On Eternity

‘Since, then, God abides for ever in an eternal present, His knowledge, also transcending all
movement of time, dwells in the simplicity of its own changeless present, and, embracing
the whole infinite sweep of the past and of the future, contemplates all that falls within its
simple cognition as if it were now taking place. And therefore, if you will carefully consider
that immediate presentment whereby it discriminates all things, you will more rightly deem it
not foreknowledge as of something future, but knowledge of a moment that never passes.
For this cause the name chosen to describe it is not prevision, but providence, because,
since utterly removed in nature from things mean and trivial, its outlook embraces all things
as from some lofty height. Why, then, do you insist that the things which are surveyed by
the Divine eye are involved in necessity, whereas clearly men impose no necessity on things
which they see? Does the act of vision add any necessity to the things which you see
before your eyes?’

‘Assuredly not.’

‘And yet, if we may without unfitness compare God’s present and man’s, just as you see
certain things in this your temporary present, so does He see all things in His eternal
present. Therefore this Divine anticipation changes not the natures and properties of things,
and it beholds things present before it, just as they will hereafter come to pass in time. Nor
does it confound things in its judgement, but in the one mental view distinguishes alike
what will come necessarily and what without necessity. For even as you, when at one and
the same time you see a man walking on the earth and the sun rising in the sky, distinguish
between the two, though one glance embraces both, and judge the former voluntary, the
latter necessary action: so also the Divine vision in its universal range of view does in no
way confuse the characters of the things which are present to its regard, though future in
respect of time. Whence it follows that when it perceives that something will come into
existence, and yet is perfectly aware that this is unbound by any necessity, its apprehension
is not opinion, but rather knowledge based on truth. And if to this you say that what God
sees to be about to come to pass cannot fail to come to pass, and that what cannot fail to
come to pass happens of necessity, and will tie me down to this word necessity, | will
acknowledge that you affirm a most solid truth, but one which scarcely anyone can
approach to who has not made the Divine his special study. For my answer would be that
the same future event is necessary from the standpoint of Divine knowledge, but when
considered in its own nature it seems absolutely free and unfettered. So, then, there are two
necessities—one simple, as that men are necessarily mortal; the other conditioned, as that,
if you know that someone is walking, he must necessarily be walking. For that which is
known cannot indeed be otherwise than as it is known to be, and yet this fact by no means
carries with it that other simple necessity. For the former necessity is not imposed by the
thing’s own proper nature, but by the addition of a condition. No necessity compels one
who is voluntarily walking to go forward, although it is necessary for him to go forward at
the moment of walking. In the same way, then, if Providence sees anything as present, that
must necessarily be, though it is bound by no necessity of nature. Now, God views as
present those coming events which happen of free will. These, accordingly, from the
standpoint of the Divine vision are made necessary conditionally on the Divine cognizance;
viewed, however, in themselves, they desist not from the absolute freedom naturally theirs.



Accordingly, without doubt, all things will come to pass which God foreknows as about to
happen, but of these certain proceed of free will; and though these happen, yet by the fact
of their existence they do not lose their proper nature, in virtue of which before they
happened it was really possible that they might not have come to pass.

‘What difference, then, does the denial of necessity make, since, through their being
conditioned by Divine knowledge, they come to pass as if they were in all respects under
the compulsion of necessity? This difference, surely, which we saw in the case of the
instances | formerly took, the sun’s rising and the man’s walking; which at the moment of
their occurrence could not but be taking place, and yet one of them before it took place
was necessarily obliged to be, while the other was not so at all. So likewise the things
which to God are present without doubt exist, but some of them come from the necessity
of things, others from the power of the agent. Quite rightly, then, have we said that these
things are necessary if viewed from the standpoint of the Divine knowledge; but if they are
considered in themselves, they are free from the bonds of necessity, even as everything
which is accessible to sense, regarded from the standpoint of Thought, is universal, but
viewed in its own nature particular. “But,” you will say, “if it is in my power to change my
purpose, | shall make void providence, since | shall perchance change something which
comes within its foreknowledge.” My answer is: You can indeed turn aside your purpose;
but since the truth of providence is ever at hand to see that you can, and whether you do,
and whither you turn yourself, you can not avoid the Divine foreknowledge, even as you can
not escape the sight of a present spectator, although of your free will you turn yourself to
various actions. Will you, then, say: “Shall the Divine knowledge be changed at my
discretion, so that, when | will this or that, providence changes its knowledge
correspondingly?”

‘Surely not.’

‘True, for the Divine vision anticipates all that is coming, and transforms and reduces it to
the form of its own present knowledge, and varies not, as you deem, in its foreknowledge,
alternating to this or that, but in a single flash it forestalls and includes your mutations
without altering. And this ever-present comprehension and survey of all things God has
received, not from the issue of future events, but from the simplicity of His own nature.
Hereby also is resolved the objection which a little while ago gave you offence—that our
doings in the future were spoken of as if supplying the cause of God’s knowledge. For this
faculty of knowledge, embracing all things in its immediate cognizance, has itself fixed the
bounds of all things, yet itself owes nothing to what comes after.

‘And all this being so, the freedom of man’s will stands unshaken, and laws are not
unrighteous, since their rewards and punishments are held forth to wills unbound by any
necessity. God, who foreknows all things, still looks down from above, and the ever-present
eternity of His vision concurs with the future character of all our acts, and dispenses to the
good rewards, to the bad punishments. Our hopes and prayers also are not fixed on God in
vain, and when they are rightly directed cannot fail of effect. Therefore, withstand vice,
practise virtue, lift up your souls to right hopes, offer humble prayers to Heaven. Great is
the necessity of righteousness laid upon you if you will not hide it from yourselves, seeing
that all your actions are done before the eyes of a Judge who sees all things.’

from Boethius, Consolation of Philosophy V. 6



