Creation and Conservation Once More
William Lane Craig
Used by permission of Religious Studies 34 (1998): 177-188.

SUMMARY
God is conceived in the Western theistic tradition to be both the Creator and Conservor of the
universe. These two roles were typically classed as different aspects of creation, originating
creation and continuing creation. On pain of incoherence, however, conservation needs to be
distinguished from creation. Contrary to current analyses (such as Philip Quinn's), creation should
be explicated in terms of God's bringing something into being, while conservation should be
understood in terms of God's preservation of something over an interval of time. The crucial
difference is that while conservation presupposes an object of the divine action, creation does not.
Such a construal has significant implications for a tensed theory of time.

CREATION AND CONSERVATION ONCE MORE
Introduction
"In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth" (Gen. 1.1). With majestic simplicity the
author of the opening chapter of Genesis thus differentiated his viewpoint, not only from that of the
ancient creation myths of Israel's neighbors, but also effectively from pantheism, such as is found
in Eastern religions like Vedanta Hinduism and Taoism, from panentheism, whether of classical
Neo-platonist vintage or twentieth-century process theology, and from polytheism, from ancient
paganism to contemporary Mormonism. He thereby gives us to understand that the universe had a
temporal origin and thus implies creatio ex nihilo in the temporal sense that God brought the
universe into being without a material cause at some point in the finite past. [1]
Later biblical authors so understood the Genesis account of creation. [2] The doctrine of creatio ex
nihilo is also implied in various places in early extra-biblical Jewish literature. [3] And the Church
Fathers, while heavily influenced by Greek thought, dug in their heels concerning the doctrine of
creation, sturdily insisting, with few exceptions, on the temporal creation of the universe ex nihilo in
opposition to the eternity of matter. [4] A tradition of robust argumentation against the past eternity
of the world and in favor of creatio ex nihilo, issuing from the Alexandrian Christian theologian John
Philoponus, continued for centuries in Islamic, Jewish, and Christian thought. [5] In 1215 the
Catholic church promulgated temporal creatio ex nihilo as official church doctrine at the Fourth
Lateran Council, declaring God to be "Creator of all things, visible and invisible, . . . who, by His
almighty power, from the beginning of time has created both orders in the same way out of
nothing." This remarkable declaration not only affirms that God created everything extra se without

any material cause, but even that time itself had a beginning. The doctrine of creation is thus
inherently bound up with temporal considerations and entails that God brought the universe int o
being at some point in the past without any antecedent or contemporaneous material cause.
At the same time, the Christian Scriptures also suggest that God is engaged in a sort of on -going
creation, sustaining the universe in being. Christ "reflects the glory of God and bears the very
stamp of His nature, upholding the universe by his word of power" (Heb. 1.3). Although relatively
infrequently attested in Scripture in comparison with the abundant references to God's original act
of creation, the idea of continuing creation came to constitute an important aspect of the doctrine of
creation as well. For Thomas Aquinas, for example, this aspect becomes the core doctrine of
creation, the question of whether the world's reception of being from God had a temporal
commencement or not having only secondary importance. [6] For Aquinas creation is the
immediate bestowal of being and as such belongs only to God, the universal principle of being;
therefore, creation is ex nihilo in that God's causing a creature to exist is immediate. Even if that
creature has existed from eternity, it is still created ex nihilo in this metaphysical sense.
Creatio Originans and Creatio Continuans
Thus, God is conceived in Christian theology to be the cause of the world both in His initial act of
bringing the universe into being and in His on-going conservation of the world in being. These two
actions have been traditionally classed as species of creatio ex nihilo, namely, creatio originans
and creatio continuans. While this is a handy rubric, it unfortunately quickly becomes problematic if
pressed to technical precision, as Philip Quinn has pointed out. In line with the traditional
understanding of creation as involving a temporal origination, Quinn initially broached the following
definitions, [7] where x is any contingent individual and t any instant of time:
D1. At t God conserves x = def. x exists at t iff God at t brings it about that x exists at t
D2. At t God creates x = def. God at t brings it about that x exists at t and there is no t' such that t'
is before t and x exists at t'
D3. God continuously creates x = def. for all t, x exists at t iff at t God creates x
Quinn points out, however, that these definitions entail a bizarre form of occasionalism, according
to which no persisting individuals exist. At each instant God creates a new individual, numerically
distinct from its chronological predecessor, so that diachronic personal identity and agency are
precluded.
One can respond to this difficulty in one of two ways: either by eliminating from the concept of

creation any reference to a beginning of existence or by denying that conservation is properly a
species of creation. Quinn initially chose the first route, "de-temporalizing" creation so that it
implies no beginning of existence:
D4. At t God creates x = def. God at t brings it about that x exists at t
On (D4) creation becomes indistinguishable from conservation: "At t God conserves x" means the
same as "At t God creates x." We can now speak coherently of creatio continuans:
D5. God continuously creates x = def. x is a persistent thing, and, for all t, if x exists at t, then at t
God creates x
The definition of continuous creation becomes indistinguishable from the definition of continuous
conservation.
This first route accords with the Thomistic analysis and also accommodates modern sensibilities,
which eschew empirical predictions based on theology. Undoubtedly the popularity of this route
has been largely due to theologians' fear of a conflict with science, which creatio continuans
permits them to avoid by operating only within the safe harbor of metaphysics, removed from the
realities of the physical, space-time world. [8] Since the rise of modern theology with
Schleiermacher, the doctrine of creatio originans has thus been allowed to atrophy, while the
doctrine of creatio continuans has assumed supremacy. [9] According to Schleiermacher, the
Church divided the original expression of the relation of the world to God, that of absolute
dependence, into two propositions: that the world was created and that the world is sustained. But
there is no reason, he asserts, to retain this distinction, since it is linked to the Mosaic account of
creation, which is the product of a mythological age. The question of whether it is possi ble or
necessary to conceive of God as existing apart from created things is a matter of indifference,
since it has no bearing on the feeling of absolute dependence on God. Hence, the doctrine of
creatio originans becomes an irrelevance.
On the other hand, this first route tends to compromise the teaching of Scripture and the Church
that a temporal beginning is a vital element of the doctrine of creation. It is clear that the biblical
authors' notion of creation is not some metaphysical doctrine of ontological dependence, but
involves the idea of a temporal origin of that which is created. The nearly ubiquitous use of the
past-tense with verbs of creation in the Scriptures is alone sufficient to establish the point.
Moreover, the Church has so understood creation. By contrast Quinn's re-definitions ignore the
temporal aspect of creation, thus leading to a depreciation of temporal creatio ex nihilo:
For God to create or conserve an individual at an instant is merely for him at that instant to bring

about the existence of the individual at the instant . . . . Seen in this light, the question of whether
the cosmos of contingent things was introduced into existence ex nihilo after a period of time when
nothing contingent existed becomes relatively unimportant for theistic orthodoxy. [10]
While this conclusion may be congenial to modern theologians, it must be said that the modern
modus operandi of hermetically sealing off theology from science has tended to make theology
itself something of an irrelevance. This is all the more tragic because modern cosmology, which
studies the large-scale structure and origin of the universe, has been strongly confirmatory of a
doctrine of creatio originans. Moreover, since Quinn is offering us definitions, not mere
explications, of divine creation, they must accord with our pre-philosophical intuitions and
language. [11] But there does seem to be an intuitive, conceptual distinction between creation and
conservation which is obscured by treating the latter as a species of creation. As John Duns
Scotus observed,
Properly speaking . . . it is only true to say that a creature is created at the first moment (of its
existence) and only after that moment is it conserved, for only then does its being have this order
to itself as something that was, as it were, there before. Because of these different conceptual
relationships implied by the words 'create' and 'conserve' it follows that one does not apply to a
thing when the other does. [12]
Rather than re-interpret creation in such a way as to not involve a time at which a thing first begins
to exist, we ought perhaps to treat that creatio continuans as a façon de parler and to try to
distinguish creation from conservation.
Creation and Conservation
In his most recent work Quinn does differentiate between creation and conservation. [13] He offers
the following postulate and definitions:
A. Necessarily, for all x and t, if x exists at t, God willing that x exists at t brings about x existing at
t.
D6. God creates x at t = def. God willing that x exists at t brings about x existing at t, and there is
no t' prior to t such that x exists at t'
D7. God conserves x at t = def. God willing that x exists at t brings about x existing at t, and there
is some t' prior to t such that x exists at t'
Unfortunately, these definitions remain problematic. First, in contrast to Quinn's initial definitions,
they construe divine causation as a sort of state-state causation rather than as agent causation.

The bringing about relation is said to be a special relation of metaphysical causation which holds
between the state of affairs God willing that x exists at t and x existing at t. [14] Thus, Quinn says,
"My account of creation and conservation rests on the . . . assumption that there is a special two
place relation of divine bringing about defined on ordered pairs of states of affairs." [15] On Quinn's
account there are thus contingent states of affairs like x existing at t which are not brought about or
metaphysically caused by God, which is incompatible with an adequate doctrine of creation. [16]
Secondly, even if we revert to D2, Quinn's definitions still fail to capture the essence of c reation.
Creation and conservation are distinguished in his account only in virtue of the accidental feature
of something's existing or not at a time prior to the time at which God brings it about that x exists.
Indeed, Quinn takes it as a virtue of his account that creation and conservation are intrinsically the
same: those who differentiate creation and conservation "seem to suppose that the kind of power
required to create something ex nihilo is different from the sort of power needed merely to keep it
from lapsing back into nonbeing once it has been created." [17] "But," according to Quinn, "the
power and action involved in the bringing about are the same in both cases." [18] Accordingly, all
that differentiates creation from conservation of x is the adventitious fact of x's prior existence. [19]
But those who differentiate creation and conservation need not, pace Quinn, find the intrinsic
difference between them in the divine power and action, but may see it rather in the terminus of
that action. Intuitively, creation involves God's bringing something into being. Thus, if God creates
some entity e (whether an individual or an event) at a time t (whether an instant or finite interval),
then e comes into being at t. We can explicate this last notion as follows:
E1. e comes into being at t iff (i) e exists at t, (ii) t is the first time at which e exists, and (iii) e's
existing at t is a tensed fact
Accordingly,
E2. God creates e at t iff God brings it about that e comes into being at t
God's creating e involves e's coming into being, which is an absolute beginning of existence, not a
transition of e from non-being into being. In creation there is no patient entity on which the agent
acts to bring about its effect. [20] It follows that creation is not a type of change, since there is no
enduring subject which persists from one state to another. [21] It is precisely for this reason that
conservation cannot be properly thought of as essentially the same as creation. For conservation
does presuppose a subject which is made to continue from one state to another. In creation God
does not act on a subject, but constitutes the subject by His action; in contrast, in conservation
God acts on an existent subject to perpetuate its existence. This is the import of Scotus's remark
that only in conservation does a creature "have this order to itself as something that was, as it

were, there before." In conservation there is a patient entity on which the agent acts to produce its
effect.
To analyze God's conservation of e, along Quinn's lines, as God's re-creation of e anew at each
instant or moment of e's existence is to run the risk of falling into the radical occasionalism of
certain medieval Islamic theologians, who, out of their desire to make God not only the creator of
the world, but also its ground of being, denied that the constituent atoms of things endure from one
instant to another but are rather created in new states of being by God at every successive
instant. [22] The Islamic mutakallimun therefore denied the reality of secondary causation, leaving
God as the sole cause of change. [23]
There are actually two forms of occasionalism courted by Quinn: (1) the occasionalism implied by
a literal creatio continuans according to which similar, but numerically distinct, individuals are
created at each successive instant, and (2) the occasionalism which affirms diachronic individual
identity, but denies the reality of transeunt secondary causation. Quinn insists that his account of
creatio continuans avoids (1) because his definitions presuppose that x is a persistent thing. But is
it even coherent to affirm that God creates a persistent entity anew at every instant? If at every t
God creates ex nihilo, is it really x which exists at successive instants rather than a series of
simulacra? Since there is no patient subject on which the agent acts in creation, how is it that it is
the identical subject which is re-created each instant out of nothing rather than a numerically
distinct, but similar, subject? This difficulty may be sharpened by noting that Quinn's (D7 ) allows
that there may be temporal intervals separating the instants at which x exists. Not only does this
feature of (D7) render it an inadequate definition of conservation (since intuitively each new
beginning of x's existence represents creation, not conservation), but it also exacerbates one's
doubts about x's diachronic identity on Quinn's account of conservation. Quinn dismisses the
objection that God cannot create one and the same individual more than once and appeals to the
doctrine of eschatological resurrection as positive support of his position. [24] But traditionally the
identity of resurrected persons was vouchsafed by the doctrine of the intermediate state of the soul
or by God's using the remains of or the same material particles that constituted the mortal body,
and apart from these doctrines it is very difficult to see why a body created de novo in the end time
is the same person or body which lived and ceased to exist long before. [25]
Quinn also denies that his account of conservation implies type (2) occasionalism. This is because
his state-state causation says nothing about whether or how events are brought about. For all it
says, events like x being F at t have causes only in Hume's sense, not in the sense of being
brought about by God. Indeed, Quinn confesses that the empiricist in him inclines him toward such
a position. [26] But such a position seems both implausible and theologically unacceptable. If the
fire when brought into proximity with the cotton does not blacken the cotton, but is merely part of

an event regularly conjoined and continuous with the event of the cotton's turning black, then the
fire's being brought into proximity with the cotton is merely the occasion upon which the cotton
turns black. But if God, then, does not turn the cotton black upon such occasions, as Islamic
occasionalists believed, then the cotton's turning black seems to be utterly mysterious and
magical. This is not only incredible, but impugns the providence of God. Moreover, if God does
conserve x at t, then He must not only conserve x in abstraction, but x in its concrete particularity
with all its properties. [27] God does not simply conserve the piece of cotton at t, but the
blackened, smoldering piece of cotton at t. For the cotton to exist in all its particularity at t God
must bring about its existing with its properties. Therefore, conservation requires God to be a
cause of x being F at t. If, then, there are mere Humean causes in nature, occasionalism follows.
Quinn does entertain as well an account of secondary causation according to which secondary
causes act to bring about their effects, just as God does. But he insists that such an account is
compatible with his doctrine of conservation because that doctrine does not entail that God willing
x is F at t brings about x being F at t. This account, however, is incompatible with divine
providence. For either God wills that x is F at t or not. If not, then God is utterly indifferent to what
happens in the world, conserving it in being but not caring what happens in it, which denies God's
providence. Suppose, then, that God does will that x is F at t. Then His will is either directive or
permissive. If His will is directive, then God is impotent, since on Quinn's account x being F at t is
not brought about by God willing that x is F at t. But if God's will is merely permissive, then divine
providence is again denied, since God does not directly will anything to happen.
The same point can be made in another way. Suppose that x being F at t brings about y being G at
t*. The latter state of affairs entails that y exists at t*, a state of affairs which, on Quinn's account, is
brought about by God willing that y exists at t*. Such a circumstance seems to preclude God's free
choice not to will that y exists at t*. Granted, x being F at t does not bring about God willing that y
exists at t*, since bringing about is not closed under entailment. Still, given the efficacy of
secondary causes, God seems to have no choice but to will that y exists at t*. Quinn, however,
interprets this entailment in terms of divine concurrence: x being F at t cannot act to bring about its
effect unless divine volition actively concurs in bringing about its effect at that time. But Quinn
cannot mean that y being G at t* is brought about both by x being F at t and God willing that y is G
at t* (which is what divine concurrence holds) for his account precludes this. Rather he must mean
that God wills that y exists at t* because He knows what x being F at t will bring about and He wills
that its effect should be produced. In other words, He wills that y is G at t.* The same goes for x
being F at t, otherwise He would not have willed that x exist at t. On Quinn's account of
concurrence, then, God does actively will the effects of secondary causes, but His will is impotent,
bringing about nothing in that respect. Not only does this impugn divine omnipotence, but it

remains mysterious why God willing that y exists at t* should be causally efficacious and yet His
willing that y is G at t* is not. Moreover, the same problem discussed above reappears on this
account: in order to bring about y existing at t*, God must bring about y existing with all its
properties at t*, so that conservation implies genuine divine concurrence, namely, God's bringing
about y being G at t*.
It is therefore unhelpful to blur the distinction between divine conservation and creation. The
fundamental difference between creation and conservation, as we have seen, lies in the fact that in
conservation, as opposed to creation, there is presupposed a subject on which God acts.
Intuitively, conservation involves God's preservation of that subject in being over time. A
fundamental flaw in Quinn's definition of conservation is that he construes it as instantaneous. Not
only does this subvert the meaning of "conservation," but it spawns counter-intuitive results as
well. For example, on Quinn's (D7) an individual which exists only for an instant is not conserved
because it fails to exist at a prior time; but intuitively we should say that the reason it is not
conserved is because it fails to persist until a later time. Or again, an individual which exists merely
for an instant is, on (D7), conserved so long as it also existed at a single, remote, prior instant, a
scenario which intuitively has nothing to do with conservation. Or again, an individual which exists
for only a finite time but lacks a first instant of existence is, on Quinn's account, conserved, but
never created; but then one by definition has precluded the universe's being such an individual-unless one is prepared to abandon the doctrine of creation.
All this serves to underline the fact that conservation ought to be understood in terms of God's
preserving some entity e from one moment of its existence to another. A crucial insight into
conservation is that unlike creation, it does involve transition and therefore cannot occur at an
instant. We may therefore provide the following explication of divine conservation:
E3. God conserves e iff God acts upon e to bring about e's existing from t until some t*>t through
every sub-interval of the interval t

t*

In this light the statement that creating and conserving the world are, with respect to the act itself,
indistinguishable is misleading. For creating and conserving cannot be adequately analyzed with
respect to the act alone, but involve relations to the object of the act. The act itself (the causing of
existence) may be the same in both cases, but in one case may be instantaneous and
presupposes no prior object, whereas in the other case occurs over an interval and does involve a
prior object.
Creation, Conservation, and Tense
The doctrine of creation also involves an important metaphysical feature which is rarely

appreciated and is missed by Quinn's tenseless definitions: it commits one to a tensed or, in
McTaggart's convenient terminology, an A-Theory of time. [28] For if one adopts a tenseless or BTheory of time, then things do not literally come into existence. Things are then four -dimensional
objects which tenselessly subsist and begin to exist only in the sense that their extension along
their temporal dimension is finite in the earlier than direction. The whole four-dimensional, spacetime manifold is extrinsically (as opposed to intrinsically) timeless, existing co-eternally with God.
The universe thus does not come into being on a B-Theory of time, regardless of whether it has a
finite or an infinite past relative to any time. Hence, clause (iii) in E2 represents a necessary
feature of creation. In the absence of clause (iii) God's creation of the universe ex nihilo could be
interpreted along tenseless lines to postulate merely the finitude of cosmic time in the earlier than
direction.
What about conservation? At first blush this notion would seem to be much more amenable to a
tenseless construal. God can be conceived to act tenselessly on e to sustain it from t1 to t2. But a
moment's reflection reveals this construal to be problematic. What if e exists only at t? Or what if e
is the whole, four-dimensional space-time block? In neither case can God be said to conserve e,
according to our definition. Yet on a tenseless view of time God is the source of being for such
entities and therefore in some sense sustains them. Similarly, if we countenance timeless, abstract
objects in our ontology, then God must be the source of their being as well. In their case there is
properly speaking no conservation, no preserving them in existence from one moment to another.
The existence of such entities would seem to necessitate a third category of creation not
contemplated by the classical theologians, since they admitted no timeless entities apart from God,
what we might, on the pattern of creatio originans and creatio continuans, as a façon de parler call
creatio stans, a sort of static creation. Creatio stans is the relation appropriate to a B-Theory of
time. We can use "sustenance" as the technical term for such divine action and explicate it as
follows:
E4. God sustains e iff either e exists tenselessly at t or e exists timelessly, and God brings it about
that e exists.
The very idea of the need for conservation in being thus also implies an A-Theory of time,
according to which temporal becoming is real and moments of time do elapse and cease to be.
Conservation of an entity is necessary if that entity, like the moment at which it exists, is not to
lapse into non-being. On a B-Theory of time, no such lapse occurs, and so conservation is
unnecessary, indeed, excluded, if God is timeless. Rather God is engaged in sustaining the fourdimensional universe as a whole and every entity in it, whether that entity has a temporal
extension or exists merely at an instant. Thus, even conservation is compromised if definitions of it
are given which are compatible with a B-Theory of time.

Conclusion
In summary, we have seen that Scripture and tradition conceive of God as both the Creator and
the Conservor of the world, the former having reference to His initial act of bringing the universe
into being out of nothing and the latter referring to His preservation of the world in being from one
moment to another. The widespread tendency among scholars to conflate these two actions on
God's part flouts the witness of Scripture and the Church, has heightened the sense of theology's
irrelevance to the real world, and runs roughshod over important philosophical differences between
the two. Creation is distinct from conservation in that the former does not presuppose a patient
entity but involves God's bringing something into being, whereas the latter does presuppose a
patient entity and involves God's acting on it to preserve it from one moment to another --notions
which both imply a metaphysic of objective temporal becoming.
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