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FOREWORD

JOHN SANDERS


THE APOSTLE PAUL SAID, “And now faith, hope, and love abide, these three; and the greatest of these is love” (1 Cor 13:13). Christians have long characterized faith, hope, and love as the three “theological” virtues. These virtues are hallmarks of the genuine Christian life. Of these love occupies the place of preeminence. God calls Christians to love one another, their neighbor, and their enemy. God shows us how to do this by loving and forgiving us. God exemplifies how to love. Jesus, as God incarnate, is the paragon of love who walked the path to show us how to love God and creatures. Christians are encouraged to emulate the love of God—to practice the imitatio Dei and imitatio Christi when it comes to love. This is as it should be. Yet, what about faith and hope? Christian communities emphasize the need to practice faith and hope and to see God as the object of our faith and source of our hope. Yet, Christians do not say much about the faith and hope of God. Seldom are Christians encouraged to imitate the faith and hope of God. Sadly, some Christians do not believe God can be our example of faith and hope.

God’s love for us provides a good reason to think that God is our exemplar for faith and hope. Christians have long highlighted the fact that not only does God love others but that “God is love” (1 Jn 4:8). Love is the very being of God—what it means to be divine. God’s creative and redemptive love is central to the gospel. If God is love, what do we mean by love? A favorite description of love, often recited at weddings, occurs in the same passage where Paul mentions the three theological virtues. “Love is patient; love is kind; love is not envious or boastful or arrogant or rude. It does not insist on its own way; it is not irritable or resentful; it does not rejoice in wrongdoing, but rejoices in the truth. It bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things” (1 Cor 13:4-7). If God is love and this is what love is like, then God is like this. God is patient, kind, and not arrogant. God bears our failings by putting up with us at times. If love believes in others and hopes for a better future, then so does God. God has faith, hope, and love. God is not only the object of our faith, hope, and love but God is our exemplar to imitate the three theological virtues. The way God relates to us shows us how to practice faith, hope, and love.

The God Who Trusts delightfully explores the ways in which God expresses faith, hope, and love. It shows why it makes sense to apply all three theological virtues to God instead of just one. Holtzen carefully unpacks what it means to trust, to believe in someone, and to hope. These concepts always involve relationships with others so Holtzen develops a relational theology that uses the domain of human relationships as a rich source to understand what God is like and how God relates to us. He discusses biblical writers who speak of God entrusting us with a task and God having patience with us. Seldom do Christians stop to think about just what is involved when exercising patience or trusting someone. Holtzen does a thorough job of explaining the theological and philosophical entailments of concepts such as trust and patience. One of these ideas emphasized in the book is that God cares about what we do. It matters to God whether we participate in God’s work in the world. God is not indifferent toward us. Sometimes God is disappointed in us while at other times God is overjoyed at what we do. In short, we make a difference to God. One of my favorite lines in the book is “God loves to trust.” Holtzen provides several biblical examples where God trusts people and shows why this means that God has faith in us both individually and corporately. When things do not go the way God wants them to, God works with us to improve the situation. This means that God hopes the future will be better than the present. Without this hope, God’s faith would be pointless. God’s faith is a model for us to follow (the imitatio Dei).

A poignant example of God’s trust being broken and restored is found in Exodus 32–34. Yahweh, the God of Israel, liberated Israel from the oppression of the Egyptians and then called Israel to be “a kingdom of priests” (19:6 NIV). God entrusted Israel with a vocation to be God’s ministers to the world. God formed a covenant with the people regarding this calling. God then instructed Moses to construct a tabernacle (a portable temple) so that Yahweh could dwell in the very midst of the people. However, while Moses was receiving these instructions, the people broke the covenant when Aaron made the golden calf. God then floats a new plan to Moses: God will start over again with Moses’ offspring because this generation is not trustworthy. Moses rejects this plan and calls on God to change the divine mind. Amazingly, God does turn away from that route and declares that this generation will receive the Promised Land. Yet, God will not go with the people or dwell in their midst. Instead, Yahweh will send a messenger to guide the people. In response, Moses says that Israel’s vocation to the world is jeopardized without the divine presence. He asks God to renew divine trust in the people by accompanying them on the journey. Yahweh then declares that the divine Presence will go with the people (33:14). After this, they build the tabernacle and the divine Presence (glory) dwells in the midst of Israel. Together, God and Moses decide to continue the mission of reaching the world through the people. Though they broke God’s trust in them, God decided to continue to have faith in them. God restores the covenant and once again entrusts to Israel the vocation of being a kingdom of priests. This story shows that even though the people sinned greatly, God continued to believe in them. Similarly, God believes in Christians and the church, entrusting us with a vocation to the world.

This book fills a genuine need in Christian theology by mapping out the ways in which God exercises trust, faith, and hope. Holtzen carefully notes the terrain in terms of the important issues and consults the significant guides on each topic. He consults a wide range of people who have written on faith and hope. The sources do not always agree on the way to go and Holtzen proves himself an able guide as he seeks out what is best in his interlocutors. He is sure-footed as he traverses the field. He is fair-minded with these sources, gleaning insights from them while also raising questions. He acknowledges positive features in the views of those with whom he sometimes disagrees. The book makes a solid case for God having faith and hope. Yet, the author is humble and aware that every position has questions. The book explores the theological and philosophical implications of God having faith and trust. In addition, it wonderfully illustrates what it means to trust, have faith, and hope from numerous biblical texts as well as examples from daily life, including many films.

This is a terrific work on what it means for God to have faith, hope, and love. It fills a significant gap in the literature, and it enables Christian communities to better understand what God is like and helps them more fully imitate the God who trusts.
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CONSIDERING A GOD WHO TRUSTS


Your faith in God means much, even more than words can say; but God’s faith in you means more than does your faith in God. And why do I say that? Because, when your faith fails, and it is always failing, God’s faith, working by love, faileth never, but continues to call: “O, My Child, how can I give thee up?”

FREDERICK F. SHANNON, GOD’S FAITH IN MAN





WHAT DOES IT MEAN to say that God is perfect? Or that God is a being of maximal greatness? These are questions theologians enjoy pondering. To suggest that God is a perfect being is to say, at the very least, that God possesses qualities that are better for God to have than to lack. That is, if God were missing these qualities God could certainly be great, but not the greatest possible being. Each theologian may affirm slightly different qualities, but all, I believe, would assert that any list would be incomplete if it did not include that God is maximally powerful, knowledgeable, and good. Further complicating matters, even when theologians agree on these great-making qualities, they disagree on just what each means or entails. I would like to suggest that just as holiness, love, and relationality are great-making qualities, so too is faith. Not merely that God is faithful, but that God has faith. God trusts, hopes, believes.

This book argues that if God is authentically relational and humans significantly free, then God is a being of faith. More precisely, if God is genuinely loving, relational, and morally good, while humans are free to accept or reject God’s invitation to be partners in the creation of a beautiful world and divine kingdom, then faith, both human and divine, is necessary. Faith not only makes partnership possible but it perfects love itself, for love without faith is distant, one-sided, giving, but not necessarily receiving. It is because God has faith in us that God has not given up on this world. God believes that we are redeemable, trusts us as covenant partners, and hopes that all will accept the invitation of salvation. The love of God entails that God desires and works for the good of all persons, and what greater good is there than maturity in Christ? What greater good is there than that we become virtuous and trustworthy servants? God’s love for us means that God desires to make us mature, that is, trustworthy beings. Just as God is faithful—worthy of our faith—God seeks to bring us all to Christlikeness: worthy of God’s faith.

Theologians have begun to speak more and more of God being vulnerable and taking risks. William Placher asks us to suppose that God is not a deity who triumphs through raw power but that “more than anything else, freely loves, and in that love is willing to be vulnerable and willing to risk suffering.”1 Notably, John Sanders in The God Who Risks, seeks to offer a coherent “model of divine risk-taking . . . conceptualizing divine providence as taking certain kinds of risks.”2 Sanders argues that not only is God vulnerable, but God is even “more vulnerable than we are because God cannot count on our faithfulness in the way we may count on his steadfast love.”3 However, Sanders and Placher, like many others who affirm God’s risk-taking and vulnerability, stop short of saying that God is a being of faith.4 Over the past few decades open and relational theologians have made the case that God faces a significantly open future, invites free beings to love and be loved, and to partner with God in the creation of a good and beautiful world.5 However, to my knowledge, none of these theologians have said that if this is true then God necessarily has faith in these free beings.

This book seeks to correct this oversight and connect the dots that so many theologians have left unconnected. I hope to demonstrate that if certain beliefs about God are true, then it is necessary we affirm that God is a being, even the greatest possible being, of faith. In the remainder of this chapter I will make my initial case for God’s faith, arguing that if certain antecedents are true, then the conclusion of divine faith reasonably follows. From there I will briefly address a few prima facie objections to this argument. Finally, I will preview the remainder of the book.


CONDITIONS OF DIVINE FAITH

Why is it that humans need faith? Because we are utterly dependent upon God to reach out and invite us into the divine’s presence and purposes. We do not have the power to save or heal ourselves. We do not have the knowledge to navigate the pitfalls and difficulties life brings. If we had the knowledge and power necessary to succeed at life all on our own, we would need no faith. But that is not our situation. God has created us for loving partnerships. God has created us to grow and mature in the virtues. In short, faith is necessary because we need God and others to meet the challenges of this life, to achieve our God-ordained purposes, and to become the persons we were created to be.

Why does God need faith? Why should we even contemplate the claim that God has faith? Analogous to our own situation, it seems God is reliant on others in order to achieve the goals God has established for this world. God desires to enter into loving relationships with others. God desires that we grow in maturity and become virtuous persons. God desires that we willingly partner with the divine, and others, to bring about goods that would otherwise not be possible without such unions.

Let’s unpack the reasons for even considering a claim such as God is a being of faith. There are several theological issues that serve as conditions that make this study necessary. However, I will limit this discussion to just four: (1) purpose for creation, (2) human free will, (3) open future, and (4) divine passibility. Each one of these conditions has its own set of presuppositions, and a full exploration for each would require its own lengthy study.6 The point here is to show that all of these theological suppositions require consideration that God is an agent of faith and that if any one of these suppositions is true then the others are also likely true. And if each supposition is true, then I see no reason not to explore the real possibility of divine faith. This opening chapter, then, is not making a case for God’s faith per se but is making a case for this study.

Purpose for creation. Scripture does not reveal God’s purposes for creating this world. We can appeal to our senses to show us the nature of creation, to the Scriptures to reveal who the creator is, and to the sciences for reasonable theories regarding how God creates, but we are left to our own imagination to conceive of reasons why God created. The mind of God may ultimately be a mystery on this point, but this does not mean we cannot offer rational theological suppositions. In attempting to conceive of God’s reason(s) for creating it is commonly understood that all acts of creation are born out of God’s nature. To discuss why God created is to discuss who God is.

The Reformed theologians from Calvin to today have typically conceived of the creation as the “theater of God’s glory”—all that happens in creation is for God’s pleasure in glorifying God’s self.7 Twentieth-century Reformed theologian Louis Berkhof affirms this when suggesting that creation’s final end is “not anything outside of God, but in God himself,” meaning that God’s purpose for creation is God’s self-satisfaction.8 Berkhof proposes that human happiness or fulfillment cannot be the intended end for “the theory does not fit the facts.” If this were God’s intent for creation it would mean that God has taken a risk, but Berkhof declares, “we cannot imagine that a wise and omnipotent God would choose an end destined to fail wholly or in part.”9 For many theologians of this persuasion, the purpose of creation is closed, predetermined, and unilaterally accomplished. God creates for God’s own glory without deviation or possible failings. This is true for animate as well as inanimate creation, for each follows the will of God in its own way.10

Thinkers such as Emil Brunner, Jürgen Moltmann, and Clark Pinnock propose what I believe is a more suitable approach to God’s purposes in and for the creation.11 For them, creation is the expression of divine love, not absolute sovereign will. Brunner writes, “God creates the world because He wills to communicate himself, because he wishes to have something ‘over against’ Himself. Hence the revelation of this love of His is at the same time the revelation of the purpose of His Creation, and this purpose of creation is the reason why He posits a creation.”12 Brunner does not dismiss God’s self-glorification as a purpose for the creation but argues that glory is love freely received so it can be rendered back to God. God creates out of love for the purpose of love. Moltmann, likewise, maintains that love is the motive and end all in one. “If God creates the world out of freedom, then he creates it out of love. Creation is not a demonstration of his boundless power; it is the communication of his love, which neither knows premises nor conditions: creation ex amore Dei.”13 Divine freedom or sovereignty for Moltmann is inseparable from divine love. Creation is not an act of power alone or love alone. Rather, God creates in a most powerful love.

Pinnock employs the image of God as artist who creates out of delight for the creative process and loves what is made. More importantly, creation is born out of God’s loving and relational nature. “Creation arises,” according to Pinnock, “from loving relationships in the divine nature. God creates out of his own abundant interpersonal love—it is the expression of his generosity.”14 Creation is an overflowing of the triune love found within the Godhead—community is the motivation and the intended telos for creation.15 It is in community where love is given, love is received, and love is returned. Without community there can be exercises of power but no real love.

I am persuaded that God has authored creation out of God’s own loving nature for the purpose of loving relationships. This means that God has created the world to form community and fellowship in ways that reflect and generate unfathomable love. Brunner, Moltmann, and Pinnock highlight the impetus for God’s creative acts, but it must also be clear that the world is not created simply out of God’s love. It was and is being created to give love back, to generate love in community. To claim that God created for the purposes of love says more than that God acted on the motive of love—it means God awaits love in return. God created out of love with the intent that creation would love God in return as well as love itself. Love is the reason and the telos of creation. Too often talk of creation as being the product of God’s overflowing love can suggest that the creation is simply a result of divine emanation: that the creation has a cause but no purpose. The purpose for creation, as I see it, is to bring about goods that otherwise would not be possible. Some goods that God desires are only possible with a free creation.

Keith Ward argues that God’s purposes for creation might include increasing the sum total of value—values that may only be possible in a world of finite, yet free, beings.16 “The basic reason for creation is that it brings about forms of goodness and value which otherwise would not exist . . . it makes it possible for God to be a God of love, possessing the properties of creativity, appreciative knowledge and sharing communion, which are the highest perfections of personal being.”17 God may know every potential good that could possibly obtain in the lifespan of the creation, but knowing a good as potential pales in comparison with knowing it as actual. When I was a soon-to-be father I had real joy imagining and anticipating holding my daughter for the first time, but when I was able to actually hold her, that experience brought far more value, far more joy, than I experienced in the potentially of holding her. Likewise, for God, knowing potential goods, even if they are known in the fullest sense possible, is quite different than knowing them as actual goods. And it seems that at least some of the goods God desires are those God cannot actualize alone. In short, actualized values will increase the amount of good even if God knows and enjoys all the potential values.

God as a good and perfect being of love seeks to increase the good and love present in reality. God as immeasurable love and perfect goodness is not constrained by this nature but liberated by it. It would be a sign of limitation if God were not able to increase goodness or able to proliferate love. This is what it means to say God is unlimited love. Only a being of perfect goodness and unbounded love could increase the amount of love and goodness in reality, and God does this by the creation of other persons. Only by there being other agents who appreciate and value beauty, who share in love, can there be an increase in the amount of good in reality. When persons love one another and value and appreciate beauty, good propagates. It is certainly good and valuable that an infinite God appreciates God’s own goodness and beauty, but a notable addition to the total good takes place when others appreciate God’s beauty as well. In this sense it is not narcissism or some shallow need for affirmation that leads God to call on us to worship, but the divine’s desire that good and value be increased by the creation of those who can see, respect, desire, and appreciate true beauty. And there is no greater or more perfect love, beauty, or goodness than God.

It seems then that some goods can only be obtained by the creation of other subjects, beings who have some amount of autonomy. It is not simply that more value-appreciating beings exist, but that goods come only from the existence of other centers of consciousness.18 The joy that comes from seeing a child make the right choice is a good only possible with a creation like this one. Virtues such as creativity, discipline, kindness, service, and wisdom are goods only possible in a world like ours comprised of personal agents like us. There is a moral development tied into the purpose of creation. God did not create solely out of a desire to be creative or merely as an overflowing expression of God’s loving nature. God has brought this world into being with the intent that creation produces values and goods that otherwise could not be actualized by God alone.

Arguably, the greatest of great goods that is only possible with the creation of other persons is cooperation and mutuality realized by loving relationships. Loving relationships between the divine and human, between God and those “over against” God’s self, is one such value. Other relational values that foster love are character virtues such as compassion, courage, patience, mercy, forgiveness, hope, and trust. These are virtues that make mutual love possible. God cannot bring about many of these great-making virtues without a creation, even if God exists within a divine community. These goods require beings other than God. This loving partnership that was created to produce goods and virtues requires not just human faith but divine as well.

Human freedom. If it is the case that God has created this world in order to produce goods and values not obtainable without a creation—goods such as partnership and mutual love—then this creation needs to be a world where such goods are possible. The goods and values discussed in the previous section are only possible if this world contains genuinely free beings who can partner with God and respond to divine invitations of love. God, it seems, has created this world for genuine relationship, but relationship is only possible between free agents.

If God is to relate to creation in any meaningful way, it is necessary that humans be significantly free to respond to the will and love of God.19 Without human freedom there is nothing for God to relate with or respond to. Without free choice, warm comforting acts of love would merely be cold robotic reflexes.20 If relationships require that the persons involved be free, then faith, a fortiori, requires the faithful to have genuine freedom.

If there is no human freedom then all human actions are necessitated and determined either by God or by a mechanistic universe God has set up and ordained. If there is no human freedom God certainly has no use for faith or trust. Faith would be useless since there would be no risk of humans doing other than what God willed. But there would also be no relationship. Relationship requires free agents. So, if relationships of love and virtues are what God desires, then God must create beings capable of such qualities.

Philosophically, free will is a difficult concept. Philosophers and theologians have wrestled over how best to understand and explain this slippery notion.21 Christians by and large affirm some form of human free will though there are noteworthy disagreements over what constitutes human freedom. By my lights, libertarian freedom makes most sense of human freedom, especially in light of divine directives, sin, love, and morality. To understand what libertarianism is, first let me explain what it is not.

Many philosophers and theologians can be categorized as determinists. Causal determinism is the claim that every event, including human choices, has already been causally determined to take place.22 Everything that happens, then, is a result of earlier events that cause or determine all future events. Theological determinists regard God as the antecedent cause of every consequent.23 John Feinberg, writes, “God’s will covers all things and . . . the basis for God’s sovereign choices is not what God foresees will happen nor anything else external to his will. Rather, God’s good pleasure and good purposes determine what he decrees. . . . God has chosen at once the whole interconnected sequence of events and actions that have and will occur in our world.”24

Most theological determinists emphasize that in the human-divine “relationship” God is the determining power but also that humans are free to act upon their desires. Such theologians, called “soft determinists” or “compatibilists,” maintain that determinism and human freedom are logically compatible. Feinberg, for example adds to his statement above: “God includes whatever means are necessary to accomplish his ends in a way that avoids constraining the agent to do what is decreed. Human actions are thus causally determined but free.”25 God then, by virtue of being infinitely powerful and sovereign, determines and thus ensures that “humans will voluntarily make the decisions he would have them make (and thus do what he would have them do.)”26 For the theological compatibilist, “Agents are free to do as they want and are morally responsible for the choices they make. But all their choices nevertheless fall within the sovereign plan of God, which governs all things.”27 We are free, according to compatibilists, when circumstances allow us to do what we desire, but we are not free, however, to choose our desires. As Steven Roy writes, “God actively, decisively and noncoercively shapes human desires, and then the individual freely chooses to act according to those desires.”28 According to theological determinists, God causes everything that takes place for God’s own purposes; nothing, including our free actions, happens outside the will of God. The limits of freedom are linked to one’s desires for one is free if one can do what is desired, but no one is free to choose his or her desires.

If either theological determinism or compatibilism is true, then there is no need for divine faith. According to each view God is able to ensure the divine will is always met and desires always satisfied—including voluntary human choices. God’s abilities are in no way limited by human choice, according to theological determinists and compatibilists, and so God takes no risks. God is wholly independent.

Libertarians maintain that we have free will but add that if any form of determinism is true we are not free. So, libertarians affirm that we in fact have free will but deny that free will and determinism are compatible—thus, libertarians are incompatibilists.29 Libertarians maintain that deterministic causes are incompatible with free will, and so if God (or anything other than the agent herself) in fact determines any human choice, it is not performed freely.

Freedom is generally expressed by libertarians as the ability to choose and do (or have done) otherwise. For example, when faced with the choice to eat a donut or not, one is only truly free if he is able to either choose and eat the donut or choose and not eat the donut. If he is caused (by anything other than his own agency) to eat a donut, then it was not eaten freely, for he could not have done otherwise. Furthermore, libertarians believe that moral responsibility is only possible if an agent is able to act freely—take, for example, eating a donut and knowing it belonged to another person. While theological determinists and compatibilists claim that God is the ultimate cause of our agent eating the donut (even though the agent is still morally responsible), the libertarian claims that the agent himself is the cause and so the agent alone is responsible since he could have done other.

If God, ultimately, is the cause of our actions and, furthermore, we can do no other than what God ordains then God of course needs no faith. But if we are free to do other than what we actually do and God desires that we make particular choices—choices that make a difference to God’s plans for this world—then God must have faith that we will do what is right. That is, God will need to trust us to do what God wants, and furthermore, God as an agent of love will rightly hope that we choose and do what is good and right.

Open future. Libertarianism helps to make sense of the many biblical references to God’s anger and grief over sin, as well as the institution of laws, obligations, and covenants. For libertarians, none of these makes sense without genuine free will. God gets angry and grieves in response to freely made choices. If human acts were not genuinely free, it is difficult to make sense of these divine responses. Assuming humans do act freely, a new question arises: Are we really free to do otherwise if God has absolute and infallible knowledge of future free contingent choices? Asked another way, does freedom of the will necessitate that the future be open to real contingency? Open and relational theologians affirm that libertarian freedom is only possible if the future is open to real contingency. Assuming an open future, we will need to rethink God’s relationship to time as well as what God knows and in what ways God knows it. But this also means we need to think anew about God’s hoping and trusting.

This leads to the third supposition, that the future is genuinely open. On this supposition, the truth of various propositions about the future are presently indeterminate—leaving open a number of possible outcomes. These propositions are not open merely epistemologically but ontologically. That is, the future is comprised, in part, of genuine possibilities.30 Though the past and present are ontologically settled and, therefore, known by God to be so, there are no current facts about our future free choices and, so, nothing for God’s knowledge to be about. However, all of the future free actions that you might perform—all of your possible actions—are available for God’s knowledge. This means we are free to choose because the future is genuinely open to alternatives.

God then is not unaware or ignorant, for God knows all there is to know because God knows all that is. Thus, God knows all truth. More carefully, “God knows with certainty those aspects of the future that are already fixed and certain, and God knows as indefinite those aspects of the future that are, as of now, open and indefinite.”31 Open theists affirm that God knows all truth, but God knows the truth of all actualities as actualities and the truth of all possibilities as possibilities.32 Open and relational theists, then, fully endorse the doctrine of divine omniscience, that God knows all truth.33 The dispute among open theists is whether future free conditional statements have a truth value and, if so, what kind.34

Christians, however, from Jacob Arminius to C. S. Lewis have advocated for what some call “simple foreknowledge.”35 This theory seeks to save both human freedom and absolute exhaustive divine foreknowledge by asserting that God knows all future free choices without robbing “the future of contingency or freedom.”36 Roger Olson, for example, argues that divine foreknowledge means that God predestines the salvation of individuals without interfering with genuine free will because “conditional election [is] based on God’s foreknowledge of faith.”37 “God foreknows the entire course of the future as well as its end.”38 It is not enough simply to say that God knows all future free choices without causing them, however, “freedom requires more than the absence of coercion. It also requires the presence of genuine alternatives.”39 If the future exists in such a manner that God can infallibly know every future free choice, then there is no need for divine faith. If God foreknows with certainty how every future free choice plays out, then divine trust that individuals will make right choices is unnecessary and the hope that certain free agents will love instead of hate evaporates.

The fact that our knowledge is limited makes human faith necessary. If there were absolute and infallible human knowledge of God’s being and acts, both past and future, we would have no need for faith. Knowledge would be able to serve as our detailed and fail-safe road map. However, we do not have such knowledge. Likewise, divine faith is necessitated by the fact that God has created a world in which creaturely free choice is possible because there are genuine indeterminacies. If God cannot know the future as fixed or settled but still desires particular outcomes dependent upon human choices, then God must hope and trust in humanity. Just as humans then have faith and hope regarding God’s future actions, God too has faith regarding human free choices.

If God has exhaustive definite knowledge of all future free human choices, in the same way that God has such knowledge of past and present choices, then any discussion of God’s faith is irrelevant, because faith is occasioned, in part, by the unknown. Faith is a positive posture when one faces an open future and chooses to hope and trust. Faith not only depends on but is necessitated by an unknown future. If God knows the outcome of every future free choice, then God never risks, trusts, or hopes for anything or in anyone. Obviously, the simple foreknowledge approach will not support a God of faith. But if the situation is that we are free and that God faces an open future, then it is reasonable to continue this discussion of God’s faith.

In this section I have endeavored to articulate tersely God’s omniscience in light of an open future. God knows all truths. God knows some truths as actual (“I was born in California”) and some truths as possible (“I will die in California”). God’s knowledge of all truth also entails that God knows some statements are false (“I was born before my grandfather”). But in conventional language this can be stated as God does not know false statements and thus God does not know that “I was born before my grandfather” because that statement is false. Out of convention and readability I will from time to time speak about God not knowing, but this should be read in light of what is said in this section. Thus, if I say, “God does not know what tie I will buy ten years from now,” that means “God knows every tie I might buy ten years from now, but God does not know what tie I will actually buy.”

Divine passibility. I will consider one final supposition. Does God genuinely care if the creation reaches its intended ends? Does it make a difference to divine happiness if humans respond positively or not to God’s invitation to share in this divine project and to enter into relationships of mutual love? It seems to me it does, but let’s consider how it might not. It may be that creation has a divinely appointed but undetermined telos. It may also be that humans are genuinely free to achieve or reject God’s desired ends for the creation. Furthermore, it may even be true that God cannot know if we will be successful (however that might be understood) or whether this divine plan will see its end. But in all this, God would still not need faith if God did not have anything invested in this project. If the success of creational plans makes no difference to God, then divine faith and trust is unnecessary. Without risk, there is no need for trust. Without hope, faith is pointless.

What reasons might there be for God being unaffected by creation? I can see two possibilities. First, it may be that this creation is merely a bit of divine research. While existentially difficult to admit, this world may simply be a grand divine empirical experiment. It might be that all God anticipates getting from this experiment is the knowledge of whether or not we meet divine expectations. The creation may be one giant mouse maze, and when it is all over, win or lose, God will know whether we get to the cheese or not. If that is the case, God needs not faith, only curiosity. While this is a possible conclusion, it is most definitely not a plausible one from a Christian perspective. The idea that God is curious but uncaring sounds more like the plot of a Philip K. Dick novel than the offering of a Christian theology. A more considerable problem to divine faith, however, is divine impassibility, the view that God’s emotional life is unaffected by human affairs.

Impassibility, in its modern form, is “immutability with regard to one’s feelings, and the incapacity of being acted upon and having one’s emotional experience changed by an external force.”40 Said another way, impassibility “declares that nothing can disturb God’s heart or rob him of his joy.”41 The doctrine is born out of classical conceptions of divine immutability, which basically state that God is not subject to change in any manner.42 Certainly, if God is unable to change in any way, then impassibility is a logical consequence. But impassibility does not require immutability, for God could be a temporal being who experiences real change that comes with causing the universe to exist in the manner it does and acquires new truths as contingencies become actualities, but God nonetheless remains emotionally unmoved by those changes. Logically, those who affirm divine immutability would certainly reject divine faith.

It could be then that God experiences the changes that come with being creator, fashioning creatures who are genuinely free, and facing an open future, and yet remains emotionally unaffected. This approach to impassibility would highlight God’s inability to have emotional experiences changed by an outside force. By this, God’s eternal blessedness would be unaffected by our faithfulness or unfaithfulness.43 But could a person exercise faith in another without being emotionally vulnerable or passible? As I seek to demonstrate, faith—trust, hope, and love—is not possible without vulnerability. To enter into a relationship of faith is to become exposed and risk whatever it is you have entrusted to the other. I see no reason to think that God can have faith without being passible. But why should I think God is passible? Let me offer a very brief and woefully inadequate response to this question—hopefully though, one that satisfies the reader enough to continue with this inquiry.

What reasons are there for embracing the passibility and suffering of God?44 First, the Bible attests to a God who is not only passionate but also passible. God suffers because of the choices and actions of humans. For example, Judges 2:18 says God raised up judges and delivered the people from their enemies because “the LORD would be moved to pity by their groaning because of those who persecuted and oppressed them.” Psalm 78:40 says, “How often they rebelled against him in the wilderness and grieved him in the desert!”45 Some defenders of impassibility argue that passages that speak of God suffering or having a change of mind speak anthropomorphically or anthropopathically in order to accommodate human understanding. Millard Erikson, for example, regarding passages like Genesis 6:6 (which depicts God as sorry for making humankind) says these are anthropomorphisms since “the plan of God in terms of its specifics is unchangeable. God does not change his mind or alter his decisions regarding specific determinations. . . . We must keep in mind here that constancy is one of the attributes of God’s greatness.”46 Essentially, any biblical narrative that speaks of God emoting or having a change of mind or heart is simply not literally true in what it claims or suggests about God. This means that Scripture obfuscates certain basic truths concerning God and we are left with unreserved equivocation, but no one wants this conclusion. Modern impassibilists argue that God does experience the emotions attributed to God in the Bible. However, God freely choses these emotions, they are not caused by human deed but are self-caused. God then, having “impassible emotions,” is passionate but not passive.47 But here again we are plunged into ambiguity since the biblical narratives do not merely suggest that God has emotions but that human choice is the cause of, at least in some cases and in some respects, these emotions.

Second, since humanity is made in the image and likeness of God (Gen 1:26-28), it stands to reason that our emotional life is imaged after and like that of God’s. I am not suggesting that humans are a perfect analogue for the divine. But it may be that emotions are not human traits metaphorically attached to God, but divine traits imperfectly possessed by humans. That is, emotions and passibility may be better understood as speaking theopathically rather than anthropomorphically.48 John Peckham contends that it may be “more accurate to say that the canon considers humans to be theomorphic and theopathic than to say that language of God that Scripture also uses of humans is anthropopathic.”49

Third, as a being perfect in love and goodness, God must be passive and emotionally vulnerable. I, like many others, understand love to necessitate vulnerability. Jürgen Moltmann famously stated that “the one who cannot suffer cannot love either.”50 Paul Fiddes argues that love involves suffering, and “suffering must mean change and being changed. To love is to be in a relationship where what the loved one does alters one’s own experience . . . the lover’s existence is shaped by the other’s needs.”51 Not only does impassibility lead us to question divine love, it raises questions about divine morality. Roberto Sirvent sees vulnerability as a moral virtue and concludes that if God is a moral agent then God is passible. “Imitatio Dei . . . asks us to reject divine impassibility on moral grounds. To put it bluntly, an impassible God is not worth imitating.”52 Furthermore, as I have been suggesting, if God is impassible, “then we are left with a God who undertakes no emotional risk with his creation” and thus a God who has no place for faith.53

If it is true that our choices make a difference to God, that divine happiness is in some part dependent upon our faithfulness, then God needs faith. If God is passible and God’s blessedness depends, in part, on a relationship with humans, then faith is a necessary divine virtue, for without mutual faith there is no hope of divine happiness.

Conclusion. I concede that any one, or even all four, of my suppositions (purpose for creation, human freedom, open future, divine passibility) could be false. This world may have ends wholly independent of human action and may have been created purely out of God’s sovereign freedom. Perhaps we are not free in any sense that necessitates an open future. Perhaps the future is closed and so God does indeed have exhaustive foreknowledge. Perhaps God is beyond the impact of anything outside the divine will. I concede that if any one of my assumptions is false, then my thesis might be in serious trouble. However, if any one of these conditions is true, then we need to consider the others earnestly. Further, I think that my assumptions can, under ideal conditions, be supported by forceful argument that I am simply not in a position to provide here.

But if this world was created to bring about forms of goodness and value that otherwise would not exist, then this world invites us to consider not only that God is a God of love but also a God of faith. If the reader believes that each of these conditions is true and accurate, then it is appropriate (and maybe even necessary) for us to speak about trust and hope, along with love, as divine virtues. If all that I have laid out is as I have supposed, then it is perfectly reasonable to consider a theology of divine faith and trust.




PRIMA FACIE OBJECTIONS

Before beginning the formal argument for God’s faith, it may be helpful to briefly address a few possible objections.

Humans are completely untrustworthy. Many Christians affirm that humans are totally depraved, and I agree, but not totally. We should understand totally in reference to the scope, not depth, of depravity. There is no one who is without sin (Rom 3:23). There is no aspect of our world unaffected by sin. Sin pollutes every part of our lives—social, psychological, political. Christ died for all, the totality of humanity, because of the totality of sin (Rom 5:18-19). If that is what is meant by total depravity, then I agree. I disagree, however, that the totality of our being is absolutely perverted by sin.54

Biblical calls for obedience and a general belief in responsibility constitute reason to consider whether humans can be trusted and be trustworthy. Should husbands and wives have faith in one another? Is it good and right that children trust their parents? Can we call someone a friend if we can never count on him or her to be trustworthy? It seems to me we should trust those whom we have close and intimate relationships with. I will say more about this, but it seems we have a prima facie moral obligation to trust our spouses, friends, and in the right circumstances our children. Furthermore, can a society function if there is a fundamental distrust and suspicion of all persons and systems? If it is good, right, and even necessary to trust and hope in one another, then it seems wrong to suggest that every human is utterly and totally depraved. There may be many a person who demonstrates total depravity, but anyone who strictly and consistently lives out a fundamental distrust and suspicion of all persons and systems would be either an antisocial relentless conspiracist or simply unhinged.

It is clear: we are sinful creatures. Sin has alienated us from God, nature, one another, and ourselves (Gen 2–3). Sin is estrangement, a rupture in all kinds of relationships and a denial of relatedness. Sin is far more than a violation of a moral code; it is “the disruption in our relationship with God.”55 We cannot save ourselves and I do not hold that God trusts us to do so. But, as I will argue, God’s trust does not begin only after we have shown ourselves trustworthy. No, God trusts us first. Perhaps the first act of divine faith in each of our lives is God entrusting us with grace.

Sin is not what makes faith in another a mistake; it is what makes it necessary. If there were no possibility that we would ever act selfishly, then there would be little need for faith—divine or human. Faith supposes one may not be faithful, but there is trust and hope in spite of the risk. As Terence Fretheim rightly affirms, commenting on Genesis 2:5 and 2:15, that because we have failed does not eliminate either responsibility or trust: “Even in the wake of human sin, God still entrusts the human with power and responsibility . . . still entrusting the human creature with important creational responsibilities even though they have failed.”56

Divine faith is not explicitly biblical. Perhaps scholars, pastors, and priests considered but rejected a theology of God’s faith because it is not an explicit biblical teaching. Nowhere in Scripture is there a description of God’s faith like those of God’s wrath, anger, love, or even patience. While it is true that the Bible never explicitly mentions God’s faith, this should not keep theologians and pastors from considering the idea. The history of theology is filled with creeds, doctrines, teachings, and exposés that are not explicitly found in the pages of the Bible. Such ideas include, but are not limited to, omnipotence, omniscience, creatio ex nihilo, and the Trinity. The Bible never makes explicit mention of these deeply held doctrines. I am not saying there is no way to make a biblical case for these doctrines, it is just that they are unlike explicit biblical teachings such as the love of God, humanity of Jesus, or salvific work of Christ. My own theological heritage has long maintained the maxim, “where the Bible speaks, we speak, and where the Bible is silent, we are silent.”57 This does not mean that we cannot speak or theologize about such matters, but only that they will not be a test of fellowship. As noted above, Christians have much to say about doctrines not explicitly found in the Scriptures. Nonetheless, I believe the Bible does have something to say about the faith of God, even if not explicitly, and in the following chapters I will try to demonstrate that the Bible is not wholly silent on such matters. Even if the Bible does not speak as obviously about divine faith as it does other doctrines, a case can be made that the Bible at least allows for such interpretations.

No Christian tradition of divine faith. Some may also hold that because there has been no prior tradition of addressing God’s faith such an idea should be rejected. However, as most theologians know, Christian doctrines are developed and codified over time, often over long periods. It is also true that now and then doctrines fall out of favor with the majority of Christians. Examples include the long-held ransom theory of atonement and postmillennialism. It seems that there is room for conceptual innovation. The last century, to the joy of some and lament of others, has produced many conceptual innovations in the doctrine of God. New discoveries and paradigm shifts in the sciences as well as in philosophy have led to reexaminations of creation as well as God’s being. These new understandings are not always meant to supplant the tradition but to supervene upon it. Sometimes they are corrective, but often these new theologies explore and unpack the logical, though unnoticed, implications of our tradition. One of this book’s primary directives is to make explicit what has only been implicit in the open and relational approach to God. A theology of divine faith may not fit within everyone’s theological tradition, but it is clearly linked to and is a logical outworking of the great Christian tradition. This study is a new leaf on a newer branch but is nonetheless a part of the great family tree.58

All language concerning God as dynamic is anthropomorphic and metaphoric. In his Institutes of the Christian Religion, John Calvin famously argued regarding any scriptural depiction of God having a change of mind: “Because our weakness cannot reach his height, any description which we receive of him must be lowered to our capacity in order to be intelligible. And the mode of lowering is to represent him not as he really is, but as we conceive of him.”59 Earlier in the text Calvin suggested that anthropomorphisms are akin to God “lisping” to us like a nurse speaking to a newborn.60 The conclusion some reach is that any depiction of God having either humanlike body parts or emotions should equally be treated as anthropomorphic accommodations to human weakness. If this is so, then any biblical passage that lends itself to speaking of God’s trust, belief, or hope are not to be understood literally but as crude metaphors that need to be literalized.

I agree that “all speech about God is anthropomorphic” because human language itself is anthropomorphic.61 However, it might be helpful to make a distinction between poetic imagery of God, anthropomorphisms, and anthropopathisms. Poetic imagery for God makes use of common objects in order to help us better understand a divine character trait. God is imagined as a rock (Deut 32:31) and fire (Heb 12:29). Divine anthropomorphisms speak of God having physical human characteristics or “forms” such as eyes (Heb 4:13), feet (Mt 5:35), or in general human movement like walking in the cool of the garden (Gen 3:8) or repenting (Gen 6:6-7). More precise and more appropriate to this work are anthropopathic utterances, which apply to God (or any other nonhuman things) human emotions or pathos. While I believe it is appropriate to understand anthropomorphic statements as metaphoric, some anthropopathisms are more literal than others—though none are perfectly analogous to human emotions.

It is important to distinguish the purpose and use of anthropomorphic and anthropopathic Scriptures. First, if we treat all utterances about God as accommodations that never represent God as God actually is, then what can be said of God’s love, plans, will, wisdom, or goodness? Can it even be said that God is a living God or that God has being? Second, it seems that Scripture is meant to communicate something true about God. An anthropomorphism such as “And before him no creature is hidden, but all are naked and laid bare to the eyes of the one to whom we must render an account” (Heb 4:13) is meant to communicate that God knows our thoughts and intentions—we cannot hide from God. While the passage makes use of anthropomorphic and metaphoric imagery, it nonetheless communicates something true about God—not literal, but true.62 But what of anthropopathisms? When we are told that God is patient (2 Pet 3:9), what does this communicate about God if it is simply an anthropomorphism? What about divine changes of mind? As Greg Boyd argues, “If God in fact never changes his mind, saying he does so doesn’t communicate anything truthful: it is simply inaccurate.”63 Hermeneutically, we need to ask what anthropomorphizing a passage brings to the table. Does it bring clarity and understanding to an otherwise difficult text? Or does it obfuscate and lead us to conclude that the text does not mean anything near what it says?

Finally, it may be better that we speak not of anthropopathism but of theopathism. Depictions of God’s emotions may not be mere reflections of the ways God is like humans but ways in which we are like God, and these depictions give us examples of how we should feel and emote. Scripture reveals God’s thoughts, feelings, and responses in part to teach us how we, in certain times and ways, should think, feel, and respond. We are made in God’s image (Gen 1:26-27) and are meant to be imitators of God (Eph 5:1). John Sanders, following the lead of Abraham Heschel, says, “Instead of saying that God is like us we should say we are like God since we are created in the divine image. . . . God’s concern for justice and love is not anthropomorphism, rather our concern for justice and love is a theomorphism.”64

Certainly all theology is tinged with anthropomorphisms, metaphors, and analogies. Anything we say about God is incomplete since all language is human language. But this does not mean we cannot speak about God in ways more literal than other ways. I contend that while depictions of God’s trust and hope are asymmetrical to human trust and hope they are not mere anthropomorphisms.

Throughout this work I employ several metaphors—notably God as lover, parent, and friend—in an attempt to explain and articulate God’s faith. Some may bristle at such use, arguing that this is nothing less than “creating God in our own image.” Such a critique is taken seriously. Sallie McFague reminds us that “metaphorical statements . . . always contain the whisper, ‘it is and it is not.’”65 Thus, the danger in using metaphors is forgetting that they are images and depictions of what God is but also what God is not. Furthermore, while metaphors are “anthropomorphic, they are legitimate to use, for God has created us in the divine image and comes to us in our history.”66 So while I am not seeking to create God in my own image, I am seeking to understand God through the images given us in Scriptures as well as through my own humanity.

Not all statements about God are metaphorical. To say “God loves you” is a literal statement, though it will need to be fleshed out, often with the use of metaphor.67 Likewise, I suggest that “God trusts you” is also a literal statement, but again one that needs to be fleshed out. I suggest God’s faith can be compared to the trust between spouses, parents who believe in their children, and friends who entrust one another with joys and hardships. But these comparisons will also come with contrasts since our human relationships are imperfect examples of a perfect being.

According to McFague, “good metaphors shock, they bring unlikes together, they upset conventions, they involve tension, and they are implicitly revolutionary.”68 One of the most shocking biblical metaphors is found in Hosea where God’s relationship with Israel is depicted in metaphors of sexual intercourse, love, passion, anger, disillusionment, and other anthropopathic imagery.69 It is unknown whether this work will upset and shock conventions—that is up to the reader. It is my belief, however, that this discussion of divine faith will spark new conversations about the relationship between God and humanity.




CHAPTERS PREVIEW

Chapter two is an exploration of faith itself. I argue that faith cannot be reduced to a single notion but is a dynamic integration of belief, trust, hope, and loving devotion. I further suggest that faith is a kind of relationship and when that relationship is most intimate and healthy it will include all four of the aspects noted above.

Chapter three begins my argument that God is a being of faith by maintaining that any person who genuinely loves another must have faith in the other or, minimally, desire to have faith. I explore God’s love through the metaphors of lover, parent, and friend, pairing these with the Greek terms eros, agape, and philos, demonstrating that each of these kinds of love requires mutual faith.

Chapter four explores how we might understand God’s belief that and belief in. The first part of the chapter unpacks how various open theists articulate God’s omniscience in relation to an open future. What does God believe in regard to future free conditional statements? The second half of the chapter explores how God can be said to believe in us as well as have doubts about our faithfulness.

Chapter five unpacks the character of trust as “reliance plus.” I will show that trust is a willingness to risk something of value to the care of another person and that God is such a being of trust. God’s trust is also explored in relationship to divine omnipotence and also covenant. The chapter concludes with an exploration of several biblical texts that support the idea of divine trust.

Chapter six unpacks the character of hope and makes the case that God genuinely hopes. Because the future is open and humans are free, God cannot control our choices, but God has hope that we will respond to God’s invitation. The second half of the chapter makes a biblical case for divine hope utilizing both the Old and New Testaments.

Chapter seven moves on from making the case for divine trust and explores the relationship of mutual faith between God the Father and Jesus of Nazareth. By understanding the incarnation through a kenotic Christology, we see that Jesus related to the Father through faith, and at times it was faith mixed with doubt. The chapter also considers God’s faith in the efficacy of the cross, suggesting that if salvation is a restoration of a broken relationship, then God must trust the cross will move us to respond to God’s grace.

Chapter eight, concluding the text, makes a brief argument for imitatio Dei, inviting the reader to consider that if God is our moral example then perhaps God too is our faith example. God’s faith is not a response to our faith but a model for all to imitate.
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