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“A  NEW WAY  OF  L I FE ”

Every day billions of  people devote a significant amount of time 
to worshiping an imaginary being. More precisely, they praise, 
exalt, and pray to the God of the major Abrahamic religions. 
They put their hopes in— and they fear— a transcendent, super-
natural deity that, they believe, created the world and now exer-
cises providence over it.

In the prophetic writings of Judaism, Chris  tian ity, and Islam, 
this God appears endowed with familiar psychological and moral 
characteristics. He—  the Abrahamic God is typically conceived 
as masculine— has knowledge, perception, intention, volition, 
and desire, and He experiences emotions such as jealousy, dis-
appointment, plea sure, and sadness. God is power  ful and  free, 
unconstrained in His omnipotence. He issues commandments 
that He expects to be fulfilled, and He exercises harsh judgment 
over  those who fail to obey them. God is also good, benevolent, 
and merciful, and the providential plan conceived and pursued 
by God is grounded in wisdom and justice.

This all- too- human God does not exist, or so argues the 
seventeenth-  century phi los o pher Bento de Spinoza.1 Such a di-
vinity is a superstitious fiction, he claims, grounded in the irra -
tional passions of  human beings who daily suffer the vicissi -
tudes of nature. Feeling lost and abandoned in an insecure world 
that does not cater to their wishes and yet, at the same time, find -
ing in that world an order and con ve nience that seems more than 
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2 • CHAPTER 1

accidental, they imagine a governing Spirit that, on the model 
of  human agency, directs all  things  toward certain ends.  Here is 
how Spinoza describes the common psychological pro cess:

They find— both in themselves and outside themselves—  many 

means that are very helpful in seeking their own advantage, e.g., 

eyes for seeing, teeth for chewing, plants and animals for food, 

the sun for light, the sea for supporting fish. Hence, they con -

sider all natu  ral  things as means to their own advantage. And 

knowing that they had found  these means, not provided them 

for themselves, they had reason to believe that  there was some-

one  else who had prepared  those means for their use. For  after 

they considered  things as means, they could not believe that the 

 things had made themselves; but from the means they  were ac-

customed to prepare for themselves, they had to infer that  there 

was a ruler, or a number of rulers of nature, endowed with  human 

freedom, who had taken care of all  things for them, and made 

all  things for their use. 2

A comforting thought indeed, but no more true for the consola-
tion it brings. Such  people “who feign a God like man . . .  wan-
der far from the true knowledge of God.”  There is no transcen-
dent deity;  there is no super natural being, no being who is 
separate or diff er ent from or beyond Nature.  There was no cre-
ation;  there  will be no final judgment.  There is only Nature and 
what belongs to Nature.

The word ‘God’ is still available, even useful, particularly as 
it captures certain essential features of Nature that constitute (at 
least among phi  los o phers in Spinoza’s time) the definition of 
God: Nature is an eternal, infinite, necessarily existing substance, 
the most real and self- caused cause of what ever  else is real. 
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“A NEW WAY OF LIFE” • 3

(Spinoza defines ‘substance,’ the basic category of his metaphys-
ics, as “what is in itself and conceived through itself,” that is, what 
has true ontological and epistemological in  de pen dence.) Thus, 
God is nothing distinct from Nature itself. God is Nature, and 
Nature is all  there is. This is why Spinoza prefers the phrase Deus 
sive Natura (“God or Nature”).

Early in his philosophical masterpiece, the Ethics, Spinoza 
says that “what ever is, is in God,” and “from the necessity of the 
divine nature  there must follow infinitely many  things in infi-
nitely many ways.”3 All  things, without exception, are in and a 
part of Nature; they are governed by the princi ples of Nature and 
brought about by other natu ral  causes. Spinoza can be read  either 
as a pantheist— and historically this seems to be far and away the 
most common interpretation—or as an atheist, as some of his 
most vehement critics (and fans) have done.  Either way, what is 
non- negotiable is the denial of the personal, anthropomorphic 
Abrahamic God.4

It follows that  there is, and can be, no such  thing as divine 
providence, at least as this is typically understood. Every  thing 
that happens in Nature and by Nature’s laws happens with blind, 
absolute necessity.  Every  thing and  every state of affairs is caus-
ally determined to be as it is. Neither Nature itself nor anything 
in Nature could have been other wise. As Spinoza puts it, “In na-
ture  there is nothing contingent, but all  things have been deter-
mined from the necessity of the divine nature to exist and pro -
duce an effect in a certain way.”5 In Spinoza’s view, this is not the 
best of all pos si ble worlds; it is not even one among many pos si-
ble worlds. This is the only pos si ble world. “ Things could have 
been produced by God in no other way, and in no other order 
than they have been produced.” 6
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