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Introduction


When I was invited by Hilary Regan to contribute a volume to the ATF Scholars Collection, it was soon clear to me that I would like to gather some of my writings on the theology of the natural world. Two reasons have guided my focus in this work. One is the fact that our twenty-first century worldview has been radically changed by recent science. Cosmology now gives us a picture of the observable universe as containing something like two trillion galaxies, and as expanding and growing in complexity from its origin 13.8 billion years ago. Evolutionary biology presents us with a story of life in which all of the diverse creatures of our planet have evolved, by means of natural selection, from the first microbial live that emerged on Earth 3.7 billion years ago. It is an urgent matter for theology to engage with this large scientifically shaped worldview that many people take for granted today.


Even more urgent for theology, I am convinced, is the imperative to respond to the human-induced crisis of life on our planet. We live in an extraordinary moment in the history of life Earth, a time that scientists have begun to call the Anthropocene, a period when the human impact on other species, and on the systems that support life on the plant, has reached a new, critical level. Human actions are contributing to climate change that brings extreme weather events, inundation of low-lying land, destruction of crops, desertification, and the extinction of species. We are polluting the land, rivers, and seas, destroying habitats, and rapidly diminishing the biodiversity of the planet.


Both the scientific worldview of our time and the ecological crisis we face require a renewed theology of the natural world. Sadly, it must be admitted that Christian theology and preaching had, until recently, largely ignored, or lost sight of the natural world. I am using the words natural world in this context to refer to the world of plants, animals, rivers, seas, mountains, stars, and galaxies. I include humans as part of the natural world, but I use the expression natural world to point beyond the human to the rest of nature. Much of traditional Christian theology, whether biblical, patristic, or medieval, included the natural world. It concerned three realities, human beings, the rest of the creation, and God. But, tragically, this threesome was reduced to a twosome in Western theology through the late medieval, Reformation, and Enlightenment periods, when a theological approach to the wider creation largely disappeared. This reduction of theology persisted into the late twentieth century.


In this context, it became clear to me that the priority in my theological research needed to be on contributing to the development of a theology that fully embraced the natural world. But I took this option as part of a community of theologians. The articles and chapters represented here are part of something far bigger, as theologians around the world engage in dialogue with science and seek to contribute to an ecological theology that is so much needed. An enormous step in this work, of course, has been Laudato Si’, and Pope Francis’s clear positions on the value and meaning of the natural world, the sublime communion between human beings, other creatures, and God, Earth as our common home, and ecological conversion and action.


A central emphasis of my own work has been the attempt to locate a theology of the natural world right at the heart of Christian faith. It has never seemed sufficient to me simply to see ecological theology as an offshoot of the doctrine of creation. And it certainly has not seemed appropriate to concentrate on creation over against incarnation and redemption. Rather I have thought it important to keep creation and incarnation together as aspects of God’s loving self-giving to creatures, and to see redemption, or salvation in Christ, as embracing not just human beings but the whole of creation. So the kind of ecological theology that I have worked on in these essays is one that seeks to embrace the natural world within a fully Trinitarian theology of creation and incarnation.


This book is divided into five sections. The first section is concerned with a theology of the natural world that is both evolutionary and ecological. The second section explores the place of the natural world in our eucharistic theology and in Christian spirituality. The third section focuses on the issue of divine action in an evolutionary universe. A central concern is the way suffering, predation, death, and extinction are built into an evolutionary world. How does theology deal with this intensification of the problem of evil? The fourth and fifth sections deal with my attempts to build upon a contemporary theology of nature in dialogue with the thought of Athanasius of Alexandria and Karl Rahner. It has seemed important to me to harvest the trajectories in the Christian theological tradition that can open out into a contemporary ecological theology. Of course, there is overlap between the sections of this book. And there is some repetition, which I hope is helpful in following the development of the theology rather than simply distracting.


I am very grateful to Hilary Regan, the Chief Executive Officer of ATF Publishing Group, for suggesting this collection, and to Hilary and all at ATF for bringing this work to completion. It is a joy and an honour to be part of the ATF Scholars Series.
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A. Ecology, Evolution and Theology





Creation Seen in the Light of Christ: A Theological Sketch


Is there anything specific to the Christian understanding of creation? Christianity certainly shares with Judaism, and with Islam, a great deal. From the ancient faith of Israel it learns that there is only one transcendent God who is Creator of absolutely everything; that this transcendent God is immanently present to all creatures; that this God not only creates things in the beginning, but is their constant source of existence, life and fruitfulness; that this Creator delights in the goodness of creation; that the fruitfulness of creation is a result of divine blessing; that humans are uniquely made in the image of God (Gen 1:1–31).


The common biblical tradition teaches that human beings are called to till and to take care of creation (Gen 2:15), that human sin damages creation, but that God, nevertheless, commits God’s self to creation by an everlasting covenant (Gen 9:8–17). It sees humans as standing before a Creator, and a creation, far greater than anything humans can grasp, as called to cosmic humility, and to the recognition that other creatures have their own proper relationship to their Creator not mediated by human beings (Job 38:39–12). This same ancient biblical tradition locates human beings within an interrelated community of creation, a community of praise and thanksgiving (Ps 104; Ps 148; Dan 3:51–90).1


All this and much more belongs to the common biblical tradition. What then is specific to the Christian view of creation? In what follows, I will attempt a partial response to this question; first, by proposing that the Christian theology of creation begins from the resurrection of the crucified one; second, by arguing that creation and incarnation can be understood as united in one divine act of self-giving love; third, by outlining four characteristics of creation understood in the light of Christ, as enabling creaturely autonomy, empowering evolutionary emergence, accepting the limits of creaturely processes and suffering with suffering creation; fourth, by suggesting that in spite of all ambiguity in our experience of the natural world, the revelation of God in Christ enables us to claim that creation is an act of divine love.


Beginning from the Resurrection of the Crucified Jesus


A specifically Christian theology of creation begins only with the resurrection of Jesus. Those who had loved Jesus in his lifetime, investing all their religious hopes in him and leaving all to follow him, caught up in his vision and in his person, had lost everything in his condemnation and death on a Roman cross. For Peter, Mary Magdalene and the other disciples, to meet Jesus risen from the dead transformed in the glory of God, was a radically new experience of forgiveness, peace and hope. In the risen One, they knew God. In the transfigured Jesus, the fullness of God was revealed. In him, they experienced the boundless love of God and were caught up in a joy that echoes through the centuries in the life of the church.


In some way, they knew then that all sin, all the violence of the world, and death itself, were transformed by God’s saving act. They experienced themselves as brought from death to wonderful new life, participating in the life of the risen Christ by the Spirit of God. For them, God would forever be God revealed in Jesus and in the Holy Spirit given in his name. The crucified and risen Jesus would be forever the human face of God.


Jesus, in his life and even in his death, above all in his death, is revealed as ‘God-with-us’ (Matt 1:23). Jesus’ cruel, ugly, death now becomes the radical sign of hope, the unthinkable expression of divine forgiveness and love without limits. And it becomes the expression of God-with-us and the promise of life in all our experiences of suffering, no matter how devastating. The disciples saw the light of God in the risen One and they knew his divinity in a way not possible during his lifetime.


The disciples of Jesus had to find words to speak of what was beyond words. They needed ways to express what they knew in the risen Christ, that he is from God the Creator, that he is God-with-us. They found a fruitful insight in the biblical concept of Wisdom—a deeply traditional way of speaking of God’s presence and action. In the biblical tradition, Wisdom (Gk Sophia) is personified as God’s companion in the creating and sustaining of all things (Prov 8:22–31; Sir 24:3–7; Wis 8:1–4). This ever-creative Wisdom of God comes to live with human beings. She makes her home among them, and invites them to come to her table to share the food and drink she provides (Prov 9:1–6; Sir 24:8–22; Wis 8:16–21).


Jewish thinkers could see Wisdom come to us as Torah (Sir 24:23). The early Christians, in the light of resurrection, saw Jesus as the Wisdom of God come to us in the flesh. Sophia, the one through whom everything in the universe is created, has now come to be with us in Jesus. The true Wisdom of God is revealed in the human face of Jesus, in his life and ministry, in his death and resurrection. Paul tells us that it is Christ crucified who is the true Wisdom of God (1 Cor 1:24) and he can say that everything is created in Christ (1 Cor 4:6). In John we find that, like Wisdom who comes from God to feed us at her table, Jesus-Wisdom feeds the five thousand on the mountain side; he himself is the very bread of life, that living bread that comes down from heaven to give life to the world (John 6:5).2


A Jewish writer like Philo of Alexandria could use both Wisdom (Sophia) and Word (Logos) language to speak of God’s creating and revealing presence. So in New Testament hymns, such as the prologue of John’s Gospel and the opening of Hebrews, we find Christ as the Word of God, in texts with a Wisdom structure of thought, and in language that echoes biblical Wisdom hymns (John 1:1–14; Heb 1:1–3). For John, Jesus is clearly and ambiguously the creative Wisdom/Word of God—‘all things came into being through him’ (Jn 1:3)—now made flesh in our midst.3 In the late Pauline corpus, Christ is understood, like Wisdom, as the one in whom all things are created, the one in whom all things hold together and as ‘the firstborn from the dead’, the one in whom all will be reconciled (Col 1:15–20) and recapitulated (Eph 1:20–22).


In this biblical theology, there is an inner relationship between creation and the incarnation. Everything in the universe is created by God through the eternal Wisdom/Word of God. This Wisdom/Word of God is made flesh in Jesus in order that the whole creation might participate with human beings in the salvation and fulfilment of all things promised in the resurrection of Jesus. Early theologians, like Athanasius, see Christ as the one true Word, Wisdom and Radiance of God, made flesh.4 He writes of John 1:3 as the ‘all-inclusive’ text: ‘All things came into being through him, and without him not one thing came into being’.5 He sees the Word of creation as becoming flesh in order that humanity might be deified, transformed by grace so that it might partake in the divine life of the Trinity. In his anti-Arian writings, he uses frequently both the verb theopoieō, and the noun he coins, theopoiēsis, to defend the eternal divinity, and divine condescension, of the Word, who is made flesh to bring about our deification: ‘So he was not a human being and later became God. But, being God, he later became a human being in order that we may be deified’.6


The Word/Wisdom of God is made flesh for the deifying transformation of human creatures and with them of the whole universe of creatures. So Athanasius writes of the Father’s love for humanity, ‘on account of which he not only gave consistence to all things in his Word but brought it about that the creation itself, of which the apostle says that it ‘awaits the revelation of the children of God’, will at a certain point be delivered ‘from the bondage of corruption into the glorious freedom of the children of God’ (Rom 8:19, 21).7


Creation and Incarnation: God’s Self-Bestowal


Is there a way of summing up in a few words what is most central to the specifically Christian view of God? With Karl Rahner, I see the concept of divine self-communication, or divine self-bestowal, as an encapsulation of what God does for us in Christ and the Spirit.8 The Christian experience is fundamentally of a God who gives God’s self to us two ways: 1. God gives God’s very self explicitly and irrevocably to creatures in the humanity of Jesus, in all that makes up his life, death and resurrection; 2. This same God gives God’s self to creatures in the Holy Spirit in the free and abundant gift of grace, and in the Pentecostal experience constitutes the community of disciples into the church of Jesus Christ.


God gives God’s self to us in the Word made flesh and in the Spirit poured out in grace. Paul speaks of two divine ‘sendings’: ‘But when the fullness of time had come, God sent his Son, born of a woman, born under the law, in order to redeem those who were under the law, so that we might receive adoption as children. And because you are children, God has sent the Spirit of his Son into our hearts, crying, ‘Abba! Father!’ So you are no longer a slave but a child, and if a child then also an heir, through God’ (Gal 4:4–5). The concept of divine self-bestowal in Word and Spirit can be seen as a brief summary of the central doctrines of Christian faith, of Christology, Pneumatology and Trinitarian theology. It expresses what we experience of God in the economy of salvation and, because God is faithful, we rightly hold that the God we experience in our history, as giving God’s self to us in the Word made flesh and the Spirit poured out, represents the true nature of God as Trinity.


What is revealed in the Christ-event is a God who gives God’s self to creatures. Based on this revelation in Christ, Rahner sees divine self-bestowal as defining every aspect of God’s action, in creation, redemption in Christ and final fulfilment.9 He sees creation itself as an act of self-giving love that reaches its goal only in the self-giving of the incarnation and in the final transformation of all things in the risen Christ. The creation of the universe of creatures is the first element in the free and radical decision of God to give God’s self in love to that which in not divine. When God freely to bestow God’s self in love, creation comes to be as the addressee of this self-bestowal.


This means that God’s self-giving in Christ is the real foundation of the history of the natural world. The mystery of God’s will, we are told in Ephesians, has been revealed to us ‘according to his good pleasure that he set forth in Christ, as a plan for the fullness of time, to gather up all things in him, things in heaven and things on earth’ (Eph 1:9–10). It is not simply that the event of Jesus Christ unfolds against the background of nature. The story of the natural world, and everything that science can tell us about its evolution, is part of a larger vision of divine self-bestowal.10 The big bang and the expansion of our universe from a small dense hot state 13.7 billion years ago, and the evolution of life since its beginning on Earth 3.7 billion years ago—this whole story exists within the vision of the divine purpose.


Harvey Egan has said that the briefest possible summary of Rahner’s theological enterprise in found in ‘his creative appropriation of Scotus’s view that God creates in order to communicate self and that creation exists in order to be the recipient of God’s free gift of self’.11 While one line of Christian theology has held that the incarnation comes about simply as a remedy for sin, another, associated with Eastern Christianity, particularly with Maximus the Confessor (580–662), and in Western theology with Franciscan theology, exemplified in Duns Scotus (1266–1308), sees the incarnation as always the divine intention in the creation of a universe of creatures.


The incarnation, then, is not simply a remedy for sin or a corrective for a creation that has gone wrong. Once sin exists, of course, the incarnation expresses divine forgiveness in a most beautiful and radical way, but the incarnation is not something added on to creation; it is not a kind of back-up plan. The Incarnation is the meaning of creation. God freely chooses, from the beginning, to create a world in which the Word would be made flesh and the Spirit poured out.12 The incarnation expresses the divine purpose in creating, which is the divine self-bestowal. Creation and incarnation are united in the one act of God: they are ‘two moments and two phases of the one process of God’s self-giving and self-expression, although it is an intrinsically differentiated process’.13 The creation of the universe and all its creatures and the Incarnation are to be seen as distinct dimensions of the one act of divine self-bestowal in love. In the next three sections, I will explore briefly three characteristics of God’s creative act understood as divine self-giving.


Enabling Creaturely Autonomy


How should we think of the Creator’s inter-relationship with the world of creatures? Are we to think of God as constantly intervening in the laws and conditions of the natural world (sometimes called ‘occasionalism’) or as intervening at certain points in the process of evolution (as proponents of ‘intelligent design’ seem to think)? Or are we to think of God as setting the processes of the natural world in place and then allowing things to run their course (the position of ‘deism’)? Aquinas offers a far richer theology of creation than either interventionism or deism, a response I see as a fundamental basis for contemporary dialogue between science and theology, with his metaphysical understanding of the relationship between primary and secondary causality.


Primary causality for Aquinas is simply God’s creative act that enables all creatures to exist and to act. God is unlike all creatures, in that it is God’s very nature to exist. The One whose nature is to exist causes existence (esse) in all other things. Creation is the interior relationship between the Creator and each creature by which the creature is held in being. If God were not interiorly present to each creature enabling it to be, it would be nothing. Aquinas sees all things in the universe existing in the community of creation only as created by God ex nihilo at each moment, and as dependent on God entirely for their existence and action at every point. He sees God’s providence as governing all creation to its final end, which is participation in the goodness of God. To speak of God’s creative act as primary cause is to use the word ‘cause’ in an analogical fashion. God’s creative act is radically unlike creaturely causality, radically beyond empirical observation, and radically beyond human comprehension.


In Aquinas’s thought, all the interacting agents at work in the empirical world are seen as secondary causes. This includes literally everything that can be studied by the natural and social sciences. God as primary cause is always and everywhere creatively and providentially at work in all creaturely interactions, in all the conditions, constants, contingencies and laws of the natural world. God is not a cause like creaturely causes in the world and is never to be thought of as one amongst such causes. God acts creatively in and through creatures that are themselves truly causal. Aquinas sees the Creator as respecting the proper dignity of created causes because of ‘the abundance of his goodness imparting to creatures also the dignity of causing’.14


God’s respect for creation’s autonomy is such that God wants creation to have its own pattern of causality. Aquinas’s theology leads to a genuine respect for the proper integrity and independence of the natural sciences. There is never a resort to the ‘God of the gaps’ to solve a scientific problem. One who follows Aquinas would not be inclined to search for a place where God intervenes in creation because God is found in every dimension of creation: God ‘acts interiorly in all things’, because ‘God is properly the universal cause of esse, which is innermost in all things’.15


The divine act of creation is unique. On the one hand, creation is a relationship of absolute nearness and real dependence, where each creature is dependent on God for its existence and capacity to act. On the other hand, God establishes the creature in genuine difference from God’s self, and in the relationship of creation, because of God’s love and respect for creatures, each creature has its own otherness, integrity and proper autonomy.


A fundamental principle of this relationship, one grounded in Aquinas’s thought and often articulated by Karl Rahner, is expressed in the axiom: radical dependence on God and the genuine autonomy of the creature are directly and not inversely related.16 In everyday experience, it seems that the more one thing depends upon another, the less autonomy it has. The relationship of creation is the opposite: the closer creatures are to God, the more they can be truly themselves. We humans know this from the experience of grace: the closer we are drawn into the love of God, the freer we are. In relation to God, ‘radical dependence grounds autonomy’.17 Creaturely integrity is not diminished because a creature’s existence is dependent on God, but flourishes precisely in this dependence. This is true not only in the divine relationship to human beings, but also in God’s interaction with all the dynamics of the natural world, including the emergence of our universe and the evolution of life on Earth.


Empowering Evolutionary Emergence


One of the radical changes in our view of reality since the time of Aquinas springs from the nineteenth century discovery by Charles Darwin and Alfred Russel Wallace not only of the large-scale evolution of life on our planet, but also of the fundamental role played by natural selection in the evolutionary emergence of insects, eagles, whales and human beings, and of their wings, eyes and brains. Then, in the twentieth century, building on Einstein’s general relativity and the astronomical observations of Edwin Hubble, cosmologists discovered that the universe is not static, but dynamic and expanding, and that it has emerged from an unthinkable small, hot and dense state over the last 13.7 billion years.


How is this dynamic, evolutionary understanding of reality to be understood in relationship to God’s creative act? In Aquinas’s view, God’s creative act sustains all creatures in existence (conservatio) and enables them to act (concursus). Clearly in the light of insights into the emergent nature of reality, Aquinas’s view needs further development. It needs to be a theology of God’s creative act as enabling and empowering of the evolutionary becoming of the interconnected world of creatures. This task was taken up by Karl Rahner. He saw the need for a theology of creation that can account for the emergence of the new, as in the transitions from inert matter to living creatures, and from living creatures to self-conscious human beings.


Rahner sees the self-bestowal of the transcendent God as ‘the most immanent factor in the creature’.18 What is the effect of this presence of God? A fundamental effect of God’s creative self-giving presence, Rahner holds, is that creation itself has the capacity for emergence, to become more, to become what is new. Rahner calls this dynamic capacity for the new ‘self-transcendence’. The two concepts of divine self-bestowal and creaturely self-transcendence are inter-related: it is God’s self-bestowal that enables and empowers creaturely self-transcendence. This means that God’s creative, immanent presence to all things not only enables them to exist, and to act, as theologians like Aquinas taught, but also to evolve into the new. This idea of creaturely self-transcendence is worked out in Rahner’s anthropology and in his evolutionary Christology, but it plays a fundamental systematic role in many aspects of his theological work.19


The ‘self’ in self-transcendence means that the evolutionary capacity is truly intrinsic to creaturely reality. It comes from within the natural world. This means that the emergence of the new is completely open to explanation at the scientific level. God’s creative presence operates at a strictly metaphysical and theological level. Just as God’s creative act enables creatures to exist, so this same creative presence of God enables the new to emerge from within the natural world itself, according to the natural world’s own processes and laws. Emergence is a creaturely reality, but it exists only because of God’s creative act. God’s presence in self-bestowing love enables creatures to exist, to interact, and to evolve.


Rahner links this pattern of self-transcendence to Christology, seeing Jesus Christ as both God’s self-bestowal in the Word made flesh to the universe of creatures and, in his humanity, as the self-transcendence of the created universe to God. I believe it needs to be linked more fully to pneumatology as well, so that the emergence of the new, as when life first appears in a lifeless universe, can be seen as given through the Word and in the Holy Spirit. As Athanasius says, ‘The Father creates and renews all things through the Word and in the Spirit’.20 He sees the Spirit is the one who ‘binds creation to the Word’.21 Much more recently, Walter Kasper has written of the Creator Spirit:




Since the Spirit is divine love in person, he is, first of all, the source of creation, for creation is the overflow of God’s love and a participation in God’s being. The Holy Spirit is the internal (in God) presupposition of communicability of God outside of himself. But the Spirit is also the source of movement and life in the created world. Whenever something new arises, whenever life is awakened and reality reaches ecstatically beyond itself, in all seeking and striving, in every ferment and birth, and even more in the beauty of creation, something of the being and activity of God’s Spirit is manifested.22





The Spirit of God is the Life-Giver who enables and empowers the emergence of galaxies and stars, the Sun and its solar system, with Earth placed at the right distant from the Sun to enable life, the first forms of prokaryotic life, more complex life forms, the extraordinary flourishing of sea creatures, flowering trees and shrubs, the diversity of land animals, mammals and human beings with their extraordinarily complex brains. God’s presence through the Word and in the Spirit enables the universe of creatures to exist, to interact and evolve within the one community of life on Earth within a dynamic, evolutionary universe. God seems prepared to create through long, complex processes of emergence, respecting the processes rather than through constant intervention. How might we think theologically of the power of God at work in all of this?


Accepting the Limits of Creaturely Processes


In the Christ-event, self-giving love is revealed as the way of God. The Incarnation and, above all, the cross of Jesus, reveal a God who enters into the vulnerability of love in a kenotic way (Phil 2:7). Paul sees Christ crucified as the very ‘power of God and the wisdom of God’ (1 Cor 1:24). For Christian theology, the absolutely vulnerable human being on the cross is the true revelation of God. As Walter Kasper has said, in the extreme vulnerability of the cross we do not find the loss of divinity, nor the absence of divinity, but the true revelation of divinity.23 In Jesus crucified, divine power is revealed as the boundless power of unthinkable love. It is revealed as the omnipotence of love. The power of God revealed in the cross is not a power to dominate but a power-in-love.


The resurrection of the crucified reveals the power of this divine love to heal, liberate, and bring creation to transfigured new life. Divine power-in-love is not only capable of the vulnerability of the cross, but also of bringing forgiveness, participation in divine life and resurrection life to human beings. The resurrection promises fulfillment to the whole interconnected creation (Rom 8:19–25). To believe in God as all-powerful is to believe in the omnipotence of divine love and its eschatological victory over sin, violence and death. The vulnerable self-giving love of Christ gives expression in our finite, creaturely world to the divine nature. This self-bestowing love, revealed in Jesus’ life and death and culminating in the transforming power of the resurrection, is the true icon of the Triune God in our world, and the true revelation of divine omnipotence.


This same pattern of divine power-in-love discovered in the Christ-event can be read back into the divine act of creating a universe of creatures. Power-in-love can be thought of as characterising the whole divine act of creation, God’s original creation, God’s ongoing creative act, and God’s eschatological fulfillment of creation. In all of this, God freely creates in a way that respects the limits and integrity of creaturely processes. This means that we can think of God as waiting upon the proper evolutionary unfolding of these finite processes.


In his late work, Edwards Schillebeeckx has written on the defenselessness and vulnerability of God. He discusses this divine vulnerability at three levels: God’s defenselessness in creation, God’s defenselessness in Jesus Christ, and the Holy Spirit’s defenselessness in the church and in the world.24 He explains that he speaks of the defenselessness of God rather than of divine powerlessness, because powerlessness and power contradict one another, whereas defenselessness and power need not: ‘We know from experience that those who make themselves vulnerable can sometimes disarm evil!’25 In creation, he sees a kind of divine yielding on God’s part, as God makes room for the other, and in creating human beings, God makes God’s-self vulnerable to human freedom. Schillebeeckx sees God’s act of creation as ‘an adventure, full of risks’.26 This does not do away with divine creative and saving power. This creative power, however, does not break into creation from outside. It comes from within creation and shows itself as ‘the power of love which challenges, gives life and frees human beings’.27


To say that God waits upon creatures is not to suggest that God is simply allowing things to run their course. God was with Jesus in his cross, holding him in love, and acting powerfully in the Spirit, transforming evil and death into the source of healing for the world. In creation, too, divine power can be seen as the transcendent power-in-love that has an unimaginable capacity to respect the autonomy and independence of creatures, to work with them patiently, and to bring them to their fulfillment. This is not divine passivity, but the creative and powerful waiting on another. God works with creaturely limits and waits upon them with infinite patience. By creating in love, God freely accepts the limitations of working with finite creatures.


Based upon the Incarnation, and the cross of Christ, it can be said that there may be circumstances when God freely accepts the limitations of creating in and through finite entities and processes, because of God’s love and respect for finite creatures and for creaturely processes. God achieves the divine purposes, not in ways that over-ride the proper autonomy of creaturely processes, but by an infinite power-in-love that lives within the process and accompanies creation in love, promising to bring it to healing and fulfilment in Christ.



Suffering with Suffering Creation


Evolution is a costly process, involving not only co-operation and symbiosis, but also creatures preying on other creatures and competing for resources. Random mutations provide novelty that enables evolutionary emergence, but they more often bring damage and suffering. Death is intrinsic to the pattern of evolutionary emergence that can occur only through a series of generations. The costs of evolution, and above all the terrible costs of human violence, have raised important theological questions not only about God’s power, but also about God’s engagement with the suffering of creatures.


Does God suffer with suffering creatures? For thinkers like Irenaeus and Athanasius, the concept of divine impassibility defends the biblical and Christian concept of the radical transcendence of God and does this precisely in opposition to Hellenistic views. At the centre of their thought is the Christian concept of creatio ex nihilo. Because God is radically other than all creatures, God can enable the whole world of creatures to exist constantly and faithfully. God’s impassibility defends divine otherness against tendencies to see God as trapped within the vicissitudes of creation, as at the mercy of changing human emotions, or as arbitrary and fickle like pagan gods or human tyrants. It points to the constancy and fidelity of divine love in creation, salvation and final fulfilment.


These are fundamentals of Christian theology that must, and can, be safeguarded, I believe, in a contemporary theology of a God who suffers with suffering creation. The way forward is by reflection on the Trinitarian, eternal, constant passion of love that freely chooses to create a world of creatures, and to embrace these creatures in the incarnation. The particularity of the incarnation can teach us that this divine passionate love is not only general, but engages with the particular and the concrete. Divine passionate love embraces each specific creature in the divine act of creation and new creation in Christ. In the light of the Incarnation and the cross, it is appropriate to speak of God’s compassionate suffering with suffering creation as long as compassionate suffering with creatures is affirmed of God by way of analogy and where it is understood that God’s capacity for feeling with creation, springing from eternal divine passionate love, is a capacity that God possesses in a completely transcendent way, infinitely beyond human capacities for empathy with others.


Walter Kasper points out that to speak of divine suffering with creation is not the expression of a lack in God, but the expression of a capacity to love in a transcendent and divine way. God does not suffer from lack of being, but suffers out of love that is the overflow of the divine being.28 Suffering does not befall God, but expresses the divine freedom to love. A self-giving love involves allowing the other to affect oneself. Thus, ‘suffering and love go together’.29 This is not a passive being-affected, but a free, active allowing the other to affect oneself. Because God is love, God can suffer with us. For Elizabeth Johnson, too, analogical speech about the suffering of God does not mean that God suffers because of some intrinsic deficiency, or because of some external force. It does not mean that God suffers by necessity or that God suffers passively. It points, rather, ‘to an act of freedom, the freedom of love deliberately and generously shared’.30 Divine suffering with us springs from the compassionate loving act of the triune God in creating a world of creatures and embracing them in redemptive love.


Christian believers are surely right to see in the cross the symbol of a God who loves us with a love that involves a compassion, a suffering with us, beyond any human capacity for being with another in their pain. It is not that the human physical and emotional states of Jesus are simply transferred to the life of the eternal Trinity. It is rather that the passionate love of God-with-us expressed in the cross represents the truth of the transcendent God’s capacity to be with creatures in boundless passionate love. The Gospel tradition of the glorious risen Christ still bearing the wounds of the cross suggests that the sufferings of creation are forever remembered and taken up in the healing, compassionate love of God.


Beauty and Violence in Nature and the Work of Love


Annie Dillard’s Pilgrim at Tinker Creek is a powerful reflection on the natural world, based on a year of living quietly at Tinker Creek, in the Roanoke Valley of Virginia, observing nature closely, backed by wide reading in the sciences and in theology.31 Her work asks fundamental questions: Is the natural world unutterably beautiful, so that if we took the time to really see we would be transformed? Or is it extremely wasteful and violent in a way that we seldom face? The same questions arise for many who watch the brilliantly executed television documentaries on the natural world presented by David Attenborough and others.


I am convinced that the natural world is profoundly beautiful, and that its beauty has always nourished human existence, art and spirituality. Over and over again, in ever new ways, it is experienced as absolute gift. But it is also deeply ambiguous. No one can delight in the predation, the pain and the enormous scale of loss in nature. In our time, we know, in a way that earlier generations did not, that the costs are not extrinsic but profoundly built into evolutionary emergence and the way the natural world functions. The beautiful and the violent are in many cases two sides of the one reality. As Holmes Rolston puts it, ‘The cougar’s fangs have carved the limbs of the fleet-footed deer, and vice versa’.32


So can we affirm without reservation, simply from observation, that the natural world is unambiguously good? I think that, from empirical observation alone, this could be said only with important reservations. Biblical faith, of course, does pronounce creation as good. But as Christopher Southgate notes, in his important treatment of these issues, biblical faith actually affirms both the ‘good’ and the ‘groaning’ of creation.33 Without revelation, simply on the basis of observation and reason, it is possible to come to the conclusion that there is a Creator, and to believe in the goodness of the Creator. But there are also real obstacles in the way of these positions because of the ambiguity and violence in the natural world, of which we humans are a part.


For Christianity, the affirmation that creation is unambiguously the work of love is an affirmation that comes from revelation in Christ. It is affirmed on the basis of faith in the God revealed in Christ and in hope in this God’s eschatological healing and fulfilment. The nature of God is revealed in Jesus of Nazareth, in his life, death and resurrection, as a God of radical love. On this basis, on faith, we can affirm not only the unqualified goodness of the Creator, but also the unqualified goodness of creation when it is fulfilled in Christ. Meanwhile creation is ‘groaning in labor pains until now, and not only the creation, but we ourselves, who have the first fruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly while we wait for our adoption, the redemption of our bodies’ (Rom 8:22–23). The rest of the natural world, too, needs redemption, healing and transfiguration in Christ. What is not obvious to empirical observation can be affirmed in the light of Christ: the natural world is entirely the work of divine love, destined for fulfilment in God. It was long ago affirmed on the basis of Jewish faith by the author of the Wisdom of Solomon:




For you love all things that exist, and detest none of the things that you have made, for you would not have made anything if you had hated it. How would anything have endured if you had not willed it? Or how would anything not called forth by you have been preserved?


You spare all things, for they are yours, O Lord, you who love the living.


For your immortal spirit is in all things (Wis 11:24-12:1).
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The Attractor and the Energy of Love: Trinity in Evolutionary and Ecological Context


In the Greek-speaking world in which the Gospel was first preached and the doctrine of the Trinity emerged, permanence and stability were highly prized. Amidst the turmoil of personal and political life, the world itself seemed relatively stable. Our twenty-first century worldview is radically different. After Einstein and Hubble, we know that we are part of an observable universe made up of more than a hundred billion galaxies, all of them in motion, a dynamic universe that has been expanding and evolving from a tiny, dense and hot state over the last 13.7 billion years. And after Darwin, we know that all life on Earth has evolved by means of natural selection from the first forms of microbial life that appeared on our planet about 3.7 billion years ago. At the same time, we face a looming crisis of life on our planet because of human actions.


Stability no longer characterises our worldview. We belong to a universe of constant motion and emergent processes. We are confronted by the reality that we are contributing to global climate change and to an increasing loss of Earth’s biodiversity. How is the Christian community to speak of its God in this new context? What difference does it make to our classical understanding of the Trinity to think about such a God in relation to an evolutionary worldview? How might this theology of God inform our ecological action? I will begin to explore these questions by briefly outlining a theology of the Trinity that I find meaningful in this context, that of Athanasius. Then I will explore three theological developments of the classical tradition for an evolutionary and ecological context: 1. The Word as Attractor and the Spirit as the Energy of Love in evolutionary emergence; 2. The Costs of Evolution and the Divine Passion of Love; 3. The Defencelessness of the humble God in creation.



Athanasius: Creation and Deification through the Word, In the Spirit


For Athanasius, the universe of creatures is continually held in being over an abyss of nothing by God’s creative Word. Creatures exist only because they participate in God, by partaking of the creative Word:




But being good, he governs and establishes the whole world through his Word who is himself God, in order that creation, illuminated by the leadership, providence and ordering of the Word, may be able to remain firm, since it shares in the Word who is truly from the Father and is aided by him to exist, and lest it suffer what would happen, I mean a relapse into nonexistence, if it were not protected by the Word.1





Creatures exist because they ‘share in’ or ‘partake of’ the Word. After not paying much attention to the Holy Spirit in his early works, Athanasius makes it clear in his later writings that he sees the Spirit as fully divine immanent presence of God, as the divine energy and the bond that unites creatures to the Word. It is, then, in the Holy Spirit that creatures partake of the Word. For Athanasius, both creation and deification occur through participation in the triune God: ‘The Father creates and renews all things through the Word in the Spirit’.2 Before turning to Athanasius’s theology of deification, I will discuss three aspects of his theology of creation that I find meaningful in an evolutionary and ecological context.


The first is the immediacy of the triune God to creatures. For Athanasius’s opponents, the divine dignity of the Creator rules out a direct relationship with creatures. For them, the created Word serves as a ‘buffer’ between God and creation.3 But for Athanasius, by contrast, there is no such buffer. He agrees with his opponents on the radical otherness of the Creator and on the biblical conviction that God engages with creation through the Word. But he will not accept their view of the Word as a created intermediary. He insists that the Word shares fully the Father’s very essence. And it is precisely as fully divine that the Word can bridge the gap between Creator and creatures in loving condescension.4 The ontological distinction between God and all creatures is bridged solely from God’s side, in loving divine generosity, and not by any intermediary. Because Word and Spirit are one with the Father’s essence, the Word’s mediation in the Spirit involves the immediacy of the Father.5 The triune God is immediately present to each creature through the Word and in the Spirit, present in self-humbling love, immanent to it in a way that no creature could ever be. This view of the immediacy of God to creatures has consequences for the way we value and treat other creatures.


Second, Athanasius sees the fruitfulness and diversity of creation as springing from the dynamic fruitfulness of the Trinity. He asks: If God is simply a monad, if there were no dynamism in God, no generation of the other, how could we possibly account for the creation of a world of creatures? He asks: ‘But if, according to them, the divine essence itself is not fruitful but barren, like a light that does not shine and a fountain that is dry, how are they not ashamed to say that God has creative energy?’6 It is only because of the generativity of the divine life, where the light shines brilliantly and the fountain flows freely, that God then freely creates a world of creatures in the Word and in the Spirit. The fruitfulness of the evolutionary processes at work on Earth are all grounded in the dynamic fruitfulness of the Trinity, the divine Fountain, endlessly pouring forth the River of Living Water, from which all creation drinks in the Spirit.


Athanasius’s third insight is his situating of creation within the joyful relations of the divine persons. Athanasius recalls the words of Wisdom, God’s companion in the creation of all things, from Proverbs 8: ‘then I was beside him, like a master worker; and I was daily his delight’ (Prov 8:30). He sees the biblical teaching of God’s delight in Wisdom as pointing to the eternal delight within the life of the divine persons and he locates God’s joy in creation within this divine delight. His argument is that Wisdom cannot be thought of as being created and having a beginning, but must always have been God’s delight:




When was it then that the Father did not rejoice? But if he has always rejoiced, then there was always the one in whom he rejoiced . . . For he did not delight in this way by acquiring delight as an addition to himself, but it was upon seeing the works that were made according to his own image, so that the basis of this delight also is God’s own Image.7





Creation takes place within the mutual love and delight of the divine persons. God’s delight in creatures is enfolded within the mutual delight of the Father and the Son.8


This rich, Trinitarian theology of creation is profoundly interconnected with Athanasius’s theology of the incarnation. The Word in whom all things are created is the Word of the Cross. In the sacrificial Word of the Cross we find our forgiveness, the overcoming of death and the true revelation of God. In his theology of the cross, Athanasius takes up various images and concepts of salvation from Paul and from Hebrews. But he also builds on Irenaeus to offer an overarching theory of salvation as deification: ‘For he became human that we might become divine’.9


This theology of deification is closely linked to the Pauline idea that by the grace of the indwelling Spirit we are adopted into the life of God (Gal 4:7; Rom 8:16) and transformed in Christ (2 Cor 3:18). By the grace of the Holy Spirit, we participate in the crucified and risen Christ. We are enfolded in the inner life of the Trinity, and as adopted daughters and sons are taken up in the position of the Word in relation to the Father.10


For Athanasius, deification is a radical ontological transformation in creaturely reality. Because of the incarnation, there is a divine transformation already at work in humanity and not just in humanity but in the whole creation. Athanasius’s concern, of course, is not that of a twenty-first century ecological theology. His concern is with the full divinity of the Word made flesh, the divinity of the one in whom we participate and are deified. While Athanasius’s direct focus is on humanity, he sees the whole creation as in some way sharing with humanity in deification and final fulfilment. He speaks frequently of the deification of creation, without distinguishing between humans and other creatures.


At times, he explicitly includes the rest of creation in liberation in Christ. He speaks, for example, of Christ as ‘the Liberator of all flesh and of all creation’.11 He refers to Colossians 1:15–20 and Romans 8:19–23 and writes of the Father’s philanthropy, ‘on account of which he not only gave consistence to all things in his Word but brought it about that the creation itself’, of which the apostle says that it ‘awaits the revelation of the children of God’, will at a certain point be delivered ‘from the bondage of corruption into the glorious freedom of the children of God’ (Rom 8:19, 21).12


I see Athanasius as offering the basis for a renewed theology of creation and salvation that involves the whole creation, but one that needs to be developed in the light of evolution emergence and our twenty-first century ecological context. I will take up three of these developments, concerning, first, the roles of the Word and the Spirit in evolutionary emergence, second, the divine passion of love for creatures and, third, the humility of the Creator in accepting the limits of creaturely processes.


The Word as Attractor and the Spirit as Energy of Love


The evolutionary nature of the universe invites us to think again about God. It suggests that we need a theology in which the triune God is seen not only as the source of the existence of the natural world but also of its wonderful fruitfulness, creativity and novelty. We need a theology of a God who, like Mother Carey in Charles Kingsley’s The Water Babies, ‘can make things make themselves’.13 I will outline such a theology, in Trinitarian terms, with the Holy Spirit understood as the immanent Energy of Love and the Word of God as the divine Attractor in evolutionary emergence. In taking this approach, I hold to the traditional view that the Trinity’s actions with regard to creation are one and undivided, but also propose that something specific can be said of the persons in the unity of their one act.14


The Spirit as the Energy of Love in Evolutionary Emergence


Karl Rahner has made an important contribution to theology in an evolutionary context with his idea of the Creator enabling the active ‘self-transcendence’ of creatures.15 The effect of God’s creative presence to creatures is that it gives them the capacity to become something new, to transcend themselves. It is God who enables this process. But the God-given capacity for emergence truly belongs to the creaturely world. It occurs through all the processes of evolutionary emergence studied in the sciences. Rahner’s insight transforms the classical theology of creation, enabling it to function in a new, evolutionary era. I am proposing two modifications of Rahner’s theology. First, instead of ‘self-transcendence’ I will speak of the natural world’s own ‘evolutionary emergence’. By the relationship of creation, the Creator, then, confers on the creaturely world the capacity for its own evolutionary emergence. Second, I will explore this as a Trinitarian theology of the Spirit, envisioning the Spirit as the Energy of Love enabling the evolutionary emergence of our universe and all its creatures.


The proposal, then, is to see this Spirit as immanently present to all the entities of our universe, enabling creatures to exist, to interact and emerge into the new by means of the laws of nature and the processes discussed in the natural sciences. The capacity for emergence, for increase in complexity through self-organisational processes at work throughout the universe, and for the evolution of life on Earth by means of natural selection, is interior to creaturely reality. It belongs to the natural world. The capacity for emergence comes from within. At the empirical level of science, the emergence of the new is completely open to explanation at the scientific level.


The Spirit’s presence and action operates at a level that entirely transcends the empirical. In A Brief History of Time, physicist Stephen Hawking asks a famous question:




Even if there is only one possible unified theory, it is just a set of rules and equations. What is it that breathes fire into the equations and makes a universe for them to describe? The usual approach of science of constructing a mathematical model cannot answer the questions of why there should be a universe for the model to describe. Why does the universe go to all the bother of existing?16





Theology does have its response to this question. It sees God as breathing the fire of the Spirit into the equations. It sees the Holy Spirit as breathing life into the laws of nature and the natural processes by which the universe and life emerge. The Spirit can be imaged as the blazing flame that confronts Moses in the burning bush (Exod 3:2), the whirlwind that is the place of God for Job (38:1), and in ‘the sound of sheer silence’ that is the sign of the divine presence for Elijah (1 Kgs 19:12). The Spirit is the Breath of Life of the Scriptures (Gen 2:7; Job 34:14–15; Ps 33:6; Ps 104:27–30; Ez 37:3–10) and the Life-Giver of the Creed.


The Holy Spirit can be understood as the dynamic life-giving presence of God to the whole process of the emergence of a universe, uniting it, and every part of it, to the Word in the relationship of continuous creation. It is this relationship that enables the existence of entities and their becoming. Without this relationship, there is no existence and no emergence. The relationship with the Spirit enables both.


Emergence is a creaturely reality, but it occurs because of God’s ongoing creative presence in the Spirit. It is God’s immediate Trinitarian presence in the life-giving Spirit that enables creatures to exist, to interact and to emerge into the wonderfully new. The Spirit is at work in the emergence of the first atoms of the early universe, the birth of galaxies and stars, the development of our solar system around the young Sun, the origin of the first microbial life on Earth, the flourishing of life in all its diversity and the emergence of humans with their highly developed brains.


The Risen Christ as Divine Attractor in Evolutionary Emergence


What can be said about the relationship between the Word that is made flesh in Jesus and the evolving universe? I find a beginning in a proposal of the Polish philosopher and Archbishop of Lublin, Jósef Życiński (1948–2011). He argues that an evolutionary view requires us to go beyond the traditional idea of God as the divine planner. He suggests replacing this image with an analogy taken from the role of an attractor in dynamic systems, so that God is thought of as the ‘Cosmic Attractor’ of evolution.17


Życiński takes the analogy of the attractor from its use in mathematics and physics. In mathematics, it names a set or a point that ‘attracts’ points from its surroundings. In physics it is used to describe the thermodynamic evolution of physical systems, where the system is directed toward a state that appears to be attracting the whole system to itself.18 Although Życiński does not refer to it, the idea of the attractor is also found in astronomy, where the ‘Great Attractor’ names a part of the universe that exercises a powerful gravitational pull on the Milky Way and thousands of other galaxies—although more recently it has been discovered that much of this gravitational attraction comes from a massive cluster of galaxies beyond the Great Attractor.


I will take up Życiński’s analogy in a Trinitarian and Christological way, proposing that the eternal Word of God can be imaged as the divine Attractor in the emergence of the universe and of its individual entities, and that the Word made flesh, Jesus crucified and now risen from the dead, can be thought of as the Attractor not only of evolutionary emergence but also of the final transformation and fulfilment of the whole creation. It is, of course, important to insist that this attraction is not any kind of physical action, but the divine act that we call God’s creation of a world of creatures. The power of attraction is the bond of divine creative love, the presence and action of the indwelling Spirit. The Holy Spirit, the power of the new, is this indwelling attraction, drawing all things to the Word of God.


Earlier, I discussed Athanasius’s view of each creature as existing by partaking of the Word through the indwelling Spirit. In evolutionary terms, Athanasius’s idea can be developed so that the Word is understood as the divine Attractor, drawing into existence galaxies, stars and planets, and then, on Earth, calling into existence through evolutionary processes all the diverse species of microbes, insects, birds, fish, and animals, including human beings. The divine Word draws each species to its own identity and place in evolutionary emergence. Not only each species, but each member of each species, each sparrow, is held in the divine memory and embraced in the divine love, as a word of the Word, an expression of divine Wisdom in our world.


The incarnation of the Word is, then, the incarnation of the Attractor of evolutionary emergence. As John’s Gospel tells us, all things were made through the Word (Jn 1:3) and this Word of creation is made flesh in our midst (Jn 1:14). In this line of thought, there is a profound connection between the evolutionary emergence of a universe of creatures and what happens in the birth, life, death and resurrection of the Saviour. In the theology of John’s Gospel, and in the subsequent Christian theology of the incarnation, the whole creation is directed towards this event in some way, and is transformed by it.


In the resurrection of the crucified Jesus, the Word of God is forever flesh, but earthly, bodily reality, now transfigured in glory. The risen Christ is the promise and the beginning of new creation for the whole of reality. The incarnate Word, the crucified and risen Christ, can thus be seen as the Attractor of the whole creation, not just to its evolutionary existence, but to its transfiguration and fulfilment. And the Holy Spirit is the enabling power at work in this whole process—the very attraction, the drawing power of love, the life-giving presence at work in it all.


To say that the risen Christ is the Attractor of the whole process of evolutionary emergence is to speak in evolutionary terms about the promises of a future for all things in Christ that are already contained in the Scriptures (Rom 8:21; Col 1:19–20; Eph 1:8–10). One of the advantages of the analogy of the Attractor is its not-anthropomorphic character. It points to the fulfilment and transfiguration of a creaturely and cosmic world far beyond the human. But I see it as having the further advantage that it can also be understood in a personal way as offering meaning for human beings on their journeys. The gospels tell us of a Jesus who attracts great crowds in Galilee, who draws followers to himself, who involves them in a life-long relationship, and calls them to become active participants in his mission on behalf of the kingdom of God. Jesus attracts not only adults but also the children and tells those who would move them away: ‘Let the little children come to me; do not stop them; for it is to such as these that the kingdom of God belongs’ (Mk 10:14).


In the Wisdom books of the Bible, the Wisdom of God is presented as an attractive Woman, who invites all to the feast she has prepared: ‘Come, eat of my bread and drink of the wine I have mixed’ (Prov 9:5); ‘Come to me, you who desire me, and eat your fill of my fruits’ (Sir 24:19). In the New Testament, Jesus-Wisdom invites to his inclusive table all those in need, including the poor, the sinners, the socially unacceptable. In a particular way, he reaches out to draw to himself all those who struggle in life with weariness, pain and grief: ‘Come to me, all you that are weary and are carrying heavy burdens, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me; for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light’ (Matt 11:28–30).


At the most human level, Jesus-Wisdom draws us human beings to himself in the ups and downs of existence, attracting us, even in our resistances, into our own new, not only in our lives but also, and above all, in our deaths. In John’s Gospel, we are told explicitly that it is the Father’s doing when we are drawn to Jesus (6:43–6) and we find Jesus crying out ‘Let anyone who is thirsty come to me, and let the one who believes in me drink’ (Jn 7:37–38). Perhaps the deepest theology of Jesus as Attractor is found in the Johannine image of Jesus being lifted up and attracting all to himself as the crucified and risen one: ‘And I, when I am lifted up from the earth, will draw all people to myself’ (Jn 12:32).


In the light of the many other texts that speak of ‘all things’ being transfigured in the risen Christ, it is appropriate to see Jesus lifted up in the cross and resurrection as the divine Attractor for the whole universe of creatures in its evolutionary emergence. This theological claim is not warranted by the sciences but by Christian faith in the crucified and risen Christ. It tells a story of hope. In dialogue with evolutionary science, but based on its own sources, it can tell a story of evolutionary emergence as participation in the life of God.


The Costs of Evolution and the Divine Passion of Love


Evolutionary biology has shown us that the emergence of life has costs built into the process. Not only co-operation but also competition, predation, pain and death are intrinsic to evolution. The costs of evolution are not the result of something gone wrong. They are part of the process of the evolutionary development of life. An evolutionary view of the world intensifies the age-old theological problem of evil. In my view, there is no adequate intellectual answer to the problem of evil, but an evolutionary theology of God must address this issue as best it can. I think three fundamental things can be said. The first and most important has already been discussed, that God hears the groaning of creation, embraces it in the incarnation and the cross and, in the resurrection, promises creation’s deliverance and fulfilment. The second, taken up here, is that God cares passionately about creation and suffers with it in its groaning. The third, discussed in the next section, is that God humbly respects and waits upon the unfolding of creation according to its own dynamisms.


Does God Suffer with Creatures?


This always difficult question has been unavoidable in theology since the horrors of World War II, above all since the Holocaust. It is also unavoidable in an evolutionary and ecological theology of creation. There is an important Christian tradition that holds to the utter otherness of God and to God’s freedom from suffering. In the context of the costs of evolution, it becomes necessary to ask: Is God free from suffering and, if so, in what sense? Does God suffer with suffering creation and, if so, in what sense?


I see the patristic theology of divine impassibility as defending the biblical concept of the radical otherness of the Creator. Paul Gavrilyuk points out that the patristic writers were not advocating an absolute impassibility that would deny ‘God-befitting’ emotions such as love to God. Rather, they saw impassibility as an apophatic qualifier: ‘For the orthodox divine impassibility functioned as a kind an apophatic qualifier of all divine emotions and as the marker of the unmistakably divine identity’.19 What are ruled out by the ‘apophatic qualifier’ are characteristics like fickleness, arbitrariness and inconstancy, and all the emotions and passions unworthy of God, the lust, jealousy, vengeance and violence attributed to mythological gods and found in human tyrants.


I am not inclined to follow Jürgen Moltmann and Hans Urs von Balthasar, who in quite different ways push the suffering and the self-emptying of the Word incarnate back into the eternal Trinitarian relations, apparently making suffering and self-emptying essential to Trinitarian life.20 Is there another way to think about God’s suffering with suffering creation? Is there an alternative to the positions of Moltmann and Balthasar, on the one hand, and of those like Thomas Weinandy21 and Brian Davies,22 on the other, who oppose the idea of God suffering with creation? I find a helpful resource for different kind of response in the brilliant and influential patristic thinker, Origen of Alexandria (185–254).


The Passion of Love


Origen defends the divine impassibility, and makes it clear that we cannot simply take the Bible literally when it attributes all-too-human emotions to God. But he clearly thinks that we can speak about God suffering for and with creation, in the specific sense that God suffers out of the eternal divine passion of love for creatures. In a beautiful passage from his Commentary on Ezekiel, he writes:




Let me offer a human example; then, if the Holy Spirit grants it, I will move on to Jesus Christ and God the Father. When I speak to a man and plead with him for some matter, that he should have pity on me, if he is a man without pity, he does not suffer anything from the things I say. But if he is a man of gentle spirit, and not hardened and rigid in his heart, he hears me and has pity upon me. And his feelings are softened by my requests. Understand something of this kind with regard to the Savior. He came down to earth out of compassion for the human race. Having experienced our sufferings even before he suffered on the cross, he condescended to assume our flesh. For if he had not suffered, he would not have come to live on the level of human life. First, he suffered; then he came down and was seen (cf 1 Tim 3:16). What is this suffering that he suffered for us? It is the passion of love (caritatis est passio). The Father, too, himself, the God of the universe, ‘patient and abounding in mercy’ (Ps 103:8) and compassionate does he not in some way suffer? Or do you not know that when he directs human affairs he suffers human suffering? For ‘the Lord your God bore your ways, as a man bears his son’ (Deut 1:31). Therefore God bears our ways, just as the Son of God bears our suffering. The Father himself is not without suffering. When he is prayed to, he has pity and compassion; he suffers the passion of love (patitur aliquid caritatis) and comes into those in whom he cannot be, in view of the greatness of his nature, and on account of us he endures human sufferings.23





Henri De Lubac highlights this text in his discussion of Origen’s view of God, exclaiming that it is ‘one of the finest pages, without doubt, one of the most humane and the most Christian pages we have from him . . . An astonishing, wonderful text!’24 Beginning with a very human example, Origen imagines himself in dire need and asking for help and mercy from another. He describes two responses, the first of a man with no pity. Such a person, Origen tells us, does not suffer anything when hearing the sad story. The second is that of a man of gentle spirit, who hears the need of the other and has pity. Origen comments that the first man does not ‘suffer’ anything when hearing the sad story. This person, Origen seems to be thinking, does not feel the pain of another, and therefore is not moved by it. He does not ‘walk in the shoes’ of the other. In the second case, we find a person who is capable of empathy, who can imagine being in another’s shoes, who has not hardened himself against feeling for the other.


Origen then applies this line of thought to the Saviour. The person who is capable of suffering with another gives us some insight into the Word of God, as one who feels with, who suffers with, suffering creatures. Origen insists that the Word comes to us in the incarnation out of compassion. He makes the point that the Word experiences our sufferings before the incarnation. If the Word did not suffer with us, and did not in some way feel our pain, then the Word would not come to us. In his view, then, the motivation for the incarnation is the divine feeling, the divine passion for creatures in their need. The Word comes to us, he tells us, because of the ‘the passion of love’.


What of the Father, the Creator of the universe? Origen is emphatic that the Father, too, is not impassible but, like the Word, suffers with creatures. I have already pointed out that there is an important sense in which Origen thinks of God as being impassible. But in this text, he shows that there is a real (analogous) sense in which the Father suffers with creatures, out of divine compassion, in the divine passion of love. He tells us that when we approach God in prayer, the Father is moved with compassion, and suffers with us. God the Father, like the Word, suffers the passion of love. There is, of course, Jesus’s own image of this com-passion in his vivid picture of the father in the parable of the Prodigal Son: ‘But while he was still far off, his father saw him and was filled with compassion; he ran and put his arms around him and kissed him’ (Lk 15:16).


There is, then, a divine passion of love for needy and suffering creation. This passion is, analogically speaking, a suffering with creatures, a divine feeling for human beings in their need and for the whole creation in its groaning. The passion of love is the overflow of the mutual love of the divine persons in the life of the Trinity. It is the eternal love of the divine Communion turned towards creatures, the dynamic love that is identical with the divine nature—‘God is love’ (1 Jn 4:8).


Paul tells us that the whole creation is groaning, waiting to be liberated from its bondage to decay and to share in the glorious freedom of the children of God (Rom 8:2). He speaks of us human beings, who already have the Spirit, as groaning while we await our adoption and bodily transformation (Rom 8:23). He then goes deeper, describing the Holy Spirit as groaning with us, expressing the longing that is too deep for words (Rom 8:26).


Origen’s theology encourages us to see our universe, and our Earth with all its diverse creatures, and the ‘groaning’ of these creatures because of the costs of evolution, as held with the divine passionate love of the Trinity. They are held in a love of the Trinity that embraces them, that loves them with a divine passion of love, and that promises them a future where they will share in the transfiguration of all things in Christ. God is involved with the life and death of each creature, holding every single sparrow in the divine creative and life-giving memory.


The idea of a God who suffers with a divine passion for creatures has practical outcomes. It can lead not only to a response of love for the compassionate God but also a deepening of our own feeling for the community of life. If God is a God of passionate love for creation, then it can be said that our, perhaps occasional, human experiences of deep compassion for other creatures, of longing for their healing and liberation, give us a glimpse of the infinite depths of divine compassion for creatures. Elizabeth Johnson points out that speaking of a God who suffers signals that God is in solidarity with those who suffer in our world and it can bring not only consolation but also energy for our own participation in the healing of suffering.25 It can provide a basis for hope in God’s future for the creation, and thus serve as a basis for ecological practice. It challenges us to the work of the kingdom, to our own compassionate engagement in the overcoming and the relief of suffering.


A Humble God who waits upon Creaturely Processes


The costs of evolution raise questions not only about God’s suffering with us, but also about divine power. Christians confess in the Creed that God is ‘almighty’. They understand God as the one whose immense power and love not only create and sustain the universe but will bring it to its fulfilment. What needs further discussion is the nature of this divine power. The central source for a Christian theology of divine power can be found only in the life and teaching of Jesus and its culmination in his death and resurrection. The cross reveals divine power as self-emptying, limitless love. The resurrection proclaims that this love is the most powerful thing in the universe, promising life in its fullness to the whole creation. But the God revealed in the cross is a defenceless and humble God.


The Defencelessness of Jesus and the Spirit


The power of the cross is a power-in-love. For Christians, the absolutely vulnerable human being on the cross is the revelation of the nature of this love. It is hard to imagine a more extreme picture of defenceless love than that of a tortured, naked, human being pinned to a cross and left to die. To believe in God as all-powerful is to believe in the omnipotence of divine love and in this love’s eschatological victory over sin, violence, brokenness and death. The incarnation and the cross reveal a God of divine vulnerability in love, while resurrection points to the power of this love to heal and save. In the extreme vulnerability of the cross, we do not find the loss of divinity, or the absence of divinity, but the true revelation of God.26 The vulnerable self-giving love of Christ gives expression in our finite, creaturely world to the divine nature. This love, manifest in Jesus’ life and death and culminating in the liberating and transforming power of the resurrection, is the true icon of God.


In his later work, Edward Schillebeeckx wrote of the defencelessness and vulnerability of God in the cross of Jesus. In one of his essays, he outlines divine vulnerability at three different levels: God’s defencelessness in creation, God’s defencelessness in Jesus Christ, and the defencelessness of the Holy Spirit in the church and in the world.27 He chooses to speak of the defencelessness of God rather than of divine powerlessness, because powerlessness and power contradict one another, whereas defencelessness and power need not. He says: ‘We know from experience that those who make themselves vulnerable can sometimes disarm evil!’28 God was not powerless when Jesus was hung on the cross, but God was ‘defenseless and vulnerable as Jesus was vulnerable’.29


The Holy Spirit empowers the church community to be the effective sign of Christ to the World. The Spirit breathes through the wider human community drawing it to life, to justice, to peace, to love and to care for the rest of God’s creation. But the Spirit of God is present in the world as defenceless love, a love that does not overpower, but depends on human participation. The Christian community at Ephesus is told: ‘do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God, with which you were marked with a seal for the day of redemption’ (Eph 4:30). It would seem that the Spirit is grieved when the church fails to listen to the signs of the times in the light of the Word, and refuses to be open to the new of God. And the Spirit is grieved when the humanity fails to respond to the needs of the poor and to issues like global climate change and the increasing loss of biodiversity that confront the community of life on Earth.


In God’s act of creation, Schillebeeckx sees a kind of divine yielding on God’s part, as God makes room for the other. When God creates humans and chooses them as covenant partners, this partnership involves freedom and initiative on both sides. In giving creative space to human beings, God makes God’s self vulnerable. Schillebeeckx says of God’s act of creation that it is ‘an adventure, full of risks’. The creation of human beings is a ‘blank cheque which God alone guarantees’. By creating human beings with their finite, free wills, God freely renounces power, and this makes God ‘to a high degree “dependent” on human beings and thus vulnerable’.30


The Humble God who Waits upon Creation


Athanasius sees God in creation and incarnation as self-humbling. He speaks of divine ‘condescension’. This word does not have its contemporary meaning of patronising behaviour, but refers rather to the ‘gratuitous descending love of God’.31 God comes down to us in order to be with creatures. Reflecting on the Christological hymn of Philippians 2:4–8, Athanasius insists that the Word, far from being self-promoting or growing into glory or divinity, is actually self-emptying and self-humbling.32 Christ is the descending, self-humbling God. This self-humbling is for the sake of our advancement and our deification—‘The Son of God humbled himself so that in his humbling we may be able to advance’.33


The English adjective ‘humble’ translates the Latin word humilis. This word is derived from the word humus, which refers to earth, soil or the ground. In its origin, then, the word ‘humble’ can mean ‘from the earth’, ‘down to earth’ or ‘grounded’. In following Philippians 2:8, and Athanasius, in speaking of God as humble, I am referring to God’s capacity to overcome the otherness between Creator and creature, to meet us where we are, and to be with the whole creation where it is—in process. God’s transcendence is not something that makes God distant. It enables the unthinkable nearness of a grounded, down to earth, God—a God not only of distant quasars, but also a God of this handful of topsoil with its billions of microbes.


The cross reveals that the way divine omnipotence works is in humility. There is every reason to believe the same power-in-love that characterises the incarnation, and the cross and resurrection, also characterises the divine relationship of continuous creation. If this is so, then God can be understood as creating in a way that respects the finite limits and the proper integrity of natural processes and the freedom of human beings. God waits upon the proper unfolding of these processes and upon human freedom


By using the language of waiting upon, I do not mean to suggest that God is passive. There is a waiting upon another that is creative and powerful—but not overpowering—in the active, nurturing way a parent waits upon a child growing into independence, or the way a lover or friend waits upon the other. This kind of waiting upon the other can allow the other over time to flourish and to possess his or her own integrity. The nature of divine love is such that God works with creaturely limits and waits upon them with infinite patience. By creating in love, God freely accepts the limitations of working with finite creatures.


God was with Jesus in his cross, holding him in love, and in the Spirit, transforming failure and death into the source of healing and transformation. Based on the true nature of God revealed in Christ, it becomes clear that in creating a universe of creatures, God’s love is of a kind that respects and works with the limits of creaturely processes. The power of the triune God is a power-in-love, a divine capacity to respect the proper autonomy and independence of creatures, to work with them patiently, and to bring them to their fulfilment.


God achieves divine purposes, not by over-riding the laws of nature, but by a power-in-love that works in and through natural processes. God’s power is of a kind that waits upon the otherness of creatures, which respects the integrity of human freedom and the autopoesis of self-organising natural processes. The triune God accompanies creation, delighting in its beauty and its diversity, suffering with it with the divine passion of love, responding to it creatively, and bringing all to it liberation and transfiguration. God’s action, in both creation and salvation, is humble and defenceless, but powerful in the capacity to bring healing and life to the whole creation. This is a God who calls human beings to participation, to share the divine passion of love for the diverse creatures that make up the community of life and to develop a lifestyle and practices that express this passion for Earth and all it creatures.
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Sketching an Ecological Theology of the Holy Spirit and the Word of God


Unlike other generations of human beings, unlike Moses, Jesus, Aquinas or Newton, we can see our planet as a whole. We have seen the photographs of Earth-rise from the moon. Astronauts have described what it is like to look at Earth from a great distance and realise that it holds all the wonderfully diverse forms of life we know, all of human history, all of human love. There is a new appreciation of Earth’s hospitality to life and of belonging to one global community. We have a new imaginative picture of the interconnections of human beings with all other species and with the life-systems of the planet we share.


At the same time, we are aware of doing irretrievable damage to the forests, the land, the rivers, the seas and the atmosphere of Earth. The use of fossil fuels, along with other human actions, contributes to climate change that accelerates the extinction of many other species and will cause extreme suffering to human beings. We are destroying habitats and losing biodiversity. This betrays not only our responsibility to other forms of life, but also our human intergenerational obligations. If we continue ruthlessly to destroy forests and to exploit the land, the rivers and the seas, we will pass on to coming generations an impoverished planet, depriving our children and grandchildren of much that has brought beauty, joy and wonder to human beings, and nurtured their art and their spirituality.


Clearly this is a profoundly theological issue, and an urgent one for contemporary theology. In some ecological circles, there is an understandable impatience with what is seen as Christianity’s anthropocentrism and its preoccupation with individual salvation. This anthropocentrism, it is argued, needs to be replaced by biocentrism, and the one-sided focus on redemption in Christ by a renewed theology of creation. I am convinced, however, that ecological theology, if it is to be truly Christian theology, will be neither anthropocentric nor biocentric, but radically theocentric, centred on the mystery of God revealed in Christ. And if it is to be truly Christian, it will involve not a rejection or bypassing of redemption theology, but a deeper penetration of the mystery of the incarnation and redemption to make manifest their abundant ecological meaning for our own time.


In the light of this, I will sketch three structural elements for an ecological theology that springs from the fullness of the tradition: first, it will be a theology of both Spirit and Word, a theology that is fully pneumatological and radically incarnational; second, it will be a theology of both creation and redemption in Christ; third, this redemption in Christ will involve the deifying transformation of both human beings and other creatures. I will conclude with a very brief reflection on the experience of the Creator Spirit and the Holy Wisdom in an encounter with the natural world.


An Ecological Theology of Both Spirit and Word


In the twentieth century, Yves Congar called the Western church back to a theology in which the Holy Spirit has a proper place. He accepted that there was at least a partial truth in the complaint of Orthodox theologians like Nikos Nissiotis that Western theology has tended towards Christomonism—a focus on Christ to the exclusion of the Spirit.1 After his three-volume work on the Holy Spirit, Congar felt the need to write a further book showing the central importance of restoring to theology the idea of the mutual and reciprocal relationship between Word and Spirit. 2


What he saw as fundamental to this project was an understanding of the Christ-event as an event not only of the Word but also of the Spirit. And the Spirit’s work in this event was not to be restricted to the beginning of Jesus’ life. Congar insists that there is a true history of the Spirit in the life and ministry of Jesus, and a true history of his divine identity as beloved Son, in his conception, his baptismal anointing, his ministry as God’s servant, his death on the cross, his resurrection and exaltation, and his pouring out of the Spirit on the disciples.3 This historical perspective on the work of the Spirit in the life of Jesus then sets the stage for a view of the church in which the Spirit acts not only in its foundation but in a concrete and historical way in its life, so that there is always the need to invoke the Spirit anew. In both the Christ-event and in the life of the church, Congar insists, the Word and the Spirit do God’s work together.4


This insight, I believe, is fundamental not just for ecclesiology, but for all Christian theology, including the development of a contemporary ecological theology. I see important resources for such a theology of Word and Spirit in the works of patristic theologians like Irenaeus, Athanasius and Ambrose. Irenaeus (c115–190) was inspired by the biblical notion of the creative power of God’s Breath and God’s Word: ‘He is the creator, who made all things by himself, that is through his Word and his Wisdom—heaven and earth and the seas and all things that are in them’.5 He wrote often of God acting in creation and redemption through the ‘two hands’ of Word and Spirit.6 While Irenaeus holds Word and Spirit together in creation and redemption, he can also differentiate the work of the Three telling us that the Father ‘plans and gives commands’, the Son ‘performs and creates’, and the Spirit ‘nourishes and increases’.7


Athanasius (c 296–377) vigorously affirms the divinity of the Spirit and links the Spirit closely to the one he calls the Word, the Wisdom and the Image: the Spirit is ‘not outside the Word, but in the Word’, and, being in the Word, the Spirit is in God.8 Because of his conviction of the unity between the Word and Spirit, Athanasius is able to extend the existing doctrine of the creative Word in the direction of a more clearly articulated theology of the Creator Spirit: ‘The Father creates all things through the Word in the Spirit; for where the Word is, there is the Spirit also, and the things which are created through the Word have their vital strength out of the Spirit from the Word.’9 In both creation and new creation in Christ, Athanasius insists, the Three act in one undivided act, yet in distinct ways: The Father ‘creates and renews’ all things through the Son and in the Holy Spirit.10 He sees the Spirit as the one who ‘joins creation to the Word’.11 The Spirit is the bond of union between the Word and each creature in God’s creative act, and the bond of union between the Word and human beings in the life of grace. It is the Holy Spirit who enables communion between creation and the Word.


Ambrose of Milan, writing in Latin and building on Greek theology, articulates a remarkably clear theology of the Creator Spirit in his On the Holy Spirit of 381. He insists that the Spirit is the one who brings life to creatures. With the Father and the Son, the Spirit is the Creator of all things.12 In a particular way, he sees the grace and beauty of creation as the gift of the Spirit. The Holy Spirit, who brings us to new creation in Christ, is also powerfully at work in the original creation.13 In a form of Spirit-Christology, Ambrose describes the Spirit as ‘the author’ of the incarnation. If ‘the fruit of the womb is the work of the Spirit’,14 if the Spirit is responsible for the incarnation, then this suggests that there is nothing that the Spirit has not created. The Spirit of God is the author of both the creation and the incarnation. Ambrose concludes: ‘So we cannot doubt that the Spirit is Creator, whom we know as the author of the Lord’s incarnation’.15


All things are created through the Wisdom of God, and in the life-giving Spirit, and our redemption occurs through the incarnation of divine Wisdom in the power of the Spirit. It is this kind of understanding of mutual relationships between Spirit and Wisdom/Word that is needed, I am proposing, for an adequate ecological theology for today. With this in mind, I turn now to dwell explicitly on an equally fundamental structural element in such a theology: the inner relationship between creation and new creation in Christ.
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