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Preface to the 2005 edition

In 1988 when I began to write Science and Providence, I did so be-

cause I expected that the next development in the active dialogue be-

tween science and religion would center on the discussion of how one

could take with equal seriousness the scientific account of the causal

structure of the world, together with the widespread religious belief

that God is providentially active within that world’s unfolding histo-

ry. That expectation certainly proved to be correct, for the 1990s saw a

decade of vigorous engagement in the science and religion communi-

ty with the issue of divine action.

The approach to that discussion contained in this book essentially

falls into two parts. The first part is concerned with the general ques-

tion of whether a careful analysis of the causal account given by sci-

ence actually reveals there indeed to be room to accommodate a reli-

gious belief in the exercise of divine providential agency. In what

follows, this topic is the concern of chapters 1 and 2. The remainder of

the book constitutes the second part of the discussion, whose subject

is how the general picture given in part one relates to specific topics of

importance to religious belief, such as general providence, miracle,

prayer, evil and so on. In this second part it also proved necessary to

discuss the question of the nature of time and God’s relationship to it,

and to consider briefly the question mark that is put on claims of cre-

ation’s significance by our knowledge of the inevitability of death,

both for human individuals and for the universe itself. I also gave a

brief discussion of Christianity’s account of the particular forms of
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divine action that correspond to its incarnational and sacramental

beliefs.

My current position in relation to this second part of the book’s

project may be summarized by saying that I have not significantly

changed my opinions in relation to the material of chapters three to

six, but I have subsequently enlarged my treatment of the material of

chapter seven (Polkinghorne 2000, chap. 7); given much further at-

tention to the issues sketched in chapter eight (Polkinghorne 2004,

chap. 4 and 5; Polkinghorne 2005, chap. 4 and 5); and considerably ex-

panded the discussion concerning eschatological issues that was start-

ed in chapter nine (Polkinghorne 2002). A theological concept that is

of overarching significance for the whole of this second part is the

recognition that the act of creation is a kenotic act of divine self-limi-

tation on the part of the Creator in allowing the creaturely other to be

itself and to make itself. God’s action is not divine tyranny, but it re-

spects the independence granted to creatures. This theme of divine

kenosis is present in a great deal of twentieth-century theological

writing, stemming from a variety of different traditions. I have had

the opportunity to edit a symposium made up of contributions from

both scientists and theologians, working together on this kenotic in-

sight (Polkinghorne 2001).

It is in relation to the theme of the first part of this book that the

greatest amount of further work has taken place in the science and re-

ligion community since the original publication of Science and Provi-

dence. The general question of the degree of openness of the physical

universe to the influence of divine providential action was the domi-

nant issue for discussion by that community in the 1990s. An impor-

tant arena in which much of this conversation took place was a series

of international conferences organized jointly by the Center for The-

ology and the Natural Sciences at Berkeley and the Vatican Observa-

tory at Castel Gandolfo (Russell et al. 1993; 1995; 1998; 1999; 2001).

The twentieth-century discovery of intrinsic unpredictabilities
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present in physical process, both at the microscopic level of quantum

theory and at the macroscopic level of chaos theory, had brought

about the demise of a merely mechanical picture of the physical

world, whose workings were no longer seen as being wholly tame and

controllable. Yet, unpredictability is an epistemological property, con-

cerned with what can or cannot be known, and it carries no logical

entailment of a necessary ontological conclusion concerning what is

actually the case. Inability to predict might be due either to ignorance

of hidden causal detail of a conventional kind, or it might be the sign

of a true openness to the operation of new forms of causal principle.

It is a matter for metaphysical decision which of these alternatives is to

be chosen, a point made clearly enough by the existence of both an

indeterministic interpretation (Niels Bohr) and a deterministic inter-

pretation (David Bohm) of quantum theory, each having the same

empirical adequacy in relation to experimental results, so that physics

by itself cannot settle the issue between them. Those of a realist cast of

mind in philosophy will incline to align epistemology and ontology as

closely as possible with each other, and so they will opt for the open-

ness interpretation. The issue of the necessity of making a metaphysi-

cal decision is referred to in this book (p. 35), but I realize with hind-

sight that I did so too briefly and in so condensed a manner that some

readers may well have found the remarks insufficiently clear. In subse-

quent writing on divine action I have sought to improve and clarify

the discussion (see especially, Polkinghorne 1998, chap.3).

The 1990s discussions of divine action centered precisely on this

question of what to make of intrinsic unpredictabilities. A number of

authors placed particular reliance on proposed quantum indetermi-

nacy as affording room for divine providential maneuver. On the oth-

er hand, I have remained of the opinion expressed in the present book

(pp. 33–36), that the better initial starting point for the discussion is

provided by the macroscopic unpredictabilities of chaos theory, of

course interpreted in an ontologically realist way. Those who have re-
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sisted this suggestion have, I believe, been unduly influenced by two

considerations. One is the recognition that the (metaphysical) idea 

of the openness of quantum process is very widely accepted in the

physics community, which might have seemed to imply that appeal-

ing to it was the safer option to take. The second consideration arose,

I think, from an undue bewitchment by the Newtonian equations

from which chaos theory originally sprang. Of course, as they stand,

these equations are deterministic in their character, but we know that

they are only approximations to reality, since Newtonian thinking is

not adequate at the scale of atomic phenomena. Dismissive talk of

‘deterministic chaos’ is, therefore, a highly challengeable metaphysical

decision, rather than an established conclusion of physics. It might be

thought that understanding could be advanced by a fusion of quan-

tum theory and chaos theory, since the behavior of chaotic systems

soon comes ostensibly to depend upon fine detail at a level of accura-

cy that is rendered inaccessible by Heisenberg’s uncertainty principle.

Unfortunately, however, the development of a ‘quantum chaology’

has been frustrated by the fact that quantum mechanics (which has a

scale set by Planck’s constant) and classical chaotic dynamics (whose

fractal character means that it is scale-free) are mutually incompati-

ble, so that they cannot simply be combined in an unproblematic way.

The fact is that our actual knowledge of the causal structure of the

physical world is still patchy and incomplete (Polkinghorne 2005,

chap. 2). Expectations of progress in understanding the exercise of

agency, whether human or divine, must, therefore, be corresponding-

ly modest. What the lengthy discussions in the 1990s on divine action

did achieve was the important gain of making it clear that science had

not established the causal closure of the world, as if what happens

could be fully understood simply in physicalist terms. Thus there is

no more reason to doubt the coherence of belief in divine providen-

tial agency than there is to doubt our experience of human intention-

al agency. Therefore the broad conclusion of the first part of this book
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still stands, and thus it continues to permit entry into the theological-

ly-oriented discussion of its second part. In this connection I would

particularly like to reiterate the point made on p. 34, that appeal to in-

trinsic unpredictability, of whatever form, is not recourse to a ‘God of

the gaps’ kind of argument of an unacceptable kind, but it is a recog-

nition of the intrinsic incompleteness of a scientific causal account

that is based solely on the traditional physical idea of the exchange of

energy between constituents.

john p olkinghorne

Queens’ College, Cambridge
April 2005
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Introduction

This is the third volume of a trilogy concerned with questions

arising at the interface between science and theology. The first volume

(One World) surveyed the scene. The second (Science and Creation)

dealt mainly with the impact upon the doctrine of creation of twenti-

eth-century discoveries about the universe and its history, and also

had something to say about natural theology. Both were necessarily

concerned with the generalities of physical process. In consequence

the God of whom they spoke could as well have been the God of

deism as the God of Christianity. The latter differs from the former in

his personal and particular concern for the unfolding histories of his

creatures. Though above all he is to be encountered in the individual

disclosures which Scripture records and to which the Church testi-

fies—for he is the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob; the God and Fa-

ther of our Lord Jesus Christ—he is also a God believed to be in con-

tinual interaction with all his creation. He is to be addressed in prayer,

for he exercises a providential care. The purpose of this book is to

consider whether such a personal, interacting God is a credible con-

cept in this scientific age.

It would not be so if we lived in a universe which was merely me-

chanical. If the future were a rigorous consequence of the past, simply

the making explicit of what was already inexorably implicit, then the

best that theology could manage with intellectual integrity would be

the God of deism, who had set it all a-spinning with carefully calcu-

lated care. In fact, of course, we have always known that we do not live
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in such a clockwork universe, for we know, as surely as we know any-

thing, that we are not ourselves automata. If we have a certain room

for maneuver in the way things are, it would not be altogether sur-

prising if God, who is the sustainer of the way things are, had left for

himself some such opportunity also. Advances in our scientific un-

derstanding of the world’s process have now enabled us to go beyond

the simple assertion of the inadequacy of mere mechanism. We begin

to discern the origins of our experience of open process. We are no

longer scientifically condemned to a universe of frozen being, but we

can start to describe a universe endowed with becoming. There is gen-

uine novelty possible in cosmic process, and consequently genuine

freedom for ourselves, and for God, is not ruled out.

This twentieth-century demise of the nineteenth-century me-

chanical view is due to two insights of modern physics. One is quan-

tum theory, which revealed the apparently reliable world of everyday

to be fitful and probabilistic at its constituent roots. The other in-

sight—more important for our present purpose because it deals with

phenomena at levels which are significant for events in the everyday

world—is the realization that the predictable systems, studied by

Newton and his successors, are exceptional in their simplicity. Once

we consider complex dynamical systems, they exhibit a delicate sensi-

tivity to circumstance which makes them intrinsically unpredictable.

The future is no longer contained in the past; there is scope for real

becoming. Extended to “super-systems” like ourselves (or cosmic

process) this insight offers the prospect of describing a world in

which we (and God) have freedom to act. I have previously suggested

(Chapter 5 of Science and Creation) that this resulting flexibility opens

up the possibility of a complementary metaphysic in which the men-

tal and the material are related as poles of the world-stuff in varying

degrees of indeterminate/determinate organization.

These ideas are set out in Chapters 1 and 2. In the course of the

discussion I suggest that the modern scientific worldview in no way
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makes incoherent the possibility of God’s providential action within

his creation. The location of his action in the flexibility of process

makes it clear why it is conceivable to pray for healing, or even per-

haps for rain, but inconceivable to pray for the sun to stand still or for

winter to become summer. In the course of the argument I deny that

we are limited solely to Wiles’s deistic view of God’s action as the sin-

gle act of Creatorly letting-be. I also reject any degree of divine em-

bodiment as the manner of God’s relation to the world.

Within the picture thus established, one can go on to consider the

nature of divine providence and some of the perplexities about it

(Chapter 3). If God’s relation to his creation is always consistent, then

miracle will be an unexpected providence, made possible by an un-

precedented regime, rather than a divine tour de force (Chapter 4).

The moral and physical evils of the world result from the freedom

granted by God to humankind, and to the whole developing physical

process, respectively. Theodicy’s free will defense, relating to moral

evil, needs augmentation by a free-process defense, relating to physi-

cal evil (Chapter 5). Prayer is to be understood as the aligning of our

wills with God’s (the reinforcing association of our freedom for ma-

neuver within cosmic process with his freedom) and the assignment

of value (Chapter 6). The God who interacts with the history of the

universe must be a dipolar God, possessing a temporal pole as well as

an eternal pole (Chapter 7). The consequences of that for the incarna-

tion, and the necessity from our point of view of considering sacra-

ment as the total action of the gathered Christian community with its

gifts, are briefly explored in Chapter 8. Lastly, the Final Anthropic

Principle, with its attempt at a “physical eschatology,” is shown to be

an inadequate basis for hope. Real hope can reside only with God,

both within history and beyond it (Chapter 9).
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1

The Problem

Recent years have seen a resurgence among scientists of the thought

that those who seek the deepest attainable understanding of the world

will have to reckon with the possibility that it will be found in theism.

The beautiful structure of the laws of physics—simple, yet subtle—

together with the delicate balance of their operation, by which the

world’s process is made fruitful, have seemed to many to speak of an

Intelligence behind the unfolding evolution of the universe.1

Such thoughts might be expected to give encouragement to Chris-

tian believers. Yet it is possible that they are being offered a gift by the

Greeks, as much to be feared as to be welcomed. For the God so dis-

cerned seems but an austere and impersonal deity; the ground of a

cosmic process which rolls on without obvious concern for the fate of

individuals. He commands our intellectual respect but not our love;

we can wonder at his works but we are not moved to trust him in our

personal lives. He is the God whom Einstein acknowledged. In reply

to one of the many inquiries about his religious beliefs he wrote: “If

something is in me which can be called religious then it is the un-

bounded admiration for the structure of the world as far as our sci-

ence can reveal it.” But he had prefixed this by saying, “I do not believe

in a personal God.”2 The offering of a revived natural theology would

have proved to be a Trojan horse for Christianity if it replaced the

God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ by the Great Mathematician.
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It is, of course, clear that natural theology by itself could never

lead us to the Christian God. It is a limited kind of investigation,

based on certain general ideas about the pattern and structure of the

world, and so it is only capable of affording limited insight. The criti-

cal question is whether that insight is such that it is capable of being

reconciled with the Christian’s belief in a personal and caring God,

addressed in prayer and active in his providential government of the

world. The new physics may encourage belief in some sort of deity,

but will he prove to be just a deistic Absentee Landlord? Will the very

laws of nature, thought in their rational beauty to testify to his exis-

tence, so prescribe cosmic history that God is left with no room for

activity within it? The inert guarantor of physical process is far from

being the living God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. Kasper says, “The

God who no longer plays an active role in the world is in the final

analysis a dead God.”3

The advance of science certainly seems to have had the effect in

the common mind of diminishing our expectations of God’s action.

It was natural for ancient people to see drought as God’s punishment

and refreshing rain as his reward.4 As recently as the 1928 revision of

the Book of Common Prayer it was considered appropriate to include

a prayer “for seasonable weather,” but when the Alternative Service

Book was produced in 1980 the nearest it could come to this was a ret-

rospective harvest collect expressing hearty thanks “for your fatherly

goodness and care in giving us the fruits of the earth in their season.”

It might be thought that there is some confusion in being thankful af-

terwards for what we have not had the confidence to ask for before-

hand. If the weather is just the outworking of the gigantic heat engine

of the Earth’s seas and atmosphere, then it rolls on its way, without ei-

ther openness to prior pleading or the necessity for subsequent grati-

tude. Yet there is this deeply felt religious need to give thanks. Is that

just an atavistic regression, or could it be an important insight, not yet

entirely lost, that God is indeed at work in the world, our scientifically

conditioned lack of expectation notwithstanding?
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There is a temptingly simple answer to this question. It is to assert

that God is active in the world as its Creator and Sustainer but his ac-

tion is limited to that great single Act which caused and keeps in being

the universe. Maurice Wiles espouses this view when he writes that

“we can make best sense of this whole complex of experience and

ideas if we think of the whole continuing creation of the world as

God’s one act, an act in which he allows radical freedom to his human

creation.”5 The world is the way it is in its basic pattern because God

wills it so, but the events that take place within it just happen as the

unfolding of consequence or the choice of agents. Wiles goes on to

say:

The nature of such a creation, I have suggested, is incompatible with the as-

sertion of further particular divinely initiated acts within the developing

history of the world. God’s act, like many human acts, is complex. I have ar-

gued that particular parts of it can rightly be spoken of as specially signifi-

cant aspects of the divine activity, but not as specific, identifiable, acts of

God.6

There is certainly important truth preserved in this holistic view of

God’s action. In particular, it safeguards us from a false dichotomy

between the “laws of nature” (conceived of as if operating independ-

ently of divine will) and the occasional interfering acts of an interven-

tionist God. Such a caricature has often been taken by scientists as be-

ing what a religious believer claims when he speaks of God’s activity.

Paul Davies says, when talking about the evolving complexity found

in the universe’s history, that “Those who invoke God as an explana-

tion of cosmic organization usually have in mind a supernatural

agency, acting on the world in defiance of natural laws.”7 The picture

of the divine clockmaker, from time to time interfering to adjust the

hands of the steadily ticking cosmic clock, is not one that commends

itself to Christian theology. God’s relationship with the world must be

continuing and not intermittent; it can have nothing capricious about

it, but it must be characterized by the most profound consistency. In
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that sense—in the sense of the unriven unity of divine attitude—it

must indeed be capable of being thought of as the execution of a sin-

gle great Act. Those regularities discerned by science as the laws of na-

ture are, in fact, signals of God’s reliability and faithfulness, made

known in his creation.

If God is not an intervener in the world’s process, yet surely, if he

is the Christian God, he is in continuous interaction with it. The sym-

bols of his relationship with his creation will need to include that of

an unfolding history as well as that of a timeless act. Wiles’s view,

swallowed whole, has all the detachment of deism. If “the primary us-

age for the idea of divine action should be in relation to the world as a

whole rather than in relation to particular occurrences within it,”8

then God is in danger of becoming no more than the abstract ground

of possibility, an Absentee Landlord indeed, who provides the proper-

ty but leaves it to the tenants to make of it what they can. If, as cer-

tainly I believe, it is the case that God “allows radical freedom to his

human creation,” it is not clear why he should have denied a similar

liberty to himself. If his act, “like many human acts, is complex,” then

the unpacking of that complexity may involve the recognition of dif-

ferent levels of relationship between God and the world, expressed

through different modes of interaction. It is then the task of theology

to show the mutual consistency of these differing kinds of involve-

ment and so to exhibit the underlying harmony that enables them to

be spoken of as acts of the one true God. The Christian understand-

ing of God requires that such a range of possible action be available to

him, for David Brown is surely right to say that if God makes no spe-

cific response to particular individuals “it would seem misleading to

characterize what is taking place as a personal relationship at all.”9

Concern with this problem has had a long history. The Fathers of

the Church were not unaware of it, in the terms appropriate to their

own way of thinking. Maximus the Confessor10 distinguishes three

forms of will in God. One is that of acquiescence (or concession). He
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illustrates it by reference to an example that poses severe difficulties

for us—God’s permitting Satan to put Job to excruciating test in or-

der to demonstrate his blamelessness.11 Whatever we may make of

that, there is no doubt that part of God’s interaction with the world

must be that of letting agents or circumstances take their course.

Without that there would be no true freedom, and the gift of love in

creation must be the gift of freedom, both to humankind and also to

the universe itself, as it explores its own inherent potential through its

evolving process.12 Herein lies the only possible answer to the agoniz-

ing questions, Why did God allow Auschwitz? Why did he allow the

Aberfan disaster? Since nothing would be unless God permitted it to

be, he is party to these terrible happenings, even if he is not their spe-

cific originator and even if we must believe them to be frustrations of

his loving purpose. To this degree God is involved in all that happens.

John Lucas says: “No theist would want to deny that God is omnipo-

tent, and that he could intervene to prevent any particular event’s oc-

curring, and therefore his non-intervention is a necessary condition

for each event.”13 God’s acquiescent interaction with the world raises

the acute question of theodicy. Vincent Brümmer is no doubt correct

up to a point when he writes “From the fact that God could have, but

did not, prevent Auschwitz, it does not necessarily follow that we

must hold him responsible for Auschwitz. We could also hold Hitler

and his henchmen responsible, as in fact we usually do”14 but the mat-

ter cannot end there. The primary responsibility clearly lies with the

Nazis, just as the primary responsibility for mugging an old lady lies

with her assailant, but we would not think that a powerful bystander,

who watched it all happen without intervening, was altogether blame-

less in the latter case. We shall have to return to these questions later.

The second will of God that Maximus distinguishes is his “econo-

my.” The Greek word oikonomia had the primary meaning of admin-

istration or oversight, from which its reference widened to cover a 

variety of orderly circumstance.15 Maximus’s example of God’s econ-
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omy is the story of Joseph, the way in which the events of his life led

to the preservation from famine of his father and brothers, together

with all Egypt. Ancient writers also use economy to refer to the regu-

lar sequence of natural phenomena. One says, “By economy, it be-

came dusk.” In modern terms the idea would translate into the un-

folding process of the world, whose regularity and stability reflect the

economic will of its Creator. We might say: “By economy the galaxies

condensed; by economy replicating molecules were able to form; by

economy homo sapiens evolved; by economy humankind is able to

exercise in society mutual restraint for the common good.” God’s

economy is obviously related to God’s acquiescence, the former being

the positive side of cosmic process, in contrast to the latter’s negative

aspect. Concisely, one might say that economy is that for which we

feel thankful in the ordinary working of the world. Acquiescence and

economy lie central to Wiles’s view of God’s one universal Act, the

given circumstance of creation.

Certainly the recognition of God’s preservation of the regular or-

der of the world must be seen to be a large and important part of his

action upon it. The Hebrews rightly feared the waters of chaos, and F.

R. Tennant was correct when he said that Christian theism “must be

sufficiently tinged with deism to recognize a relatively settled order.”16

Indeed people have thought that the Christian expectation of an or-

derly but contingent cosmos was an important ideological prerequi-

site for the development of modern science.17 Yet order must not con-

geal into rigidity; the restraint of God’s general reliability must not

result in his total impotence with respect to individual occurrences.

The outdated mechanical universe of pre–twentieth-century physical

science would not have been the fitting creation of the Christian God,

though it could certainly be said to exhibit his economy and acquies-

cence. It will not do to confine God’s interaction with the world to a

deistic maintenance of the total process. So Maximus goes on to speak

of a third will of God, that of purpose (eudokia, good pleasure). His il-

lustration is the call of Abraham. Here the example chosen is one that
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is, perhaps, easy for us to accept. We have learned about levels in our

psyches lying deeper than that of the rational ego of everyday aware-

ness. Modern depth psychology, particularly that following the in-

sights of Jung, seeks to map this interior territory, finding it populated

by powerful and symbolic psychic forces. If there is a God, the ground

of being, it does not seem inconceivable that he might find in this ar-

chetypal world of the unconscious his point of individual interaction

with us. Christopher Bryant testifies how Jung’s idea of the Self as the

fundamental integrating archetype, active in the depths of the psyche,

helped him to identify the action of God in part of his experience:

It was Jung’s idea of the self, the whole personality, acting as a constant in-

fluence on my conscious aims and intentions in a manner I was powerless

to prevent, that brought home to me the inescapable reality of God’s rule

over my life. So long as I thought of God’s providence as an abstract truth,

part of theistic belief, it made no powerful impact on me. But it was quite

another matter if God’s guiding hand was within my own being, within the

fluctuations of mood and the ups and downs of health.18

Not all will agree with Jungian ideas, but the mysterious complexity of

human personality does seem open to such divine influence. Does

that exhaust the possibilities for God’s particular interaction with his

creation? When we pray, should we restrict ourselves to requests relat-

ing to attitudes (Lord, give me courage) and eschew requests relating

to circumstance (Lord, heal my illness)? Even to state the question is

to begin to be uneasy about a minimalist answer to it. The increasing

recognition of the psychosomatic element in medicine indicates that

there are connections between mental attitude and physical circum-

stance. If our thoughts can affect our bodies, why should God be be-

lieved to be restricted to influence within the psyche alone? Indeed, if

man is a psychosomatic unity, as I think there is good reason to think

that he is, is there any sense in postulating such a restriction? Exactly

how brain and mind are related is beyond our present power to say,

but that they are related is clear from the effects of drugs and brain
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damage. If all mental processes have brain correlates, and that is true

of the operation of the unconscious mind as well as that of the con-

scious ego, then God could not interact with the depths of our psyches

without also interacting in some way with the material processes of

our brains. If that is the case, one can then go on to inquire about the

possibility of his interacting in a specific way with matter not organ-

ized into complex wholes supporting consciousness. In plain words,

we seem to have opened up for us the possibility of those particular

acts of God which are traditionally called providence and, even, mira-

cle. We shall defer to later chapters the discussion of these questions

and of the difficulties related to their answer. For the moment, let me

say that I agree with Peter Baelz when he says: “If the scientific view of

the order of the world can make room for human freedom and hu-

man volition without disrupting its own procedures, so too it can

make room for divine freedom and divine volition.” 19 And I would

want to go on to say that if the scientific view of the world cannot ac-

commodate human freedom and human volition, so much the worse

for it, for it would then be manifestly inadequate to describe the way

things are.20 (Of course, I am aware of the philosophical debate about

human freedom, but for me it is a fundamental fact about experience.

Deny it, and the very act of denial becomes the empty mouthing of an

automaton. Ultimately the denial of human freedom is incoherent.)

These considerations motivate us to seek an understanding of

God’s action in the world which goes beyond simple assertion that he

is the sustainer of regular process. He is not just the abstract God of

natural theology but he is also the living God, known to Israel and the

Church through the works of his Spirit. He is the one who is wor-

shiped by the elders in the Book of Revelation with the words “We

give thanks to thee, Lord God Almighty, who art and who wast, that

thou hast taken thy great power and begun to reign.”21 The question

remains, how can this be?

Fideist and existentialist alike decline to attempt an answer. Mar-

tin Gardner, who is interesting as being a fideist standing outside all
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traditional religions, says: “I cannot understand how my will can be

free. How much less can I understand how God’s will can be free? .l.l.

Nor do I worry about such questions. Trying to play God is too much

of a strain.”22 An existential theologian like Rudolf Bultmann equally

refuses to be drawn on the matter. The essence for him is our relation-

ship with God, not his relationship with the physical world. “Knowl-

edge of God as creator contains primarily knowledge of man—man,

that is, in his creatureliness, and in his situation of being one to whom

God has laid claim.”23 Bultmann’s program of demythologization

hands over the exterior world to science and the interior world to reli-

gion. If there are connections between these two worlds, then they are

unknown and unknowable. Yet, if we take the psychosomatic unity of

humankind seriously, as the successes of modern biology certainly

encourage us to do,24 the exterior/interior division is, in the end, un-

tenable. And if we take the unity of knowledge seriously, then we

must at least make the attempt to integrate the scientific and theolog-

ical pictures of the world, however much the apophatic avowals of the

fideist and the existentialist may warn us to be modest about our ex-

pectations of success.

A theologian who is often claimed to have made an important

contribution to our understanding of these matters is Austin Farrer.

That might seem surprising, since in some ways Farrer’s stance ap-

proximates to that of the existentialist. He tells us that: “We are con-

cerned with [God’s] purpose and activity solely as an operation to

which we commit ourselves .l.l. the causal joint (could there be said to

be one) between God’s action and ours is of no concern in the activi-

ty of religion.” What we have to do is to “embrace the divine will.”25

Nevertheless, Farrer stands in a tradition of theological thought

which has not despaired of articulating what it is talking about, so

that he does in fact go on to discuss the “causal joint,” in terms of his

celebrated notion of “double agency.” However, it proves to be an elu-

sive concept:
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We believe that God’s way of acting is the infinitely higher analogue of our

way, but we cannot conceive it otherwise than in terms of our own. God’s

agency must actually be such as to work omnipotently on, in or through

creaturely agencies without forcing them or competing with them. But as

soon as we try to conceive it as action, we degrade it to the creaturely level

and place it in the field of interacting causalities. The result can only be (if

we take it literally) monstrosity and confusion.26

If that is so, it is not clear what progress we are supposed to have

made, particularly as, even in its obscurity, the discussion seems

framed solely in terms of God’s interaction with agents and not with

the whole of his creation. No doubt Farrer is right to say that “every

theologian is bound to find a course between anthropomorphism and

ineffability,”27 but he seems to have ended up on the darker side of

that pathway.

A favorite analogy—used by Farrer himself—to which to turn for

help has been that of characters in a novel written by a creative au-

thor, which depend upon him but which are often said to develop a

life of their own as the story unfolds. Certainly a responsible author is

constrained by his perception of the personalities of those about

whom he is writing, but he retains extraordinary and arbitrary pow-

ers to order the circumstances of their lives. Charlotte Brontë can de-

cree, in her authorial providence, that the distraught and wandering

Jane Eyre shall end up at the cottage of those who, unknown to her,

are her distant relatives and through whom she will learn of a timely

inheritance. That is the exercise of a naked power of disposal which

seems to bear little analogy to the subtle relationships of God to a

world to which he has given a large measure of creaturely freedom. If

we thought it as unproblematic that God could thus fix the outcome

of events, as we believe it to be unproblematic that an author has con-

trol over the arrangements of his plot, we should not write so many

books about God’s action in the world.

John Lucas has recourse to a different picture. He says: “We speak
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of Solomon’s having built the Temple, though it is doubtful whether

with his own hands he so much as placed one stone upon another.”28

In other words, Lucas’s picture of double agency is that of the co-op-

erative interaction of agents. The causal joint in the construction of

the Temple is then manifest. Solomon told the masons to do it. This

analogue will help us in our understanding of God’s action in the

world only if we embrace the exercise of his purposeful will, as when

he called Abraham. So we return to the question of how widely that

third type of will can find its expression in the process of the world.

Farrer, who sometimes in his writings exhibits something of the

metaphysician’s disdain for the pedestrian details of physics, never-

theless felt that the modern identification of matter and energy some-

how helped, for “If God creates energies he creates activities.”29 Farrer

thought that this insight removed the buffer of created object be-

tween divine will and created becoming. Now it is certainly the case

that the modern picture of matter is dynamic rather than static in

character, but the equation E=mc2 as much asserts the material prop-

erty of energy as it asserts the energetic property of matter. Inertia is

thereby confirmed rather than abolished. It seems to me to illustrate

the dangers of being deceived by verbal allusion, imperfectly under-

stood, to feel that in this respect modern physics offers greater open-

ness of the world to divine action than did its Newtonian predecessor.

However, it is a major concern of this essay to suggest that in other re-

spects the modern understanding of the nature of physical process is

indeed helpful in the consideration of God’s possible action in the

world. I shall suggest that recent advances in science point to an open-

ness and flexibility within physical process—not only at the micro-

scopic level of quantum theory but also at the macroscopic level of

large systems—that begin to offer hope of some understanding of

how both we ourselves, and also God, can exercise our wills in the

physical world. Maurice Wiles felt that the “already problematic char-

acter” of attempts to discern God’s specific activity have been in-
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creased by “our fuller understanding of the ordered patterns of the

natural world and of history. The possibility of affirming divine ac-

tion is not ruled out but its specific location is still harder to detect.”30

History has never been susceptible to neat pattern making. As far as

natural science is concerned, advances in physics in this century have

abolished the merely mechanical view of the universe which earlier

centuries had espoused. Many detailed problems remain about the

nature and location of God’s activity, but its general conceivability has

been enhanced by recent developments in science. Neither God nor

man is perceived as caught in the grip of relentless causal rigidity.

A profitable line to pursue would appear to be that of analogies

between God’s action and our own experience as agents. After all, the

latter is the most complex and interesting experience of which we can

all agree that we have direct knowledge. The attempt can take two

forms. One tries to proceed from our ideas about how God may inter-

act with us, to construct ideas about how he might interact with the

rest of creation. Thus it tries to proceed by assimilating the nature of

the rest of the universe to our nature. It has, therefore, tended to de-

pend upon some form of panpsychism, attributing a rudimentary, if

unconscious, mental pole to all matter. The other approach notes

that, although we believe that the matter that makes up our bodies

obeys the same physical laws as matter everywhere else, yet we are

consciously able to exercise our will through the instrumentality of

our bodies. It therefore tries to assimilate God’s action in the world to

our action in our bodies.

The most sustained modern articulation of the first approach is to

be found in the work of the process theologians,31 based on the phi-

losophy of A. N. Whitehead. For Whitehead, the fundamental meta-

physical category is that of event. What we think of as continuing ob-

jects are for him chains of events. Each event has both a subjective

and an objective phase—the selection of a possible outcome followed

by its actual realization. God’s action is by way of enticement at the
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subjective stage, the lure (a favorite Whiteheadian word) which he ex-

erts on persons and protons alike. Concrete reality lies with the world;

God can only hope to influence its self-creative process by being the

reservoir of its past experiences, the presenter of present possibility

and the persuader of future development. Colin Gunton says of

process theology that it “has been described as a sophisticated form of

animism.”32 so greatly does it locate initiative in panpsychic matter.

The God of Whitehead is a curiously passive deity—Keith Ward calls

him “the cosmic sponge”33—just as Whitehead’s event-based meta-

physic is a curiously episodic view of reality.

Panpsychic ideas are far from persuasive. They run counter to our

understanding of the physical world, admittedly become more subtle

and elusive in its nature with the advent of quantum theory, but

still—despite the discontinuity of wave-function collapse and the fit-

fulness of statistical prediction—a world exhibiting continuity

through conservation laws and regularity through the Schrödinger

equation.34 The invocation of a latent psychic pole of all matter does

not seem to afford any insight helpful in resolving the persisting per-

plexities which beset the interpretation of quantum theory. We shall

see that, if there is any truth lying behind this first approach, it does

not need to be expressed in the extravagant language of panpsychism.

The second of the two approaches, namely that drawing an analo-

gy between our action in our bodies and God’s action in the world,

seems to many to be the better line to pursue. Arthur Peacocke says:

I would suggest that this problem of the human sense of being an agent, of

being a self, an “I,” acting in this physical causal nexus, is of the same ilk as

the relation of God to the world. How can God act in a world in which

every event is tied to every other by regularities which the sciences explain

with increasing power and accuracy? Is it not a parallel and similar ques-

tion to ask: How can I, experiencing myself mentally as an agent, initiate

processes, within the causal physical nexus, that is my body, which them-

selves are my intended actions?35
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It is clearly worth looking into, though two substantial problems are

apparent from the start. One is that it is, to some extent, a flight from

the unknown to the Unknown. Although we have experience of our

own embodiment, we understand very little indeed of its detailed

mode of application. The appeal to this analogy will, therefore, lack

the full explanatory power that would result from recourse to a mod-

el whose working was open to us. The second difficulty is that, like all

analogies, it will fail, and this is particularly likely to happen in signif-

icantly limiting ways for all analogies applied to the God who tran-

scends our ability to grasp. A whole-hearted embracing of this partic-

ular approach would make God the world-soul and lead to the

pantheism of Spinoza or Einstein. Since our concern is with the ac-

tion of the Christian God, who is far more than just the ground of

cosmic process, the result would be a failure for the enterprise. A way

out, suggested by some,36 is panentheism—the idea that God includes

the world but exceeds it. This affords him a direct relationship with

the physical universe but prevents his being totally imprisoned by it.

The problem then lies in the danger that such a view compromises the

world’s freedom to be itself, which God has given to his creation, and

also the otherness that he retains for himself. Commenting on Chris-

tian panentheism, Moltmann says: “The elements of truth in this view

are turned into their opposite once the capacity to distinguish is sup-

pressed by the will to synthesise.”37 There are distinctions between

God and the world that Christian theology cannot afford to blur.

They lie at the root of the religious claim that meeting with God in-

volves personal encounter, not just a communing with the cosmos.

Vernon White protests against any “way of eminence” which at-

tempts to proceed to the divine by simple enhancement of the hu-

man. God is so much more than man-writ-cosmically-large that, in

his view, such a method will insufficiently stretch the language being

used. In relation to God’s activity, White says “we should insist on

some distinguishing feature for divine action so that it may be truly
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identified as divine.”38 The book from which that quotation is taken is

subtitled “A Concept of Special Divine Action,” and it is its author’s

aim to argue for a belief in “a God of the details of life, a God of the

sparrows.”39 Yet it is not clear how immediately visible the action of

God can be. Because he is the ground of all, he must be compatible

with all that is. He is not just a powerful agent among the agencies at

work in the world, but he is the sustainer of the whole process. In

principle, for physical causes we can observe their effects by contrast-

ing the consequences of their presence with the consequences of their

absence, or (if like the gravitational field they cannot wholly be elimi-

nated) at the very least their attenuation. But we cannot perform the

experiment of seeing what the universe is like when God is removed. I

believe it would cease to exist, and my atheist friend thinks that noth-

ing would be changed, but neither of us can put it to the test. This

leads David Pailin to say:

it is logically erroneous to seek empirical verification for theism or to at-

tempt to specify situations which, if they came to be, would falsify basic

theistic claims .l.l. the question of theism is the primary metaphysical ques-

tion of whether reality as a whole is ultimately meaningful or finally ab-

surd, and its logical status must be perceived accordingly. Empirical consid-

erations may contribute to our decision about the truth of such claims

about God’s reality but they can never decisively verify or falsify them.40

The austerity of the first sentence is modified by the contribution ad-

mitted in the final sentence. There must be aspects of the world which

tend to a theistic or atheistic view, otherwise there would be no moti-

vation for one belief or the other and we should all sink into total ag-

nosticism. The fact that the debate continues shows that this is not the

case, though certainly neither side has knockdown argument available

to it. While it will not be possible to exhibit the naked action of God,

we must expect there to be occasions when belief in that action will be

more persuasively suggested than on others. Even someone like Mau-

rice Wiles, who is committed to the view of God’s action as a single
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Creatorly fiat, can acknowledge that “particular parts of [that act] can

rightly be spoken of as significant aspects of divine activity,” though

he wants to deny that they are to be considered as “specific identifi-

able acts of God.”41 Without some recourse to the particular there is a

danger that the God who does everything will be perceived as the God

who does nothing. Yet, to the problem of God’s particular activity, we

must add the problem of God’s particular inactivity, his apparent ab-

sence from those occasions when his powerful presence seems most

needed and desired. No account of God’s action can avoid the fact of

the widespread existence of evil and suffering in the world, with the

challenge that this presents to theodicy.

Involved in all our discussion is an inescapable dialectic tension

present in all Christian talk about God: the ground of being, encoun-

tered in mystical experience and immanent in the working of the

world/the sovereign Lord, encountered in personal confrontation,

and the transcendent ruler of his creation; the God of general process/

the God of special providence; the timeless God of the philosophers/

the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, caught up in the history of his

people. Our view of God will have to be sufficiently rich and complex

to be able to embrace these apparent contradictions, all of which arise

from religious experience and reflection. It will also have to meet the

challenge presented by the plain speaking of Ian Ramsey, when he

said that, if the Christian claims are “to go beyond picturesque, inspir-

ing, stories, at least talk about God’s activity must be literal and univ-

ocal, straightforwardly reliable.”42

This chapter has tried to survey some of the problems involved in

speaking of God’s action in the world. The issues it has raised will

have to be explored in more detail in the chapters that follow.
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2

Embodiment and Action

Our first task is to pursue further the possibility that God’s action in

the universe might operate in a way analogous to our action in our

physical bodies. It is a notion that had occurred to Descartes. He

wrote to the Cambridge platonist, Henry More, that “the only idea I

can find in my mind to represent the way in which God or an angel

can move matter is the one which shows me the way in which I am

conscious I can move my body by my own thought.”1 Of course,

Descartes’ ideas were strongly dualistic, with a clear division between

mind and matter and with the real “I” residing on the mental side of

that divide. (He wrote: “It is certain that I am really distinct from my

body and could exist without it.”2) The fatal weakness of his system is

just the unresolved “causal joint” by means of which the human ghost

within manipulates the machine that it inhabits. Appeal to the pineal

gland as the seat of the soul was a pretty desperate attempt at a reme-

dy. In the end, Cartesianism had to fall back on occasionalism—the

divinely synchronized ticking of the mental and material clocks, so

that God arranges for my hand to move when I will it to move. Thus,

ironically, it is only by an appeal to the direct exercise of divine action

upon the world that the later Cartesians could come to terms with

human activity. Instead of using our embodiment to throw light on

God’s action, the latter is found to be a necessary condition for under-

standing the former!
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Descartes’ remark to More was not going so far as to talk of God’s

embodiment, as is made clear by his reference also to an angel. Such a

notion would not be at all appealing in a dualistic system, where all

real initiative lies with the mind. However, modern thought about

man encourages us to regard ourselves as psychosomatic unities, and

this makes possible a reassessment of the value of the analogy of em-

bodiment. Human bodily experience is characterized by:

1. Some power of direct action (I can move my limbs, but I cannot

directly will a change in the peristaltic rhythms of my intestines).

2. Some degree of direct awareness (I feel aches and pains, but I

am not directly aware of my blood pressure).

3. A limitation of perspective (I view the world from “within” my

body).

4. A vulnerability to changes in the physical circumstances of my

body (if my brain tissues degenerate because of Alzheimer’s disease,

my personality will become demented).

Clearly, the analogues of 1 and 2, suitably stretched and enhanced

by the replacement of partial power by total ability, would provide ex-

pression of divine omnipotence and omniscience in relation to the

world. Equally clearly, the limitation 3 would be unacceptable for

God. Richard Swinburne makes this a major ground for his criticism

of embodiment ideas:

The claim that God has no body is the denial of a more substantial em-

bodiment [i.e. going beyond 1 and 2], and above all the denial that God

controls and knows about the material universe by controlling and getting

information from one part directly and controlling and getting informa-

tion from other parts only by their being in causal interaction with the for-

mer part.3

Grace Jantzen, who is the most fluent contemporary defender of di-

vine embodiment, has grounds for replying to this by saying: “But this

latter consideration does not, surely, count against God’s having a
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body but in favor of it—only, his body must be understood to be the

whole universe, not an individual part of it.”4

There remains property 4, which is for me the rock on which the

idea of divine embodiment finally founders. The difficulty is not that

God should in any degree be vulnerable to the world. The doctrine of

divine impassibility is not intended to insulate God from his creation

but to assert that “His will is determined from within instead of being

swayed from without.”5 The God of the Jews and Christians, who

suffers when his people suffer, is not a God living in splendid isola-

tion. The act of creation involved a kenotic action by God in which he

accepted the vulnerability implicit in any gift of freedom by love to

the beloved.6 If these ideas are correct, they have two implications.

The true meaning of divine impassibility asserts that God is not in

thrall to any creature. The true meaning of divine vulnerability lies in

the acceptance of the otherness of the beloved. I agree with Vanstone’s

description of the Christian God as Deus non passibilis sed passus7—

the God who is impassible but vulnerable. Our discussion will show

that one or other of those predicates would be threatened by divine

embodiment.

We are in thrall to our bodies, in the sense expressed by property 4

and in the ultimate sense of the dissolution of death. It seems to me

that the true Christian hope is not that of survival (the Cartesian exis-

tence without a body) but of resurrection (the reconstitution of that

complex pattern of material/mental activity, which is me, in some

new environment of God’s choosing). If talk of divine embodiment is

to make any sense, then surely radical changes in the character of the

physical world must have significant consequences for the One em-

bodied in it. The universe as we observe it today is a collection of ag-

gregations of gravitationally-condensed matter, formed on different

length scales, from galaxies through stars to planets, and composed of

constituents held together by nuclear and electromagnetic forces, in

systems of complexities ranging from single ions to ourselves. If we
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peer back fourteen billion years to within a minute fraction of a sec-

ond of the primal event of the big bang, we have good reason to sup-

pose that there was then a time when the whole universe was a highly

energetic soup of quarks and gluons and other exotic particles. If we

peer forward many billions of years into the future, we have reason to

expect either a cosmic collapse back again into a quark soup, followed

by a subsequent total collapse into the big crunch, or the decay of a

still-expanding universe into low-grade radiation.8 Would it make any

sense to talk of divine embodiment and not to suppose that these ex-

traordinary changes in the state of the physical universe would have

significant impact on the God so embodied? In particular, many sci-

entists take the view that the physical world sprang into being with

the singularity of the big bang, time coming into being with it. What

would that mean for an embodied God?

It is significant that Jantzen acknowledges that: “It is true that, if

the universe is the embodiment of God, then the universe taken as a

whole must be everlasting.”9 Scientifically, we are not able to plumb

the past beyond the moment of the big bang, but it is, at the very least,

precarious to presume a cosmic history before it. As one extrapolates

back closer and closer to the big bang singularity, matter is found to

be in states of higher and higher energy, more and more remote from

regimes of which we have the experience to speak with justified confi-

dence. Of course, speculation can attempt to go beyond the reach of

knowledge. For example, it has been suggested that the whole big

bang might be just the inflation of a primeval vacuum fluctuation.10

Prior to that, God’s body would be the vacuum—not quite as empty

an entity as one might think, since the quantum vacuum is a richly

structured state, but minimal nevertheless. Jantzen herself refers to

suggestions of an oscillatory scenario for the universe, so that it

springs forth from each successive big bang endowed with new laws

of physics, only to collapse again into the cosmic melting pot of the

next big crunch, before rebounding for another evolutionary cycle.11
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These daring ideas should be seen for what they are, metaphysical

flights of the imagination rather than sober physical theories. Con-

temporary science offers no firm support for the notion of an ever-

lasting universe. Even if the idea of cosmic oscillation were correct,

combined with divine embodiment it would have the curious theo-

logical consequence of a God everlastingly engaged in ceaseless

change. He would be the Cosmic Quick Change Artist. Such a God

could hardly be called impassible.

An embodied God could only escape from being swept along in

the changes and chances of his fleeting world by the naked exercise of

his divine power. Jantzen says: “If the universe is God’s body, God’s

self-formation, and he is in complete control of it, then he can change

it in whatever way he choses.”12 Of course, the omnipotent God could

always extricate himself from the trap of property 4, but could he do

so and remain the Creator of a world given the freedom to be itself?

Could he retain the vulnerability of love? It seems that divine em-

bodiment will force God to destroy the liberty of creation if he seeks

to safeguard his own independence. God and the world are so closely

linked by embodiment that one must gain the mastery over the other.

Either divine impassibility must triumph by the assertion of a divine

tyranny over the world (an idea so detested by Whitehead), or divine

vulnerability must triumph through the world’s imposing itself upon

God (just as Whitehead’s God has to rely upon the process of the

world for the coming-to-be of his consequent nature). Only by break-

ing the tie implicit in embodiment can God be let be to be God and

his creation be let be to be itself.

I do not think that this necessary degree of separation is achieved

by Arthur Peacocke’s “biological model,” based on the metaphor of a

maternal sustaining of the fetus in the womb, so that one has “an

analogy of God creating the world within herself.”13 (Not the least of

the difficulties of this model is that the growing child is of one sub-

stance with its mother, flesh from flesh.) To the extent that they en-
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mesh God and the world, all panentheistic theories are going to

threaten the mutually free relation of God and his creation. I prefer

Moltmann’s account:

It is only the assumption of a self-limitation by God himself preceding his

creation which can be reconciled with God’s divinity without contradic-

tion. In order to create a world “outside” himself, the infinite God must

have made room beforehand for finitude in himself. It is only a withdrawal

by God into himself that can free the space into which God can act cre-

atively. The nihil for his creatio ex nihilo only comes into being because—

and in as far as—the omnipotent and omnipresent God withdraws his

presence and restricts his power.14

It seems to me that this understanding draws the sting from Hart-

shorne’s criticism of classical theism, in the course of his defense of

panentheism, which Gunton summarizes by saying, “If things were

simply ‘outside’ God, there would be a greater reality than God, God

and the world.”15 Since the world is only in being because of God’s

free making room for it, its existence in addition to God does not cre-

ate a greater reality, for we are speaking ontologically and not arith-

metically.

Before we leave this question of divine embodiment, we should

also note another more naive difficulty. Accepting the idea would im-

ply that the universe is really an organism. What exactly this would

entail is hard to specify; but it would surely have to go far beyond just

a degree of mutual interaction between its parts, even if these interac-

tions produced some homeostatic regulation of the whole. For the

sort of organism appropriate to be God’s body, there would have to be

some heightened analogue of the immense interconnectivity of the

human brain. James Lovelock’s well-known suggestion that the Earth

should be thought of as an organism (which he calls Gaia16) fails to be

persuasive just because of that lack of appropriate degree of reflexive

complexity within Earth’s admittedly many and delicately balanced

relationships. The universe, at its level, looks even less like an organ-
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ism called Theos. I do not want at all to argue for a reductionist view

of the world that sees it simply as an aggregation of elementary parti-

cles. The persisting togetherness-in-separation, which quantum me-

chanics implies for two elementary particles which have once inter-

acted with each other,17 is just one corrective to such a view. Yet, when

one surveys the web of cosmic process, it seems to have a different,

less intricately reciprocal, character than, say, that of the biochemical

dance of even a single cell. It is hard to think of ourselves as organelles

within the divine body.

This discussion has been stuttering, partly because it is so hard to

say exactly what an organism is,18 partly because it seems so unsophis-

ticated just to blurt out, “If the universe is God’s body, then what is

God’s nervous system?” though at root that is a severe difficulty.

Abandonment of the notion of God’s corporality in this universe

does not mean that we must give up any hope of gaining analogical

insight into his action in the world from the consideration of our own

embodiment. We shall just have to be circumspect in the way we ap-

ply the analogy. Rather than trying to press the correspondence too

closely, we must be content to address the general question of how it

is that there is room within the apparently regular causal network of

physical process for our basic (I would want to say undeniable) expe-

rience of the exercise of the will. If we have some purchase on what

happens in the world, may not God enjoy analogous room for ma-

neuver?

To ask that question returns us to the issues of the previous chap-

ter. Most of us feel that as far as we are concerned the laws of physics

are a given within which we have to operate. Even in the West that is

not quite a universal view. The great quantum physicist, Erwin

Schrödinger, faced himself with the following two premises: 1) My

body functions as a pure mechanism according to the Laws of nature;

2) Yet I know by incontrovertible direct experience, that I am direct-

ing its motions .l.l. from which he reached the astounding conclusion

that:
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The only possible inference from these two facts is, I think, that I—I in the

widest meaning of the word, that is to say every conscious mind that has

ever said or felt “I”—am the person, if any, who controls the “motion of the

atom” according to the Laws of Nature.19

Thus Schrödinger was led to embrace the Eastern equation of Atman

and Brahman, the merging of the individual self and the Universal

Self. I personally cannot follow that way. It stands in too great a con-

tradiction to my experience of individual responsibility before the

God who is Other, and my experience of distinctness from other per-

sons and the world around me. Neither do I accept the cloudy and

mysterious claim of the so-called Participatory Anthropic Principle,

that the character of the universe has been affected by the operation

of observers within it, a claim to my mind in no way clarified by high-

ly dubious appeals to quantum theory.20 The extent to which the lat-

ter—if at all—licenses the idea of an observer-created reality is very

tightly circumscribed and in no way relates to fundamental law and

circumstance. So I do not think that I have a hand in the laws of

physics, though I certainly think that God does. Their discerned regu-

larities are pale reflections of his faithfulness towards his creation;

they are expressions of his acquiescent and economic wills. He will

not interfere in their operation in a fitful or capricious way, for that

would be for the Eternally Reliable to turn himself into an occasional

conjurer. Yet the laws of nature do not constitute a strait-jacket re-

straining divine action.

First, our current perception of these laws does not necessarily

constitute an exhaustive description of the rationally coherent world

as it actually exists. We cannot exclude the possibility that in novel cir-

cumstances, of which we have no previous direct experience, novel

phenomena will occur. Physics never claims more than verisimilitude,

an adequate map of regimes already explored. Entry into a new

regime often reveals unexpected and unforeseeable new phenomena.

Absolute and completely general truth is beyond our grasp. Second,
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those laws of nature that we do know do not imply that there is no

flexibility for action, both human and divine, within the process they

describe. Pursuit of the first point opens up the possibility for what is

usually called miracle; pursuit of the second point opens up the possi-

bility for what is usually called providence. Because I am trying to un-

derstand God’s activity within a framework of his consistently reliable

relation to the world, ultimately the contrast between these two kinds

of action will dissolve, proving to reside in the degree of understand-

ing possessed by the observer, rather than a different attitude in the

Actor. The miraculous is simply the providential in unusual circum-

stances.

God’s purposive action within the flexibility of process may be ex-

pected to bear some analogy with our human experience of willed ac-

tivity, for which we know that there must be such flexibility, since we

exercise it all the time. How can we picture its coming about? The an-

swer will lie in such modest understanding as we may possess of how

our psychosomatic unity is realized within the physical world.

It may be true, as John Macquarrie tells us, that philosophers from

Plotinus to Whitehead have pointed out that “inert formless matter

cannot evolve into such a universe as we know it,”21 but it is also true

that matter, as we understand it today, is very far from being inert and

formless. The insights of cosmology, evolutionary biology and molec-

ular genetics all bear witness to the astonishing potentiality with

which matter is endowed. The austere simplicities of the laws of fun-

damental physics provide the basis for the coming-to-be of systems as

complex and fruitful as ourselves. I agree with Arthur Peacocke when

he writes that: “We cannot avoid arriving at a new view of matter

which sees it as manifesting mental, personal and spiritual activi-

ties.”22 This does not come about by a reduction of the mental to the

role of an epiphenomenon of the physical, but rather by its being the

manifestation of the genuine conceptual novelty possessed by systems

of matter-inflexible-organization. François Jacob puts the relation-
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ship of life and matter neatly when he says: “Biology can neither be

reduced to physics nor do without it.”23

Panpsychism sensed that this was so, but it went the wrong way

about understanding it. Our mental powers do not result from the ag-

gregation of the psychic residues of the electronic and nuclear matter

of our bodies, anymore than the wetness of water derives from resid-

ual moisture present in each H
2
O molecule. These properties are ones

that can be perceived only in the whole, for they arise from relation-

ships expressible only in the whole.

Elsewhere I have advocated a complementary metaphysic. The

idea is to regard the material and the mental as complementary poles

of the world-stuff, encountered in greater or lesser states of organiza-

tion and flexibility.24 The aim is to do justice to both mind and matter

as true aspects of reality, but by the notion of complementarity to

avoid an unacceptable dualism dividing them. Such an invocation of

quantum mechanical metaphor (compare it with the essential com-

plementarity of wave and particle required for the description of sub-

atomic matter) only ceases to be a slogan, and becomes of modest 

explanatory value, if it can point to the reconciling linkage of its di-

alectic poles. In plainer words, how do mind and matter relate to each

other? Wave/particle duality is a coherent way of talking about elec-

trons, not because each particle has a little bit of undulation in it

which then adds up to a big wave (that would be the “panpsychic” fal-

lacy) but because quantum field theory shows us that states with an

indefinite number of particles can manifest wavelike properties.25 I

have suggested that this encourages the thought that a mental pole

emerges from a material pole, not by the direct analogy of an indefi-

nite amount of matter, but by the indirect analogy of an indefinitely

flexible degree of organization of the matter. I have also suggested

that this complementarity enables us, as psychosomatic unities, to

participate at our mental pole in a noetic world (a world of ideas), but

that it is also necessary to suppose that world to have inhabitants
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which are not mental/material amphibians like ourselves. A simple

example would be the truths of mathematics. This noetic world

(which bears some relation to Moltmann’s “heaven”26 and to Popper’s

“World 3”27) is a created world and is not part of God, though de-

pendent upon him. The essential notion is that humans are mind/

matter amphibians, participating in both material and mental worlds

but sharing both with other entities.

If these ideas have any validity, they might be helpful in thinking

about God’s purposive action in the world. They imply that our

willed interaction with the universe arises from the presence of indef-

initeness, or flexibility, within its process. For us, that indefiniteness

presumably refers to the flexibility present in the actual processes of

our bodies. As mental/material amphibians we are inescapably em-

bodied. God’s action would then relate to the presumably much

greater flexibility present within the total flux of cosmic process. That

flexibility would be the ground necessary for God’s particular action,

but not for his being, so that in this picture God interacts with the

world, but it is not proper to speak of the world as his body. He is no

amphibian. The necessary degrees of divine and creaturely independ-

ence can be maintained. In the traditional language of the theologians

of the Eastern Church, God acts in the world through his energies,

not his essence.

It is next necessary to consider the origin of this indefiniteness, or

open flexibility, which it is supposed makes possible the integration of

the mental with the material and permits God’s purposive action in

the world. An obvious candidate might have appeared to be provided

by quantum phenomena. It is notorious that quantum events are be-

lieved by the majority of physicists to be constrained only by overall

statistical regularity in their patterns of occurrence. Individual events

are characterized by a radical randomness and are even spoken of as

being “uncaused.” It might be thought that here is to be found the

necessary room for maneuver, both for God and for ourselves. Such a
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view has been proposed,28 but it has not commended itself widely. It is

likely to founder on the propensity for randomness to generate regu-

larity, for order to arise from chaos.29 The aggregation of individually

chance events at one level is liable to compose itself into a highly pre-

dictable pattern at a higher level. The practice of Life Insurance

Offices is based upon this very tendency. The life expectancy of an in-

dividual client is highly uncertain, but the actuaries can be tolerably

secure in their forecasts of how many people in a large sample of giv-

en age will die in the next few years. In an exactly similar way, the

everyday certainties of the world of Newtonian mechanics arise from

out of their fitful quantum substrate. As far as we can tell, most of the

processes likely to be of significance for our action on the world (such

as those involved in the neurophysiological operations of our brains)

proceed at levels above those characterized by quantum mechanical

uncertainty. That is why Schrödinger—who after all was not unaware

of the peculiarities of quantum theory, though he did not much like

them—felt able to take as one of his premises “My body functions as a

pure mechanism according to the Laws of Nature.” If exploitation of

Heisenberg uncertainty is not the way in which we are able to be our-

selves, it is also unlikely to be the way in which God exercises his pur-

posive will. I am not saying that there are never circumstances in

which quantum effects are amplified to have macroscopic conse-

quences, only that they are unlikely by themselves to provide a suffi-

cient basis for human or divine freedom, even supposing God’s will

and ours to be exercised in the hole-and-corner way of influencing

quantum events.30

A much more promising line of inquiry would seem to be provid-

ed by the modern recognition of the subtlety of behavior enjoyed by

complex dynamical systems. When Schrödinger spoke of our bodies

as “pure mechanism,” the picture which may well have arisen in your

mind (and which may well have been present in his mind too when

he wrote the phrase) might have been that of an intricate piece of ma-
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chinery, regular and reliable in its working. A steadily ticking clock

would be the paradigm case. From Newton almost to the present day,

the study of classical dynamical systems has concentrated on just such

predictable cases. From the turn of this century, in the work of Poin-

caré, and with greatly accelerating progress in recent years, we have

come to realize that “tame” systems of this kind, open to prediction

and control, are very untypical of dynamical behavior. The typical

case, on the contrary, involves such an infinitesimally balanced sensi-

tivity to circumstance (one might almost say, such a degree of vulner-

ability) that it results in an almost infinitely multiplying variety of

possible behaviors. How the system threads its way through this maze

of possibilities is not open to prior prediction. As an example, consid-

er the continued successive collisions of a collection of many billiard

ball-like objects. One might suppose that to be a pretty well-deter-

mined system. However, the way the balls emerge from each separate

collision depends sensitively upon the precise details of the impact.

Small uncertainties in the angle of incidence rapidly accumulate to

produce exponentially diverging consequences. Molecules in a gas be-

have, in many ways, like small colliding billiard balls. After less than a

microsecond, fifty or more collisions have taken place for each mole-

cule. After even so few collisions the resulting outcome is so sensitive

that it would be affected by the variation in the gravitational field due

to an extra electron on the other side of the universe—the weakest

force due to the smallest particle the furthest distance away! Pre-

dictability and control are very rapidly lost. We are necessarily igno-

rant of how such systems will behave. If you are a realist and believe,

as I believe, that what we know (epistemology) and what is the case

(ontology) are closely linked to each other, it is natural to go on to in-

terpret this state of affairs as reflecting an intrinsic openness in the be-

havior of these systems.31 There is an emergent property of flexible

process, even within the world of classical physics, which encourages

us to see Newton’s rigidly deterministic account as no more than an
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approximation to a more supple reality. The clockwork regularity of

planetary motion, for so long taken to be the very paradigm of what

goes on in the physical world, proves then to be just a singularly spe-

cial sector within the general openness of physical process. Our pri-

mary human experience of sharing in that openness can only rein-

force that view.

Such delicate systems are never truly isolated or self-contained.

Causality cannot be strictly localized within them or within their con-

stituent parts—once again the fragmentatory approach of reduction-

ism is seen to be only part of the story. “Downward causation,” such

as we experience when we will the movement of our arm, becomes a

distinct possibility.32 Arthur Peacocke is right to say that: “There is no

sense in which subatomic particles are to be graded as ‘more real’

than, say, a bacterial cell or a human person, or even social facts.”33

Every level of description is needed in our effort to do justice to the

rich and varied process of the world, in its nature both flexible and re-

liable—including the category of divine providence. And every level

of description may impose its own organizing pattern upon the flexi-

bility of what can occur.

This is not the place to attempt to describe dynamical instabilities

or the theory of chaos. It is sufficient to say that these modern dy-

namical insights do not result in just a descent into disorder, but they

also assert the possibility of the generation of a new order within their

process (for example, by convergence upon what are called “attrac-

tors”).34 We see emerging from this study of the dynamics of complex

systems just those characteristics of structured openness which seem

to offer hope that those super-complex systems, which are ourselves,

might indeed manifest the freedom within regularity which is our ba-

sic human experience. And might not one go on to suppose that sim-

ilarly the super-super-system of the cosmos might be capable, in an

analogous way, of sustaining the operation of the acquiescent, eco-

nomic and purposive wills of its Creator, within the flexibility of its

lawful process?
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Of course, a considerable extrapolation is needed beyond what we

comprehend in order to reach an understanding of the capacity for

human or divine action. I do not say that these age-old problems are

solved, only that there is a hopeful direction in which to look for their

solution. The rigid mechanism of nineteenth-century physics first be-

gan to dissolve with the discovery of the cloudy fitfulness of quantum

theory. We now understand that even at those macroscopic levels

where classical physics gives an adequate account, there is an open-

ness to the future which relaxes the unrelenting grip of mechanical

determinism. The universe may not look like an organism, but it

looks even less like a machine.

A consequence of the decay of predictability is a freedom for de-

velopment, which enables physics to accommodate not only the idea

of being (the timeless regularity of physical law) but also the idea of

becoming (the evolving history of complex systems). The future is

not already implied by the present. Time is no longer a mere index,

parametrizing the inexorable disclosure of a determined state of

affairs, but it more closely approximates to our psychological experi-

ence of its irreversible flow, with the fixity of the past but the open-

ness of the future. Prigogine and Stengers say:

Only when a system behaves in a sufficiently random way may the differ-

ence between past and future, and therefore irreversibility, enter into its de-

scription .l.l. The arrow of time is the manifestation of the fact that the fu-

ture is not given, that, as the French poet Paul Valery emphasized “time is a

construction.”35

The degree of randomness of which they speak arises from the

labyrinthine possibilities open to an inherently undetermined com-

plex system. They conclude their summary of the capacity for becom-

ing, with which unstable dynamical systems far from equilibrium are

endowed, by saying “we can see ourselves as part of the universe we

describe.”36 This is no mere reductionist manner of speaking but the

recognition that at last physics is beginning to be able to describe a
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world consonant with being the home of humankind. There is set be-

fore us the hope of a synthesis in which the perceived regularity of the

physical world and the experienced freedom within ourselves are rec-

onciled in an unfolding act of genuine becoming. Prigogine and

Stengers chose for the title of their concluding chapter: “From Earth

to Heaven—the Reenchantment of Nature.”

The picture of God at work in the world within the flexibility of

its process seems consonant with theological talk about his purposive

immanent presence. John V. Taylor writes of the Creator-Spirit:

If we think of a Creator at all, we are to find him always on the inside of cre-

ation. And if God is really on the inside, we must find him in the process,

not in the gaps. We know now that there are no gaps .l.l. If the hand of God

is to be recognized in His continuous creation, it must be found not in iso-

lated intrusions, not in any gaps, but in the very process itself.37

I want to add to that the counterbalancing recognition of the tran-

scendent Creator, who is the ground of those laws which make the

cosmic process anthropically fruitful, while conceding that, without

the corrective of the hidden working of the Spirit, that transcendent

God would be left in deistic detachment. He is the God of both being

and becoming.

The concept of divine immanent action helps us also to under-

stand something of the scope of God’s activity. Origen wrote that: “It

would be utterly absurd for a man who was troubled by the scorching

sun at the summer solstice to imagine that by his prayer the sun could

be shifted back to its springtime place among the heavenly bodies.”

Maurice Wiles, from whom that quotation is culled, goes on to say,

“Once that principle is acknowledged, it is difficult to define its lim-

its,”38 and so he wants to discount the possibility of any specific action

whatsoever. I agree that one cannot draw precise lines, but the notion

of flexible process helps us to see where there might be room for di-

vine maneuver, within the limits of divine faithfulness. The motions

of the solar system are mechanical in nature, with a predictability over
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long periods of time which permits the construction of almanacs.

Thus the succession of the seasons will be guaranteed by transcendent

divine reliability, and it would indeed be foolish to pray for their alter-

ation. The generation of weather is a much more complex process,

within which it is conceivable that small triggers could generate large

effects. Thus prayer for rain does not seem totally ruled out of court.

In this way one can gain some rough comprehension of the range of

immanent action. It will always lie hidden in those complexes whose

precarious balance makes them unsusceptible to prediction. The re-

cently gained understanding of the distinction between physical sys-

tems which exhibit being and those which exhibit becoming39 may be

seen as a pale reflection of the theological dialectic of God’s transcen-

dence and God’s immanence—consequences, respectively, of divine

reliability and of the loving gift of freedom by the Creator.

We have been exploring how analogies with human action might

be used to cast light on divine interaction with the world. We need

also to recognize the differences which limit the applicability of such

analogies. As physical systems we humans operate in ways which must

be consistent with general physical principles, such as the conserva-

tion of energy and the thermodynamic relations (due to Brillouin and

Szilard) which link information processing and storage to the neces-

sary expenditure of a minimum quantity of energy (see p. 109). Since

God is not embodied, his knowledge is not subject to the latter re-

striction. (If it were, one would have to decide what is God’s tempera-

ture. The natural cosmic answer would be the chilling one that it is

the 3°K of the background radiation! One sees how odd divine em-

bodiment becomes once one begins to look at it realistically.) Now

consider the question of energy conservation. The labyrinthine bifur-

cating paths available to a complex dynamical system are not discrim-

inated by energy differences. The simplest example of a bifurcation is

the bead at the top of a vertical smooth U-shaped wire. It can fall ei-

ther way, according to how it is slightly disturbed, with no energy bar-
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rier to induce preference for one side or the other. That is typical of

much more complicated cases. If God acts in the world through influ-

encing the evolution of complex systems, he does not need to do so by

the creative input of energy. Of course, such divine energetic interac-

tion is not to be excluded theologically, and it could be so hidden in

complex process as not to be perceivable scientifically, but we have no

need to invoke it. Moreover, it is probably wise not to do so, since it

would risk turning God into a demiurge, acting as an agent among

other agents.

Finally, it is necessary to acknowledge that a subtle and respectful

balance is required if the flexibility of physical process is to accommo-

date both God’s action and our own and also the freedom of the uni-

verse to explore its own potential. How these intertwine and how each

finds space for its own fulfillment without usurping the room neces-

sary for the others is a profound problem beyond our power to re-

solve in detail. It is a problem of which theology has long been aware,

for it is the expression, in the widest cosmic terms, of the delicate di-

alectic of divine grace and creaturely free will.

It is time to sum up. The clockwork universe is dead. The future is

not just the tautologous spelling-out of what was already present in

the past. Physics shows an openness to new possibility at all levels,

from the microscopic (where quantum theory is important) to the

macroscopic (where it is not). In that sense, physics describes a world

of which we can conceive ourselves as being inhabitants. The divi-

sion—quite as sharp as the Aristotelian division between celestial per-

manence and sub-lunar decay—which seemed to exist between the

exterior world of inexorable process and the interior world of willed

choice is beginning to break down. We must not exaggerate the extent

to which the two worlds are yet successfully integrated in our under-

standing. Many puzzles remain, but there is a hopeful direction in

which to look for their eventual reconciliation. The picture beginning



to form encourages the thought of man as a psychosomatic unity,

with the material and mental as complementary poles of his nature.

In that way he is able to participate in a noetic world of ideas and pur-

poses, as well as being able to act within the physical world. Such a

view seeks to avoid an incomprehensible Cartesian dualism by its ap-

peal to the complementary linkage of the material and mental as as-

pects of the world in different degrees of organizational complexity

and flexibility. Here seems to be a promising location for the causal

joints by which both we and God interact with the universe.

Speculative as all this is, remember that it appeals to the basic hu-

man experience of willed action, an ability which it interprets as aris-

ing from the open flexibility of the process of our bodies. Since there is

also open flexibility within the general process of the world, it seems

consistent to suppose that there is scope for action there also. In par-

ticular, it seems conceivable that this is the means by which God’s pur-

posive will may be exercised within his creation. Both we and God ex-

ercise the holistic power to influence, respectively, our bodies and the

world by means of causal joints hidden within the unpredictability of

process. Yet there are differences between human and divine participa-

tion in the world that go beyond the contrast of scale between the lim-

ited and the Unlimited. The most important is that we are constituted

by our physical bodies and so are in thrall to them. Their decay is our

dissolution, though not without the Christian hope of a destiny be-

yond that dissolution through God’s act of resurrection, reconstitut-

ing us in a new environment of his choosing. God, on the other hand,

is not constituted by the cosmos, even in part of his nature, and so he

is never in thrall to it. The expected eventual decay of this physical

world will no more affect him than did its non-existence, if it was not

there previous to the big bang. Though God interacts with the world,

it is not proper to speak of his being embodied in it.

It might be feared that this account is a return to the God of the

gaps. In the pejorative sense of that term I do not think that this is the
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case. In the argument we have been at pains to exclude any appeal to

God as just a physical agent among other agencies (p. 21). He is not an

alternative source of energetic causation, competing with the effects

of physical principles from time to time and overriding them. Rather,

we have tried to give those principles, as far as we know them, all due

weight in the description of physical process, while recognizing that

by themselves they do not constitute so tight a prescription of what

happens that all scope for genuine becoming is removed from cosmic

history. There is a sense in which all free action, ours or God’s, de-

pends upon “gaps,” the inherent incompletenesses which make open-

ness possible, just as the resultant flexibilities require for their lasting

significance that they be exercised within a generally reliable environ-

ment. God is the sustainer of the whole of his creation, the God of

“gaps’ and regularities alike.

The purpose of this chapter has been to consider the extent to

which modem science affords us scope to consider God’s particular

action, beyond his single Creatorly fiat. This consideration was neces-

sary, not because science has an absolute right of veto over theology

but because theology, truly conceived, seeks the most profound inte-

gration of all human knowledge, and so has to respect the offerings

made to it by all branches of inquiry into the way things are. Our ex-

pectation that our action in the world might afford some analogical

help in thinking about God’s action has, with proper safeguards,

proved valid. We have also seen that modern physics is not inimical to

the undoubted possibility of our actions, and so it does not exclude

the possibility of God’s actions either. It is possible with integrity, if

not without puzzlement, to hold to what science has to say and still go

on to consider those theological questions about God’s action which

must be our concerns in the chapters that follow.
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3

Providence

Lesslie Newbigin has made an interesting suggestion about why it is

that Eastern religions are enjoying popularity in our Western, scientif-

ically influenced, culture. He says:

The reason is clear. The Eastern religions do not understand the world in

terms of purpose. The symbol of the dance is an interpretation of move-

ment and change without invoking the idea of purpose. The Bible, on the

other hand, is dominated by the idea of divine purpose.1

He fears that religion will settle for a modus vivendi with science,

based on a division between a public world of fact and a private world

of values. A false harmony would be achieved by relinquishing the

idea of cosmic purpose, for “if religion is construed in essentially

mystical terms—that is, in terms for which the idea of purpose is not

central—then there is no clash. The modern scientific worldview co-

exists peacefully and naturally with that sort of religion.”2 The mys-

tic’s God, who is simply the sustaining ground of all being, is not so

far from the deist’s God, whose action is the single Creatorly fiat by

which the world’s process is sustained. They are, respectively, the im-

manent and transcendent poles of a detached deity, and neither is the

personally purposive God of the Judeo-Christian tradition. It is the

claim of religious experience within that tradition to encounter such

a personal God. Vernon White puts it in strong terms when he writes:
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We are not merely reacting to the conditions of the world; through them

we are being acted upon. And this may be true of every event: as true of the

experience of a routine day in Surbiton as of the day of a starving Sudanese

peasant; as true of death as of life; as true of the smallest detail of any life as

of the most momentous moments of history. Thus our deepest intuitions

about the significance of every moment of life are neither superstitious nor

sentimental: they are rather the distilled glimpses of a divine activity which

roams relentlessly and purposively through every constituent and category

and contingency of this world.3

In the previous chapter we have contended that the scientific

worldview, carefully considered, is not in fact hostile to the notion of

a divine action bearing some analogous relation to the freedom en-

joyed by human beings to execute their intentions. There is flexibility

within the open process of the universe which encourages us to think

that this is a coherent possibility.

Of course, it is also true that, if there is a divine purpose at work

in the world, part of its expression will certainly lie in the given creat-

ed circumstance of that world. The scientific counterpart to the reit-

erated statement of the creation myth in Genesis, that God saw that it

was good,4 is the Anthropic Principle’s recognition of the astonishing

potentiality with which the laws of physics are endowed.5 Let us recall

just one example of the fruitful balance found in the universe’s natu-

ral laws. If life were to be able to evolve, there had to be some hydro-

gen left after those famous first three minutes in which the whole uni-

verse was an arena of nuclear reactions. Otherwise there could

subsequently be no water, essential to life. When nuclear reactions

started up again in the interior of stars, circumstances had to be such

that some of those stars would explode, scattering into the environ-

ment heavier elements, such as carbon and iron, made in their cores

and also needed for the evolution of life. These requirements together

place a stringent limitation on the ratio of the weak nuclear force to

the other forces of nature. That ratio cannot vary very much from the

value we observe, if we are to be here to measure it. This is just one of
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the many anthropic balances necessary in the fundamental laws of

physics if creation is to have the “goodness” which is the capacity to

evolve life. A rationally coherent explanation of why this should be so

is beyond science’s ability to offer, since it must take the laws of nature

as its given starting-point. Such an explanation would be provided by

theology’s assertion that the finely balanced circumstance of the

world stems from the benevolent purpose of its Creator.

If God is the origin of all that is, he is consistent with all that is,

and this means that a great deal of his purposive activity will be hid-

den in the structure of scientific law. Hugh Montefiore, writing about

the immanent activity of the Spirit in evolving creation, says:

Although there is no external force imposed on species, and in particular

on their genetic systems, mutations occur which would not be expected by

random mutation. This is not because of external pressure, but because of

the bias implanted in matter. Such bias is not, of course, to be detected by

scientific measurement (and so the hypothesis is not testable) since there is

no possibility of setting alongside it matter which is not implanted by the

bias towards complexity and integration. Another way of describing this

bias would be to call it the Holy Spirit working with the matter of the uni-

verse, unfolding the purposes of the Creator by immanent operation.6

Another way of describing the “bias” would be (despite what Monte-

fiore says in the third sentence of the quotation) simply to call it “sci-

entific law.” It is the way that matter actually is. There is no absolute

expectation of randomness; the odds of chance events are to be calcu-

lated in relation to some lawful expectation. If I know the die is

loaded I shall do my calculations differently from the way I would if I

thought the die were true—and it is precisely a scientific question

what sort of die it is that I am dealing with. If the Spirit is operating in

the universe, part of his activity will certainly be through the scientif-

ic law which reflects his faithfulness, and we do not have to picture

him working against its grain. The God who is the ground of physical

process is inescapably a deus absconditus, a hidden God. This is the

area where Christian theism is “necessarily tinged with deism.”
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Yet cosmic history is not just a tautologous spelling-out of the

consequences of the universe’s laws and initial conditions. The

world’s freedom to become, and God’s and our freedom to act within

its unfolding process, derive from the flexibility resulting from the

unpredictable sensitivity of response enjoyed by complex dynamical

systems. A crude shorthand for the scientific account of one aspect of

these matters is to refer to the interplay of chance and necessity. Ne-

cessity is the regular ground of possibility, expressed in scientific law.

Chance, in this context, is the means for the exploration and realiza-

tion of inherent possibility, through continually changing (and there-

fore at any time contingent) individual circumstances. It is important

to realize that chance is being used in this “tame” sense, meaning the

shuffling operations by which what is potential is made actual. It is

not a synonym for chaotic randomness, nor does it signify just a lucky

fluke. Indeed, because he fears such overtones, Richard Dawkins ulti-

mately rejects using the word in his account of evolutionary biology.

He writes:

The true explanation for the existence of life must embody the very an-

tithesis of chance. The antithesis of chance is non-random survival [that is,

the sifting effect of necessity], properly understood. Non-random survival

improperly understood is not the antithesis of chance, it is chance itself .l.l.

We have sought a way of taming chance, of drawing its fangs .l.l. To ‘tame’

chance means to break down the very improbable into less improbable

components arranged in series.7

Dawkins is emphatic here, partly because he wishes to counter cre-

ationist claims that the evolution of life is so improbable that only di-

vine intervention (that is, action against the natural grain) can ex-

plain it. He and I hold common cause in that, but I am still deeply

impressed by the anthropic potentiality of the laws of nature which

enable the small-step explorations of tamed chance to result in sys-

tems of such wonderful complexity as ourselves. It would not happen

in “any old world.” That the universe is capable of such fruitfulness
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speaks to me of a divine purpose expressed in the given structure of

the world. That is an issue that the biologist Dawkins never addresses.

On the other hand, the physicists Barrow and Tipler, in their magiste-

rial survey of Anthropic Principle questions, devote considerable

space to the discussion of teleology. They say:

There is a general belief that teleology is scientifically bankrupt and that

history shows it always to have been. We shall show that on the contrary,

teleology has on occasion led to significant scientific advances. It has ad-

mittedly also led scientists astray; we want to study the past in order to

learn under what conditions we might reasonably expect teleology to be a

reasonable guide.8

Later they remark that “the broad philosophical questions which tele-

ology led people to ask early in this century .l.l. bear a striking resem-

blance to some of the questions now being attacked on the frontiers

of modern cosmology and high energy particle physics.”9

The operation of chance, as I have described it, certainly need not

imply that the ultimate outcome is totally unforeseeable or arbitrary.

David Bartholomew has given a careful discussion of the necessary

relationship between chance and certainty.10 It is from this inter-rela-

tionship that order rises out of chaos, as we see exemplified in the be-

havior of dissipative systems which converge on to predictable limit

cycles, approached along contingent paths.11 Thus the sting is drawn

from Jacques Monod’s rhetorical assertion that “pure chance, ab-

solutely free but blind, is at the very root of the stupendous edifice of

evolution.”12 To acknowledge a role for tame chance is not in the least

to deny the possibility that there is a divinely ordained general direc-

tion in which the process of the world is moving, however contingent

detailed aspects of that progression (such as the number of human

toes) might be.

Our concern so far in this chapter has been mainly with God’s

purpose and providence as seen in the general functioning of his cre-

ation. This results in a way of looking at the world which seeks to ex-
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tract maximal meaning from universal process. If that kind of dis-

course speaks of acts of God, it will be in relation to occasions when

that underlying meaning is most transparently discerned. Maurice

Wiles says of such events:

In calling them special acts of God we would not be implying that there was

any fundamental difference of the divine action to the particular worldly

occurrences of their situation; we would be referring to the depth of re-

sponse and the creative potential for eliciting further response from others

embodied in those particular lives or those particular events.13

God’s providence is then seen as a kind of teleological insight into

general physical process. Providence is closely assimilated to creation.

Indeed it becomes the everyday experience of the creative process in a

world which is sustained in being by its Creator. Ian Barbour says of

such ideas that “it would be desirable to merge the traditional doc-

trines of creation and providence into a doctrine of continuing cre-

ation.”14

It will be clear that I believe there to be important truth preserved

in such a picture. It speaks of God’s reliability and the way in which

“he makes his sun rise on the evil and on the good, and sends rain on

the just and on the unjust.”15 But it is not the whole truth, for it does

not speak of that Fatherly care of God which must be concerned with

the individual and his specific needs. Total impartiality would be total

impersonality—which is not to say that a personal God has to have

favorites, but that he will treat particular people in particular ways.

Baelz reminds us that a notion of providence confined to overall gen-

erality is in danger of endorsing the idea of a God who “sacrifices the

individual on the altar of his cosmic plan.”16 Though the evolutionary

history of life has proved marvelously fertile, it shows scant concern

for individual species, let alone particular creatures. Someone like

Dawkins, who reads only that record, can conclude from it the chill-

ing message that “living organisms exist for the benefit of DNA rather

than the other way round.”17 So bleak a view will not do for Christian
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theology. Peter Baelz goes on to say that “for the believer there can be

no satisfaction with a general providence which is not also a special

providence.”18 Without the special providence, the idea of a personal

God is emptied of content. Whatever it may mean to use personal

language of God in an analogical sense, it surely cannot mean less

than we experience of our own personhood, which is not content

with general benevolence but seeks to meet individual need in indi-

vidual ways. So White is right to protest that “If God’s purposive ac-

tivity for the world is uniform and undifferentiated (except through

particular creaturely response) then it is liable to be impersonal,

amoral and relatively impotent.”19

Fortunately we do not have to accept the depersonalized God of

deism. It is the burden of our tale that the scientifically discerned

process of the world is sufficiently flexible to permit both God and us

to work within it. When Bartholomew says that “chance is seen as

grist for the providential mill rather than as an obstacle to providen-

tial action,”20 he has in mind the opportunity afforded by the unpre-

dictable openness of the physical universe.

Yet what a strange world it is that we enter when we listen to the

stories the faithful tell about God’s special care for them! A minister

assures us that there is always a convenient empty parking meter

available for him when he goes to the big city on the Lord’s business.

We might well think that the God who takes such trouble to save this

man from minor inconvenience might give a bit more attention to

delivering his neighbor from the major disaster of liver cancer. If we

truly detect God’s providential acts, they must surely be proportion-

ate to the needs they meet. Otherwise we are caught in the trap that

Ian Ramsey describes when he says: “There is no limit to the absurdi-

ties that too narrow a view of providence can generate.”21 At once we

encounter the problem of theodicy and the mystery of differing indi-

vidual destinies. Ramsey talks of two men in a covered wagon which

is attacked by Indians. One man “miraculously” survives the hail of
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arrows, but his companion is killed. Ramsey comments: “If the man

in the covered wagon speaks genuinely of a special providence of

God, his discourse about God must also incorporate the death of his

friend.”22 Quite so.

Much talk of special providence seems so selective and manipula-

tive of what is happening. Austin Farrer illustrates this by an amusing

tale “of a simple old-fashioned piety, moving in a world of special

providence confidently asserted and comically reassessed”:

Mr. Jones’ rheumatism was a judgment, until his daughter swore to you on

the Bible that the tale of his secret drinking was a baseless slander. Her fa-

ther was a saint. His rheumatism was, therefore, a trial. But then the bowl-

ing club went on a day’s outing and drove their charabanc into the sea; and

Mr. Jones’ rheumatism, since it kept him home on the occasion, proved a

blessing in disguise, and a providence indeed.23

At times, piety makes experience so plastic that it can be molded into

any edifying shape. One ends up, as Farrer says, with “the God of

kicks and halfpence.”24

Appeal to providence can also be used in the attempt to give di-

vine endorsement to aspects of the world which might seem more

likely to be permitted by his acquiescent will than to be brought about

by his purposive will. Gregory of Nyssa thought that infant mortality

was a providential weeding out of potential evil-doers. In our own

day, we have heard confident assertions that AIDS is a direct judg-

ment upon homosexual practices. All socially transmitted disease is a

reminder that human acts have consequences which cannot be

wished away, but a sign of divine displeasure which brought suffering

also on the innocent (such as hemophiliacs) would seem a crude in-

strument for God to use.

Still, when all the caveats have been entered, Christian theology

cannot do without a God who acts in the world by more than simply

keeping it in being, for it looks to the One who brought Israel out of

Egypt, raised Jesus from the dead, and to whom the early Church
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prayed “while thou stretchest out thy hand to heal, and signs and

wonders are performed through the name of thy holy servant Jesus.”25

These assertions are more than rhetorical flourishes embellishing de-

scriptions of a time of political revolt, a recovery of nerve by demoral-

ized disciples, and an exuberant start to a new movement. However

obscure their modality, these events involve acts of God, or Christian-

ity is profoundly in error.

Too glib an evocation of special providence may trivialize God’s

action in the world, but the rejection of all such particular action re-

duces God to the role of an impotent spectator. The religious mind

strives to attain some balance, neither denying the perplexing variety

of individual destiny nor failing to affirm that “the Lord God om-

nipotent reigneth.”26 The paradoxes of providence are not mere intel-

lectual puzzles. They arise from the heart of religious experience. That

experience has to wrestle with the fact of evil—Ricoeur went so far as

to say that the book of Job speaks of “the death of the God of Provi-

dence”27—yet that experience has also to wrestle with the fact of

prayer, with its petition to God for action, and with the claim of mira-

cle, that he has indeed acted in remarkable ways. These issues will

have to be addressed in the chapters that follow.

Meanwhile we are able to endorse the intuitive feeling of Austin

Farrer when he wrote: “the grid of causal uniformity does not (to any

evidence) fit so tight upon natural process as to bar the influence of

an overriding divine persuasion.”28 We are not condemned to a view

of providence which simply sees it as “best understood as a form of

retrospective interpretation of experience,”29 a sort of pious hindsight

which edifies but of which it can be said:

Understand that language of divine action too literally and the rich person-

al purpose which the language was designed to illuminate is undermined

or diminished. For read such stories forwards instead of retrospectively and

there is no escape from arbitrary election, implausible disposition of exter-

nal circumstance and unacceptable manipulation of inner life.30
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If there were no forward-moving story, the retrospectively claimed

pattern would just be a trick of perspective. Providence would lie in

the eye of the beholder and not in any act of God. If things just hap-

pen, then talk of divine initiative is in fact misleading. It is, of course,

entirely likely that God’s particular activity—hidden as it necessarily

is within the unpredictable flexibility of cosmic process—is only dis-

cernible with hindsight, but that discernment must be the awareness

of what has actually taken place as the result of the exercise of his will,

and it must not merely be our own imaginative construction. Because

the causal joint of divine action is located in those regimes where

what we call chance has a role to play, it may well involve events seem-

ing to be characterizable as arbitrary or implausible. It may well be

very diverse in its character, occurring where and when God can act

without denying to his creation the freedom he has given to it to be it-

self. It is beyond our present knowledge to give a more detailed ac-

count of the possible range of divine action, but there is no reason to

think that the physical world is so structured that God’s particular ac-

tivity is excluded from it.

The Christian understanding of providence steers a course be-

tween a facile optimism and a fatalistic pessimism. God does not fuss-

ily intervene to deliver us from all discomfort, but neither is he the

impotent beholder of cosmic history. Patiently, subtly, with infinite

respect for the creation with which he has to deal, he is at work within

the flexibility of its process.
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4

Miracle

Much the bluntest claim that God acts in the world is made by those

who assert that they believe in miracle. C. S. Lewis gives a “crude and

popular” definition of miracle as “an interference with Nature by su-

pernatural power.”1 He goes on to acknowledge that this is not a theo-

logian’s definition. Let us also consider the definition offered by the

philosopher of religion, Richard Swinburne, when he says that a mir-

acle is “an event of an extraordinary kind, brought about by a god,

and of religious significance.”2 An important qualification added by

Swinburne is that of significance. A miracle is not just an astonishing-

ly odd event, such as would be the sudden materialization in Trafalgar

Square of a twelve-foot-high statue of Nelson made of chocolate. It

has also to be the carrier of meaning. In the Johannine language of

the New Testament, a miracle must be a “sign.” The reason is clear.

The only miracles that seriously could be said to be on the agenda are

not just acts of a “supernatural power” or “a god.” They are the acts of

God himself. He is no celestial conjurer, doing an occasional turn, but

his actions must always be characterized by the deepest possible con-

sistency and rationality. Therefore they must be endowed with mean-

ing and be free from caprice. H. H. Farmer is right when he protests

that: “To define miracle .l.l. as an event involving suspension of natu-

ral laws is to begin in the wrong place. We must first ask what is the

significance of miracle for religion.”3 He goes on to quote a definition
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of miracle given by Huzinger: “the phenomenal form of divine revela-

tion.”4 But surely that is drawn too widely. Two baskets of figs, one

ripe, one unripe, were a vehicle of revelation to Jeremiah,5 but we

would hardly call them miraculous. Etymologically, a miracle is

something wonderful. If it is to deserve the name, it must be some-

thing totally contrary to common expectation, as is hinted at in Swin-

burne’s circumspect phrase “extraordinary” or by Lewis’s stronger,

uncompromising, words, “an interference with Nature.”

It is with that word “interference” that the troubles begin. We can

imagine an agent of limited ability interfering with the work of an-

other such agent. You construct a clock. I decide to modify its mecha-

nism so that it no longer keeps me awake by striking the quarters at

night. But if I am a perfectly skillful clockmaker I shall surely make

for myself the perfect clock at my first attempt. God is not a demi-

urge, struggling to make the best of recalcitrant brute matter. He is

the Creator and Sustainer of the whole physical world. Those very

laws of nature, said to be violated by a miracle, are themselves the ex-

pression of his Creatorly will. One does not doubt, in one sense, his

capacity to countermand them. Such action of itself cannot be be-

yond the power of an omnipotent God. Sir George Stokes robustly

made the point in his Gifford Lectures of 1891, when he said: “Admit

the existence of a God, of a personal God, and the possibility of mira-

cle follows at once. If the laws of nature are carried on in accordance

with his will, he who willed them may will their suspension.”6 Un-

doubtedly—but will the rationally coherent God actually change his

mind? Will he really work against the grain of the natural law that he

himself has ordained? And if that is what he does, why does he not do

it more often? There seems to be plenty of scope for extra miracles to

alleviate the sufferings of mankind. A theologically acceptable ac-

count of miracles will have to incorporate them within a total, and to-

tally consistent, understanding of God’s activity, and not see them as

singular exceptions.

Thus I do not believe that interference is a fitting word to use
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about God’s relation to his creation. The problem of miracle is two-

fold. One question is the nature of the evidence which might lead us

to suppose that any particular event claimed as a miracle had actually

happened. Another question is whether extraordinary events of the

kind called miraculous can be any part of the faithful action of God.

Is he not the God of reliable process and not of magic? Clearly the

second question is prior to the first, since if miracle is an absurdity it

is certainly not an act which God has actually performed. At the start

of a discussion of whether Jesus was raised from the dead, I wrote:

At best such an inquiry can point only to a balance of probability. In an

event so contrary to normal expectation as the resurrection, the way in

which the balance is weighed must depend on non-historical factors .l.l. Ul-

timately one’s attitude to the resurrection will depend upon the degree to

which it does or does not cohere with one’s general understanding of the

way the world is.7

And that general coherence is necessary because we are consider-

ing the action of the one true God, who is the consistent ground of all

that is. Having said that, I must go on to acknowledge that there is a

certain amount of intellectual traffic in the opposite direction also.

If there is evidence for miraculous events, that will stimulate our

efforts to accommodate that possibility within a suitable metaphysical

scheme. We are only too familiar from the scientific study of the phys-

ical world that our prior views of what is possible have frequently

needed to be revised in the light of what is actually found to be the

case. It is sufficient to utter the phrase “quantum theory” to make the

point. G. F. Woods wrote about miracle: “I believe that to many minds

the notion of uncaused events will be offensive.”8 Yes indeed, but

many physicists actually think of individual quantum events as being

radically uncaused. I am not, of course, making the ridiculous argu-

ment that quantum theory is so counter-intuitive that after it any-

thing goes. I am simply using it as a cautionary tale to warn us of our

intellectual shortsightedness about the range of possibility.
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The need to fit miracle within an extended pattern of God’s reli-

able activity is no doubt a reason why there is a long history of

thought that sees the miraculous as a kind of accelerated version of

the natural. Augustine used this idea to talk about the water made

into wine at Cana in Galilee.9 What takes a season to accomplish in

the vineyard is performed in a moment at the Lord’s command. A

miracle like the resurrection cannot be fitted into such a scheme, but

it needs to be thought of instead as an anticipation of God’s future

destiny for all humanity. “Christ has been raised from the dead, the

first fruits of those who have fallen asleep.”10 C. S. Lewis summarized

this point of view when he wrote: “Each miracle writes for us in small

letters what God has already written, or will write, in letters too large

to be noticed across the whole canvas of Nature.”11 Seen as a striving

after a harmonious reconciliation of the natural and the miraculous,

the attempt attracts my sympathy, but I do not find it helpful in pro-

viding any detailed understanding of how that accord might be

brought about. There is no real analogy between, on the one hand, the

slow processes of organic chemistry by which water and elements

from soil and air, together with energy from sunlight, combine to

produce grape sugars, which then by the biochemical process of fer-

mentation produce alcohol, and, on the other hand, the immediate

transmutation of water into wine. If the latter actually occurred, one

does not suppose it to have happened by an incredibly speeded-up se-

quence of chemical reactions, produced by the catalytic presence of

divine power. Our detailed understanding of the orderly processes of

nature, and in particular of their intrinsic timescales, makes an accel-

erated naturalism more radically unnatural for us than it would have

been for thinkers in the ancient world.

A similar instinct, to preserve a rational coherence within a mirac-

ulous setting, lies behind the attempt by the author of the Wisdom 

of Solomon to see the miracles of Israel’s deliverance from Egypt as

rearrangements of the natural order, so that “as the notes of the lute

can make various tunes with different names though each retains its
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own pitch, so the elements combined among themselves in different

ways.”12 Again one can applaud the motive without being helped by

the actual insight proffered.

Once again, it is analogies with human action which seem most

likely to be useful. Farmer speaks of miracle as “God dealing with a

unique and unrepeatable situation in an individual destiny; it is God

knowing one in some sense by name,” and he goes on to claim that

miracle is “the most intensely personal of all the categories of man’s

personal relationship with God.”13 Certainly, within our own experi-

ence of persons, we know how it is possible for someone to act in a to-

tally unexpected way, which nevertheless with hindsight we can see to

have been consistent with his character.

God’s action in this individual way might take two forms. The

first is through “arranged coincidence.” There are causal chains, law-

fully propagating in the world, whose impingement upon each other

can produce a situation of apparent significance. A man is in great

distress of mind, plagued by feelings of guilt. He looks up into the sky,

and the continually changing pattern of the clouds at that moment

assumes a form which, from his perspective, looks like the representa-

tion of a cross upon a hill. That man may feel that God has indeed

spoken to him by name, recalling to his thought the redeeming death

of Christ. He does not need to assume that cloud pattern to have been

hastily assembled by divinely dispatched cherubim. He thankfully ac-

cepts the experience of a highly significant coincidence.

That imaginary example has a slightly bizarre air about it, but

many people would claim to have experienced events which are not

contrary to natural process but which, in their detailed character, have

nevertheless seemed to be carriers of divinely conveyed meaning. It is

persuasive to consider in this way the nature miracles of the Gospels,

such as the stilling of the storm.14 Jung made a study of events of this

kind occurring in the lives of his patients, which he attributed to the

“acausal connecting principle” of synchronicity. He wrote:
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The problem of synchronicity has puzzled me for a long time, ever since

the middle twenties, when I was investigating the phenomena of the collec-

tive unconscious and kept coming across connections which I simply could

not explain as chance groupings or “runs.” What I found were “coinci-

dences” which were connected so meaningfully that their “chance” concur-

rence would represent a degree of improbability that would have to be ex-

pressed by an astronomical figure.15

He goes on to give an example of a patient who was telling him of an

important dream in which she had been given a golden scarab. At that

very moment Jung heard a tapping on the window and, opening it,

found outside a scarabeid beetle which, contrary to its normal habits,

was trying to enter the darkened room.

It is, of course, very difficult to know how, in all sobriety, to esti-

mate the odds against such significant occurrences. So many things

might happen which might be taken as having meaning, and since

things are happening all the time, are there not in the end bound to be

some events looking like synchronicity? There is the danger of the

same sort of plasticity of interpretation which we noted in relation to

simple appeals to providence (p. 50). The problem of odds is more

difficult than Jung seems to allow. Nevertheless, I do not think one

can deny that there are remarkable threads of coincidence to be found

in human life which it is proper for those who experience them to in-

terpret as the personal God calling them by name. We may suppose

these happenings to be brought about by that sensitive openness of

the world’s process, which in Chapter 2 we suggested might be the ve-

hicle of both God’s providential care and of our own interaction with

the world. Because of their unique significance to those who have ex-

perienced them, we can understand why those involved may want to

speak of those occurrences as “miraculous,” but it is clear that proper-

ly speaking they are to be thought of as acts of providence.

The second way in which we might conceive that God interacts

with individuals is more closely connected with the concept of mira-

58 c h a p t e r  f o u r



cle, as it was expressed in the definitions at the beginning of this chap-

ter. Here something happens which is not the unexpected concur-

rence of two perfectly expectable lines of development, but rather an

event takes place of a radically unexpected character, through and

through. What happens is not something that can be thought of as

arising from the inherent flexibility of process, but it is something to-

tally contrary to the previously known character of that process. The

resurrection would be an outstanding example of such a miracle, tru-

ly so-called. Not only do dead men stay dead in our common experi-

ence, but it is inconceivable that the exploitation of “chance” enabled

a dead man to live again, nevermore to die.

I am carefully trying to characterize the event as “unexpected’

rather than using discontinuous language like “due to direct divine

intervention.” In other words, I can go as far as Swinburne’s “extraor-

dinary” but not to the length of Lewis’s “an interference with nature.”

My reason is simply that I believe that God’s complete action in the

world must be consistent throughout. In the end there is no sharp

separation to be made between general providence and special provi-

dence and miracle. God’s relation to this world is not like ours to our

bodies, where there are autonomic processes, such as the circulation

of the blood, which go on without the explicit exercise of our will

(and which in God’s case, if the analogy were valid, would be called

laws of nature or general providence), together with other, explicitly

willed, acts (which in God’s case would be called special providence

or miracle). The discontinuities which the language of natural and

miraculous suggests, or the divisions between God’s types of will, are

matters of human convenience, relating to the differences in our per-

ception and not to fundamentally distinct kinds of activity in God.

We are familiar in many branches of knowledge with the utility of

dividing up what we know at root to be a fundamental unity. Levels of

behavior which are always present may be visible only in particular

regimes. The laws of nuclear force act all the time and are indispensa-
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ble in maintaining the stability of matter, yet we are only aware of

their operation when we enter a regime of sufficiently high energy

where, for instance, nuclear transmutations become possible which

are not observable in ordinary circumstances. Nowhere in the world

was there a nucleus with atomic number greater than 92 until the spe-

cially contrived circumstances brought about at the Radiation Labo-

ratory at Berkeley permitted the formation of a series of transuranic

elements. Sometimes such changes of circumstance can produce radi-

cally different modes of behavior. One example, too familiar to sur-

prise us but remarkable nevertheless, is the way in which the slow in-

crease of temperature suddenly produces a discontinuous change

from liquid to gas at boiling point. The detailed physics of such phase

changes (as they are called) are notoriously difficult to figure out, but

certainly the underlying laws of nature do not change at 100° centi-

grade.

That example of the discontinuous change of behavior with

changing physical regime, coupled with the unbroken regularity of

physical law, may be of some small analogical help in thinking how

God might be capable of acting in miraculous, radically unexpected,

ways, while remaining the Christian God of steadfast faithfulness.

That is the fundamental theological problem of miracle: how these

strange events can be set within a consistent overall pattern of God’s

reliable activity; how we can accept them without subscribing to a

capricious interventionist God, who is a concept of paganism rather

than of Christianity. Miracles must be perceptions of a deeper ration-

ality than that which we encounter in the every day, occasions which

make visible a more profound level of divine activity. They are trans-

parent moments in which the Kingdom is found to be manifestly

present.16

For all its stark contradiction of normal expectation, the resurrec-

tion is readily accommodated in Christian theology within such a

consistent account of God’s action in Christ. It was fitting that he
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whom uniquely “God madel.l.l.lboth Lord and Christ” should be

raised up because “it was not possible for him to be held by [the pangs

of death].”17 Much more difficult is a claimed occurrence like the

turning of water into wine at Cana in Galilee. At one level it seems an

over-reaction to a mild social problem arising from inadequate prior

provision. At a somewhat deeper level, it is an acted parable of the

transforming power of Christ, but performed in a self-conscious way

which does not square easily with the hidden and unforced nature of

Jesus’ ministry. Christians will take different views on this particular

question, but it is clear where the debate lies. Mere wonderworking,

without an underlying consistency of action and intent, would never

be a credible Christian miracle.

The concept of regime, of the sensitive relationship of possibility

to circumstances, can also help us to understand something of why

miracles occur so sparsely and with a seeming fitfulness. If God is con-

sistent he must act in the same way in the same circumstances, but

personal matters are so infinitely graded in their characters that what

may seem closely similar occasions can in fact be quite different from

each other. In one place Swinburne defines a miracle as “a non-repeat-

able exception to the operation of nature’s laws, brought about by

God.”18 Clearly the discontinuous language of “exception” is exactly

what we are trying to avoid, and the word “unrepeatable” has about it

that air of arbitrariness which we are at pains to reject. It can be saved

from that if we interpret it as referring to that subtle complexity of hu-

man circumstance which implies that personal events are never repe-

titions of their predecessors. Every human experience is unique. Pre-

sumably Farmer had something like this in mind when he wrote: “It is

part of the essential personal quality of the awareness of miracle that it

should be in any one experience comparatively rare.”19 Seldom will the

circumstances be just right for the emergence of the unexpected.

(That remark is saved from mere tautology by its pointing to the

ground that permits miracle to happen.) There remains, of course, the
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very difficult question of why miracle should be so exceedingly rare,

when we consider the multitude of agonizing occasions which might

be thought to call for its assistance. People say that they cannot at all

believe in a God who acts if he did not do so to stop the Holocaust. If

God were a God who simply interferes at will with his creation, the

charge against him would be unanswerable. But if his action is self-

limited by a consistent respect for the freedom of his creation (so that

he works only within the actual openness of its process) and also by

his own utter reliability (so that he excludes the shortcuts of magic) it

is not clear that he is to be blamed for not overruling the wickedness

of humankind.

Some further answer might lie in the very specific qualities re-

quired of a regime if it is to be able to exhibit what we call the mirac-

ulous. The Gospels portray one aspect of this when they record that at

Nazareth Jesus “could do no mighty work there .l.l. and he marveled

because of their unbelief.”20 His healings were not just naked acts of

power imposed without the collaborative assent of those to be healed.

Augustine discussed: “Why, it is asked, do miracles never occur nowa-

days, such as occurred (you mention) in former times?”21 He thought,

in fact, that some had occurred in his own time (he gives examples)

but that they were more frequent in apostolic times because they were

then necessary to launch the Christian gospel, which subsequently

could propagate without such aid. C. S. Lewis makes a similar point

about the necessary aptness of historical circumstance when he writes

chillingly that:

God does not shake miracles at Nature at random as if from a pepper-cas-

tor. They come on great occasions: they are found at the great ganglia of

history—not of political or social history, but of that spiritual history

which cannot be fully known by men .l.l. Miracles and martyrdoms tend to

bunch together about the same areas of history.22

There are those who would interpret this phenomenon in a differ-

ent way. They would say that miracles “occurred” at times of particu-

62 c h a p t e r  f o u r



lar ignorance and credulity, or occasions when heady excitement sus-

pended sober judgment. Miracles always seem to happen at some

other place, and some other time, than here and now. That challenge

reminds us of the first of the two general questions we raised earlier.

Our discussion so far has sought to show that miracles are neither

ruled out by scientific knowledge that the world is a relentlessly in-

flexible mechanism (it is not) nor by theological knowledge that God

is just the deistic upholder of general process (he is more than that).

That there may have been miracles is a coherent possibility. Whether

there actually have been is a question we have still to address.

It is not my present purpose to engage in a study of individual

claims for miraculous happenings. I have elsewhere attempted to

show why I believe in the central Christian miracle of the resurrection

of Christ.23 Now I want to discuss the general considerations which

are involved in weighing the evidence. A convenient method is to en-

gage in dialogue with that resolute skeptic, David Hume. He says: “a

miracle is a violation of the laws of nature; and as firm and unalter-

able experience has established these laws, the proof against miracle,

from the very nature of the fact, is as entire as any argument from ex-

perience can possibly be imagined.”24 It is rather touching to find the

stern critic of induction placing such firm faith in the unalterable

character of nature’s laws. The idea that they are totally known, and

totally inflexible in their consequence, has been sufficiently rebutted

in what has gone before for us to be able to pass on immediately to

the four arguments which Hume alleges against there ever having

been a miracle. They are:

1. The lack of adequate historical testimony by “a sufficient num-

ber of men, of such unquestioned good sense, education, and learn-

ing, as to secure us against all delusion.” The extraordinary standard

of evidence that Hume demands is exemplified by a case which he

discusses later:
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There surely never was a greater number of miracles ascribed to a person,

than those which were lately said to have been wrought in France upon the

tomb of Abbé Paris .l.l. The curing of the sick, giving hearing to the deaf,

and sight to the blind, were everywhere talked of as the usual effects of that

holy sepulcher. But what is more extraordinary; many of the miracles were

immediately proved upon the spot, before judges of unquestioned integri-

ty, attested by witnesses of credit and distinction, in a learned age, and on

the most eminent theatre that is now in the world. Nor is this all: a relation

of them was published and dispersed everywhere; nor were the Jesuits,

though a learned body, supported by the civil magistrate, and determined

enemies to those opinions in whose favor the miracles were said to be

wrought, ever able directly to refute or detect them.

What is Hume’s conclusion from this remarkable testimony, which

might have been thought to originate from “a sufficient number of

men, of such unquestioned good sense, education and learning”? It is

complete denial of its authenticity, based solely on “the absolute im-

possibility of a miraculous nature of the events.” Hume turns out to

be an absolutist in the matter, an intransigent skeptic who would nev-

er accept any evidence contradicting his prior expectation. There is

no arguing with such an entrenched position, but its adoption is the

antithesis of being open to the truth. It is certainly uncongenial to the

habits of thought of a scientist.

Circumstantial accounts of apparently miraculous events contin-

ue to be reported. A recent case involved a lady who was paralyzed

from her left hip to her toe, owing to an injury. Eventually the doctors

concluded that they could do no more for her and she must reconcile

herself to being an invalid for the rest of her life, able to walk only

with the greatest difficulty. In 1980 a healing mission was held in a lo-

cal church. The lady was induced to meet the priest conducting it,

though she is said to have been “bitter, disillusioned and completely

lacking in faith.” At their second encounter she had a strange vision-

ary experience in which an elderly monk took her by the hand and

commanded her repeatedly, “In the name of Jesus, walk.” From that
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moment she was able to walk, jump and bend down, completely with-

out pain. Her husband, an orthopedic charge nurse, on examining his

wife, found that a large ulcer, which he had been dressing, had also

healed spontaneously.25 Whatever one makes of this remarkable story,

it cannot simply be dismissed on a priori grounds as not having pos-

sibly happened.

2. The human desire for the astonishing is such that “The passion

of surprise and wonder, arising from miracles, being an agreeable

emotion, gives a sensible tendency towards belief in these events, from

which it is desired.” Certainly there is cause for caution here, which

needs to be taken seriously. I am not disposed to take at face value

those remarkable, and apparently circumstantial, stories which circu-

late in our day, about extraterrestrial visitors who arrive in flying

saucers. It is noteworthy, though, that the miracles in the Gospels,

while frequently being said to arouse amazement among the by-

standers, are recounted in a way that is spare and matter of fact. The

comparison with the fanciful tales in the apocryphal Gospels is very

striking in this respect. Hume thinks that “if the spirit of religion join

itself to the love of wonder, there is an end of common sense.” If there

are unusual regimes with unusual phenomena, then there will indeed

have to be an end to common sense, in order to do justice to the nov-

el nature of that particular aspect of reality. I have already suggested

that science delivers us from an undue tyranny of everyday expecta-

tion. Common sense is not a Procrustean bed into which all experi-

ence must be made to fit. Even that human desire for wonder, against

which Hume warns us, may be an instinctive longing for something

beyond what meets the routine eye, a religious intuition which may

find its true confirmation in the encounter with God. I think that part

of the popularity of modern science fiction, with its talk of other

worlds and other beings, lies in its ministering to a suppressed long-

ing to meet the One who is other than us.

3. “It forms a strong presupposition against all supernatural and
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miraculous relations, that they are observed chiefly to abound among

ignorant and barbarous nations.” We may not feel today quite the

same degree of confidence, presumed by the men of the Enlighten-

ment, in drawing the line between civilization and barbarism. It

might be that other cultures provide, through their different practice

and different kinds of openness, regimes more conducive than ours to

certain types of experience. I understand that some of the most re-

markable instances claimed to demonstrate telepathy have occurred

among the Lapps. If there is indeed such a faculty for human commu-

nication, it is not inconceivable that it might have been best preserved

among those who live a simple life in sparsely populated regions, and

to have atrophied among those who live in close contact with their

neighbors and with a telephone to hand.

I am not denying that the ancient world may have been more un-

critically receptive of strange stories than we are today, and that cau-

tion must be exercised because of that. After surveying accounts of in-

surgents such as Theudas, wonderworkers such as Apollonius of

Tyana, Jewish charismatics like Honi the circle-drawer, and the writ-

ings of the magical papyri, E. P. Sanders says:

Miracles were sufficiently common, sufficiently diverse, and sufficiently

scattered among holy men, messianic pretenders, magicians and temples

that we cannot draw any inference from them in order to explain what so-

cial type Jesus fits best or what his intention really was.26

The picture is of an ancient world where claims of the unusual were

rather widespread. Yet there is also in Scripture a tradition of in-

credulity. Abraham cannot wait for the son of the promise and so he

has a child by Hagar, his wife’s maid.27 Zechariah is incredulous when

a similar promise of a son is made to him.28 Thomas will not accept

the testimony of his friends that they have met the risen Lord.29 The

Gospel of Matthew, often so triumphalist in tone, ends with an ap-

pearance of the risen Jesus in Galilee where we are told that “when
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they saw him they worshiped him; but some doubted (edistasan).”30

Jesus rejects the idea of miracle as coercive of belief,31 refuses a request

for a sign,32 and seldom appeals to his acts.33 The Gospel stories are

remarkably free from the sort of embellishment that appeals to the

credulous. They are also remarkably free from appeal to miracle as

knockdown argument. Even the empty tomb needs interpretation.34

The theological need to understand miracle within a consistent

pattern of God’s action means that there is little appeal to it today as a

primary ground for belief (except for the critical role that the resur-

rection plays in Christian thought, as the vindication of the crucified

Messiah and of the God who allowed his chosen one to die a shameful

death). Exceptions have first to be tested against a previously estab-

lished rule, God’s miraculous acts evaluated in relation to the experi-

ence of his continuing faithfulness. Richard Swinburne is one of the

few modern writers to defend a major role for miracle as the founda-

tion of belief. He summarizes his conclusion by saying: “Paley writes

‘In what way can a revelation be made, but by miracles? In no other

way which we are able to conceive.’ I have argued that Paley is right.”35

It seems to me, however, that it is only as we come to know God in his

creation and providence, in prayer and worship, in Christ and in the

Church, that we shall be able to accommodate within the grand sweep

of that revelation those particular actions that are called miracles.

4. Hume felt that the claims of all the competing world religions

to have experienced the miraculous, thereby canceled each other out:

Every miracle, therefore, pretended to have been wrought in any of these

religions (and all of them abound in miracles), as its direct scope is to es-

tablish the particular system to which it is attributed; so it has the same

force, though more indirectly, to overthrow every other system. In destroy-

ing a rival system, it likewise destroys the credit of those miracles in which

the system was established; so that all the prodigies of different religions are

to be regarded as contrary facts, and the evidence of these prodigies,

whether weak or strong, as opposite to each other.
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The argument supposes the total opposition of one religion to anoth-

er; the impossibility, say, that the Christian God should honor the

prayer of a Hindu worshiper. Whatever the true relation of the

world’s religions may be to each other—and that is one of the most

perplexing and urgent problems that theology faces today—it cannot

be that God has left himself without power and presence in relation to

the majority of humanity for most of the time. The Christian is not

led to deny that God acts in personal encounter with those of other

faiths.

Archdeacon Paley made a judicious comment on Hume’s whole

attitude when he wrote:

Mr. Hume states the case to be a contest of opposing improbabilities; that is

to say, a question whether it be more improbable that the miracle should be

true or the testimony false: and this I think is a fair account of the contro-

versy. But herein I remark a want of argumentative justice, that in describ-

ing the improbability of miracles he suppresses those circumstances of ex-

tenuation, which result from our knowledge of the existence, power and

disposition of the Deity.36

And that is it. “The fundamental problem” as Mary Hesse says, “is not

about miracle but about transcendence,”37 about whether God is in

any detailed and active way the ruler of his creation. If he is, then his

activity, though always utterly consistent, may sometimes be totally

unexpected. As Charlie Moule says, “the focus of the whole discus-

sion” is “where and within what bounds do we look for consisten-

cy?”38 We have sought to show that modern science does not draw

those bounds so tightly that there is no scope for the particular action

of a personal God.
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5

Evil

The more strongly one is able to speak of God’s particular action in

the world, the more firmly one asserts that world to be subject to his

purposive will, so much the more forceful becomes the problem of

the widespread existence of evil within it. The dilemma was noted in

ancient times. Lactantius quotes Epicurus as putting the point with

admirable clarity, three centuries before Christ: “God either wishes to

take away evils, and is unable; or He is able, and is unwilling; or He is

neither able nor willing; or He is both willing and able.” That is, God

is either less than wholly powerful, or less than wholly good, or less

than both, or, if he is both wholly powerful and good “from what

source then are evils? or why does He not remove them?”1 While the

problem has been debated for more than two millennia, it is one that

is felt with particular intensity today. I suppose the problem of evil

and suffering to be the one that more than any other holds many peo-

ple back from belief in God. Those of us who are believers are perpet-

ually aware of the challenge that it presents to our faith.

In the Old Testament, the prosperity of the wicked is quite as

much a difficulty as the unmerited suffering of the righteous. “I was

envious of the arrogant, when I saw the prosperity of the wicked,” says

the psalmist, so that he was tempted to think that “All in vain have I

kept my heart clean and washed my hands in innocence.” The only

resolution to be found lay in the recognition of the transience of the
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wicked’s triumph: “Truly thou dost set them in slippery places: thou

dost make them fall to ruin.”2

The classic scriptural exploration of the plight of the just man un-

justly afflicted is to be found in the Book of Job, but the answer that

Job receives in the end is neither explanation nor justification but the

voice from the whirlwind that humbles him before his Creator and

the mystery of creation. In the New Testament suffering is seen as “the

fiery ordeal which comes upon you to prove you,” and as a participa-

tion in those messianic woes that herald the end of history, so that the

Christian is bidden to “rejoice in so far as you share Christ’s suffer-

ings, that you may also rejoice and be glad when his glory is re-

vealed.”3

Both Old and New Testaments set before us the hope of a world

eventually redeemed from suffering, in which “they shall not hurt or

destroy in all my holy mountain”4 and “death shall be no more, nei-

ther shall there be mourning nor crying nor pain any more.”5 But they

both accept the existence of suffering in this present world as a given

fact. The psalmists protest to God with great boldness—“Rouse thy-

self! Why sleepest thou, O Lord?”6—but they do not utter that mod-

ern cry “It isn’t fair.” The biblical acceptance of the strange mixture of

good and evil present in the world is articulated with startling direct-

ness by Second Isaiah, when God says:

I form light and create darkness,

I make weal and create woe,

I am the Lord, who do all these things.7

According to Peter Baelz, J. S. Mill closed the Bible in dismay when he

came to these words.8

They were received with greater enthusiasm by C. G. Jung. He per-

ceived in the human psyche that dark side which he called “the shad-

ow.” By analogy, he believed there was a corresponding antinomy

within the divine nature, which he thought was unveiled in the Book

of Job. When the Lord proposes the conundrum “Who is this that
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darkens counsel by words without knowledge?”9 in Jung’s view “it is

Yahweh himself who darkens his own counsel and who has no in-

sight.”10 “With brazen countenance he can project his shadow side

and remain unconscious at man’s expense.”11 For Jung the problem of

evil is solved by incorporating it within the divine nature. But that

will not do. No doubt it is the case that our own rejected shadow con-

tains elements whose reconciliation is a necessary part of our attain-

ing wholeness, but to speak of God in similar terms is surely an undue

surrender to anthropomorphism. The God of Jung, exploring his psy-

che in encounter with Job, is really a Homeric god in modern dress,

with all the limitation and ambiguity that implies. There has always

been a specious attraction in dualism as the answer to the perplexing

mixture of good and evil that we find in the world around us. Jung’s

divine antinomies are a sophisticated form of dualism, incorporated

within the one divine nature. Such a God is not the one that Jesus

taught us to address with confidence as “Abba, Father.” Before we ac-

cept the ambiguous God of Jungian thought, we must explore alter-

native approaches to understanding the problem of evil.

An early Christian thinker to wrestle with the problem was Au-

gustine. In Book 7 of the Confessions he fully acknowledges the diffi-

culty of the apparent conflict concerning divine power and divine

goodness. “Where then does evil come from, if God made all things,

and, because he is good, made them good too?” He rejects the idea

that there is no real evil, for “If so, why do we fear and guard against

something which is not there? .l.l. either there is evil and we fear it, or

the fear itself is evil.”12 For Augustine the answer lay, not in a Jungian

redefinition of the nature of God, but in a redefinition of the nature

of evil. It is not an illusion, but it is not true reality either, for evil is

privatio boni, the absence of the good, an idea that Augustine got from

Plotinus. Thus evil is non-being, just as darkness is not a positive enti-

ty but the absence of light. (There are photons, particles of light, but

there are not scotons, particles of darkness.) “For evil is not a positive

substance: the loss of good has been given the name of evil.”13
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For all its intellectual attractiveness, this is a very difficult theory

to square with experience. How could one tell a victim of cancer or

the Holocaust that he was simply suffering from the privation of the

good? There seems to be a much more positive quality to evil than

Augustine’s theory allows. Yet there is also a deep human intuition

that, though evil is real, it is not the ultimate reality. Peter Berger

draws our attention to the familiar scene of a mother comforting her

child who has woken frightened in the night. Essentially her message

is: “Don’t be afraid—everything is in order, everything is all right.”

Berger analyzes this formula and concludes that it can

without in any way violating it, be translated into a statement of cosmic

scope—”Have trust in being.” This is precisely what the formula intrinsi-

cally implies. And if we believe the child psychologists (which we have good

reason to do in this case), this is an experience that is absolutely essential to

the process of becoming a human person. Put differently, at the very centre

of the process of becoming fully human, at the centre of humanitas, we find

an experience of trust in the order of reality. Is this experience an illusion?

Is the individual who represents it a liar?14

I, for one, must answer “no” to these questions. If we are to have trust

in being, that trust must ultimately be grounded in the One who is

Being himself, for anything less is subject to change and decay. The

ambiguous God of Jung would not be adequate ground for such re-

liance. Something like the chesed, the steadfast love of the God of the

Jews and Christians, is needed. Thus we find ourselves living out the

existential counterpart of the intellectual dilemma with which this

chapter opened. The terrible character of evil is not to be denied, but

it is to be endured, relying on him who is the hope of them that are

past hope. Peter Baelz is close to the heart of the matter when he says

that there is a “subtle dialectic of rebellion and acceptance in the

Christian response to suffering and evil.”15

The Augustinian proposal that evil is the privation of the good ac-

knowledges this asymmetry between good and evil, trust and despair,
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which characterizes human experience. Yet it fails fully to grapple

with the agonizing intensity of the problem presented by the degree

of suffering encountered in a world which is held to be the creation of

a good and powerful God. The more fully God is identified with the

world, the more fully this problem presents itself. It seems to me that

evil is a great difficulty for any theory of the total or partial embodi-

ment of God in the universe. Grace Jantzen denies this. She believes

that it is “not a greater or even a different problem for this view than

for a cosmic dualist.” This is because “Unless one is willing to adopt a

Manichaean view, in which the material universe is irreducibly other

than God, one must affirm in some sense ‘God is All,’ all things have

their origin in God, and hence evil itself is in God.” This does not turn

God into the devil because:

we can make a distinction between saying that evil is in God and that God

himself is evil. God is evil if, to use a Kantian term, he has an evil will: that

is, if there is nothing to justify the evil for which he is ultimately responsible

and which could not exist but for him.16

I want to suggest that Jantzen states the alternatives too starkly. There

is a relationship of God to the world which is neither embodied nor

Manichaean, but which is Creatorly, and which is in its nature superi-

or to both in affording some understanding of how it may be possible

“to justify the evil for which he is ultimately responsible.” There are

insights of theodicy which depend upon God’s gift of freedom to be

itself, given to the whole world not just to humankind, which do not

seem to be available to panentheistic argument. The creation is seen

to be other than God, but not radically opposed to him in a Mani-

chaean way.

There is only one broad strategy possible for any theodicy. It is to

suggest that the world’s suffering is not gratuitous but a necessary

contribution to some greater good which could only be realized in

this mysterious way. The problem of evil is to be met by setting it

within that wider context in which it can dissolve into fulfillment.
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This is the tradition of felix culpa, by which great disaster is perceived

as disaster but yet also as the ground of a greater good. John Hick says

that what Christian thought must always reject is “the idea of finally

wasted suffering and goodness,” and he calls felix culpa “one of the

cornerstones of Christian theodicy.”17

There are those who deny that this approach is possible; in their

view the debt of suffering can never be paid off by any future credit.

Dorothy Soelle bluntly says: “No heaven can rectify Auschwitz.”18 The

classic statement of this case against theodicy is made by Ivan Kara-

mazov in Dostoevsky’s novel. After recounting the terrible tale of a

Russian general who allowed an eight-year-old peasant boy to be torn

to pieces by his hounds as a revenge for the child’s having slightly in-

jured one of them, Ivan says:

Listen: if all have to suffer to buy eternal harmony by their suffering, what

have children to do with it—tell me please? It is entirely incomprehensible

why they should have to buy harmony by their sufferings.

and he goes on to say:

too high a price has been placed on harmony. We cannot afford to pay so

much for admission. And therefore I hasten to return my ticket of admis-

sion.19

Certainly this dreadful story is not to be explained away by any glib

invocation of future bliss. Yet if Augustine was mistaken in believing

that “God judged it better to bring good out of evil, than to suffer no

evil to exist,”20 then this world is indeed one without meaning and

hope. The mystery of suffering is great, but so is the mystery of per-

sisting hope. In the Book of Revelation it is the martyrs who cry “Sal-

vation belongs to our God who sits upon the throne, and to the

Lamb!”21 So, Richard Creel is right to say that: “The seeming mean-

inglessness, absurdity and waste of innocent suffering and tragic loss

are overcome only in the existence of God. To be sure the Holocaust

was enormously tragic—but without God it is even more tragic.”22 He
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goes on to say that “This seems to me to be a terribly important point

that Dostoyevsky’s Ivan failed to consider,” and he criticizes Ivan for

seeming “more concerned that his cynicism be vindicated than that

the innocent be redeemed.”23

The most blithe approach to the problem of suffering finds its ex-

pression in Leibniz’s confidence that this is, in fact, the best of all pos-

sible worlds. It is very doubtful that that idea is any more coherent

than the idea of the greatest possible work of art. It is pointless to ar-

gue whether the Missa Solemnis is superior to the Mass in B Minor, or

vice versa, but it is clear that both are musically to be preferred to less-

er works. If the universe is to be the worthy creation of the one true

God, then it must have about its process the authenticity that we find

in great art. Its discords must be part of a greater harmony.

Part of the essential character of a work of art is its triumph over

the limitations imposed by its medium—the painting’s representation

of a three-dimensional world on two-dimensional canvas; the sculp-

tor’s representation of life and movement in static stone; the play or

novel’s exploration of a human life in half a dozen episodes; music’s

wonderful capacity to speak of eternity by a temporal sequence of

sounds. “The best of all possible worlds” need not be a world altogeth-

er free from hardship to be endured or difficulties to be overcome. The

problem of evil and suffering is a problem of scale, not of simple exis-

tence. The pain which guards the child from damage in the fire is also

the excruciating pain which manifests itself too late for the cancer vic-

tim to be cured of it. The sorrows and deprivations of life, which in

due measure might spur us to beneficial effort, are often experienced

as burdens so heavy that they can only subdue and diminish. It is in

these matters of degree that the issue of evil is confronted.

There are two forms of evil that are present in the world—moral

and natural.24 Moral evil arises from the willed choices of human-

kind. It encompasses man’s inhumanity to man, from an abusive par-

ent on an abused child, to the national cruelties of oppression and

racial discrimination, to the global cruelties of exploitation and star-
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vation. Dreadful as the resulting sufferings are, their immediate

source is clear. They result from the exercise of human will. Men and

women are directly responsible for them. That responsibility may be

diffused, for we are all subject to the pressures of society and of our

upbringings, but it is primarily located in humanity. The classic an-

swer to the allowed existence of moral evil is the free-will defense—

the claim that it is better for God to have created a world of freely

choosing beings, with the possibility of their voluntary response to

him and to each other, as well as the possibility of sinful selfishness,

than to have created a world of blindly obedient automata. This is

held to be so despite the great suffering brought about by the abuse of

that free will. How one can weigh the matter is beyond nice calcula-

tion, but it is a fundamental human intuition that we are better as we

are, in all our flawedness, than we would be if we were reduced to au-

tomatic action, however beneficially programmed that action might

be. The widespread, and right, reluctance to countenance coercive

measures like the castration of persistent sex-offenders is testimony to

this intuitive respect for the value of human freedom, however it may

be perverted to destructive ends.

Some have criticized the free-will defense by alleging that it should

not be beyond the ingenuity of an omnipotent God to create beings

who are free but always freely choose the right. Indeed, if that is not

the case, does it not mean that the Christian hope of an eventual tri-

umph of the Kingdom of God is incoherent? Unless that Kingdom is

populated by just such beings, will it not be perpetually precarious

and never secure? If God is a God who, out of respect for his creation,

acts through process and not by magic, then we must distinguish be-

tween what is initially possible and what is eventually possible. In

terms of naked power, no doubt God could have created humankind

fully fleshed, rather than allowing them to emerge after fifteen billion

years of cosmic history, but he did not do so. That is the patient way

that Love works. Equally it may only be in accord with God’s nature to

produce redeemed humanity through its experience of this “vale of
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soul making,” rather than at a divine stroke. (Hence the importance of

a demythologized doctrine of purgatory.) John Hick has given a care-

ful discussion of these issues.25 He poses the question “Is it logically

possible for God so to make men that they will freely respond to Him-

self in love and trust and faith?” to which he gives the answer “no.”26

His argument is based on the contrast between hypnotically induced

acts of apparent friendliness and true friendship. The former is analo-

gous to what God would have brought about in the act of creation be-

ing suggested; the latter is what he is actually seeking through human-

ity’s truly free response to him. Surely it is this second possibility

which is the greater good.

There remains the problem of natural evil. Tempest and earth-

quake take their toll of human life. Though the incidence of some 

disease may be due to human action—for example, through the car-

cinogenic effects of pollution—yet the far greater part is surely the re-

sponsibility of the Creator alone. He is also the one who allowed the

wastefulness of evolution, with its blind alleys and its competition for

limited resources. What are we to make of all that?

I think the only possible solution lies in a variation of the free-will

defense, applied to the whole created world. One might call it “the

free-process defense.” In his great act of creation I believe that God al-

lows the physical world to be itself, not in Manichaean opposition to

him, but in that independence which is Love’s gift of freedom to the

one beloved. That world is endowed in its fundamental constitution

with an anthropic potentiality which makes it capable of fruitful evo-

lution. The exploration and realization of that potentiality is achieved

by the universe through the continual interplay of chance and neces-

sity within its unfolding process. The cosmos is given the opportunity

to be itself. I have written of such a world that it is

a world of orderliness but not of clockwork regularity, of potentiality with-

out predictability, endowed with an assurance of development but with a

certain openness as to its actual form. It is inevitably a world with ragged
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edges, where order and disorder interlace each other and where the explo-

ration of possibility by chance will lead not only to the evolution of systems

of increasing complexity, but also to the evolution of systems imperfectly

formed and malfunctioning.27

It is just such a world that W. H. Vanstone describes. He is motivated,

not by thoughts arising from science, but from a profound analysis of

the vulnerability necessary in the creative gift of love. He writes:

The activity of God in creation must be precarious. It must proceed by no

assured program. Its progress, like every progress of love, must be an angu-

lar progress—in which each step is a precarious step into the unknown.28

It is from that precariousness that natural evil arises, for “The exis-

tence of evil must be seen as the expression or consequence of the

precariousness of divine creativity.”29 God no more expressly wills the

growth of a cancer than he expressly wills the act of a murderer, but

he allows both to happen. He is not the puppetmaster of either men

or matter.

When Austin Farrer considered the Lisbon earthquake, which had

caused great devastation and loss of life in 1755 and had presented a

severe problem of theodicy for eighteenth-century thought, he wrote

that: “The will of God in the event is his will for the elements of the

earth’s crust or under it: his will that they should go on being them-

selves and acting in accordance with their natures.”30 Exactly so. God

accords to the processes of the world that same respect that he accords

to the actions of humanity. That is why, when we attempted to speak

of providence and of miracle, we sought to do so in a way that fully

protected cosmic integrity. Our discussion was framed in terms of

consistency and not of interference, the discovery of deeper coherence

rather than the exhibition of an arbitrary power.

The open flexibility of the world’s process affords the means by

which the universe explores its own potentiality, humankind exercises

its will, and God interacts with his creation. The first, through its lim-

itation and frustration, gives rise to physical evil. The second, through
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its sinfulness, gives rise to moral evil. The world so marred is not

abandoned, for the third is the means by which the Creator can exer-

cise a providential care within the evolving history of his creation.

It remains a question whether the God we are describing is not

nevertheless in the end so evacuated of power that he becomes little

more than the colluder with cosmic process. John Lucas describes the

danger: “God’s plans, it seems, are either vacuous” (he goes along with

whatever happens) “or else the victim of every bloody minded man,

and ineffective.”31 Faced with the dilemma of either a God who with-

draws the gift of freedom or a God who is frustrated by the gift of free-

dom, Lucas opts for the latter as “the cross on which God has chosen

to be impaled .l.l. It is a corollary of caring; that one should be vulner-

able, and a God who cares infinitely will be infinitely vulnerable.”32

Lucas’s choice of words reminds us of the fundamental Christian

insight about God’s relation to suffering and evil. He is not a spectator

but a fellow-sufferer, who has himself absorbed the full force of evil.

In the lonely figure hanging in the darkness and dereliction of Cal-

vary, the Christian believes that he sees God opening his arms to em-

brace the bitterness of the strange world he has made. The God re-

vealed in the vulnerability of the incarnation and in the vulnerability

of creation are one. He is the crucified God, whose paradoxical power

is perfected in weakness, whose self-chosen symbol is the King reign-

ing from the gallows.

In the end, whatever shift may be made intellectually to grapple

with the problem of evil, the only satisfactory conclusion to the mat-

ter will come if it is indeed true that “all shall be well.” That assurance

came to Julian of Norwich in the course of her visions of the passion

of Christ.33 The cross is the fundamental basis of Christian theodicy,

for in Christ “all the fulness of God was pleased to dwell, and through

him to reconcile to himself all things, whether on earth or in heaven,

making peace by the blood of his cross.”34
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6

Prayer

The practice of prayer is central to religion. It is no accident that the

great spiritual autobiography of Augustine’s Confessions is cast in the

form of an extended prayer. Peter Baelz is right to say that “Prayer is a

touchstone of a man’s religious beliefs.”1 Of course, prayer is a com-

plex activity, with many aspects to it. It includes worship, the ac-

knowledgment of the greatness of God. It includes a meditative wait-

ing upon him in stillness and silence. For those who are far advanced

in its practice, it will include the contemplative experience of unity

with the divine. But for all, it will also include petition, the asking of

something from God, for ourselves or for others. Jesus encourages

this in the Gospels with an embarrassing directness. “Ask, and it will

be given you; seek, and you will find; knock, and it will be opened to

you.”2 Petition is the form of prayer that relates directly to the issue we

are considering in this essay.

One could hardly imagine oneself asking the God of deism for

anything. One might well adore him for his mighty act of creation,

but one could not expect him to do anything about individual hap-

penings within its process. The best one could hope for would be that

he had so cleverly constituted his timeless action that things would

work out reasonably well. Petitionary prayer implies belief in a God

who acts in the particular as well as in the general. We have given rea-

sons why, with appropriate safeguards for creaturely freedom, belief

in such a God is a coherent possibility.
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But why does he need us to ask him? We cannot suppose that we

are informing him of concerns of which he is ignorant, or reminding

him of things he had forgotten, or making suggestions he had not

thought of, or coercing his reluctant will by magical manipulation. If

God is benevolent, will he not give us all that is good without our hav-

ing continually to ask for it?

Some have seen the answer to lie in ourselves rather than in God.

Prayer is then a donning of the theological “spectacles behind the

eyes” with which we can begin to see what God is actually doing in the

world. Aquinas says that “We must pray, not in order to inform God of

our needs and desires, but in order to remind ourselves that in these

matters we need divine assistance”3 and, presumably, that we receive

it. On this view, petition becomes a form of disguised meditation on

grace, or a kind of spiritual exercise in providential pattern recogni-

tion. That it may, and indeed will, have these results is true, but I do

not think they can be the principal purpose of petitionary prayer. Je-

sus said “ask and you will receive,” not just “look and you will see.”

We move closer to the mark with Augustine’s comment that “God

does not need to have our will made known to him—he cannot but

know it—but he wishes our desire to be exercised in prayer that we

may be able to receive what he is preparing to give.”4 In other words,

prayer is neither the manipulation of God nor just the illumination of

our perception, but it is the alignment of our wills with his, the corre-

lation of human desire and divine purpose. That alignment is not just

a passive acceptance of God’s will by human resignation (though “if it

be thy will” is an essential part of any prayer, since God is the neces-

sary partner in it), but it is also a resolute determination to share in

the accomplishment of that will (so that prayer is never divorced from

action, nor a substitute for it). Prayer is a collaborative personal en-

counter between man and God, to which both contribute.

The picture that we have been building up in earlier chapters is

that of a world of regularity but not of rigidity, within whose evolving

history there is room for action initiated both by human will (which
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we experience directly) and by divine will (which we acknowledge by

faith). There must be a delicate balance between structure and flexi-

bility, between the respect for cosmic freedom (which delivers physi-

cal process from arbitrary interruption) and the respect for human

freedom (which allows us the exercise of choice and responsibility)

and the respect for divine freedom (which does not reduce God to the

role of an impotent spectator of the history of his creation). It is an

immensely difficult task, beyond our powers to accomplish in any de-

tail, to see how this works out, but I claim that the insights of science,

and in particular the death of mere mechanism, are consonant with

this view. The room for maneuver that exists for the accomplishment

of divine and human ends through cosmic process, will surely be en-

hanced by that collaborative alignment of God’s will and ours which

lies at the heart of petitionary prayer. People have sometimes spoken

in a derogatory way of notions of divine action as “laser beam” inter-

ference. Properly understood, the metaphor is a fruitful one. Laser

light is characterized by what the physicists call “coherence,” that is to

say, all the oscillations are in phase, perfectly in step with each other.

In that way, effects which otherwise might cancel each other out, can

instead afford each other the maximum reinforcement. We can truly

use the metaphor of God’s laser interaction, not to mean an arbitrari-

ly focused intervention, but as the tuning of divine and human wills

to mutual resonance through the collaboration of prayer. The “laser

action” of the virginal conception would result from the complete

obedience of Mary’s “Behold, I am the handmaid of the Lord.”5 Un-

derstood in this way it is not inconceivable “that our asking in faith

may make it possible for God to do something that he could not have

done without our asking.”6 In that way prayer is genuinely instrumen-

tal. That instrumentality is located neither solely at the divine end (as

if it were the result of a change of God’s mind) nor at the human end

(as if it were a magical demand) but in the personal encounter be-

tween God and man by which a new possibility comes into existence.

Because of the web of the interrelated process of the world, it is not
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inconceivable that that new possibility can have consequences for a

third person, so that prayer for others, as well as ourselves, seems a co-

herent possibility. Brümmer points out that another consequence of

the view of prayer as the vehicle of divine-human cooperation is that

“corporate prayer is more effective than individual prayer, not be-

cause it brings more pressure to bear on God, but because it enlists

more people in the realization of God’s will.”7

The cooperation with God involved in prayer is not limited to

making available our capacity for action. John Lucas makes an ex-

tremely important point when he says:

We are not only, though within limits, the originators of actions, but also,

though within limits, the origin of values .l.l. The mere fact that we want

something is a reason, though not a conclusive reason, for God giving it to us

.l.l. By creating us and the world he has abdicated not merely absolute sway

over the course of events but also absolute sway over the scale of values.8

Here is another reason why we have to ask, to commit ourselves to

what it is that we desire. The blind man who comes to Jesus has to de-

clare what it is he wants done for him.9 The encounter of prayer is

genuinely two-way; we are not faced by God with an illusion of

choice. He is not a celestial Henry Ford, offering us a car of any color

provided it is black. It is an astonishing thought that our preferences

should play a part in determining what is to be achieved through cre-

ation, but that is part of the loving respect of a Father for his children.

Loving respect is due also from children to their Father. One of the

reasons why we must seek the coming of God’s Kingdom through our

prayer is that thereby “we acknowledge that his perfect goodness (on

which we can count) does not exclude his being a person (upon

whose free decision we may not presume).”10 The necessity for prayer

is well summarized by H. D. McDonald when he writes:

It may indeed be that God does give His best possible to every man without

prayer, for He makes his sun to rise on the evil and the good. But the best

possible that God, as faithful Creator, assures without prayer to every man
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may not be the best possible which could come to any man if he really

prayed.11

Prayer only makes sense within a certain type of universe. The

mechanical world of Laplace’s calculator, where both past and future

are inexorably contained within the dynamical circumstances of the

present, would be too rigid a world to have prayer (or humanity, for

that matter) within it. We have seen that it is also not the world of

modern science (p. 35). Prayer also makes sense only with a certain

kind of God. A God totally above the temporal process, with the fu-

ture as clearly present to him as the past, would be a suspect collabo-

rator in the encounter of prayer. The difficulty was put to Origen by

his friend Ambrose, in the clearest terms: “If God foreknows the fu-

ture, and if this must needs come to pass, prayer is vain.”12 We shall re-

turn to the question of God’s relation to time in the next chapter.

Meanwhile, we note that the actual asymmetry between fixed past and

open future places a limitation on prayer. It is generally conceded by

philosophical theologians that God has no power to change the past.

(Once again we encounter the question of the scope of God’s action;

see p. 38.) The Jewish Rabbis taught that if one hears a fire alarm one

is not to pray that the fire is not at one’s own house. This is not only

because that would be wishing ill on someone else, but also because

the fire is where it is. Milton Steinberg sums it up by saying “a man

shall not pray that facts be not facts.”13 It is a caution against always al-

lowing our instincts to guide our thoughts, to recognize how difficult

it is, in the consultant’s waiting-room, to follow this logically impec-

cable injunction.

Our discussion of prayer, like our discussion of miracle, divides

into two parts. In the first I have sought to show that prayer is not a

nonsensical idea but rather that it is a rational possibility within the

world we actually inhabit. Of course many things may be possible

which may not actually happen. We have to go on to ask if there are

experiential grounds for believing in petitionary prayer.
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Since prayer is not magic it will not be testable in a crudely exper-

imental way. If I prayed yesterday that I should receive in the post to-

day an unsolicited check for a thousand pounds, its non-arrival does

not entitle me to conclude that prayer is a delusion. That remains true

for much more serious requests, such as the sustained earnest prayer

that someone one loves should be cured of a serious illness. The

essence of prayer is that it is not a mechanical operation, predictable

in advance, but that it is a personal encounter with God, whose char-

acter and outcome are only revealed in the event itself. It is character-

istic of all personal encounter that we cannot say beforehand what we

shall receive through it. Moreoever, it is only those who participate in

the encounter who can afterwards evaluate its content. A friend of

mine was mortally ill and was given six months to live. His wife was

encouraged by a wise friend to pray with her husband daily and to lay

her hands upon him for healing. He died almost exactly six months to

the day from the time he had received the news from his doctors. Af-

terwards his wife asked herself what healing he had received through

her prayerful ministry. She concluded that his quiet acceptance of the

destiny of imminent death (which profoundly moved many people

around him) and the peacefulness of his passing (which might, in

view of his disease, have been very distressing) were the healing he

had received. Only she could reach that conclusion. Only she could

say her prayer was answered, even if the answer might not have been

in the form hoped for at the beginning.

Testimony of this kind meets the need expressed by Baelz when he

writes:

If we must be careful of the dangers involved in making an objectively ex-

perimental issue out of prayer, lest we find ourselves deserting the insights

of religion for the delusions of magic, may we not claim there is a dis-

cernible experiential side to prayer?14

Personal experience is irreducibly individual, and in consequence its

record is inescapably anecdotal. It would be disingenuous not to rec-
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ognize that a significant part of that record involves cases where ap-

parently unanswered prayer remains a mystery to those who were

closely involved. Canon John Gunstone tells of how, in a prayer group,

he heard of a woman in her thirties who was suffering from terminal

cancer. She lived far away from Manchester, where he worked, and he

did not know her. A little later he decided he ought to write to her, but

as he began to do so he was seized by the conviction that he did not

need to do so because they would meet the next day. He was due to

preach at a church forty miles away from where the woman was living.

As he sat down to lunch before the service, he asked his host if he

knew the woman. He said that he did not, but she and her husband

had written to him, out of the blue, to ask if it would be permissible

for them to come to the Eucharist for healing, which was Gunstone’s

reason for being there. After the service a couple made their way to

him. “Are you Philip and Heather?” he asked. They were astonished to

be greeted by name, and John Gunstone explained the remarkable se-

quence of events which had led to their meeting. It seemed that God’s

hand was in the encounter, and Gunstone was moved to say, “Heather,

I believe the Lord has arranged this meeting so that we can anoint you

and pray for your healing.” She answered that she believed that too.

Within three months she was dead. John Gunstone tells us that “For a

long time afterwards I avoided being involved in the ministry of heal-

ing. Over and over again I wanted to say with the psalmist ‘Has God

forgotten to be merciful?’”15

Peter Baelz presents the challenge: “Can we, however, discern any

coherent moral and spiritual pattern linking the occasions in which

God grants a petition with those he refuses?”16 A general answer

seems impossible. Against the deep perplexity of different individual

destinies can be set only the infinite variety of individual circum-

stance and the deep intuition of faith that, all things notwithstanding,

God is to be trusted. That insight of faith is most movingly expressed

in the Russian Contakion of the Departed:
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All we go down to the dust;

and, weeping at the grave, we make our song:

alleluya, alleluya, alleluya.

Although personal experience is a matter for private interpreta-

tion, it might be thought that it would have its public aspect in the ex-

hibition of statistically significant trends within sufficiently large pop-

ulations. After all, that is how the social sciences often seek to operate

in analyzing the collective effects of individual actions. An early at-

tempt to apply statistical techniques to the evaluation of the efficacy

of prayer was made by Sir Francis Galton. He considered royal per-

sonages and clergy as two classes of people most persistently prayed

for, and examined the mortality statistics to see if there were dis-

cernible beneficial effects. He did not find them. He also dryly ob-

served that the insurance offices “so wakeful to sanitary influence, ab-

solutely ignore prayer as one of them.” His conclusion was to relegate

prayer to the category of outmoded superstition.

Various replies are possible. One is to point out that many other

factors are at work determining longevity, and it is not possible to iso-

late prayer as the controlling influence on the groups considered. For

example, sovereigns were found to be the shortest lived of all those

who had access to good nourishment and housing. It has been sug-

gested that, in the nineteenth century, this might have been due to

their being most open to the hazards of continual ministrations from

the medical profession! But the fundamental answer must be that

prayer is human collaboration with God’s will, and it is not clear that

his will coincides with the expectations of eudaemonism, in the sim-

ple bestowal of short-term happiness. We return, as inevitably we

must return, to the mystery of the cross of Christ. Jesus died in his

thirties; Paul describes the apostolic life as that of “men sentenced to

death.”17 It is a preacher’s cliché to say that prayer does not deliver us

from trouble but preserves us in trouble, but, like most clichés, it is

true. The cross provides the only framework in which we shall begin

to make sense of the Christian experience of prayer.
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7

Time

One of the great discoveries of this century is that the universe itself

has a history. We are able to trace its unfolding development from the

fiery explosion of the big bang, some fourteen billion years ago. We

ourselves are embedded in time. Few distinctions are more funda-

mental for us than the contrast between the fixity of the past and the

uncertainty of the future. How is God related to the temporal flow? If

he acts in particular ways upon the world, then these actions must

take place within its developing process.

Classical theism detaches God from the experience of time. It pic-

tures him surveying the world from an eternal viewpoint, so that

Aquinas can say that God does not foreknow the future, he simply

knows it. All time is present to him in a simple act of perception. The

classic definition of the eternity enjoyed by the timeless God was giv-

en by Boethius: “the complete and perfect possession at once of an

endless life.”1 The key phase is “at once.” It is the attempt to allow God

to be aware of a changing world without subjecting him to change.

In talk of this kind, time is being assimilated to space, so that the

complete history of the universe is thought of as laid out on a four-

dimensional spacetime “map” for instant perusal by God. The old-

style classical relativists thought of physical process in an exactly sim-

ilar way. Particles were represented by “world lines,” paths which

recorded the sequence of a particle’s position as time moved on from
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start to finish. I say “moved on,” but of course in this way of thinking

time is just a parameter labeling successive points along the world

line. Time does not elapse; the world line is not traversed. It is simply

there. Spacetime diagrams are great chunks of frozen history. Not

only can God take an atemporal view of such a universe; it is really the

only right perspective from which to consider it. Just before his death

Einstein wrote the astonishing words: “For us convinced physicists,

the distinction between past, present and future is an illusion, though

a persistent one.”2

Such talk is only possible in a totally deterministic universe, where

Laplace’s calculator can retrodict the past and predict the future from

the dynamic circumstances of the present, so that effectively the dis-

tinction between past, present and future is abolished. There is simply

a given spacetime pattern. That world is a world of being, but it is not

a world of becoming. Nothing essentially new can ever happen within

it. That world is certainly not the world of human experience, where

the past is closed and the future is open. Nor is it the world described

by modern science.

In his attitude, Einstein was the last of the great ancients rather

than the first of the great moderns. It is notorious that he rejected the

radical indeterminism of probabilistic quantum theory. He could not

stomach a God who played dice. Yet that is the picture of subatomic

process to which almost all physicists subscribe today. In the act of

measurement “the wave packet collapses,” that is to say, one of a vari-

ety of conceivable outcomes is realized in a manner both unpre-

dictable and radically uncaused. The inability to specify beforehand

the result of a quantum measurement implies an openness to the fu-

ture built into the structure of the world at its constituent roots. In

between acts of measurement a quantum mechanical system is repre-

sented by a smoothly evolving wave function, which is an expression

of potentiality (that is to say, it contains within itself the possibility of

various outcomes), rather than the specification of actuality (which
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would imply a precise and picturable representation of where the sys-

tem is and what it is doing). Thus quantum theory does not encour-

age the view that the flux of time is an illusion. Successive acts of

measurement bring about genuinely new states of the system.3

That demur is reinforced by our modern understanding of the

delicate unpredictability of complex dynamical systems (see pp. 34f.).

The recognition that mere mechanism is not enough has led to an es-

sential role for becoming in the evolution of the physical world, over

and above that required by quantum theory. We recall that Prigogine

and Stengers discuss how, if a system has sufficient complexity to in-

clude a random element within its behavior, then 

the difference between past and future, and therefore irreversibility, enter

into its description .l.l. The arrow of time [from past to future] is the man-

ifestation of the fact that the future is not given, that, as the French poet

Paul Valery emphasized, “time is a construction.”4

All these considerations emphasize how different time is from

space, how seriously we must take its unfolding as a process of gen-

uine becoming. The future is not already formed ahead of us, waiting

to reveal itself to our exploration, as the fixed contours of a valley re-

veal themselves to the traveler who makes his way through them. The

future is in part our creation: its shape is responsive to our molding,

as the clay is formed by the sculptor to create his irreducibly new

thing, which is his work of art. If even the omnipotent God cannot act

to change the past, it does not seem any more conceivable that the

omniscient God can know with certainty the unformed future. He

may well be able to make highly informed conjectures about its possi-

ble shape, he may have prepared his plans for any eventuality, but in

his actual experience and knowledge he must be open to the conse-

quences of the exercise of human free will and (as we have suggested

earlier, p. 77) the evolution of cosmic free process. God is to be credit-

ed with a sort of current omniscience, which Swinburne spells out as

meaning: “P is omniscient if he knows about everything except those
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future states and their consequences which are not physically necessi-

tated by anything in the past; and if he knows that he does not know

about these future states.”5

Such a view of God does not at all seem at odds with the biblical

account. He is a God active in history and responsive to it. Repentance

can avert his judgment and apostasy incur it.6 When he says “Behold,

the former things have come to pass, and new things I now declare;

before they spring forth I tell you of them,”7 one feels that this is be-

cause he is bringing them about, not because he has spied them lying

waiting in the future. He is a God described by his acts; the One who

brought Israel out of Egypt and raised Jesus from the dead. He is a

God who responds to the prayers of his people. Abraham’s pleading

for Sodom and Gomorrah8 is not a charade about an already deter-

mined future (cf p. 84). The God who simply surveys spacetime from

an eternal viewpoint is the God of deism, whose unitary act is that

frozen pattern of being. Karl Barth says of the Christian God that:

“Without God’s complete temporality the content of the Christian

message has no shape.”9 That is because the Christian gospel is an un-

folding drama of redemption, not a timeless moment of illumination.

The school in contemporary theology which has taken the tempo-

ral aspect of God most seriously is process theology. Colin Gunton

says of its chief proponent, Charles Hartshorne, that the key to his

thought lies in its stress on the subjectivity of God, with the under-

standing that it is the subjective knower who is affected by his knowl-

edge, rather than the one known.10 (Actually, reflection both on inter-

personal encounter and on quantum measurement would encourage

a more reciprocal view of the act of knowing.) Such a subjective God

is embedded in time, but he is in danger of being in thrall to time.

Hartshorne sought to safeguard against this through the idea of a

dipolar God, who has both necessary existence and contingent actual-

ity—who enjoys both eternity and temporality. God’s dipolarity

means that he is “absolute perfection in some respects, relative perfec-
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tion in others.”11 An example of relative perfection would be the cur-

rent omniscience we spoke about earlier.

There is great attraction in the notion of divine dipolarity, which

offers us the God of both being and becoming, the reconciliation, one

might say, of the God of the philosophers and the God of the Bible.

Certainly, divine temporality, provided it is balanced by divine eterni-

ty, would be no mark of imperfection. Peter Baelz summarizes well

the theological necessity that there should be “both an eternal fount

of love and a continuing expression of love.”12 It is more open to ques-

tion whether the particular synthesis that Hartshorne proposes

achieves the necessary balance. Gunton says that Hartshorne’s God “is

essentially not pure being but pure becoming,”13 a view which seems

endorsed when we note Hartshorne’s contention that “becoming is

reality itself, and being only an aspect of this reality.”14 The event-

dominated metaphysic of Whitehead is almost bound to lead to such

a lopsided stance.

While it is true that the God of becoming is needed if God is to be

responsive to his evolving and suffering creation, it is also true that the

God of being is needed if he is to be the guarantor of the order of cre-

ation and the ground of its hope. The modern scientific view of the

universe, with its reliable underlying law but flexible open process,15

offers encouragement to the search for a dipolar God who is the

source of the world’s lawfulness and who interacts with its process.

Keith Ward has sought to give an account of a God “internally com-

plex” which is closer to orthodox theology than process theology suc-

ceeds in being.16 He says of his attempt that: “Once one accepts the

idea of a temporal, everlasting God, one is committed to explaining

the finite world, partly as governed in its existence and structure by his

necessary nature, and partly expressing his freely chosen purpose.”17

Such a God can be both the God whose reason underlies the mar-

velous rational transparency of the physical world, open to human in-

quiry, and also the God who is not condemned merely to contemplat-

ing or guaranteeing that world’s regularity, but who is also able to
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exercise his will within it. God’s chesed, his steadfast love, requires, not

fixity of experience (which is the negation of responding love) but un-

changeable benevolence of will (which is the way in which he is stead-

fast). He does not need that protection from involvement upon which

Farrer insisted when he said “God has no history; what is done in his-

tory through the action of his will is done by, and happens to, his cre-

ation.”18 Yet he is not to become so enmeshed in the flux of the world

that Christian theology becomes, as Gunton says process theology has

been described as being, “a sophisticated form of animism.”19 The

dipolar God is really exhibiting one aspect of the long-recognized du-

ality of God’s transcendence (his kingly rule from above) and his im-

manence (his working from within). The true God is neither a de-

tached tyrant nor a pantheistic influence; he is at once “the high and

lofty one who inhabits eternity” and at the same time the one who

dwells “with him who is of a contrite and humble spirit.”20 Religious

experience has always had to hold these fundamental intuitions in

tension with each other. They are part of the dialectic of divine eterni-

ty and divine temporality.

There is one difficulty which all talk of time within God must

face. It is the question, which time? The theory of special relativity

abolished the Newtonian idea, seemingly so congenial to our every-

day experience, of one, uniformly flowing, universal time. It replaced

it by a multitude of individual times experienced by different ob-

servers, according to their different states of motion. Moving clocks

run slow, and the twin who is shot off in the spacecraft returns to

Earth to find his brother grown much older than he is. Gunton was

aware of the problem this posed for talk about God’s temporal experi-

ence.21 What clock does he use? I do not believe that this is an insu-

perable difficulty, though the answer must be mildly technical. We

can picture each observer’s “instant” as being a three-dimensional

slice through four-dimensional spacetime. Events in this slice are si-

multaneous as far as that observer is concerned, but because different

observers take differently oriented slices, they do not agree among
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themselves about the meaning of simultaneity. However, as an ob-

server’s temporal experience unfolds, his “slices” move through space-

time, in due course sweeping out the whole. An omnipresent observer,

whose direct contact with the way things are is not located at a point

within the slice but spread out all over it, would in due course experi-

ence everywhere and everywhen. That would be true whatever his

choice of time axis. In the case of the twins, for example, suppose that

the omnipresent God’s time coincides with that of the one left on

Earth. Then the divine clock would not be “ticking” at the same rate

as that of the twin in the spacecraft, but, because God is everywhere

present, he experiences all that happens to that twin as it happens, just

as he does for the one left on Earth. Two spatially coincident observers

can agree on “now” because, however they choose to label it, they are

at that instant at the same spacetime point. The omnipresent God has

no need to use signaling to tell him what is happening, and so he has

instant access to every event as and when it occurs. That totality of ex-

perience is presumably the most important thing to be able to say

about God’s relation to world history. He would not miss anything,

and his action would always be causally coherent, since it is an essen-

tial property of relativity that causal relationships are independent of

the choice of temporal reference frame. (In this respect there is as

much absolutism as relativity in the theory.)

Finally, there is in fact a natural time to use in speaking of God’s

experience of creation. It is cosmic time, defined with respect to the

overall structure of the world, that natural frame of reference that

cosmologists use when speaking of the current age of the universe. (In

an expanding, homogeneous universe, such as we inhabit, the density

of matter—averaged over many galaxies—or the temperature of the

background radiation, provides a natural measure of the current age.)

So I do not think that talk of temporality in God is made incoherent

by relativity.

Nor is it incoherent, in my view, to believe that the temporal as-

pect of God had a beginning. That is just one of the implications that
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follow from the act of creation by which both the world and time

were brought into being by him. Of course, God himself did not come

into being then, for in his eternity he is the One who is. God is love

from all eternity to all eternity, but his Creatorly love finds its expres-

sion in the temporally evolving act of creation. We do not need to fol-

low Aquinas in thinking of God as actus purus, all actuality, without

the possibility of development, provided we are able to conceive of a

dynamical idea of perfection, in which change takes place without

diminution, rather than perfection being the retaining of a frozen

eminence. There is no “best moment” in a great work of music, on

which our ears should seek to linger forever; the beauty lies in the un-

folding pattern of the whole movement. God’s perfection is not the

static holding of the topmost metaphysical peak, but it lies in the total

love of his unfailing action. It is the perfection that belongs to life and

not to lifelessness. That is, perhaps, easier for us to grasp now that we

know that the act of creation was no production of a ready-made

world, but the letting-be of cosmic evolution, from big bang to pres-

ent day. God shows himself to be the One who works by unfolding

process, and surely there must be within himself a developing, but al-

ways perfectly appropriate, relation to what comes to be.

There is a surprising tendency in modern theological thought to

espouse the idea that the universe must be everlasting. It is a natural

hazard for those inclined to the notion of divine embodiment (p. 26),

but we also find it in process theology.22 It is, of course, nonsensical to

suppose a beginning of God, but not of his Creatorly relation to the

world. A God who is not actus purus does not have to be everything

possible “at once.” Unless we believe that this really is the best possible

world (p. 75), we have to recognize this in any case, since he has in fact

created this universe rather than another which might have been

equally suitable. Scientifically, all that we can say about the matter is

that we have no reason to suppose the universe to have existed prior

to the big bang, though there are highly speculative extrapolations be-

fore that which just might make sense.
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The final question one must ask about God’s involvement in time

is whether it deprives him of his sovereignty over his creation. If he is

reacting to events, is he not the servant rather than the master? Ver-

non White protests against this when he says that: “Consequent will

[that is to say, the acceptance of occurrence, which we called ‘acquies-

cent will’ (p. 11)] implies circumstances beyond control, which is pre-

cisely what cannot be predicated of an almighty Creator God.”23 We

have already said that creation involves a kenosis, an acceptance by

God of the precariousness necessary in his enterprise of giving free-

dom to creation (pp. 77f.). This should not be surprising to a religion,

one of whose central acts of revelation is the passion of Christ. It is the

necessary costliness of love, for “where love is, action is destined to

pass into passion: working into waiting.”24 But what is beyond total

control is not beyond total redemption.

Maurice Wiles offers us a model of creation as an improvised dra-

ma:

In the process of getting deeper into their parts and discovering their reac-

tions to one another in the given situation, they may be led on to enact a

kind of drama which the author had always intended and already envisaged

in principle though not in detail. The resultant drama would be both the

author’s and the actors’, though we would be more ready to speak of the au-

thor as agent of the drama as a whole than as agent of any of the individual

speeches or incidents within it.25

The last sentence expresses Wiles’s deistic “single action” view of

God’s activity. I would want to modify the image, not by turning cre-

ation into puppet theater with God pulling the strings, nor by his oc-

casional intervention as a powerful but invisible actor, but rather (if

the metaphor will bear it) by his being producer as well as author, in

continual relationship with the actors in the unfolding drama. And, of

course, it is Christian belief that in Christ he has also appeared on the

stage as one of the visible actors. We cannot leave the question of

God’s action in the world without some attempt to consider the doc-

trine of the incarnation.
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8

Incarnation and Sacrament

Christian belief speaks of two very specific modes of God’s interac-

tion with the world. One is the incarnation, the Christian claim that

God has actually lived the life of a man in Jesus Christ. The other is

the concept of sacrament, the claim that such ordinary substances as

bread and wine and water participate in some way in the communica-

tion of divine grace. These are tremendous assertions, and any ade-

quate discussion of them calls for extensive treatment. This chapter

cannot be more than a brief interlude in which to explore whether

there is any consonance between these claims and the general account

of God’s relation to the world and its process which we are pursuing

in this essay. The discussion can be no more than a crude identifica-

tion of themes, whose proper exploration would call for a book in it-

self.

Our view may be summarized as being expressed in a comple-

mentary metaphysic where human participation in a noetic world

arises from mind being the complementary pole of matter in flexible

open organization.1 Such a scheme accommodates our basic experi-

ences of reasoning and choice, without denying the essential reality of

our physical embodiment. Just as it allows us to act in the world, so it

also makes coherent the possibility that God is in a relationship with

his creation which goes beyond his simply being the upholder of its

order. It allows for the exercise of his providential care within the un-

predictable unfolding of world history. We must go on first to ask
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whether it is also a world view within which incarnation has a credi-

ble place.

An account of God’s action in the world which confined him to a

single deistic letting-be would scarcely be adequate for that task. In-

carnation would then either be ruled out altogether, or else become so

totally singular an instance as to be rendered incredible. If God be-

came man in Jesus, that must, of course, be a unique event, but it

must also bear some coherent relationship to the course of events in

which it was embedded. Otherwise it would be a docetic charade.

Maurice Wiles would then be right to say that it would distance “Jesus

from the rest of history in the kind of way that led Marcion to see him

as the emissary of some higher God, other than the creator.”2 The

general theological insight that grace completes nature, rather than

supplanting it, must be true of the particular and intensified case of

the incarnation. It is the same God who is known as Creator and Re-

deemer. Therefore I think that David Brown is right to say that “belief

or non-belief in an interventionist God is integral to the question of

what will be said about the nature of any possible incarnation,”3 ex-

cept that I would want to replace the fitful word “interventionist” by

the reliable word “interacting.”

The incarnation must be at once continuous and discontinuous—

discontinuous because it is a new act of God; continuous because it

takes place within the evolving history of humanity. The virginal con-

ception is a symbol (in my view, a historically acted symbol) of the

discontinuity of God’s initiative and the continuity of human partici-

pation through the obedience of Mary.

The New Testament account of Christ is dominated by the convic-

tion that in Jesus is encountered a great act of salvation for hu-

mankind. Any reckoning of who he was must be adequate to explain

how Jesus came to be known as Savior, the source of new life and new

hope. Therefore I believe that Maurice Wiles is mistaken to take the

view that “there is no difference in kind as far as God’s action in the

world is concerned between the case of Jesus and the case of other hu-
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man persons.”4 That assertion runs counter to actual Christian expe-

rience. Wiles believes that it is necessary in order to safeguard the gen-

uine humanity of Jesus. I want to safeguard that humanity, but I also

want to safeguard the Church’s experience that “if any one is in

Christ, he is a new creation; the old has passed away, behold, the new

has come.”5 From the earliest times there has been this testimony to

encounter with a particular and unique saving action of God in

Christ. Its understanding will be no easy matter, but it is common ex-

perience, in science as well as religion, that reality is subtle beyond our

powers of prior expectation. I have argued elsewhere that the necessi-

ty to do justice to Christian experience will lead us to struggle with

the mystery that in Christ we encounter the human and the divine.6

Since the noetic world of a complementary metaphysic is a creat-

ed world, which does not contain God himself within it,7 the princi-

pal picture on which this essay is based will not, of itself, serve to 

provide direct help for us in that struggle. There is an inevitable ineff-

ability, limiting us finite creatures in our attempts to describe how the

infinite God could be focused on the finite man Jesus, in such a way

that it is possible to say of him that he is wholly divine (totus deus),

though not, of course, the whole of the divine (totum dei). Yet it does

seem to me that the dipolar picture of God, advocated in Chapter 7,

when combined with Trinitarian insight to suggest something of the

richness of the divine nature, can afford some help in considering a

kenotic model for the incarnation.8 In David Brown’s words, the latter

pictures “the divine reality literally abandoning its characteristic di-

vine powers and thus experiencing a kenosis of self-emptying which

reduces it to a human nature, initially no more than a foetus.”9 The

extreme difficulty of such an idea is expressed by one of its modern

proponents, John Austin Baker, when he writes: “we find ourselves be-

wildered by the notion of a single person existing at once within the

terms of the created order and also being continuously present to that

order as its Creator.10

Both Trinitarianism and dipolarity suggest something of the com-
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plexity of the divine nature, and it is surely necessary to combine their

insights in our feeble efforts to speak of God. Each of the divine Per-

sons is to be conceived as possessing his eternal and his temporal pole.

It will be the temporal pole of the Son which is involved in the kenot-

ic focusing of the infinite upon the finite, in the historical episode of

the incarnation. The temporal poles of the Father and the Spirit

would continue God’s rule over the general process of the world and

his immanent working within it, without any suspension of divine

providence in the early years of the first century. By their characters,

the eternal poles of all the divine Persons remain unchanging and un-

changed. Dimly one perceives that in such a way one might hope to

satisfy Charles Gore’s demand that we should conceive that: “In some

manner the humiliation and self-limitation of the incarnate state was

compatible with the continual exercise of divine and cosmic func-

tions in another sphere.”11 At the same time, a Nestorian division be-

tween divine impassibility and human vulnerability is overcome,

since the temporal pole is precisely God in relation to, and affected by,

what is happening.

It is clear that we are appealing to a much more “social” picture 

of the divine Trinity than that encouraged by the “Christian mono-

theism” which has been the classical stance of Western theology. Jür-

gen Moltmann has been a vigorous defender of such a social ap-

proach. 12 It is also characteristic of his thought to link Trinitarianism

with the history of Jesus Christ, giving the discussion a thoroughgo-

ing temporal aspect. Concerning the cry of dereliction from the cross,

he writes:

If we take the relinquishment of the Father’s name in Jesus’ death cry seri-

ously, then this is even the breakdown of the relationship that constitutes

the very life of the Trinity: if the Father forsakes the Son, the Son does not

merely lose his sonship. The Father loses his fatherhood as well. The love

that binds the one to the other is transformed into a dividing curse. It is

only as the One who is forsaken and cursed that the Son is still the Son. It is

only as the One who forsakes, who surrenders the other, that the Father is
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still present. Communicating love and responding love are alike trans-

formed into infinite pain and into the suffering and endurance of death.13

Later he says that: “A theological doctrine of the Trinity can only be

biblically justified if the history of God to which the Bible testifies, it-

self displays trinitarian forms.”14 Such emphatic (and biblical) en-

meshing of the Trinity and history can make sense only if we attribute

a temporal pole to the divine nature.

While the incarnation necessarily remains a mystery, some of its

consequences may be examined in the light of our arguments. The

resurrection is not a sufficient condition for the truth of the incarna-

tion, but it is surely a necessary one. An incarnated God who died and

remained dead would be a contradiction. The resurrection necessarily

poses problems for the deist. Maurice Wiles wishes to avoid any spe-

cial claims, for “one action of so distinctly different a kind would be

sufficient to call in question the claim that the absence of divine inter-

vention in relation to so many evils and disasters in the world is be-

cause such direct action is logically incompatible with the kind of

world God has chosen to create.”15 I have acknowledged the problem

of why God does not act overtly on so many occasions that seem to

call out for divine intervention, but I have suggested that the actual

answer lies in the delicate character of the circumstance necessary for

such action to be available to a God who respects the freedom of his

creation, while not being rendered totally impotent to act within its

flexible process (p. 40). The perfect alignment of divine and human

will in Jesus created a unique regime which may consistently be sup-

posed to have resulted in unique phenomena.

One can go on to say that, if man is truly a matter/mind amphib-

ian, then a man who came alive without a body would be a contradic-

tion. His new body does not have to be made of the same stuff as his

old body, but body of some sort he will have to have if he is to remain

truly human. On this view, when we come to talk of the hope given to

all humankind in Christ, we are not talking about spiritual survival

Incarnation and Sacrament 101



but about resurrection, the reconstitution of the psychosomatic be-

ing, even if the new body is a glorified one, as Paul’s phrase “a spiritu-

al body” (soma pneumatikon) suggests.16 Christ’s empty tomb would

testify to this necessity and, by its symbolism of the Lord’s risen body

being a transmutation of his dead body, it would also signify that con-

tinuity in discontinuity which, for ourselves, Paul declares in his

metaphorical talk of seed sowing: “What you sow is not the body to

be but a bare kernel .l.l. What is sown is perishable, what is raised is

imperishable.”17 In the case of seeds it is the information-carrying

DNA which is the link between one generation and the next. Analo-

gously, that immense complexity of information-bearing pattern,

which is the real person enduring through all the changes of actual

material make-up of our bodies, could be remembered by God and

resurrected in that unimaginable new environment of his choosing. It

would not be altogether inappropriate to describe our present bodies

as “earthly tents” and to look forward to the hope of “a building from

God, a house not made with hands, eternal in the heavens.”18 Though

the language of Paul in 2 Corinthians sometimes sounds more like a

doctrine of immortality than of resurrection, yet embodiment is re-

tained as ultimately necessary, even if he may have envisaged a period

of disembodiment between death and the final consummation. Thus

he says that we “long to put on our heavenly dwelling, so that by put-

ting it on we may not be found naked.”19 Paul had the Hebrew horror

of the “naked soul” (the life of shades in Sheol), in contrast to the Hel-

lenistic desire for such a purified state, thought to be superior to

fleshly encumbrance. Since, like Aristotle, I believe that the soul is the

form of the body, not a special spiritual substance contained within it,

I do not believe in naked souls, except as remembrances of pattern in

the mind of God. The real destiny beyond death for all of us will be-

gin when that pattern which is us is reconstituted in the act of resur-

rection. It may be that the time of that new world bears no relation to

the time of this world and that we pass to experience of it directly at

death. Or it may be that that time will only begin to run when this
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world’s process will have been concluded by some great act of God, so

that the new world comes into being by the transformation of the old.

In that case the dead await their resurrection. Who can say? The

Christian belief that Christ’s tomb was empty, and that the Lord’s

risen body is a glorified transmutation of his dead body would most

naturally mean that our risen bodies are to be provided by an ulti-

mate redemptive transmutation of the matter of this world, of which

Jesus’ resurrection was an anticipation. Yet the appearance and disap-

pearance of the risen Lord, followed by his withdrawal from history in

the great symbolic act of the ascension, is most naturally interpreted

by saying that the two times, of this world and the next, are independ-

ent, intersecting only in the appearances of the risen Christ, the resur-

rection being a transition from one to the other and the empty tomb

arising from the “transfer” of matter from one state to the other.

Our talk is more speculative, even, than that of cosmologists assuring

us that they know what happened when the universe was less than 

10–30 seconds old. The only certainty is God himself. Our ultimate

hope rests in that faithfulness which will not abandon anything of

value once it has come to be.

If it is true, as the Athanasian Creed tells us, that in Christ we see

“the taking of manhood into God,” then that taking will have to par-

take of embodiment, if embodiment is essential to humanity. A sim-

ple divine remembrance of having been human will not be an ade-

quate account of what this means. There must be a continuing true

humanity contained within the temporal pole of the Son. The lan-

guage of Article IV of the Church of England’s Articles of Religion:

Christ did truly rise again from death and took again his body, with flesh,

bones and all things pertaining to the perfection of Man’s nature; where-

with he ascended into Heaven, and there sitteth until he return to judge all

Men at the last day 

may seem crude, and even offensive, to our ears. It sees things solely

in terms of presently perceived possibility, and so it fails to take ac-
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count of Paul’s warning that “flesh and blood cannot inherit the king-

dom of God, nor does the perishable inherit the imperishable.”20 Yet

the Article’s basic intuition, that risen Christ is forever an embodied

Christ, must be correct, even if the form of that embodiment may be

wholly different from what we can readily imagine. It may even be

that the very strong terms in which Paul speaks of the Christian com-

munity as being the body of Christ21 may be of some relevance. We

have rejected the idea of the embodiment of God (the totum dei) in

his world. It does not follow that we have to reject any notion of the

evolving embodiment of Christ, the projection on to the human of

the temporal pole of the Son (totus deus), in the redeemed communi-

ty of men and women. Nor, if there are other forms of self-conscious

life in the universe, equally in need of redemption as humankind has

proved to be, need we have difficulty in supposing that the Second

Person of the Trinity would, in his temporal pole, have taken upon

himself their nature and drawn that nature into the divine nature in

an act of redemption, thus finding a partial embodiment in them

also. If these ideas make any sense at all, it is because they seek to

speak in terms of Christ, conceived as the projection of the temporal

pole of the Infinite upon the created world of the finite, rather than in

terms of the ineffable life of the Second Person. Such a distinction is

difficult, and perhaps dangerous, but it seems an inescapable necessity

for christological thought that does not take a purely spiritual view of

reality. The more seriously one takes the divinity of Christ, the more

seriously one must wrestle with the notion that the hypostatic union

of his two natures must involve something like the way in which an

infinite-dimensional sphere would intersect a two-dimensional plane

in the perfect symmetry of a circle. Then, if on other planets there are

other created natures united to the Word, that would involve other

“sections” of that divine infinite sphere. The crudeness of this talk

would not be removed by attempting lengthy refinement of its lan-

guage, for it arises from ignorance. The only claim of this discussion

upon anyone’s attention lies in the attempt to see, with some honesty
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if limited perspicacity, what it could begin to mean to speak of God as

incarnate in irreducibly embodied humanity.

In some ways the mystery of sacrament is even more difficult to

fathom, for here we appear to lose direct appeal to the mystery of hu-

man personality, and instead we are concerned with very ordinary

material things, such as bread and wine. I take it that we are dealing

neither with magical elements (as St. Ignatius’s unfortunate phrase

describing the Eucharist as “the medicine of immortality” might al-

most have seemed to suggest22) nor simply with symbolic elements

which stir up suitable thoughts by time-honored association. Neither

extreme coincides with the Christian experience that the Eucharist is

a real presence of Christ in a way most perplexing but undeniable.

Testimony to the real presence is by no means confined to the

Catholic and Orthodox traditions alone; it is to be found, for exam-

ple, in Luther and Calvin,23 and it has been a continuing tradition

within Anglicanism also. Our complementary linking of the noetic

and the material might at first sight seem well suited to a sacramental

view of the universe, in which the material is perceived as the carrier

of the spiritual.24 The problem, however, is to identify the means by

which the association is made and to see if this casts light on sacra-

mental experience.

The medieval doctrine of transubstantiation was a brilliant at-

tempt to deal with this problem in terms of the substance which was

held to underlie the accidents of material composition, so that the

former became in the sacrament the body and blood of Christ, while

the latter remained unchanged. Unfortunately, that metaphysical

scheme of substance and accidents no longer seems persuasive.

Our complementary metaphysic certainly does not afford a lodg-

ing for the idea of substance. The linkage of the noetic with the mate-

rial lies in the openness of material organization. God’s particular ac-

tion in the world is specifically located in domains where there is

flexible process. That does not seem to relate directly to the bread and
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wine of the Eucharist, whose physical pattern can scarcely be expected

to be altered by the Prayer of Thanksgiving. The crude challenge to

submit the consecrated elements to physical and chemical analysis

would surely not reveal a phase change in the way in which the matter

composing them was organized.

If we retain a concentration upon the consecrated elements alone,

then we seem faced with an impasse in reconciling Christian experi-

ence with the point of view we are maintaining. However, modern

Eucharistic thought places emphasis not solely on the elements, but

rather upon the whole Eucharistic action, taking place in the gathered

community of believers. There is a recovered recognition of the work

of the Spirit, who may indeed be thought immanently to act within

the openness of the Christian community. Within this wider view we

are given a picture of God’s action in the sacrament, consistent with

what we have been saying about his particular action in the flexible

process of the world.

The first Anglican–Roman Catholic International Commission,

commenting on the statement that the bread and wine become the

body and blood of Christ, says:

Becoming does not imply material change. Nor does the liturgical use of the

word imply that the bread and wine become Christ’s body and blood in

such a way that in the eucharistic celebration his presence is limited to the

consecrated elements. It does not imply that Christ becomes present in the

eucharist in the same manner that he was present in his earthly life. It does

not imply that this becoming follows the physical laws of this world.25

(I would want to say, however, that the becoming will respect the

physical laws ordained by the Creator.) The Commission’s Report

goes on to say:

The ultimate change intended by God is the transformation of human be-

ings into the likeness of Christ. The bread and wine become the sacramen-

tal body and blood of Christ in order that the Christian community may

become more truly what it already is, the body of Christ.26

106 c h a p t e r  e i g h t



One thinks of the words of St. Augustine in one of his sermons: “You

are the body of Christ and its members; it is your own mystery which

lies there on the Lord’s table. It is your own mystery which you re-

ceive.l.l.l. Be what you see; receive what you are.”

This way of thinking about Christ’s sacramental presence seems

consistent with what we have been trying to articulate, the collective

openness of the worshipers and their gifts to the presence of Christ,

which does not reduce merely to the sum of individual thoughts trig-

gered by symbolic action. It is related to what has been said above

about the evolving embodiment of Christ in the redeemed communi-

ty. Our present sacramental experience can be seen as a foretaste and

earnest of that ultimate consummation in which “Christ is all and in

all.”27 Gerald O’Collins sees this as the beginning of the outworking of

the transforming destiny wrought by the resurrection for the whole of

creation. For him, its consequences are not limited to humankind

alone, and he says that “the Eucharist provides the supreme example

of how the resurrection has already changed the created world.”28

In some manner the bread and wine are an integral part of that

whole Eucharistic action in a way neither detachably magical nor dis-

pensably symbolic.

Finally, we can note that the line of thought here pursued is readi-

ly applied to baptism, the other great sacrament of the gospel, where

the participation of the baptized and their sponsors has always been

acknowledged as essential to the action.

The incarnation and the sacraments lie at the heart of Christian

experience. The purpose of this chapter has been to suggest that they

are not foreign to the understanding of God’s action in the world that

we have been building up in this book. They do not lose their charac-

ter as Christian mysteries, but they do not appear as irrational surds

in the world’s process. And of course, ignorance of exactly how some-

thing comes about is no reason for denying the experience that it ac-

tually happens.
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9

Hope

When we survey the physical process of the world, we not only exam-

ine the present and reconstruct the past; we can also peer into the fu-

ture. The history of the universe, on the largest scale, has been that 

of a continuing tug-of-war between the expansive effect of the fiery

explosion of the big bang and the contractive effect of the force of

gravity. They are evenly balanced, and our observations are not suffi-

ciently accurate to enable us to predict which will win in the end.

Therefore, two possible scenarios are to be envisaged. If expansion

wins, the galaxies will condense into black holes which eventually will

decay, by one process or another, into degraded states. If, on the other

hand, contraction wins, the present expansion will, after many thou-

sands of millions of years, be halted and reversed. The galaxies will

then begin to fly together again. What began with the big bang will

eventually end with the big crunch, as the whole world collapses into

a singular cosmic melting-pot. These two contrasting possibilities

happen, respectively, if the universe is what cosmologists call “open”

or “closed.”

Either way the prospect looks bleak. However, it is possible that

even a universe with a finite lifetime (the closed case) can in some

sense accommodate infinite experience, and even a decaying universe

(the open case) does not degrade so quickly as to preclude this either.

Barrow and Tipler have given a careful discussion of these options.1
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They define life as a computer-like capacity for information-process-

ing and storage. One can make use of their arguments without sub-

scribing to so reductionist a point of view, since such a capacity is

surely a necessary condition for life, even if one may doubt its suffi-

ciency. They define a Final Anthropic Principle (FAP), requiring that

intelligent information-processing must continue to exist “forever,”

meaning by that that the future history of the universe must be com-

patible with the processing and storage of an infinite number of “bits”

of information. Their conclusion is that, provided matter has certain

properties relating to the spectra of particles (properties whose truth

or falsehood is at present an open question), then it would be possible

to fulfill the Final Anthropic Principle in a closed universe. They are

not hopeful about the open case.

Their arguments are essentially thermodynamic in character and

relate to very general considerations linking information-processing

and storage to energy requirements. Barrow and Tipler distinguish

between physical time, measuring the age of the universe, and a kind

of cosmic “psychological” time which measures the rate at which in-

formation is being processed. The latter time can turn out to be infi-

nite in span even when the former time is finite. As the universe en-

tered either the very high temperature regimes of the collapsing,

closed universe, or the degraded regimes of the decaying, open uni-

verse, “life” would cease to take its familiar carbon-based form. It

would have to become increasingly exotic in its mode of embodi-

ment, employing the hypothetical physical states required for FAP.

The contrivance of these new forms of information-bearing matter is

assumed to be brought about as “intelligence” exerts itself to retain its

foothold in changing cosmic circumstances. The “physical eschatol-

ogy” of Barrow and Tipler represents the possible continuation of in-

formation-laden pattern by means of ever more bizarre types of em-

bodiment. “An intelligent program can in principle be run on many

types of hardware.”2 In a curious way the FAP scenario offers hope for
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“intelligence” within cosmic history in a way bearing some analogy to

the way in which the Christian idea of resurrection offers hope for in-

dividuals beyond history (p. 102). The difference between them, how-

ever, is striking. FAP offers at best the prospect of endlessly accumu-

lating information. It is a hope bleaker even than those centered on

the future of the Race or the Party. Christianity offers the hope of a

destiny beyond death for the individual. I do not think that either an

infinitely accelerating sequence of information-processing events in a

collapsing universe, or a never exhausted sequence of such events in a

decaying universe, represents sufficient fulfillment of cosmic process

to deny the charge that the physical universe as we know it is ulti-

mately condemned to futility. To think otherwise would indeed be “to

sacrifice the individual on the altar of a cosmic plan.”

Ultimate hope, therefore, can be grounded in God alone. Only he

is the one in whom “what is mortal may be swallowed up by life”3 and

through whom “the creation itself will be set free from its bondage to

decay and obtain the glorious liberty of the children of God.”4 But

Christian hope is not solely eschatological hope—and so always in

danger of becoming pie in the sky—but it must also include hope

within the process of the world itself. The fulfillment of God’s inten-

tions cannot wait only on a final act by which all things are made new.

To suppose that would be to turn God into a God of magic and to

deny our knowledge of the God of process patiently at work in his

creation. There must be an interim hope as well as a final hope, for

the new creation has already begun in Christ.5 There must be assur-

ance that God’s intentions will not be thwarted by the resistance of

humanity. Even someone as impressed by the necessary precarious-

ness of creation as Vanstone is can express firm hope in the God at

work within that creation:

If the creation is the work of love, its “security” lies not in its conformity to

some predetermined plan but in the unsparing love which will not aban-

don a single fragment of it, and man’s assurance must be the assurance not
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that all that happens is determined by God’s plan but that all that happens

is encompassed by His love.6

The clue to the nature of our present hope lies exactly in God’s contin-

uing interaction with the world that he has made. Only if that interac-

tion is possible is current hope itself a possibility. Surveying the sweep

of biological evolution, Arthur Peacocke says that it seems to speak of

a Creator who is “an Improviser of unsurpassed ingenuity.”7 Hope

does not lie in the unfolding of an inexorable plan, ordained by the

God of necessity alone and foreseen and calculated in every detail, but

it lies in the evolving potentiality of a universe in which chance and

necessity maintain their fruitful interplay and within whose open

process the immanent activity of God is at work. Despite the role of

chance, it is possible for such a universe to contain within its history

purposed fulfillments, such as the coming-to-be of self-conscious be-

ings might be held to be, even if the paths by which those fulfillments

are attained depend on contingent circumstance. David Bartholomew

has given a careful discussion of the ways in which “chance can lead to

certainty,” a determined end be reached by an indeterminate path.8

This is just one example of the way in which order can arise out of

chaos (p. 36). The notion accords with a metaphor offered by P. T.

Geach for God’s purposeful action in the world, based on the game of

chess:

God and man alike play in the great game. And God is the supreme Grand

Master who has everything under his control .l.l. God, like some grand

master of chess, can carry out his plan even if he has announced it before-

hand. “On that square,” says the Grand Master, “I will promote my pawn to

queen and deliver checkmate to my adversary”; and it is even so.9

I think Geach overstates the case, for he makes God’s control too

tight. Indeed, he believes that God knows the future by controlling it.

He goes on to say: “No line of play that finite players may think of can

force God to improvise,” and we are dangerously close to a God who

is unaffected by his creatures. I would prefer to think of a God who
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does indeed improvise in response to his creatures’ free actions, but

who is not ultimately thwarted by them. We have already rejected the

idea of a unique “best possible world”; we may also question the idea

of a unique “best possible route to fulfillment.” But fulfillment there

will be. God may not fix his will on delivering checkmate by promot-

ing that pawn on that square, but he will certainly win the game. John

Lucas speaks of God and his infinite resource. “One plan may fail but

there are always others. As fast as we torpedo his best design for us, he

produces out of his agonized reappraisal a second best.”10 Or, I would

say, an equal good or even—O felix culpa!—a better. The infinite God

is a source of inexhaustible hope, both within the process of this

world and beyond it. Paul’s meditation in Romans 9:11 on God’s pur-

pose for his ancient people the Jews, following their rejection of the

Messiah, illustrates his understanding of such divine resourcefulness.

God is not thwarted, for “if their rejection means the reconciliation of

the world, what will their [eventual] acceptance mean but life from

the dead?”11

Our task has been to suggest that a hope based on a God who can

interact with his world in ways more particular than just the general

willing of its existence is a hope which is a coherent possibility within

the framework provided by the scientific understanding of cosmic

process. This book is far from solving all the many problems involved

in trying to understand the nature of God’s action, and of our own,

but the view it presents encourages the belief that there is a compati-

bility between the insights of science and the insights of religion. We

do not have to choose between the God of the Bible and the God re-

vealed in the pattern and structure of the physical world. A clockwork

world of mere mechanism could only be the endlessly spinning sys-

tem kept in place by the God of deism. The world in fact discerned by

modern science has an openness in its becoming which is consonant,

not only with its being a world of which we are actually inhabitants,

but also with its being a world which is the creation of the true and

living God, continually at work within its process.
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