

ologies of  Creation; Reno, Genesis, 29–46; and Burrell, Creation. For a philosophical defense 
of creation ex nihilo, see Copan and Craig, Creation out of  Nothing. Copan and Craig argue 
that even if the concept of ex nihilo does not as such appear in Genesis, the account of Genesis 
even in its original meaning fits well together with the later doctrine.

19. Denzinger, Compendium of  Creeds, §428.
20. For Philo, Justin, Theophilus, and Irenaeus on ex nihilo, see Steenberg, Irenaeus on 

Creation, 38–44. The reason for the late formulation was the rise of Platonism in the early 
Middle Ages. See Fiorenza and Gavin, Systematic Theology, 219–20.

21. See, e.g., Basil, Hexaemeron 2.2; 2.4, where he argues that the “deep” does not refer to 
primordial powers. See also Irenaeus, Against Heresies 4.20.1–2; Origen, De principiis 1.3.3; 2.1.4.

22. Gunton, Triune Creator, 20–24; Copan and Craig, Creation out of  Nothing, 71–91.
23. W. Brown, Ethos of  Cosmos, 36–132. On the same order in New Testament accounts 

of creation, see Coloe, Creation Is Groaning, 71–115.
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the created order is oriented toward God, as Psalms 24:1 claims: “The earth 
is the Lord’s, and everything in it, the world, and all who live in it.” A central 
concept that includes not only humans but all life is nephesh, a sacred life 
force, which suffers if the relationship with the Creator is broken and which 
seeks to return to God (Ps. 33:19). Humans are generally called images of 
God, which in the ancient world was a title reserved for the representatives 
of the divine realm—that is, kings and queens.

In general, the ancient Israelites adopted the contemporary worldview 
because there was not much in their covenant with Yahweh that seriously 
challenged it, except their philosophical claims concerning the nature of God 
as one and the relation between God and the created order. Interestingly, the 
Israelite cosmology was more minimalistic and less explicit than its Egyptian 
and Mesopotamian counterparts.24 This enabled an easy and natural connec-
tion between Israelite religious cosmology and Platonism.25

Plato’s Lively Cosmos

Plato’s Timaeus (360 BC) is the first major philosophical treatise of cosmology 
in the history of Western philosophy. It predates the scientific method, but it 
offers quite acute observations about reality and portrays an inquiring mind-
set that constantly seeks greater understanding. In the Platonic cosmology, 
the chaotic primal matter, the Ideas or Forms, and the demiurge have existed 
for all eternity.26 Movement toward a better grasp of the real is based on the 
distinction between two levels of reality: unchangeable Forms and changeable 
matter. Our world, which is subject to change and decay, has been made into 
the image of the unchangeable.

Now if so be that this Cosmos is beautiful and its Constructor good, it is plain 
that he fixed his gaze on the Eternal; but if otherwise (which is an impious sup-
position), his gaze was on that which has come into existence. But it is clear to 

24. The Old Testament contains several cosmic depictions that suggest there was no single 
cosmology to which Israelites were supposed to adhere. Cf. Ps. 24:1–2; 136:6 (the earth is 
established “on the waters”), and Ps. 104 (the firmament that holds the waters). See Pongratz-
Leisten et al., “Creation and Cosmogony.” The plurality of images made it easier to adopt a 
more metaphorical approach to the narratives.

25. The Jewish philosopher Philo of Alexandria (25 BC–AD 50) wrote an influential com-
mentary on Genesis in which he argued for a form of creation ex nihilo that was influenced 
by Platonism: matter was not eternal even if the ideas that were used to form the matter were. 
Effectively there was thus a primary creation of ideas in eternity that preceded the creation of 
matter in time. Philo of Alexandria, Creation of  the Cosmos 1, 4 (pp. 7, 16).

26. Plato, Timaeus 31ab, 37c, 52, 92c.
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everyone that his gaze was on the Eternal; for the Cosmos is the fairest of all 
that has come into existence, and He the best of all the Causes. So having in 
this wise come into existence, it has been constructed after the pattern of that 
which is apprehensible by reason and thought and is self-identical. Again, if 
these premises be granted, it is wholly necessary that this Cosmos should be 
a Copy of something.27

The world as we know it was created by the demiourgos, which is a name 
for the manifestation of the perfectly good and beautiful divine mind; often 
this has been simply translated as “God,” but it is clear that Plato did not 
have in mind the concept of a theistic Creator; the demiurge is instead an 
impersonal symbol of organizing force, which is not an object of worship. 
The demiurge, being perfect in every way and lacking nothing, guarantees 
that the world is created in the image of divine reality, which effectively makes 
this world both the only and the best possible world.28

Being the best means that the world follows certain mathematical ideals. 
The idea of the world as spherical, and thereby perfect, was first suggested 
by Parmenides on philosophical grounds. It was only later, when it became 
possible to make actual measurements and experiments, that Plato’s friend 
Eudoxus of Cnidus proved this initially philosophical claim to be empirically 
true. Thus, Plato very likely believed that our world is spherical, like the other 
heavenly bodies.29

Neither the demiurge nor the Ideas or Forms (most of all Goodness, Beauty, 
Truth) are part of our physical cosmos; instead, they reside in the realm 
beyond it.30 Since the temporal world resembles the eternal world so much, 
it is possible for us to contemplate the world such that it functions like an 
icon, offering us access to the eternal. Even if the depiction of cosmology is 
anthropocentric, this is only the case because cosmological contemplation is 
the only way for our souls to find their way back to their original state. In fact, 
we are not the centerpiece in the cosmos, and the cosmos was not created for 
our sake. However, the demiurge has created our minds and bodies and the 
cosmos so that they have an indissoluble connection. Our task in this earthly 
life is to use our demiurge-given senses to bring our chaotic selves back into 
harmony with the universe. “But the cause and purpose of that best good, as 
we must maintain, is this,—that God devised and bestowed upon us vision to 

27. Plato, Timaeus 29ab (trans. Bury, 53).
28. Cornford, Plato’s Cosmology, 37–38. Later, the demiurge came to mean a lesser creator 

god or the highest of the this-worldly gods. This was not Plato’s usage of the term.
29. Grant, Science and Religion, 75. Plato, Timaeus 33b.
30. Plato, Timaeus 42e.
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the end that we might behold the revolutions of Reason in the Heaven and use 
them for the revolvings of the reasoning that is within us, these being akin to 
those, the perturbable to the imperturbable; and that, through learning and 
sharing in calculations which are correct by their nature, by imitation of the 
absolutely unvarying revolutions of the God we might stabilize the variable 
revolutions within ourselves.”31

The world is an organism like the human body and therefore intelligible.32 
The human body is a microcosmos that reflects in its physical appearance the 
nature of the cosmos. The human head is the seat of reason, the highest of 
the cognitive faculties, and therefore spherical, like the planets, which move in 
perfect and perpetual circular motion. Lower animals, such as horses and birds, 
who lack this capacity, have nonspherical heads. The lowest of animals—fish 
and everything that lives in the water—are at the farthest end of the scale.

By means of their intellect, humans can—and should—transcend their 
bodily existence. The body is a prison of the soul, and the soul belongs to 
the higher realm.33 Return takes place by meditation on the features of the 
physical world, which are a reflection of the divine perfection and order. In-
cidentally, the Greek word physis also means “order” or “law” (nomos).34 For 
Plato, as in Greek thought in general, natural philosophy was not a science 
in the sense that we use the term, but it combined elements from philosophy, 
political theory, mathematics, and religion. The purpose of natural philosophy 
was the education of the soul so that it could escape earthly existence and 
once again become united with Ideas.35 The same approach to philosophy 
was widely adopted by the early Christians, who interpreted the ascent of the 
soul to God in ways that heavily drew on Platonic cosmology.36

Plato held that the cosmos is a living thing that has a soul and reason, and 
planets are also animate, godlike beings.37 The cosmos is thus full of life. This 
later became known as “the principle of plenitude.”38 Plato writes, “For since 
God desired to make it resemble most closely that intelligible Creature which 
is fairest of all and in all ways most perfect, He constructed it as a Living 

31. Plato, Timaeus 47bc (trans. Bury, 109). See also 88c.
32. Plato, Timaeus 39e.
33. Plato, Timaeus 81d–e.
34. Plato, Gorgias 492a.
35. Grant, History of  Natural Philosophy, 21–26.
36. On the use of Platonist themes by Origen, Gregory of Nyssa, and Athanasius, see Louth, 

Christian Mystical Tradition, 51–94.
37. Plato, Timaeus 30c, 39a. A good treatment of what this personification of planetary 

bodies meant and how it has been employed in modern fiction by C. S. Lewis can be found in 
M. Ward, Planet Narnia.

38. Lovejoy, Great Chain of  Being, 50–55.
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Creature, one and visible, containing within itself all the living creatures 
which are by nature akin to itself.”39

The principle of plenitude was taken up in the twentieth century by Arthur 
Lovejoy and put forward as a quintessential Platonic idea. Lovejoy argued that 
the principle is a natural outcome of Plato’s metaphysics, and he charted its 
appearances throughout Western intellectual history. Lovejoy thus summarized 
Plato’s logic behind the idea: “The idea of Good is a necessary reality; it can-
not be other than what its essence implies; and it therefore must, by virtue of 
its own nature, necessarily engender finite existents. And the number of kinds 
of these is predetermined logically; the Absolute would not be what it is if 
it gave rise to anything less than a complete world in which the ‘model,’ i.e., 
the totality of ideal Forms, is translated into concrete realities. It follows that 
every sensible thing that is, is because it—or at all events, its sort—cannot 
but be, and be precisely what it is.”40

Although Lovejoy’s interpretation of the principle of plenitude can be 
contested when it comes to the details, it is nonetheless true that this way of 
thinking about the world had considerable influence on later Platonic tradition 
and also on Basil, Augustine, and Aquinas.41 The principle became the subject 
of increased criticism, especially after the late Middle Ages.42 We do not need 
to delve into the intricacies of this particular theory; it suffices to note that 
it resonated well with Judeo-Christian theism, which had close affinity with 
Platonism during the first centuries of Christianity. In its theological form, the 
principle means that it is good that God creates things in abundance, or that 
we have no reason to think that God should only create those things that are 
absolutely needed—and nothing else. The Platonic cosmology was remarkably 

39. Plato, Timaeus 30d (trans. Bury, 57).
40. Lovejoy, Great Chain of  Being, 54.
41. Basil, Hexaemeron 5.7; Augustine, City of  God 11.22–23. To be precise, Augustine does 

not think that given enough time everything that is potential will become actualized; see City of 
God 11.5. Nevertheless, he does think that the cosmos contains beings in plenitude, and many 
of those are odd, strange, and even dangerous, and this is something that reflects God’s nature 
as the Creator who is ultimately Good. Aquinas writes (ST 1.47.1): “God planned to create 
many distinct things, in order to share with them and reproduce in them his goodness. Because 
no one creature could do this, he produced many diverse creatures, so that what was lacking 
in one expression of his goodness could be made up by another; for the goodness which God 
has whole and together, creatures share in many different ways. And the whole universe shares 
and expresses that goodness better than any individual creature.”

42. However, the reasons for this were quite complicated. Among these was the question of 
which things the plenitude exactly refers to. Should we expect a plenitude of possible individual 
beings or events? If the former, this resembles atomism, which was rejected by Plato and Aristotle. 
If the latter, then we are not very far from hard determinism (which late medieval voluntarists 
claimed to restrict the freedom of God). Also, the principle has had various interpretations 
and suggestions of how and to what it can be applied. See Hintikka, “Great Chain of Being.”
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close to the Judeo-Christian idea of creation. They both acknowledged the 
goodness and purpose of creation. However, the eternity of matter caused 
problems during the first centuries of Christianity, as that seemed to suggest 
the existence of a coeternal entity alongside God.

Aristotle and the Ptolemaic Cosmos

Aristotle’s (384–322 BC) main work dealing with cosmology is his early On the 
Heavens (Peri ouranou). The work shares a lot in common with Plato when it 
comes to the basic elements of cosmology, even if there are clear differences.43 
The most obvious dissimilarity is the order in which the philosophers proceed 
in giving their accounts. Plato began with the eternal world, which is reflected 
in the harmony of the cosmos, in its laws and shapes. Aristotle instead started 
with immediate empirical phenomena and tried to provide an account that 
makes sense of what we see. His cosmological model had immense historical 
influence, for it came to dominate, with only minor changes, Western scientific 
inquiry for almost two thousand years.

Aristotle held that the cosmos has existed from all eternity, it has no begin-
ning, and it will never end. The cosmos is the sum of everything that exists. 
Therefore, our cosmos is also the only one that exists, and its center is the 
spherical Earth, which is minuscule compared to other heavenly bodies.44 The 
cosmos is divided between sublunary Nature (physis) and translunary Sky 
(ouranos). The world of Nature is the world of change, whereas the Sky is 
immutable and unchanging. In Nature, things come into being and go out of 
existence, they live and they die, and they grow and decay. In the Sky, noth-
ing changes. The word nova, which counterintuitively from our perspective 
refers to a new (novum) star, illustrates this point. The appearance of the first 
supernova in 1572 was quite literally a world-shattering event. In the place 
where nothing was supposed to change, a change occurred.

Like Plato, Aristotle held that the sublunary world consists of four elements—
Earth, Air, Fire, and Water—and all other substances are mixtures of these. The 
element of Sky is aether, also known as the “fifth element,” which is eternal. 
Everything in the cosmos has a natural way of moving into its correct place by 

43. Some early interpreters tried to harmonize Timaeus and On the Heavens so that they 
would define the cosmos in the same way. See Baltes, Die Weltentstehung.

44. Aristotle’s estimate for Earth’s circumference was 400,000 stadia. The exact length of a 
stadium varied from 150 to 300 meters, but in any case Aristotle’s calculations made the earth 
significantly bigger than it actually is. Still, Aristotle thought that the other bodies are much 
bigger than Earth, which hints at the cosmological scales in the ancient world. Aristotle, On 
the Heavens 2.14.
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its own powers: pieces of earth fall downward, fire rises upward. Movement 
is not due to external influence but rather to the inherent inclination of an 
object toward its natural state. Outward influence can prohibit movement by 
blocking the object, like when a rock is held by the hand, but when the hand 
is removed, the rock will fall. Unlike all other movements, circular movement, 
perceived in perfect form only in the planets, does not have a contradicting or 
opposing movement, and thus it is eternal, like the uncreated matter through 
which the stars travel.

The Aristotelian model of the cosmos was laid out in detail by Ptolemy in his 
work Almagest.45 The Ptolemaic model was taken as the standard schema for 
the universe, and it was also adopted by the early church. This model was the 
best available scientific explanation of the universe, and it remained dominant 
until challenged by Copernicus, Kepler, and Galileo. Ptolemy’s theory was a 
mixture of philosophy and empirical calculations. One example of this was 
the idea that the earth is not in fact in the exact mathematical center of the 
cosmos, since this so-called deferent center and the earth do not exist in the 
same location. Moreover, the planets do not move in their orbits like trains but 
orbit the epicycle center, which follows a perfectly circular route around the 
earth. These theories were introduced to accommodate the irregularities of the 
planetary movements, which resulted from elliptical orbits. In this, Ptolemy’s 
model admittedly did a good job, but it did not remove the inherent tension 
between his complex mathematics and the presupposition of perfection that 
was fundamental in Aristotelian philosophy.46

In the Ptolemaic model of the cosmos, the earth is spherical and sur-
rounded by the Seven Heavens (see fig. 1.2). These heavens are translucent 
globes, each of which is home to a shining planet. Looking up from the 
earth, these heavens are the moon, Mercury, Venus, the sun, Mars, Jupiter, 
and Saturn. The planets were also held to be gods, following the Platonic 
fashion of according to moving objects a soul that animates them. Thus, the 
whole cosmos was seen to be alive as a sum of different souls that could affect 
each other to create a harmonious whole. The theory of astrology—that 
is, the influence of stars on the life of humans—was based on this Greek 
holistic cosmology.47

45. Toomer, Ptolemy’s Almagest, 150. Even though Aristotle’s works became lost for centuries 
in the West and were rediscovered later in the early Middle Ages, Ptolemy’s works remained 
in the public knowledge.

46. Scharf, Copernicus Complex, 15.
47. Even if Aristotle thought that heavenly bodies influence terrestrial bodies, he never taught 

that we could use this connection to make predictions. However, this was argued by Ptolemy 
in his work Tetrabiblos. Grant, Science and Religion, 101.
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Beyond Saturn was the stellatum, where all the stars that did not move 
resided. Sometimes an extra layer was added for planetary constellations. If 
one goes through the stellatum, one finds the First Moved (primum mobile), 
which is the first ultimate thing that is still part of our cosmos. After this, 
human categories break down. Aristotle offers this fascinating account, which 
tries to strike a balance between what must be said and what cannot be said:

It is therefore evident that there is also no place or void or time outside the 
heaven. For in every place body can be present; and void is said to be that in 
which the presence of body, though not actual, is possible; and time is the 
number of movement. But in the absence of natural body there is no movement, 
and outside the heaven, as we have shown, body neither exists nor can come 
to exist. It is clear then that there is neither place, nor void, nor time, outside 
the heaven. Hence whatever is there, is of such a nature as not to occupy any 
place, nor does time age it; nor is there any change in any of the things which 
lie beyond the outermost motion; they continue through their entire duration 
unalterable and unmodified, living the best and most self-sufficient of lives.48

The later Christian centuries read this as an account of heaven or the nature 
of God. However, even if Aristotle believed in God, his idea differed from that 
of both Plato and the Christian understanding of the divine. For Aristotle, 

48. Aristotle, On the Heavens 1.9.

Figure 1.2. Ptolemaic cosmos, from Peter Apian’s book 
Cosmographia (published 1524).
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God is totally disinterested of the cosmos; God is totally self-sufficient thought 
that thinks only about itself. It has neither any need nor awareness of us. 
We are insignificant.49 Nevertheless, the Aristotelian God and its creation 
had enough common features with the Judeo-Christian doctrine of creation 
that Christian theologians could recognize some familiarity with it and use 
Aristotle’s thought as a framework for theological deliberation.

8
Biblical cosmogonies evidently differ from other ancient Near Eastern 

origin myths. Granted, they share certain elements, but they were used differ-
ently to underline the difference of Yahweh from creation. Regarding factual 
cosmology, the Bible remains relatively silent. It does not contain the kind 
of deliberation that we find in the texts of Plato and Aristotle, which makes 
the biblical tradition flexible and able to coexist with different cosmologies. 
Effectively, various cosmological accounts were quite early on interpreted as 
allegories and metaphors. For example, the talk about pillars of the earth (Job 
9:6; 1 Sam. 2:8) was ordinarily interpreted as references to the divine power 
and providence, even if the original audience might have taken the expres-
sions literally. This hermeneutical openness has been a great advantage for the 
Christian tradition, which has been adamant on certain philosophical points 
on creation but has shown considerable freedom on where the line between 
allegory and concrete history should be drawn.

49. Gilson, God and Philosophy, 31–37. For a thorough treatment of how Greek philosophy 
was divided on the issue of whether the world needs a designer, see Sedley, Creationism.
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