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Postface

THERE WERE TIMES when completion of this writing project seemed remote if not unlikely. But God has granted mental vigor, a full life, and the necessary disciplines to serve him in a spiritually and academically convoluted age. I am grateful to now present the concluding segment of the series. Just as were volumes one and two in 1976 and volumes three and four in 1979, so volumes five and six, which deal with the doctrine of God, are issued as a unit.

On no theme should a theologian speak with greater awareness of human limitations than when investigating transcendent spiritual realities. And on no theme must he so candidly declare himself ready for correction by God’s scriptural revelation. The Bible alone is the lifeline of evangelical belief and behavior.

Always the peril of theology is that of saying too much or too little about God, and in either case, of personally appropriating less than one knows, a concern that falls under the rubric of sanctification. May the God of the incarnation be clearly exegeted not only by word but also by life.

In earlier volumes I have mentioned my debt to various persons who did me the service of reading certain sections. Here I must add to the list. Dr. Ronald Nash of Western Kentucky University examined the material on divine eternity and temporality. Dr. R. David Cole, professor of biochemistry at University of California/Berkeley and Dr. Henry Morris, director of the Institute for Creation Research, read the chapters on the creation-evolution conflict. Dr. Phillip R. Johnson, professor of law at University of California/Berkeley, currently guest professor at Emory University, reviewed the material on justice and God’s kingdom. Dr. Gordon H. Clark, my revered former professor and astute philosopher-friend, read the entire work and gave invaluable help and encouragement. None of these persons subscribes to every jot and tittle in these pages, but all have graciously helped and improved the project. To my remarkable wife, Helga, for selfless editorial help, and to my children, Dr. Paul Henry and Dr. Carol Bates, for prayers and prodding, I also owe deep gratitude.

For many years I have been persuaded, and remain so as much as ever, that unless the study of theology finds its rightful preeminence among the priorities of modern learning there will be no authentic rescue or salvation for modern society. Only as other academic disciplines are related to theological principles will they succeed in achieving a stable and unifying overview of human thought and life.

Through their lack of consensus and increasing bent toward empiricism, modern speculative efforts to replace revealed theology by secular philosophy as the intellectual mediator between disciplines have brought technological methods and criteria to prominence for probing reality, and have exalted impersonal processes and events as the center of cultural enterprise. Technical reason so much preempts the necessary and legitimate interests of a sensate society that its idolatrous spokesmen view theology as irrational. Scholars for whom statistics and computerization exhaust intelligible aspects of reality classify the God of the universe and miraculous Redeemer of mankind with elves and flying saucers. Secular humanism hails scientific-technological developments as modern culture’s climax and crown, and promotes scientific empiricism as the preferred alternative to revealed religion and metaphysical philosophy.

Yet it is precisely these scientific and technological achievements that have multiplied the human dilemma almost to the breaking point, and that threaten, in the absence of moral constants and theological sureties, to plunge man’s fortunes into despair and civilization to destruction. Few features are more evident to discerning students of modern Western history than the fact that its ideological displacement of supernatural theism unwittingly invited the emergence of profane religions like Naziism and Communism which imposed their own preferred “values” and readily sacrificed the lives and the freedom of innumerable millions of humans. Rejecting every alternative to totalitarian control as retrogressive they arrogated to themselves the redefiniton of progress and truth and right.

Our space-age attempt to resolve the counterclaims of rival cultures and religions that now confront each other cheek to jowl is of fundamental importance for mankind. Langdon Gilkey’s proposal that we must find truth and grace in each of these traditions is doubtless an inviting option in a pluralistic society with academic religion departments that take tolerance as a prime virtue to mean that no option can be considered final and that none can be considered true in a way that declares others false. But the proposal is as unhelpful as the contradictory view that in none of the historic religions do we really find truth and grace. The former approach extends to other views a respect that it denies Christianity and hence preserves a place for Judeo-Christian theology only by destroying its essential claim to once-for-all revelation and redemption. The latter approach absolutizes its own prejudices even while it professes to disown finalities. Gilkey proposes “a new relativity of truth and grace, which yet cannot itself be wholly relative” (“The AAR and the Anxiety of Nonbeing: An Analysis of Our Present Cultural Situation,” p. 16). I do not find in this proposal any authentic echo of the Judeo-Christian heritage.

It seems far preferable to me to state the theology of the Bible on its own terms, and to reject it, if one must, than to conform it to alien principles that make scriptural truth something less than Moses, Isaiah or even Jesus recognized it to be. The biblical insistence that the true and living God still speaks in universal general revelation, and that the fall of humanity requires special once-for-all revelation as well, illumines our world dilemmas, I believe, more consistently and coherently than any and all rival views. Only the self-revealing God can lead us even now toward a future that preserves truth and love and justice unsullied; all other gods are either lame or walk backward.

CARL F. H. HENRY

Thanksgiving, 1982







1.
Shall We Surrender the Supernatural?

A MAJOR THEOLOGICAL DEVELOPMENT of the twentieth century is the increasing avoidance by theologians and philosophers—except in Roman Catholic and evangelical Protestant circles—of the term “supernatural.” The word is conspicuously absent from many indices of recent books on the Christian religion; in its place, neo-Protestant writers use terms that convey only broken aspects of the traditional concept. Even the neoorthodox theology of transcendent revelation, or neosupernaturalism, as it is called, preserves the supernatural only in a conceptually ametaphysical way. The eight-volume Encyclopedia of Philosophy edited by humanist Paul Edwards carries no essay on the supernatural but lists an index reference only for a discussion of “reconstructions of supernaturalism.” Humanist Manifesto II, issued in 1973, declares the existence of a supernatural “either meaningless or irrelevant to the question of the survival and fulfillment of the human race” (Humanist Manifesto I and II, Buffalo, N.Y., Prometheus, 1976).

For John A. T. Robinson the supernatural God is “dead beyond recall” (Honest to God, p. 130); moreover, “the attachment of Christianity to the supranaturalist projection,” he avers, is “becoming less and less obvious” (Exploration into God, p. 31). He writes of “a growing gulf between the traditional orthodox supernaturalism in which our Faith has been framed and the categories which the ‘lay’ world (for want of a better term) finds meaningful today” (Honest to God, p. 8).

Influenced by the metaphysics of Kant, Hegel, Schleiermacher and Ritschl, Protestant modernism assailed orthodox theism and instilled in recent modern theology deep discontent over biblical supernaturalism. By increasingly assimilating miracle to divine immanence and natural continuity, liberal theology depreciated supernatural transcendence. Some theologians, in fact, made it their missionary concern to discredit the inherited Judeo-Christian view. American liberalism, as Edward Farley observes, shaped “a violent attack on supernaturalism and orthodox theism, which were misleadingly but frequently expounded as deism and spatialism,” that is, in terms of a God “up there” (The Transcendence of God, p. 23). Some modernists eagerly identified traditional supernaturalism with superrationalism and even with mere superstition.

Some present-day writers now avoid discussing the “supernatural” as too complex and technical. Others avoid the subject because of its everyday abuse, that is, because of its common reference to magic and myth, to the numinous in everyone’s experience, to the extraordinary and unknown, and its association, even in professional circles, with the paranoic (precognitive experience such as awareness of impending death); one would think that the supernatural is mostly a matter of spooks and goblins. Even anthropologists who use the term mainly in connection with the animistic spirits of primitive religion seem unaware that the ancient Hebrews rejected animism and polytheism as idolatrous superstition and proclaimed instead the one supernatural God.

The term “supernatural” actually has no Hebrew or Greek equivalent. But the Revised Standard Version and The New English Bible both use it three times in translating pneumatikos in 1 Corinthians 10:3–4 (the King James Version here has “spiritual”). The passage is not ontologically illuminating, however, except as it implies that God is the transcendent other, for it only concerns a gift coming directly from God’s sphere. According to Abbé de Broglie “the word supernaturalis appears . . . first . . . in the Latin translations of Pseudo-Dionysius” (c. 500); it came into general use with Thomas Aquinas; only later still, in the sixteenth century, does it appear in official ecclesiastical decrees (cf. Edward Brueggeman, “A Modern School of Thought on the Supernatural,” p. 6).

The well-known Great Books of the Western World (Robert Maynard Hutchins, editor-in-chief) nowhere include the terms “supernature” or “supernatural” among the “great ideas,” although the volumes do give extended discussion to “nature” and “God.” And even though Karl Barth spiritedly champions the reality of the supernatural, the indices of his monumental nine-volume Church Dogmatics list not a single reference to the term.

The Western world’s preoccupation with scientific empiricism has obscured the question whether man and the cosmos are related to a transcendent supernatural reality; instead, academic discussion has mainly debated whether human nature is fully reducible to cosmic nature or in some significant respects transcends it. Yet it is the verdict on the question of God’s relation to man and the world that determines man’s conception of his origin, life, work and destiny. Mortimer J. Adler rightly says in The Great Ideas, A Syntopicon of the Great Books of the Western World, “The most radical differences in man’s conception of his own nature follow from the exclusion of divinity as its source or model on the one hand and from the various ways in which man is seen as participating in divinity on the other” (Vol. 1, p. 543).

However difficult may be a precise definition of the supernatural and a precise definition of nature, such definitions are essential to any resolution of the issues in debate. “Few who speak easily of the supernatural have any idea how difficult of definition it is,” writes William Newton Clarke, “but those who have seriously tried to define it know” (The Christian Doctrine of God, p. 339). As the history of ideas makes plain, the characterization of nature is no less arduous a task. Webster’s Third New International Dictionary (Unabridged) gives 15 meanings of “nature” and three meanings—with numerous submeanings—of “supernatural.” Actually the terms have a correlative significance: to define the one we must know what is included in or excluded from the other.

In the classic Western view nature and man are the work of God. Judeo-Christian theology declares the universe—the cosmos and the whole world of creatures—to be God’s creation. It distinguishes God as the uncreated Creator of all else, and hence as supernatural; the term nature, by contrast, it applies to everything derived from God. No part of the created universe is to be considered supernatural. “What is really meant by the supernatural,” Clarke emphasizes, “is God himself. . . . The sole supernatural is that creative, inspiring life which is God himself” (ibid., pp. 340 f.). The order of nature consequently includes the spiritual creation—angels and other immaterial creatures—as well as human beings, lower creatures and the planetary universe.

Where philosophers do not know or where they ignore the biblical doctrine of divine creation they assign to nature either a larger or a lesser scope. The classic Greek philosophers identified the natural with the physical realm of changing material things, but declared ideas, forms, immaterial substances as well as all minds to be supernatural. The Stoics, Spinoza, Hegel and other pantheists, on the other hand, identify all that exists with God, and thus totally eliminate the contrast between the natural and the supernatural. Personalists consider nature a part of God while they view selves as a divine creation other than God.

In earlier centuries those who denied the existence of a supernatural being were called atheists. But the growing modern tendency to blur the supernatural into the natural has modified this characterization. Panentheists and pantheists, while they reject the absolute supernatural, insist that they are nonetheless theists. Yet usually even today the atheist who asserts God’s nonexistence means by God not the universe or some special aspect of nature but rather the transcendent supernatural being worshiped by orthodox Jews, Christians and Moslems. In other words, the term supernatural designates not simply the superhuman and the supercosmic but more precisely the uncreated personal deity who creates and transcends all else, the one infinite and perfect being who has life in himself.

This metaphysical emphasis on two realms, the natural and the supernatural, Eulalio R. Baltazar ascribes to the influence of Greek philosophy, particularly of Platonism, on the early church (Teilhard and the Supernatural, p. 39). As he puts it, “the tension felt by the modern Christian is the contradiction between his scholastically formulated concept of the supernatural (valid and significant for a medieval world) and his actually experienced world . . . for which scholastic formulations have become insignificant” (ibid., p. 70).

John A. T. Robinson rejects the idea of reality “divided mentally into two realms, a natural and a supernatural” as a “main-line Western” notion (Exploration into God, pp. 30, 80). The God “up there,” Robinson declares, is the byproduct of a pre-Copernican “three-decker” worldview in which the incarnate Christ could be described as “coming down” from heaven and then “ascending” into heaven after his resurrection. He considers these spatial images the incentive for viewing God as “metaphysically ‘out there’” (Honest to God, p. 13).

Many modern theologians seek to revise the idea of God as a supernatural Spirit and the Christian conception of his relations to the universe and to human history. They call for drastic restatement of all that the Judeo-Christian community and the larger world it influenced have considered supernatural. Modern man’s inventory of reality, we are told, has no place for archaic conceptions of an absolutely supernatural deity. For such theological revisionists the chief task of contemporary theology becomes dissociating Christianity from “the supernatural God in heaven.”

Among the proposed theological alternatives are process theology (evaluated in chapter 2), the futurist theology of hope, and Tillich’s ontology. For a two-level theory of reality all of these would substitute a monodimensional view. For the God “out there,” as the orthodox deity is depicted, they deploy a God within, a God ahead, or a God beneath. They consider the absolutely supernatural God of evangelical Christianity as based unacceptably upon a misunderstanding of both God’s nature and his relationship to the universe.

Sponsors of “the new conception” all deplore historical biblical theism, complaining that its view of God’s transcendence requires a denial of universal divine immanence. They tell us that as a consequence of the “Hellenization” of theology, evangelical orthodoxy boxed its deity into a dualistic supernaturalism by which God, completely independent of the world, could intervene only sporadically in nature and history. But Gordon Kaufman properly protests as manifestly unfair representations of the biblical God of the Bible in terms of “spur-of-the-moment inspiration” by “an erratic being . . . who suddenly and unexpectedly rips into human history and existence” (Systematic Theology: A Historicist Perspective, p. 90). John Oman stresses that the Old Testament nowhere presents a theory of the supernatural that displaces interest in the natural but rather “an attitude towards the Natural, as a sphere in which a victory of deeper meaning than the visible and of more abiding purpose than the fleeting can be won” (The Natural and the Supernatural, p. 448).

Critics who have charged the biblical view with neglecting divine immanence divide sharply, however, over which of many competing reconstructions to adopt. Among the proposed options have been idealism, pantheism, personalism, panentheism, dipolar theism. All aim to show that the supernatural is not foreign to nature—an emphasis which, properly understood, evangelical theists would champion no less vigorously than do their critics. In stating the essence and content of Christianity, the “new view” in all its varieties really misrepresents itself as a majestic rediscovery of neglected Christian teaching. To amplify and intensify divine immanence it actually minimizes the supernatural divine transcendence that evangelical theology affirms. As E. C. Dewick noted, the new view replaces creation ex nihilo by a deity organic to the world, and views God’s incarnation in Christ and the gift of the Spirit as events belonging merely to the order of divine immanence and not to that of miracle (The Indwelling God, Humphrey Milford, pp. 232 ff.).

Neo-Protestant writers on both sides of the Atlantic shared in this revolt against the inherited theological view of two realities, the supernatural and natural, and advocated instead a one-realm reality. Whatever their other differences may have been, theologians united in a frontal attack on supernaturalism. In Germany Heinz Zahrnt and Herbert Braun dismissed as a stone of stumbling the view that God metaphysically transcends the world; so did their “death of God” counterparts in America. Zahrnt stressed that not two realms of reality but only one, one self-contained finality, surrounds us. In America H. Richard Niebuhr joined others in declaring that the supernatural is but a way of talking; it is the realm of secular events viewed from the dimension of religious values.

According to the Bible, God is the supreme and sovereign rational will, while nature is more or less a dependent form of that divine will. God is not an absentee sovereign but nature’s everpresent ground and administrator: nature is no closed, self-sufficient activity. Standing perpetually in providential relationships to man and the world, God is no less implicated in the falling of the rain than in the resurrection of the Redeemer. The Bible in no way qualifies the absoluteness or infinitude and transcendence of the divine nature, however. As Barth rightly emphasizes, “as Creator this God is distinct from the world” (Church Dogmatics, I/1, p. 368). He protests that if deity is assimilated to the world then God no longer remains free but “at best must become a partner, at worst a tool of the pious man” (ibid., p. 372). The supernatural God not only knows himself fully, but also, unlike Aristotle’s deity (cf. W. D. Ross, Aristotle, p. 183), knows all other things as well, including the knowledge of evil.

Contrary to Whitehead’s process philosophy in which God and the world are reciprocally interdependent and the finite universe becomes the medium of God’s own development, God is transcendent, omnipotent, personal creator ex nihilo of the space-time universe. And God is not, as in deism, simply the external creator of the world and the constitutive source of the independence of the universe; he is also its continuing ground through whom all things gain their individuality and live and move and have their being. Unlike Kant’s metaphysically postulated, and moreover metaphysically unknowable, divinity, God is the self-revealing, cognitively knowable source of the universally valid categories and content of knowledge and morality.

Neosupernaturalism avoided metaphysical claims and sought to promote the reality of God through dialectical internal confrontation. Partly by way of reaction a variety of countermovements emerged, most prominently the futurist “theology of hope” and process theology. The existential ingredient in the theology of Barth and Bultmann, and even of Tillich, as Carl E. Braaten notes, “let the dimension of the future slip into an eternal present” so that “the transcendence of God could only be viewed in vertical terms as ‘above us’ or . . . ‘below us’ . . .” (The Future of Cod. The Revolutionary Dynamics of Hope, p. 11). The “death of God” reaction, thinks Braaten, arose in turn as a retribution upon the “future-less eschatology” of the “God above us” theologians.

Tillich, to be sure, sought to balance existential analysis with ontological solution, and proposed to exchange the God vertically “up there” for Being-itself as the ground of all. George Thomas notes that most philosophers and theologians find the phenomenological analysis of being by which Tillich supports his metaphysics and natural theology to be rooted in speculation more than in reason. Tillich’s theory, he adds, “does not really do justice to the transcendence and otherness of God, since it views God as the Ground rather than as the Creator of the world who is distinct from his creatures” (Religious Philosophies of the West, p. 418). John A. T. Robinson endorsed Tillich’s call for “a third option between supranaturalism and naturalism, theism and atheism” without dependence on the notion of “a supreme Being, an almighty Person” (Exploration into God, p. 16). And even though the words are identical in meaning he prefers Tillich’s “supranatural” to the inherited term “supernatural” because it avoids emphasizing “the existence of a God or gods in some realms above or beyond that of everyday relationships” (ibid., p. 28); for Tillich the term supranatural in fact accommodates an immanent impersonal Ground of all being. Robinson’s distaste for orthodox theism led him first to Tillich’s alternative and then to that of Barth, so that, as Kenneth Hamilton observes, Robinson seems only to exchange the imagery of height for that of depth (Revolt Against Heaven, p. 29), while he detaches transcendence from supernaturalism (Honest to God, p. 56). There is little difference between belief in an objectively undefinable “supernatural up there” or “supranatural beneath here”; both notions contrast sharply with belief in a rationally definable God who, according to Christian metaphysicians, is both “out there” and “in here.” Along with God’s supernatural transcendence Tillich’s view sacrifices God’s personality and, because Tillich considers the Ground of one’s own being beyond doubt, presumptuously circumvents any need for evidential supports. Death of God critics then went a step further; by extending Tillich’s claim that all predications about metaphysical realities are symbolic they dismissed the objective claims that Tillich made for Being-itself. Tillich had declared the inherited view archaic on the assumption that biblical supernaturalism rests on a transitional worldview. His own alternative rests on a far less durable worldview, however, and moreover, he arbitrarily replaces biblical supernaturalism with secular metaphysical conjecture.

By their alternative to the existential “God above us” Pannenberg and Moltmann restored futurist eschatology. They did so, however, by refocusing the entire Christian message through this one lens. Futuristic concerns of technological society, awakening interest in biblical apocalypticism, and Ernst Bloch’s philosophy of hope (Das Prinzip Hoffnung) all accelerated this theological reorientation of eschatological concerns.

Judeo-Christian religion has always included a spirited, two-pronged eschatological emphasis on both the future divine consummation of all things, and the living God’s judging and renewing activity in past and present history. Over against the more nebulous “event”-character assigned by existential theologians to Jesus’ resurrection, Moltmann and Pannenberg underscore its historical significance and proleptic importance.

Pannenberg replaces the existentially experienced reality of the supernatural with the presence of the future. For Moltmann likewise the category of present and future replaces that of time and eternity, of natural and supernatural. Despite important differences Moltmann (Theology of Hope) and Pannenberg (Jesus—God and Man) both reject a two-level reality of supernature and nature and promote, instead, a one-level reality within which the transcendent future of God replaces the supernatural deity of evangelical theism. The category of eternity is dissolved into God’s historical activity, and instead of being a future supratemporal finale the Christian hope becomes ongoing expectation of the eschatologically new in the continuing temporal-historical process. Alongside God’s presence in the universe as the power of love, Pannenberg stresses God’s transcendence as the creative power of the future. Futurity is for him the mode of God’s being; divine transcendence is a future that God continually actualizes by the Spirit.

Both Pannenberg and Moltmann reject rational divine revelation; Pannenberg views the biblical disclosure as “doxological” and for Moltmann valid theological truth awaits the eschatological end-time.

The weakness of futurist theology lay both in its internal inconsistencies and in forfeiting the objectively valid divine disclosure for which it sought to compensate by escalating hope. Critics on the left stressed that hope truly distinguished from intellectually oriented faith shuns all objective dogmatic supports, and therefore has no need, contrary to Bultmann, to distinguish New Testament representations of Christ’s resurrection from sheer mythology. Critics on the right observed that if God’s objective revelation in history occurs only at the end-time, then Jesus’ mid-point resurrection must be relativized; but if his resurrection is accorded objective revelatory significance, then no reason remains for confining definitive revelation only to this isolated miracle-claim, or for locating valid knowledge about God only in the eschatological future. Futuristic theology lacked doctrinal power, moreover, to withstand the merely political versions of the future formulated by Marxists and proponents of a theology of revolution or liberation. Dwarfing of the supernatural realm to simply the transcendence of the future, a future whose eschatological components the theologians of hope developed much more vaguely than does the inherited biblical teaching, abetted a secular political theology whose championing of Marxist socio-economic particularities lends specificity to the dawning historical kingdom.

Process philosophy projects yet another alternative to biblical supernaturalism. Like futurist theology, it, too, sponsors a monodimensional view of reality that evaporates the antithesis of supernatural and natural. Among the broad spectrum of process thinkers are those who try to expound a revised Christian metaphysics, and others who attempt to derive any and all assertions about God simply by inferences from the space-time process. Instead of articulating historic Christianity in terms of supernatural promise and fulfillment and centering on Jesus’ resurrection as the sign and seal of man’s final destiny, Whitehead’s panpsychism disregards any special role for Judeo-Christian miracle and revelation and is indifferent to personal immortality. Peter Hamilton, who projects a Christian theology based on Whitehead’s thought, observes: “My rather mathematical mind finds it in no way surprising that the more one emphasizes the uniqueness both of the person and of the Resurrection of Jesus, the harder it becomes to see his Resurrection as in any way analagous to ourselves” (The Living God and the Modern World, p. 231). Hamilton settles for Whitehead’s view that what survives death is not our personality but God’s, one which includes our concrete experiences (ibid., p. 141). In a comment more illuminating than he probably intended, Whitehead even connects belief in God’s personality only with uncritical supernaturalism; religious experience, he suggests, can in and of itself supply no conclusive intuition of God as personal (Religion in the Making, pp. 60, 66).

There are, to be sure, overlapping emphases in futurist theology and in process theology. Not least of these is the notion of “the unending future of God’s own creative becoming,” although this premise is interpreted and developed in different ways. Futurist theology’s insistence that the temporal natural and the supertemporal supernatural must be replaced by the present and future of God is, in its emphasis that time pervades all reality, much like Schubert Ogden’s assertion that “the chief category for finally interpreting anything real can no longer be ‘substance’ or ‘being’ (as traditionally understood), but must be ‘process’ or ‘creative becoming,’ construed as that which is in principle social and temporal” (The Reality of God, p. 58).

But process philosophy disdains supernatural theism much more boldly and blatantly than do futurist theologians. Ogden derides the historic biblical view as “supernaturalism that is no longer tenable” (ibid., p. 20). “Supernaturalism, at best,” he says, “is a maze of inconsistencies” (ibid., p. 50). For Ogden the New Testament is full of myths whose purpose is the promotion of human self-understanding, that is, of man’s inherent human possibilities. Rejecting its affirmation of supernatural objects in a realm of supernatural existences and activity, and its role for miracles, Ogden attributes these conceptions to an imaginative objectification of transcendence. The positivistic attack on knowledge of God he depicts as specially motivated by a justifiable hostility to supernatural theism not unlike that affirmed in the Hebrew-Christian Scriptures (The Reality of God, p. 17). The real purpose of the secularist denial of God, he says, is “to make fully explicit the incompatibility between our experience as secular men and the supernaturalistic theism of our intellectual heritage” (ibid., p. 25). The God of classical theism he thus views as indirectly responsible for modern atheism (ibid., p. 46). Ogden finds the major obstacle to recovering the reality of God to be the particular metaphysical conceptuality through which supernatural theists present God, one which, he insists along with Bishop Robinson, belongs to the past (ibid., p. 19). The excision of supernaturalism, he suggests, will enable us to do “greater justice to the insights of our religious heritage” (ibid., p. 20).

Process theologians repeatedly portray the Bible as presenting two realms that deistically “puncture” or “penetrate” each other. Whitehead and Hartshorne instead champion a nonsupernaturalist concept system, projecting God’s relationships to man in the context of one self-contained reality.

For Ogden, modern man’s self-understanding is independent of supernatural beings and powers. Scientific method, however much its hypotheses may vary from time to time, he considers decisive for the externally real world (“Bultmann’s Project of Demythologization and the Problem of Theology and Philosophy,” p. 156). He believes consequently that “God, like man, essentially exists as being-in-the-world [so Heidegger], with real internal relations to others, and that . . . his successive occasions of present experience each involve the same kind of relations to the future and the past exhibited by our own occasions of experience as men” (The Reality of God, p. 153, ital. sup.).

Baltazar tells us that atheistic communists and naturalistic humanists—who do not believe in a “supernatural beyond,” and for whom this world is all-important—“can heed the supernatural only if it is shown to be constitutive of nature, situated at the very core of it, and its highest perfection” (Teilhard and the Supernatural, p. 70). We are tempted to respond by asking for evangelistic statistics on the number of decisions for process philosophy made by Communist Party members. The fact is that the real basis of Marxist rejection of the supernatural lies elsewhere. What’s more, process theology offers no cognitive framework for vindicating the supernatural in its Judeo-Christian understanding, or in any other form.

Much like Barthian neoorthodoxy, Bultmannian existentialism and Tillichian pantheism, process philosophy has not significantly penetrated the secular academic community; its small constituency is gleaned largely from professing but biblically rootless Christians trying to avoid naturalism. Contemporary naturalists recognize the instability of process metaphysics no less than do traditional supernaturalists: by imputing two contrary and conflicting natures to the divine reality, process theology presents a deity less fully integrated and independent, who as such becomes just another postulated Homeric divinity. In the selfsame deity, process philosophers try to preserve both divine immutability and change; the distinct identity of a creator whose separateness from the world remains ambiguous is one whose infinity is in some respects snared in finitude, a divine reality whose potential alone is permanent while his intrinsic nature is in process.

Despite Ogden’s bald assertion that “for the tradition, God’s absoluteness entails the denial of his real relation to others” (The Reality of God, p. 156), evangelical orthodoxy by no means considers God’s absoluteness incompatible with his real relationships to others. At the same time Christian theism disallows intrinsically necessary divine relationships to man and the world, and insists on God’s essential independence. By turning the asymmetrical relationship between God and the universe into a mutual relationship in which they imply each other, process theology obscures God’s causal efficacy in relation to the universe.

Neither the Old or New Testament nor historic Christianity isolates God’s presence and activity from nature. But as scholars in the modern West viewed nature as fully autonomous and uncontrolled by divine being and as independent of divine power, the notion developed of God’s separateness from the universe. Concentration on secular space-time concerns went hand-in-hand with this neglect of the ultimate source of life’s meaning and security and destiny. The calls to a new understanding of God trumpeted by Barth, Bultmann, Tillich, Moltmann and Pannenberg simply echoed the problems caused by the modern view; although these efforts tried to cope with them, most actually involve in varying ways a basic compromise with process theology. Robinson’s plea in Honest to God for a view of the divine that remains honestly possible to modern man reflects the dilemma of the naturalistically conditioned intellectual, but presents no specially creative effort to resolve it. Robinson senses, however, that the main theme of theological discussion has been shifting from the question of myth and Geschichte which had largely preempted the neoorthodox debate with existentialism; now the broader question is to what extent Christian faith is bound to the reality of the supernatural (ibid., p. 42).

Dialectical, existential and futurist theologians had inherited from proponents of modern scientism an exaggerated concept of God’s separation from the universe, and perpetuated it in different ways despite spirited efforts by contemporary theologians to overcome this secular view. Many theologians today consider the world of nature as in some respect organically related to the divine and deny a comprehensive distinction between the supernatural and natural. But from the standpoint of historic Christian theism this approach merely substitutes one error for another, and at worst, replaces God by the deified human self; the New Testament sharply condemns such self-adulating paganism (Rom. 1:23). Such recent attempts to reinterpret the biblical supernatural have produced competing efforts to bridge the ontological contrast between supernature and nature, or to restate the issue in terms of nature and grace.


Some theories obscure God’s pure transcendence and the distinction between the supernatural and the natural; others deny the world is a totally natural realm and elevate the “sacred” and the “transcendent” to supernatural status. The Bible employs the term hieros (“holy,” “sacred”) with great reservation because of its pagan usage, and shows strong preference for the alternative term hagios (“holy”); modern discussions, however, do not discriminate between biblical and nonbiblical conceptions of the supernatural. They tend rather to view both as simply different varieties having a common denominator. With the loss of biblical supernaturalism religious discussion thus becomes merely a creative exploration of the span of conceptions of the transcendent from pagan mythology to Christian theism but with no attention to the question of idolatry. Robinson can thus declare that God is “the within of all things” (Exploration into God, p. 75), “the inner truth, depth and center of all being” (ibid., p. 90) and that “all things, all events, all persons are the faces, the incognitos of God” (ibid., p. 94). “God is in everything and everything is in God—literally everything material and spiritual, evil as well as good” (ibid., p. 92). For Western man stripped of metaphysical discrimination this universal presence of the divine or the sacred opens a new door to relationships even with what biblical theism considers the demonic world. To be sure, the biblical view of false gods is sufficiently broad to encompass such idols as wealth, sex, or self, objects that the secular West holds dear. But today’s emphasis on deity as a universal, if hidden, presence, creates a cultural context in which long repressed spiritual anxieties and desires emerge in novel gropings after the unknown god and readily fall prey to the demonic.

But modern confusion over the sacred, together with the further distinction of good and evil within the sacred, goes even further. In a perverse inversion of revealed religion, death-of-God theologians go so far as to view the supernatural Creator as demonic, and do so in order to connect God with a merely human Jesus. Altizer links the assertion of “a transcendent Creator who is an absolutely sovereign and wholly other transcendental Judge” with a demonic “evil and darkness” (cf. “The Future of Evangelism: Is the Concept Still Valid?,” Christianity Today, Vol. X, No. 7, Jan. 7, 1966, p. 46); this evil supernatural Creator he seeks to replace with the God who is spiritually present in Jesus. Altizer in fact identifies the supernatural Creator God with Satan (The Gospel of Christian Atheism, pp. 92–101).

In the Bible, as earlier indicated, God is the Supernatural, while all heavenly spirits, whether fallen or unfallen, belong to the created world. The work of the destructive powers or demons (daimones), moreover, is under the rule of God. In distinction from daimon, daimones, the Bible uses a different term (aggelos, aggelia) for God’s messengers to man. Unlike the term theos, daimon is general and is used broadly of simply a supernatural power (cf. Acts 17:22, 25:19 where, as Alan Richardson observes, deisidaimonia may be translated “respect or fear of the supernatural”) (“Superstition, superstitious,” A Theological Word Book of the Bible, p. 253). Prechristian writers, Werner Foerster observes, used daimonion in the sense of “the divine” (on daimon, daimonion, TDNT, 2:8). And in popular Greek thought references to the supernatural spanned the range from simply spirits of the dead to demons and to gods. But biblical usage cannot be reduced to such religious generalizations. The Old Testament, as the Septuagint attests, not only distinguishes angels from demons who are instruments of Satan, but also subordinates both to the one supernatural Creator.

By rejecting biblical theism and assimilating God to nature Whitehead prepared the way for a different concept of the sacred; in Process and Reality, in fact, he speaks of God simply as organism rather than as personality. Tillich, too, wholly eliminates divine ontological transcendence; he speaks of God not as “person” but merely as personal and does so in a symbolic phrasing required, he says, by person-to-person relationships. He writes: “ ‘Personal God’ . . . means that God is the ground of everything personal and that he carries within himself the ontological power of personality. . . . Ordinary theism has made God a heavenly, completely perfect person who resides above the world and mankind. The protest of atheism against such a highest person is correct. There is no evidence for his existence” (Systematic Theology, Vol. 1, p. 245).

Robinson asserts that our knowledge is in relationships only; we step outside these bounds, he contends, when we speak of God “as though he were another self” and thereby finitize God “by encompassing him in categories of our own selfhood” (Exploration into God, p. 72). In a colossal distortion of Judeo-Christian doctrine, he declares the affirmation that God is a personal Being, an idolatrous personification that violates the second commandment (ibid., p. 72). Yet elsewhere he approvingly cites Bultmann’s rejoinder to Barth: “I consider theology as anthropology, which means nothing else than that I consider theological expressions as expressions concerning existenz . . .” (Honest to God, p. 57).

For Robinson the term God refers not to an existence outside our experience but to an inner relationship. “Of what lies outside it or beyond it we can say nothing meaningful” (Exploration into God, p. 67). Here the cash-value of objective God-statements is reduced to the point of bankruptcy, since he erases any possibility of intelligible divine revelation. Yet Robinson insists that this relationship is truth-reflective: “We can trust the universe not only at the level of certain mathematical regularities but at the level of utterly personal reliability that Jesus indicated by the word ‘Abba, Father!’” (ibid., p. 68). God-statements are “statements about the veracity of this relationship,” not “about some supposed metaphysical entity outside or beyond it” (ibid., p. 68). God-statements do not describe God as a Person, says Robinson, (ibid., p. 70); we speak of God directly only as if (ibid., p. 70).

While some modern writers deliberately retain the term supernatural, they redefine it and consequently swamp its meaning in a morass of confusion. Schleiermacher, we may recall, outlawed the absolute supernatural but applied the term instead to the natural understood not empirically but superrationally and mystically (The Christian Faith, §13, Postscript). Henry Nelson Wieman championed “the new Christian supernaturalism” even though he was essentially a naturalist who tried to stretch nature to include “something upon which human life is most dependent for its security, welfare and increasing abundance” (Religious Experience and Scientific Method, p. 9). “Neosupernaturalistic” theologians use the term supernatural of vertical divine confrontation even though they deny the objective metaphysical significance of theological propositions and reject objective supernatural events in nature and history. Nels S. F. Ferré retains the term to describe what is unprecedented in nature (Searchlights in Contemporary Theology, p. 183). Existentialist writers transmute the term into a divine call to redemption or conferral of grace. A number of Roman Catholic writers similarly elaborate a theology of grace that subordinates the whole discussion of what is supernatural to simply the gratuity of the divine Given.

Unlike other process theologians, Teilhard de Chardin emphasizes the supernatural but like Baltazar insists that to be meaningful the concept must not be extraneous to the modern world but must have a real place in it (Teilhard and the Supernatural, p. 16). What are the implications of this approach? There is only one process, he tells us, a process which is neither natural nor supernatural in the traditional sense; consequently, we must no longer view the supernatural as supertemporal. Obviously it is little gain for theological clarity if cherished terms are retained but their character and intention are thus inverted. If the term supernatural sacrifices the presence of something transcendent and beyond the powers of nature to attain and involves only the notion that Christ and grace are wholly immanent in the world, and that the entire evolutionary process is soteriological, then there is no point in speaking of the ontological structure of the universe as “a being-towards-the-Other” (ibid., p. 320).

One consequence of conflicting expositions of the supernatural and the natural was the equal difficulty of defining nature and of identifying the truly transcendent. Without transcendence God no doubt becomes indistinguishable from the world; the concept of transcendence, however, often implies little more than the mystery fringe of nature. Apart from a clear view of the supernatural, or as Christian theism delineates it, apart from the self-revealing Creator-Redeemer God, all efforts to lift human perception beyond this fringe and more fully to the transcendent will sooner or later revert to nature. Robinson deliberately tries to find “a way of expressing transcendence which would not tie God’s reality to a supranaturalistic . . . world-view” (Exploration into God, p. 14). In so doing he cannot avoid, however, equating the meaning of God with statements about at least some aspects of the universe unless he appeals existentially to the reality of an internally experienced “Thou”; this “Thou” obviously is incapable of objective metaphysical description.

Humanists reply that this “Thou” is merely the inner affirmation and projection of a reality beyond the sphere of universally shared human relationships. Robinson himself volunteers: “I believe, with Tillich, that we should give up speaking of ‘the existence’ of God” (ibid., p. 38); and again, “As for the images of God . . . I am prepared to be an agnostic with the agnostics, even an atheist with the atheists” (Honest to God, p. 127). What remains is a nonsupernatural nonexistent “God” whose reality Robinson affirms solely on the basis of strenuous inner conviction. “There is a beyond . . . arrived at by negation . . . . While it is impossible to define God it is always possible to point to him” (Exploration into God, pp. 52 f.). But while Barthian theologians were “pointing” to a personal supernatural God Tillichian theologians were “pointing,” on the other hand, to a nonpersonal, nonsupernatural Ground. And Robinson’s acknowledgment that he no more than Barth or Tillich could objectively know what he was pointing at suggested there was little point in anyone’s even pointing. If Robinson found comfort in declaring the God of classic theism “merely a cipher, a wraith” and “the word ‘God’ a strictly meaningless monosyllable” (ibid., p. 58), then his pointless pointing should have removed it. How from the standpoint of Robinson’s supposedly theologically superior option of existential relationship one can seriously criticize classical theism for failing “to establish a genuine reciprocal relationship” between God and the world is beyond comprehension. When Robinson insists that faith has no more necessary commitment to a metaphysical reality than to a mythological object, and urges that we discuss God only as a functional entity, he either implies that his own theological claims are just as culture-reflexive as the myths, or he claims something for which he can provide no basis, namely, a truth-status (and a veiled ontological identity as well) for a merely functional theory of God.

If by his verdict that “a God . . . who depends on ontological existence for his reality. . . is merely inviting secularism” (ibid., p. 37) Robinson thinks that secularism could be effectively resisted by a merely functional view of deity he has learned little from the swift deterioration of Protestant modernism and of religious humanism two generations ago. Loss of the supernatural led swiftly to eclipse of the transcendent as well, and efforts to substitute religious psychology for theology proved powerless to resist naturalistic counterattack. The modernist emphasis on God “within” Edward Scribner Ames dilutes to simply human values and goals (Psychology of Religious Experience). For Shailer Mathews God represents simply our idea of personality-evolving and personality-responsive activities in the universe (The Growth of the Idea of God).

Sidelining of the supernatural in favor of the transcendent soon led in turn to surrender of the transcendent and of the distinctly religious as well. Robinson had stressed that the supernatural had lost intellectual compulsion because vast numbers of modern people “no longer live” in such an ontological context (Exploration into God, p. 31). Now others pronounced the transcendent equally irrelevant to modern consciousness. As Peter Hamilton affirms, “the existence of a transcendent God is not intellectually essential; I doubt whether it ever was” (The Living God and the Modern World, p. 166). In keeping with the “death of God” mood William Hamilton claims that modern man has lost all genuine sense of transcendence; he doubts, moreover, that the God-dimension will much longer survive in the consciousness of ordinary people (“The Death of God Theology,” pp. 27–48). Another modern thinker, Paul van Buren, invokes the scientific empirical method to erode human significance for the transcendent (The Secular Meaning of the Gospel: An Original Inquiry).

To say that the concept of a supernatural God confines God to some remote ghetto and requires a deity peripheral to human life and the workings of the universe, a divinity unavailable in man’s daily existence and knowable only by existential response to an inner constraint or confrontation, one made ideally in a Bultmannian or Tillichian context, is so alien to biblical thought as to be a caricature. Such projection is, in fact, a neo-Protestant ploy to make Christians believe that escape from the civilizational burial of the God of the Bible is possible only if we exchange biblical theism for one or another of the latest philosophical reconstructions. Any serious student of contemporary history knows that modern man has not lost a vital sense of the transcendent supernatural. Secularists who write theology in shadowy academic cloisters may be oblivious to the fact that the mass media reflect at least some aspects of a surging interest in both transcendental religion and religious supernaturalism. Just because a few specialists concentrate on certain experiences does not make other experiences impossible, illicit, or extinct. Multitudes even in the secular West profess to live in daily relationships with the supernatural God of the Bible, and in America national news magazines have come to terms with an evangelical resurgence.

Typical of many neo-Protestant attacks on miraculous theism, that is, on the supernatural redemptive religion of the Bible, is their failure to recognize Christianity’s insistent emphasis on divine immanence, and their disposition, instead, to depict biblical theism as virtually a kind of deism. This they do in part because they disdain the miraculous, even if their antipathy was first nurtured by now outmoded notions of universal causality in nature. But Barth also fostered a misunderstanding of the biblical view; this he did by his early exaggeration of divine transcendence to the neglect of immanence, and by confining God’s activity to internal person-to-person confrontation rather than stressing divine activity in the external world. Since Barth defined revelation in nonpropositional terms and denied that theological dogmas are objectifying, he seemed to project a kind of qualified supernatural irrationalism as the best alternative to naturalistic humanism. But biblical Christianity has never been called upon to defend an “infinite qualitative difference” that promotes a super-supernatural, an antithesis between God and man that clouds even the imago Dei borne by man. Whenever theologians have sponsored such extremes, orthodoxy has also soon had to combat radical overcorrections. Except for Tillich the theological movement from Kierkegaard through the early Barth and then through Bultmann ignored God’s immanence in the external world. Tillich spoke of God existentially as the transcendent Object of our “ultimate concern,” yet as the immanent Ground of all being; in doing so he rejected the supernatural, however, and divine personality as well.

If straightforward reading of the Bible establishes anything, it is the absolute ethical personality of God, his supernatural transcendence of the spatio-temporal universe, and his immanence in it as creator, preserver and governor. The fact that antisupernaturalism is now entrenched as the megaview of Free World learning, and no less of the Communist World, largely explains contemporary man’s confusion over the traditional doctrine. Humanists increasingly deplore the fact that many historians still consider the sixteenth century as the time of the Reformation rather than as the beginnings of the Renaissance that finally enthroned a naturalistic alternative. Professing to speak for the liberal intellectual, Harold J. Laski finalizes the communist case against Christianity by reciting a number of personal prejudices: “The power of any supernatural religion to build that tradition of countless past generations has gone; the deposit of scientific inquiry since Descartes has been fatal to its authority. It is therefore difficult to see upon what basis the civilized tradition can be rebuilt save that upon which the idea of the Russian Revolution is founded. . . . It is, indeed, true in a sense to argue that the Russian principle cuts deeper than the Christian since it seeks salvation for the masses by fulfillment in this life, and, thereby, orders anew the actual world we know” (Faith, Reason, and Civilization: An Essay in Historical Analysis, p. 184). Here science serves not only as an instrumentality for controlling nature but also supplies a gnosis for the modern rejection of God. A full stomach becomes the only reality that transcends the present moment.

The degree of divine transcendence, if any, that secular metaphysicians preserve for divine being and activity depends upon how they conceive God’s relationship to the world. Where the self-revealing God is unknown as supernatural creator and perpetual preserver and governor of the universe the alternative possibilities are legion. But in the history of philosophy there are four major theories that in rival ways have formulated God’s relations to the world.

1. God as efficient cause shapes the cosmic process from preexistent matter and forms. This is Plato’s view as stated in the Republic (597).

2. God is the source of the cosmic process which arises as an inner self-manifestation or emanation from the divine Being. This view with different nuances is held by Plotinus, Spinoza and Hegel. For Plotinus all reality consists of a series of necessary emanations from the One as their eternal source. For Spinoza the universe arises by logical necessity from the divine nature and is itself God (Ethics, 1, prop. 33). And for Hegel the universe is a dynamic logical evolution of the Absolute Spirit.

3. God is the ever-changing final stage of the ongoing cosmic process and not its efficient cause or ground. According to Samuel Alexander, in its evolution from primal space-time the world is ever on the move toward an infinitely perfect goal; while it perpetually strives toward this goal it never attains a state of absolute perfection.

4. God is the final cause of the cosmic process. Aristotle views matter as uncreated and eternal, as did Plato, but considers God not only the efficient cause but also the final cause that as its end or goal induces change in the world. Whitehead modifies this approach. He rejects God as efficient cause or creator but instead considers God as the final cause that brings order into the world.

From and between these major views stem all the divergent mediating positions now proposed by creative metaphysicians. But not one of these secular representations properly or adequately reflects the self-revealing supernatural God of the Bible, the God who is eternally perfect and not in process of development or growth; all do violence to the God who created all things ex nihilo and is not himself the substance of the universe, the God who is at once sovereign lord of the cosmos and the chief end of man. In the radical cultural and intellectual climate of their age the rationalistic alternatives to supernatural theism may seem an improvement over more drastic views, or may even seem to preserve an interest in Judeo-Christian positions; the fact is, however, that they profane the self-revealing God attested by Scripture. None of these theories expounds the central thesis of the Bible, namely, that God and God alone is supernatural, the sovereign eternal creator, the lord and judge of the whole space-time process.

The sharp conflict between recent modern schools of thought—Barthian, Bultmannian, Whiteheadian, Tillichian, Moltmannian, and so on (all of which aim to settle the tension between the supernatural and the natural)—reveals the fact of a shared underlying concession, one that actually precludes any resolution of the central problem. We may and do indeed agree that neither the vaunted intellectual force of logical positivism nor the arrogance of humanism’s correlation of truth solely with empirical scientific method can justify eradicating God from contemporary life; the point needs to be made again and again that if one takes for granted that nothing but what can be verified by sense experience is real then one arbitrarily assumes in advance that only space-time things and events are real.

The fact is, that not a single factor of man’s knowledge of the natural world gained through laboratory experimentation, or of his physical dependence upon natural conditions or of his comfort and convenience born of a technological advance bears decisively on the question of a supernatural realm of reality. But almost all recent modern theologies have nonetheless denied objective metaphysical knowledge of the living supernatural God of revelation. Their devastating concessions seek to maintain the supernatural in the absence of valid cognitive knowledge; to herald the transcendent without the supernatural; or to postulate a unitary reality upon which they selectively impose distinctions inherited from a very different, uncongenial worldview that therefore yields but a distorted and inadequate manifestation of the nature of ultimate reality.

To say that the great contribution of neo-Protestant theologians lies in their reinterpretation of supernaturalism in terms of another kind of transcendence, overlooks the fact that if theism destroys the supernatural there can be no logical antithesis but naturalism. Either nature is considered self-sufficient and independent of any contrasting supernatural reference, or we must distinguish between the supernatural and the natural. Even when ventured by so prestigious a theologian as Tillich, any effort that sponsors a metaphysics “beyond naturalism and supernaturalism” ends up sacrificing one to the other; in modern times nature in some complex form is what usually devours the supernatural. The only logically consistent alternative to naturalism is supernaturalism. Corliss Lamont focuses the issue clearly: “Humanism believes in a naturalistic metaphysics . . . that considers all forms of the supernatural as myth and that regards Nature as the totality of being” (The Philosophy of Humanism, p. 12). Denial of the supernatural means that everything necessarily collapses into nature, that nature is the only reality and the only source, moreover, of meaning, purpose and value.

Those like Robinson who seek a bridge between theism and atheism, between supernaturalism and naturalism, have two alternatives: they must either turn back at midpoint to preserve their sanity or must resort to private mysticism that has no philosophical significance for mankind generally. To say that the supernatural falls within the natural, or that the natural falls within the supernatural, is but a juggling of words. Pantheism perpetrates a cruel hoax when it deifies the natural world and honorifically calls it God; it was this gigantic illusion that opened the door to all the lesser myths that deify one or another aspect of reality. What then sets out to be a transcendent mediator between God and man, a tertium quid, a cosmo-theos, ends up as a metaphysical centaur, half man and half beast, and completely hostile to the divine.

“The issue of supernaturalism versus anti-supernaturalism,” Kenneth Hamilton observes, “is no mere matter of presenting Christianity in contemporary dress, but involves the very nature of the Gospel itself” (Revolt Against Heaven, p. 46). The concept of nature is so firmly entrenched in the history of ideas and so deeply embedded in our cultural heritage that, says Hamilton, not to speak of the supernatural when referring to the transcendence of God who speaks from heaven “would seem artificial and intolerably pedantic” (ibid., p. 64). S. V. McCasland’s comment that “the concepts of natural and supernatural . . . were not characteristic of biblical thought” (“Spirit,” Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible, IV:433a) is true in the sense that Scripture does not confine God’s actions to miraculous interventions, but surely not in the sense of approving a one-layer view of reality.

Present confusion over the transcendent often clouds a distinction between the merely supraempirical, which may rest on epistemological factors only, and the ontologically transcendent—which need not of course be regarded as supernatural. Even such antitheses as nature and grace, or creator and creation, need not reflect the contrast of nature and the supernatural unless the content and relationship of the terms is stated in such a way as to avoid fusing one into the other.

While the term supernatural may have come into use only gradually it nonetheless carries serviceable biblical meanings and overtones; to reject it confuses rather than clarifies essential elements of the scriptural view of God. Neither the term transcendent nor the term sacred is adequate, moreover, since both words can be used in a naturalistic perspective that excludes the God of the Bible.

Yet biblical religion gains nothing from a blanket endorsement of the term supernatural if the word is no more than undefined symbol. Different religions and philosophies perceive the supernatural in different ways and the term therefore implies also different plans of redemption. Anthropologists may speak of a vague force in nature that primitive religion identifies as supernatural, polytheists may view the supernatural in terms of multiple spirits that supposedly rule different parts of nature, pantheists may speak of nature in its wholeness as supernatural; all these approaches crudely misapply the term to what is merely natural. To identify the supernatural with the general idea of an Absolute or the Unconditioned does violence to the names of God and to the Christian religion.

Hamilton generously labels antisupernaturalistic theology of the recent past, which by its reconstructions claims to make Christianity meaningful to the modern mind, as “the theology of meaningfulness”; he quickly adds, however, that “by begging the question of a criterion of meaning . . . [such reconstructions] throw up a smokescreen hiding the fact that the supernatural character of the Gospel is the vital issue” (Revolt Against Heaven, p. 181). Hamilton, unfortunately, distinguishes the biblical supernatural from the metaphysical supernatural in a way that onesidedly connects revelation with bare faith and minimizes the cognitive ontological significance of revelation (ibid., p. 51). He would not only commendably “reject the Greek philosophico-theological element in Thomism . . . and . . . accept its emphasis upon revelation as a supernatural gift” (ibid., p. 65), but regrettably would also shun an apologetic theology. This approach leaves unresolved the question of intelligible relationships between biblical theological and nonbiblical philosophical claims about the supernatural. If truth is one, there need be no absolute discontinuity between philosophical and theological ontological affirmations.

George F. Thomas notes that Plato was the “first in the history of philosophy” to present “the rational grounds for Theism” and to sharpen “the issue between it and every form of Naturalism” (Religious Philosophies of the West, p. 24). Plato indeed incisively analyzed the cognitive weaknesses of naturalism, and in an orderly systematic way presented the first thoroughly reasoned argument for supernatural theism. But it was the inspired Old Testament writers, long before the rise of classic Greek idealism, who affirmed the personal God of theism and did so in view of divine self-revelation; what’s more they avoided the inconsistencies that invited swift philosophical counterstatement to Plato’s view.

Even primitive man has an awareness of a realm beyond mere nature; as the apostle Paul emphasizes, through nature the eternal divinity of the transcendent God is everywhere known. The higher religions especially insist on this distinction and build upon it. In emphasizing the ontological gulf between the Creator and the created universe revealed religion rules out any possibility of nature’s emerging or being transformed into the divine. But adrift from the biblical heritage, modern Western man perpetuates the illusions that man and nature participate immediately in the life of God, or that God is simply a synonym for some or all of the space-time universe.

Besides misunderstanding the essential nature of God, the numerous neo-Protestant alternatives to the historic Christian view not only vie with each other, but also embrace disabling logical inconsistencies and contradictions. Barth, for example, insists on a supernatural triune God of whom we are denied propositionally valid information. Bultmann stresses transcendent divine confrontation in Christ yet considers experience to be not theologically but only anthropologically informative and Moltmann, alongside the claim that Jesus’ resurrection alters the cosmic balances, maintains that valid truth must await the end times. Tillich, despite a knowledge-theory that excludes literal metaphysical predications, champions a literally changeless and nonrelative Ground of all Being, and Ogden in his process theology tries to tell us exactly who and what God is but makes change and process a part of God’s very being. Van Buren, who believes that “nothing essential” to Christianity is lost if we retain only the agapē that Jesus exemplifies in serving others, imposes selected values upon external reality that are no more verifiable by empirico-scientific criteria than are the elements of biblical supernaturalism that he disavows. And there is secular theology; while obliterating both what is the holy and the gravity of evil it yet presumes to speak in acceptable modern terms for the Judeo-Christian heritage.

None of the many theories of transcendence that deny the supernatural can properly express what the Christian means by divine transcendence. This is the case even though modern theories amid their agreements (Marx and Moltmann, for example, both hold that the future is transcendent) nonetheless differ in basic emphasis. It is also the case, whether we speak of Bultmann’s view that collapses miracle into myth, or of Tillich’s in which the all-inclusive Ground which while it transcends all, yet is not independent of the beings it incorporates. The agreement that developed among their disparate disciples sprang in part from the fact that both Bultmann and Tillich considered not the supernatural but the transcendent to be the essential element. While process theologians, to be sure, held that part of God’s being is exempt from change and time, they nonetheless assimilated his nature to a larger all-embracing reality. The view of a growing and changing God—whose nature therefore is still incomplete and cannot as yet be finally defined—seemed less intelligible to secular humanists than the notion that all complex entities emerge from impersonal space-time processes. In atheistic existentialism man alone becomes the creator of values by dispensing with every transcendence except man’s self-transcendence and neighbor concern. The radical Mainz theologians Herbert Braun and Manfred Mezger disavowed even the nonsupernatural transcendent espoused by Bultmann and others, and reduced divine-human agapé to simply our love of neighbor.

Recent attempts to replace interest in the supernatural with merely secular concerns substitute a phantom metaphysics for the more articulate kind. Nobody, least of all logical positivists who imply one, can wholly escape metaphysics, nor can even social activists who deplore interest in the transcendent as an inexcusable deflection of social energy. The modern ecclesiastical preoccupation with public affairs has left an unfilled vacuum in the life of the masses; “ordinary people,” and that includes most of us, are unable to shake the conviction that God has made us for himself and that, as Augustine said, “our hearts are ever restless until they find their rest” in him. So-called “mood” theologies that for Christianity’s traditional supernatural referents substitute a veiled metaphysics in which social change preempts energies in behalf of the goddess “progress” have little staying power.

Earlier “supernaturalistic” counterproposals to biblical theism—notably pantheism, idealism, personalism and then dialectical neoorthodoxy—retreated to make room for later mediating alternatives like Bultmannian existentialism, Tillichian pantheism, and Whiteheadian panpsychism. Now these, in turn, flounder for life in the hands of supposed beneficiaries who wantonly dissipate their philosophical inheritance. More and more the bleak shadow of Ludwig Feuerbach envelops these efforts; more radically than even Bultmann surmises theology is wasting away to anthropology. For Feuerbach all reality, internal and external, is but a sensorially experienced space-time world described by the sciences; on the basis of a prejudiced psychological and historical analysis he not only rejects the objective existence of God but also dissolves all discussion of religion into self-projection. Feuerbach’s naturalistic bias registered influentially upon Marx and Engels, and aspects of communist ideology still reflect it. Feuerbach paves the way for the emphasis of process theology on a monodimensional reality, but instead of accommodating the universe to a divine creative principle, he declares that “Nature needs man as man needs Nature” (The Essence of Christianity, pp. 276 f.). Ogden writes of “a reality which is through and through temporal and social” (The Reality of God, p. 64); Feuerbach understands Nature to be the very stuff of the really real.

Contrary to every effort to retain transcendence as a pale shadow of traditional supernaturalism, John Dewey espouses reality beyond that of the scientifically accredited physical world; champions of a threadlike transcendence he considers no less deceived than champions of orthodox super-naturalism (A Common Faith). Because Christian theism leans on supernatural redemption to advance the good life rather than wholly on social intelligence Dewey declares it to be not only inconsistent with the modern scientific worldview, but restrictive also of social progress. Dewey’s basic assumption is that the scientific method alone attains real knowledge. And since scientific observation and experiment do not (and cannot) verify the supernatural, scientific experiment offers no grounds for belief in transcendent Being. Dewey proposes substituting “the religious” (which he equates with an attitude of devotion to ideal ends) for Christian supernaturalism, and replacing the reality of God by “natural piety.” But since only special pleading could extract from raw naturalism Dewey’s “factors in existence that generate and support our ideas of good as an end to be striven for” (ibid., pp. 52 f.), a very thin line indeed is here drawn between humanism and naturalism. Dewey’s naturalism absolutizes scientific method; even if he moderates the method where it serves his purpose, he arbitrarily considers it the only means of discovering and verifying knowledge. The naturalistic view of reality, and of man as completely a part of nature, presupposes a restrictive epistemology that can neither undermine the case for biblical supernaturalism nor validate Dewey’s alternative theory.

Contrary to Dewey’s notion that Christianity frustrates nature and the good life, we need to stress that the Bible does not demean the natural. Harry Blamires remarks: “The Christian sets the highest value on the natural precisely because its vocation is to be transfigured by the supernatural—and because the natural can become dangerous to us if this transfiguration is not effected. The Christian sees the highest significance in human culture and civilization precisely because these achievements are meant to be vehicles by which God’s purposes are worked out here in time—and because, if they are not so used, they become the furniture of Hell” (A Defence of Dogmatics, p. 43).

The most formidable foe of biblical supernaturalism is not the transient, evershifting halfway alternative to Christian theism but rather the philosophy of radical secular humanism. It is this humanism or naturalism that launches the deepest, most thorough, and logically most consistent denial of supernaturalism; moreover, since it can justify no objective meaning for man’s life in society it is the last stage of religious decay short of nihilism. Its observational premises can imply no normative conclusions.

Neo-Protestantism shelters virtual polytheism in its swiftly changing succession of ruling god-concepts and transcendence-motifs, a situation that ecumenism frequently defends under the theme of theological pluralism. This proliferation of rival god-postulates lends unwitting point to Jean Lacroix’s exaggeration: “The great merit of contemporary atheism is that it has achieved a scouring out of the human intellect by abolishing all idolatry” (The Meaning of Modern Atheism, p. 62). Along with the idols, the naturalistic fallacy “scours out” Jehovah as well, however, encourages a new view of man as lord of the cosmos, and reinforces a biased knowledge-theory that in principle isolates and seals off the soul of modern man from supernatural reality.

Peter Berger pleads for “a rediscovery of the supernatural” in terms of “a regaining of openness in our perceptions of reality” (A Rumor of Angels). This emphasis is crucial and valid, for every person’s experience includes from the outset an awareness of some larger supernatural environment. But Berger concentrates too much on suggestions of the transcendent in commonplace experience; he tries, as it were, to raise a ladder to heaven on the ground of natural theology. The risk here is that the higher one ascends into the mysterious unknown the less certain one is about having actually reached a fixed point, or for that matter, about recognizing the final destination. The path through the invisible world is crisscrossed by conflicting metaphysical detours and displays conflicting claims about God’s relationships to the world and man, and even about the very nature of God. Without a genuinely cognitive element that experience cannot provide of itself, without supernatural revelation and some normative identification of transcendent Being, faith has no intellectual force. If God is not dependent on nature, but is independent of it, then he has priority over it. Instead of veiling God’s person with transcendent mystery or mere probabilities, the Old Testament and New Testament alike offer and define divine revelation and authority as their hallmark. One weakness of both neo-Thomism and process theology is their inability to effectively resist radically secular counterattack, since at the crucial point of choosing intellectually between the gods they, no less than existentialism, must rely on a volitional response.

To bring about significant face-off between Christianity and secularism Christianity must reaffirm its claim of the self-revealed supernatural. Like the ancient Greeks and Romans before them moderns recoil before such biblical claims; Scripture exposes them for the rebellious sinners they are and calls them to moral and spiritual commitments that they resent and resist. The self-revealing God may be rejected as logically incompatible with main tenets of modern culture and, beyond that, with the ultimate presuppositions of human thought. But the God of the Bible is still alive, waiting for wise men of the West no less than of the East to acknowledge him as the truth and as the supernatural source of all truth.

In view of the self-revelation of the living God, Judeo-Christian religion challenges contemporary theology to break its silence concerning the supernatural. Recognition of the self-revealed supernatural calls for more than just the study of man’s religiousness, however; it requires reinstating God as man’s supreme intellectual concern. Involved as they are in substituting naturalistic ultimates for the truly Ultimate, scientifically oriented investigators must realize that the living God is not one among the many idols. God’s revelatory initiative must be acknowledged as more decisive for truth and the good than meticulous empirical observation of ever-changing space-time tentativities. The fact should sober us that, as eternity will disclose, modern scientism for all its probing of the universe actually compressed the parameters of reality by deflecting interest from Supernature.

Harry Blamires remarks that “supernatural orientation” is “a prime mark of the Christian mind.” “Modern secular thought . . . treats this world as the Thing. . . . Whenever secularism enters the Christian mind, either the Christian mind will momentarily shake that (this-worldly) rootedness, or secularism will seduce the Christian mind to a temporary mode of converse which overlooks the supernatural. . . . The Christian mind, thinking christianly, cannot for a moment escape a frame of reference which reaches out to the supernatural” (The Christian Mind, pp. 67 ff.).

For Judeo-Christian religion the Supernatural is the one and only personal Supernatural, the living God. The inseparable concomitants of evangelical affirmation of the Supernatural therefore include at one and the same time creation ex nihilo; intelligible divine revelation and redemptive faith; the incarnation and resurrection of the Logos; reconcilation and the ethics of agapē; a final and universal judgment as the prelude to the triumph of righteousness. The Supernatural of Scripture is ontologically distinct from all other being. As the personal and free creator and preserver of the universe he is immanent throughout the cosmos; he fellowships with “his own,” moreover, although even in the most intimate relationships with his creatures he retains his independence of space-time realities in whole or in part.



Note: Full information on all sources cited in the text is given in the bibliography at the end of this volume.






2.
God’s Transcendence and Immanence

“IT IS NOW widely assumed,” writes G. F. Woods, “that the transcendent is beyond the limits of our possible experience . . . beyond the forms and categories [of understanding]; it is really ‘a meaningless word’ for a doctrine whose long-postponed death has come” (“The Idea of the Transcendent,” pp. 45 f.). If this is true, the consequences for Christian theology are devastating, for man would then be incapable of comprehending a transcendent revelation, no events could be confidently identified as supernatural, and the canon of Scripture would lose its power to unveil the eternal world. What remains would then be only private mystical experiences that can exert no validity-claim over against others’ contrary and contradictory views.

The Bible affirms that God is transcendent creator, redeemer and judge of the space-time universe. The Old Testament focuses on his sovereign creation of man and the world and on his divine deliverance of the Hebrews from Egyptian bondage. The New Testament emphasizes the incarnation, resurrection, exaltation, and end-time return of the divine Savior, Jesus Christ. Scripture teaches throughout that the living and eternal God is personally present and active in the universe by preserving it and by working out his sovereign purposes in and through it.

Originally the verb “to transcend” meant to climb over or across an obstacle; its related terms have since acquired many analogous uses. The religious sense of transcendence is that of God’s being “beyond” or “above” in contrast to “within.” This formulation of God’s transcendence is often caricatured by those who reject orthodox biblical theism as spatially localizing God on a cosmic map. But, as Will Hordern comments on such parody of the omnipresent Spirit, Judeo-Christian religion does not “picture the universe as a spatial box with God overflowing it or standing outside it” (Speaking of God, p. 121). According to the Bible God both transcends the created universe and is pervasively immanent in it.

To gain proper perspective on God’s transcendence and immanence has long been one of the most difficult problems facing secular religious philosophers. Sometimes, as in eighteenth-century deism, they have stressed divine transcendence to the exclusion of immanence; at other times, as in nineteenth-century pantheism, they have emphasized immanence but bypassed transcendence. One difficulty is that the conceptions of both transcendence and immanence can be elucidated in either a profoundly unbiblical or a genuinely biblical way. And to substitute oblique phrases like “the Ground” for the transcendent personal God only further complicates and confuses the situation.

The history of philosophy is full of conflicting expositions of transcendence and immanence, and often manifests a diplomatic adaptation of these important conceptions to prevailing fashions of thought. One exaggeration, whether of transcendence or of immanence, encourages another by way of reaction and counterreaction. Distorted emphasis on transcendence that erases all significance for God in the natural world is just as faulty as a radical divine immanence that erodes the distinction between the infinite and the finite. Naturalists who sought to free man from entrapment in Hegel’s Absolute did so not simply by eliminating the Absolute, but by uncritically dismissing the God of the Bible as well. When Hegel absorbed man into the Absolute he also indirectly encouraged both Kierkegaard’s exaggeration of transcendence that related God and man only in terms of inner dialectical confrontation, and Feuerbach’s repudiation of transcendent ontological being.

Extremely vague depictions of a universal divine presence and providence in nature and history characterized both secular prechristian and post-Enlightenment views. By his ill-conceived alternative of radical divine immanence Hegel sought to overcome this imprecision at great cost to biblical representations. Unless Christian scholars now lay bare these metaphysical illusions they will accommodate the formulation of theological doctrine on false premises and in improper ways and accommodate also the current “fatigue of reason” that when confronting metaphysical problems simply pleads the cause of mystery, myth or private decision. In the absence of revelational considerations secular and nonbiblical characterizations of divine transcendence often seem merely a matter of “paying metaphysical compliments” to deity. Unfortunately the self-revealed role of the divine creator, redeemer and judge has been routinely obscured except among proponents of revelational theology. But it is folly to speculatively storm the secrets of God’s working if the self-revealing God of the Bible is known only on the ground of his own intelligible activity and representations.

Biblical characterizations of divine transcendence are in no sense vague or conjectural, but clearly and concretely depict God’s activity and relationships as creator, preserver and governor of the cosmos and man. In both Old and New Testaments God is seen as “above” the world in that he is its self-disclosed creator (Acts 4:24, 17:24), preserver (2 Pet. 3:5–7) and ruler (Rev. 10:6). No exposition of divine transcendence and immanence is therefore to proceed on the basis of data sealed within nature and man, for its decisive content must issue from what God discloses about himself, about his own character and deeds.

The self-revealing God is creator ex nihilo of the cosmic process, the ultimate cause of all that is. He is ontologically other than the created universe. All things continuously owe their being to his power; if heaven is God’s throne, earth is his footstool (Matt. 5:34 f.; Acts 7:49; cf. Isa. 66:1 f.). He also transcends the universe epistemologically and morally in that he is the stipulator and source of truth and good. In general or universal revelation the Creator declares his transcendent glory (Ps. 19:1–4) and his eternal power and divinity (Rom. 1:19–20); the scriptural representations characterize his nature and work even more comprehensively (Rom. 15:4). God’s transcendent activity is in the forefront of the apocalyptic writings which speak not only of God’s dramatic end-time consummation of human history but also of his purposeful activity in the present. The Bible not only affirms transcendent divine creation but warns of transcendent divine judgment as well. And it declares transcendent divine redemption, together with man’s personal decision in respect to salvation in Christ, to be crucial for human destiny.

Emphasis on divine authority, on Christ’s authority, on the authority of the Bible, on the authority of the Christian religion, on authority truly objective and external to man himself, is in the last analysis a consequence and corollary of divine transcendence. As the absolute transcendent Being, God is independent of all compulsory relations to anything and anyone outside himself; he is the ultimate source of all reality and of all authority, the creator and preserver of the finite universe. “I am the Lord, and there is none else. I form the light, and create darkness: I make peace, and create evil: I the Lord do all these things” (Isa. 45:6b, 7). God is the God of covenant: “For the Lord hath chosen Jacob unto himself, and Israel for his peculiar treasure” (Ps. 135:4). God is the God of history and of judgment: “You only have I known of all the families of the earth: therefore I will punish you for all your iniquities” (Amos 3:2). As the living and eternal center of the moral order, God is the source of the ethical monotheism proclaimed by Moses and the ancient Jewish prophets. Prophecy and miracles, the inspiration of the Bible, the incarnation of the Logos all presuppose divine transcendence. “God, Who . . . spake . . . by the prophets, hath . . . spoken . . . by his Son . . .” (Heb. 1:1, 2). “All Scripture is God-breathed . . .” (2 Tim. 3:16, NIV). “The Word became flesh . . .” (John 1:14, RSV). All the great theological creeds of the church unequivocally affirm the transcendent God’s creative and redemptive initiative. If it is anything, the Christian life is a life under transcendent divine authority; its new spiritual reality is made possible by Christ’s atonement for our sins and by the Holy Spirit’s renewing of a renegade humanity.

Modern philosophy progressively stifled the biblical doctrine of divine transcendence and all but strangled it. First it obscured special revelation and detached discussion of divine transcendence from God’s incarnation in Christ and from any significant doctrine of divine creation. The reality of the transcendent had already been weakened by the dilution of revealed theology into natural theology, for on the basis of natural theology God could be known only as an inference from the not-God, and not in terms of his own self-disclosure. Well-meaning efforts to make the idea of transcendence intelligible by an appeal to only analogical arguments from supposed similarities between the known and the unknown confused rather than clarified the matter of divine transcendence. To project from what human beings experience in order to establish the factuality of what their experience does not itself incorporate, that is, divine transcendence, cannot decisively confirm the existence and nature of such transcendence. The more one means by the transcendent, the one and only God, the more analogies lose their usefulness.

Gordiano Bruno (1548–1600) considered a free, transcendent creator to be irreconcilable with the order of nature and with the evidence of our knowing powers. His philosophical successors diminished and compromised divine transcendence by exchanging the biblical doctrine of voluntary divine creation for a theory of eternal emanation of the universe that God’s nature supposedly requires. Kant spoke of God only in regulative terms, not of an existing deity with identifiable relationships to the world; he encouraged the emphasis that God completely eludes any rational conceptions we may have. Hegel’s Absolute also differs fundamentally from the God of Scripture; Yahweh the transcendent God, totally distinct in being from the world of finite things, he replaces with a wholly immanent Spirit that unites infinite and finite in itself. Transcendence therefore becomes but a relative function within the immanent totality of the Absolute. Hegel even depicts evangelical belief in a personal, transcendent God as one phase of a dialectical process in which the mind inevitably replaces a supposedly pictorial portrayal of God with the metaphysical Absolute of idealism. Post-Hegelian naturalism felt no constraint to completely contradict Hegelian pantheism; it shares and exploits certain aspects of Hegel’s view, even if conflicting and ambiguous, postulating the same free existential relationships between man and God that Hegel espouses, importing the cosmos into the divine life-process, and absolutizing human nature.

The rise of modern nontheistic views soon completely clouded these last dim vistas of transcendence. Deity itself became a superfluous hypothesis as critics spoke increasingly of the silence or death of the gods. For Nietzsche there is no transcendent God but only the race-transcending Superman. He emerges as the secular prophet of those who discard all gods and who strip the transcendent of anything supernatural. Once human beings see themselves as complex beasts with no destiny beyond the grave, life is seen to lack enduring meaning or even survival value. In such a world, as Kornelis H. Miskotte comments, “. . . The Word of God points to no future. . . . The ‘Word’ has become a metaphor, a simile of the ultimate direction of our reflection . . . our self projection” (When the Gods Are Silent, p. 14).


In some circles transcendence was now acknowledged only as an unexplored mystery fringe of science. Finally it came to be identified with man’s own larger possibilities and his subjective vision of reality; existential anxieties were said to explain man’s probing of “the beyond.” Existential theologians spoke of divine revelation as higher dimensions of human “self-understanding,” that is, of the self’s discovery of authentic being. For Bultmann the biblical transcendent is mythological, a primitive or prescientific “objectification” of the “nonobjective reality” that man supposedly experiences as the ground and limit of both his self and of the world. The biblical “myths,” he said, arose to reflect man’s conviction that freedom from despair and selfishness depend on transcendent powers. For the logical positivist, A. J. Ayer declares: “The sentence ‘There exists a transcendent god’ has . . . no literal significance” (Language, Truth and Logic, p. 38). Speaking for radically secular theologians Paul van Buren reduces the concept of transcendence simply to a way of viewing anything ordinary with awesome wonder, and questions contemporary man’s need for even retaining the notion (Theological Explorations, “Is Transcendence the Word We Want?,” pp. 170 ff.). Political theologians meanwhile concentrated theology on man’s this-worldly neighbor rather than on the otherworldly Father.

The biblical view strikes hard against secular misconceptions of divine transcendence and divine immanence. It rules out notions that the world is necessary to God’s being, that God is the world-Substance or the indwelling world-Soul, that the universe is a mode of God’s being, that nature is a phase of the divine life or a part of God, that the causal determination of nature is God’s thought and power, that the Absolute is man’s inmost nature, or that the Absolute is in process of becoming the diverse forms of finite being. One can no more be a Christian and dethrone the deity than be a Christian and deify the universe.

The Bible also rules out many theories of transcendence, among them, for example, that God is incomprehensible or unknowable; that God is beyond all possible relationships to man; that God is wholly remote from nature; that God is superpersonal; or that his being the “Other” wholly precludes any possibility for human beings to bear any aspects of the divine image.

The scriptural revelation calls into question every nonbiblical conception of both divine transcendence and immanence. It rejects translating assertions of God’s transcendence into mere affirmations of divine mystery. It sweeps aside all attempts to formulate God’s nature and his relationships to man and the cosmos solely by empirical or observational considerations. It disavows theories that would pole-vault to the Transcendent by means of anthropological leaps. It rejects using “as if” postulatory statements to evade cognitively significant claims about deity. It disallows a kerygmatic exposition that suspends the reality and relationship of God upon inner existential decision. The biblical doctrine of God’s transcendence and immanence rests on revelationally given knowledge about the supernatural; it cannot be tapered to theories that speak of transcendence in terms only of conjecture, postulation, or trust. It resists every philosophic ploy to advance a confession of faith in divine transcendence even while it obscures the objective existence of the transcendent God. Rejection of the objective transcendence of the God of the Bible would, in fact, mean a disavowal of revealed religion.

Even neo-Protestantism, by its warped emphasis on universal and/or special revelation, vulnerably compressed discussion of transcendent deity; its dialectical and existential theology promulgated a “wholly Other” said to be known in inner volitional response and not in revealed and sharable propositional truths. Divine disclosure, it was alleged, conveys no objectively valid information about God’s nature and operations, but functions, rather, to arouse spiritual response and to evoke a right attitude of obedience. The suppression of rational revelational content fostered noncognitive relationships between man and the transcendent that could grant only symbolic value to the affirmations of orthodox theism.

When the Bible speaks of creation of the universe by the instrumentality of God’s powerful Word it professes to tell us about an objective relationship between the Creator and the cosmos; it is saying much more than simply that man internally stands in interpersonal faith-relationships to the Creator. Divine transcendence and immanence involve continuing external relationships in which God stands to the entire space-time creation. When the Gospel of John affirms that Jesus came “from the Father” and returned “to the Father,” it asserts not a change in our inner emotions or a faith-commitment to myth, but an ontological fact that preserves the singular uniqueness of Christ’s person. Any lesser view violates what the Gospels mean by divine transcendence.

Much of the current plea for a nontranscendent this-worldly theology gains its impetus from an infatuation with Marxism. Roger Garaudy, the Roman Catholic Marxist, writes: “I think that . . . the Marxist dialectic, when lived in its fulness, is ultimately richer in the infinite and more demanding still than the Christian transcendence” (From Anathema to Dialogue: A Marxist Challenge to the Christian Churches, p. 96).

Some expositors profess to find the roots of secularization in the Bible. Harvey Cox, for example, expounds God’s separation from nature in the creation narrative, the desacralization of politics in the Exodus, and the deconsecration of values in the Sinai Covenant. Secular man, he tells us, is ignorant of the transcendent, yet Cox bases The Secular City (New York, The Macmillan Company, 1966) on the Bible even though he relativizes Scripture in other respects.

Secular humanism underlies many spirited contemporary assaults on the theology of divine transcendence. Edmund R. Leach considers human survival a bleak prospect indeed unless scientists aggressively make the moral decisions long left to God by theists (A Runaway World). But like the merely conventional wisdom of a pragmatically motivated society, the new wisdom of scientific humanism is also subject to repeated revision; nor can it persuasively resist the radical deployment of scientific achievements and human conventions for revolutionary alternatives. Scientific omniscience and omnipotence cannot fill the void created by the eclipse of divine transcendence unless it pretentiously considers all reality within its scientific grasp and control, and unless it overlooks spiritual estrangement as an essential part of the human problem.

Peter Baelz writes critically of theologians who propose to solve “difficulties raised by what we may call the systematic elusiveness of ‘God’ . . . by concentrating exclusively on the human condition” (Christian Theology and Metaphysics, pp. 6 f.). He thinks it lamentable to become infatuated with the secular spirit of humanistic culture in the name of Christianity and to commend it as the norm by which one is to judge the Bible; it is reprehensible, says Baelz, to approve virtually every secular revolution as biblical while relativizing revelation under the guise of Christian theology. Attempts to reduce statements about God to statements about man Kenneth Hamilton similarly criticizes as issuing in a “theology of meaninglessness” (Revolt Against Heaven, pp. 23 ff.). Secular theology offers no real answer either to the problem of death or to the deep problems of life, including suffering, meaning, and above all, sin and guilt. Secular theology is, in fact, a theology of capitulation and not of proclamation; it sanctions modern man’s repudiation of transcendent deity as if such repudiation were great gain for the cause of revealed religion.

Theology must not only cope with secular misunderstandings of transcendence but, within Christendom itself, with distortions also of biblical transcendence. Already in postapostolic times both Gnosticism and neo-Platonism here and there influenced thinkers who professed to speak for the Christian view; medieval Scholasticism fell into extensive speculation about transcendent divine Being. Today some modern religious humanists presume to speak as Christians simply because they retain vague conceptions of divine transcendence notwithstanding that they dissolve all reality into impersonal processes and events; this was essentially the case with Henry Nelson Wieman, who called himself an empirical theist. Recent neo-Protestant kerygmatic theology has replaced transcendence as an objective ontological fact by an inner existential reality supposedly experienced in faith. Process theology which insists on objective divine transcendence at the same time compromises it and in important respects modifies historic evangelical theism. Tillich’s notion that God is the Ground of personality but is not himself transcendent personal being (Systematic Theology, Vol. I, pp. 244 f.) represents still another reconstruction of the scriptural view. Many neo-Protestant theories would agree in saying that the biblical emphasis on God who wholly transcends the world is not a theological asset but rather a “stone of stumbling.”

Neoorthodox theology raised the category of transcendence to decisive importance. Yet, as Robert Funk remarks, for many younger scholars in this movement it became “the most questionable category of all. . . . Neoorthodoxy taught that God is never object but subject, with the result that third generation neoorthodox theologians have been forced to wrestle with the nonphenomenal character of God. They are unwilling to settle for God as noumenon . . . which means that for them God does not ‘appear’ at all. Consequently, there is a tendency to focus on ‘the phenomena’ (e.g., Jesus, faith, language of faith, tradition)” (“Colloquium on Hermeneutic,” p. 303).

The transcendentalism of Karl Barth’s early writings goes beyond even neo-Platonism, let alone Augustine and the Reformers. While the early Barth depicts God as the supreme Sovereign of the world, he nonetheless disjunctively separates him from all human thought and experience and declares him cognitively unknowable. Neoorthodoxy saw only the dangers of liberal immanence, which were legion, but not the perils of exaggerated divine transcendence. By totally rejecting the competence of human reason in relation to spiritual decision Barth is impelled to both deny general revelation and distort special revelation; his compromise of intellective divine disclosure leads, moreover, to disavowing the finality of any and all theological propositions. Yet in the New Testament theiotēs (divinity) (Rom. 1:20) is used to emphasize the fact that revelation penetrates the human mind universally with a knowledge of God’s eternal power and “divinity”—that is, as Hermann Kleinknecht comments, with “that which shows God to be God, and gives Him the right to worship” (on “theiotēs,” TDNT, 3:123).

Even though existentialists used the language of transcendence, they no longer referred it to ontologically transcendent being. To advance its positions, however, existential transformation of the transcendence doctrine often unjustifiably included an appeal to Scripture. Bultmann writes, for example: “The transcendence of God is not thought of in the Bible in terms of the spirit which is beyond the sphere of the material and the sensible, as timelessness in contrast to coming to be and passing away, but simply as authority, the indisposability and constant futurity of God” (Glauben und Verstehen. Gesammelte Aufsätze, p. 157; cited by Walter Schmithals, An Introduction to the Theology of Rudolf Bultmann, p. 24). Transcendence, in other words, is no longer understood in terms of spatial and cosmic relationships, but comes to mean simply what is not at man’s disposal. Reference to God as creator signifies nothing about divine causal relations to man and the world, but only that God encounters me and makes possible a new and authentic existence. Bultmann says: “The affirmation that God is creator cannot be a theoretical statement about God as creator mundi in a general sense” but “only . . . a personal confession that I understand myself to be a creature which owes its existence to God” (Jesus Christ and Mythology, p. 69). Representation of God as creator does not concern “a cosmological theory which professes to explain the origin of the world and its existence as it is. Rather, it is a proposition that concerns man’s existence” (Theology of the New Testament, pp. 228 f.).

For all the secular rejection the doctrine of transcendence continues to fascinate modern theology and philosophy; academic discussion of the subject repeatedly forces us to consider dimensions of relationship and response that currently reigning prejudices have prematurely foreclosed. But not every exposition of transcendence can be welcomed as constructive illumination of the eternal order. The recovery of transcendence, or of “the sacred” as it is now sometimes designated, is not necessarily an unmitigated gain for biblical theology. The transcendent can be not only a catchword for costly misconceptions of the God of the Bible; it can even function in human life in idolatrous and demonic ways. Contemporary discussion of transcendence inverts the fundamental affirmations of revealed religion.

Modern philosophies of existence, like those of Bultmann and Martin Buber, which emphasize that man stands out (ex-istentia) from the world as a free moral agent, project this exposition as an acceptable alternative to the historic Judeo-Christian doctrine of divine-human transcendence. By their analysis of the structure of human existence they intend to preserve the concept of transcendence “just when it appears to be losing its traditional meaning of an objectivity of things in the world,” observes Peter Baelz. “We might, perhaps, call this new meaning a ‘transcendence within,’ in contrast to . . . the older . . . ‘transcendence without.’. . . Man’s being as the subject of his own moral actions may itself throw up the notion of transcendence. Thus ideas of transcendence may be tracked back to man’s subjectivity, and it may perhaps be possible by reference to considerations such as these to give . . . meaning to the notion of the transcendence of God. For instance, it may be said that God is not an object at all, but rather the Ultimate Subject encountered by man through his own subjectivity” (Christian Theology and Metaphysics, pp. 39 f.).

The primary departure from biblical representations in this revision of the inherited view is the loss of the Bible’s emphasis on God’s objective ontological transcendence of the universe. For this it substitutes relationships asserted within the believer’s subjective experience, relationships which cannot be distinguished easily if at all from psychological projection. Bultmann dismisses as mythological the biblical representations of God’s objective supernatural existence, his ontological transcendence and also his activity in the world; these tenets he reinterprets in language borrowed from existential analysis of human experience.

The existential affirmation that transcendence includes God’s personal reality—both Buber and Bultmann insist on this—progresses beyond Kant’s philosophy, but retains Kant’s thesis that the limits of experience rule out any and all cognitive knowledge of God. Kant affirmed God as a postulate from the moral law inherent in man’s rational nature, an inference mediated by reason. Yet he denied not only man’s capacity for conceptual knowledge of God, but also man’s capacity for immediate apprehension of God as a reality given in man’s experience. The religious existentialists limit man’s rationality even more: they insist that man is circumscribed by ultimate irrationality; God’s reality, they maintain, is to be located in man’s assertion of freedom and also in man’s transcendence of nature which, too, is the realm of God’s transcendence. This assertion that God, although stripped of objective ontological transcendence, remains a reality existing apart from faith and distinguishable from subjective, psychological experience could easily evaporate into a mere inner event. To avoid such dilution Bultmann asserts the radical difference between faith and psychological experience. But atheistic existentialists insist that this distinction only imaginatively psychologizes the data. And since Bultmann maintains that the relation between faith and its religious object cannot be objectively proved, he can present no reasons for distinguishing faith from psychological experience. Traditional theism is not embarrassed in the twentieth century by its doctrine that divine transcendence is a relationship outside man, for Bultmann’s attempt to lock God’s transcendence within human experience collapses into mere subjectivity. There is more to the Christian view than simply that the cosmos-transcending God lives and acts; it affirms also that in the distinctives of their existence humans are as fundamentally related to God as to the world. When mankind is unrelated to the ontologically transcendent God one obscures the essential truth about human beings no less than about God.

Edward Farley notes that “contemporary theology has come to more or less of an impasse between kerygmatic and metaphysical types of theology” (The Transcendence of God, pp. 40 f.). This impasse, we might add, is reflected also in the continuing tensions between kerygmatic and apologetic statements of the content of revealed theology. But what we mean by God’s transcendence cannot imply two different things in theology and philosophy. In gaining a rational view of man and reality a sound theological witness to God’s action in Christ will not be found to be incompatible with a proper philosophical exposition of the objective being of God. The way scholars propose to relate the philosophical and the kerygmatic views of transcendence is therefore of great importance. By emphasizing internal decision kerygmatic theology avoids theological metaphysics. It says as little of ontological transcendent being as do naturalism and humanism. Bultmann views propositions about the other-worldly as mythological and therefore as devoid of objective cognitive significance (“New Testament and Mythology,” p. 10, n. 2). For existentialists transcendence means “inner awareness” of one’s existence in relation to all reality, and therefore contrasts with affirmation of God’s external objective transcendence of the space-time universe. Evangelical theists, on the other hand, insist that God is a personal being who transcends spatio-temporal realities. Novel modern notions of transcendence, they say, are projected mainly to help man meet psychological and social needs, and inevitably encourage the skeptical notion that transcendence is merely a human conceptualization. To speak of a “reality” beyond the human subject, a reality arrived at by theological reflection on inner relationships lacking cognitive supports, imaginatively restructures the meaning of transcendence beyond any agreement with the Christian revelation of God. To translate the Bible into something other than a source for understanding transcendent ontological being, say orthodox evangelicals, is to misunderstand the Bible.

Pascal’s “God of the philosophers,” to use a much overworked characterization, is Being, the Absolute, First Cause, Ground, the One, or some other such entity. Some designations, as Farley observes, deal with modes of the Transcendent as the Beginning, others as the End, some as the Depth, and others as the Height, that is, as the Other (The Transcendence of God, pp. 194 ff.). Such terms do not necessarily coincide with God even in the generic sense, for transcendence and divine being do not perforce imply each other. The biblical revelation speaks of God, however, not only in seeming generalities like “high and lifted up” (Isa. 6:1); God is the Transcendent in that he is the personal self-revealed creator, redeemer and judge. But is the self-revealed God in any respects the Absolute, First Cause, Being, Ground, the One—in brief, does the self-speaking “God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob,” the God of Paul and the other apostles, coincide in certain respects with the Transcendent of whom secular philosophers speak? Or should the question be reversed? Is the God of the Bible in any respects identical with the ontological reality, or does he at all fulfill the specific functions, that philosophers assign to the Transcendent?

Farley’s verdict is that “kerygmatic theology is . . . correct epistemologically, but apologetic theology is correct ontologically” (ibid., p. 217). But can the issue be disjoined in this way? Does not an objectionable epistemology prevent kerygmatic theology from doing justice to the ontological elements in the biblical disclosure of God? It was one thing for neoorthodoxy to say that God is not ontologically continuous with man’s being, or even that God epistemologically eludes philosophical reasoning. It was quite another to hold that God is discontinuous with the forms and content of human rationality and is not known in human consciousness. In that case God’s transcendence implies that knowledge of God arises only as a private inner response or decision; the cognitive content of what we mean by the Transcendent can therefore exert no truth-claim against secular philosophers or anyone else.

Much that philosophers say about the Transcendent is doubtless conjectural and beyond biblical legitimacy; the speculative systems in which they contextualize doctrinal affirmations, even when these are verbally similar to the scriptural statements, tend to import a biblically alien meaning. Nevertheless, insofar as they consider the Transcendent to have a creative or preserving or governing role and to be the purposive objective toward which all history moves; and insofar as they speak of the holy before which man knows himself to be unrighteous and guilty, and speak of a personal source or support or sanction of the right and the good; to that extent—formally at least—philosophers are dealing with intellectual issues that the Bible illumines in its revelation of the transcendent Elohim, Yahweh of the prophets, the Word incarnate in Jesus Christ. Elsewhere we have emphasized that, over against the divergent and conflicting philosophical systems that expound the Transcendent, human beings universally stand in direct relationships to the Logos of God through the created imago Dei and through the larger general revelation shared by all mankind.

Theological interest seems to be focusing in a new way on the significance of christology for the reality of the Transcendent. The word of the Nazarene, “I am the way (unto the Father)” (John 14:6), thus gains special relevance. Modern preoccupation with a functional rather than essential or ontological trinity has long obscured study of the larger metaphysical aspects of the person and work of Christ. But recently the ontological implications of Christian faith in Jesus of Nazareth are once again receiving sustained attention. Donald MacKinnon, for example, writes, “When we ask what, if anything, is meant by speaking of him in the concreteness of his human existence as the Truth, we face not only paradoxical innovation in the use of the notion of truth: we face the question of the sense in which a concrete individual may not simply teach or reveal what is true . . . but be the Truth. And if this is not the same question as reflection on transcendent metaphysical speculation raises, it has analogies thereto” (Borderlands of Theology and Other Essays, pp. 27 f.). MacKinnon affirms, moreover, that the problem of the resurrection is “crucially one for historian and metaphysician at the same moment. In a way it is an abstraction to speak of Jesus Christ apart from his description as the one who died, and who was raised again. As a matter of historical fact, belief that he was raised was the sufficient, necessary condition of the early Christian mission. But who was it who was thus believed to have been raised? And what of the relation of his rising to what he was and to what he is? It is here we . . . [bring] out the extent to which in Christology such questions are inextricably woven together with the facing of issues touching the relation of the temporal to the eternal” (ibid., pp. 31 f.).

Ray S. Anderson thinks that the contemporary “crisis of transcendence” can be resolved christologically (Historical Transcendence and the Reality of God—A Christological Crisis, p. 11). Transcendence, and not immanence, he says, is the bond between the absolute and the concrete; creation, he maintains, is the divine response to creaturely nothingness, and divine incarnation in Christ a divine response to human estrangement. Just how a personal being—even God—can “respond” to nothingness is somewhat of a mystery; likewise how the Lamb slain from eternity can be viewed primarily as a divine “response” to man’s predicament is equally enigmatic. But mystery and enigma are constituents of both existential and dialectical theology more than are reason and logic, and Anderson’s exposition has an activist, dialectical character.

God’s transcendence is “his action” whose “inner logic” Anderson proposes to deduce from God’s interaction in the incarnation. In words that recall John MacMurray’s concept of The Self as Agent, Anderson affirms that transcendence is “an action of a personal agent . . . which imposes its categories of understanding upon our rationality” but which in relation to its incarnational “shape and style” can be expressed only in terms of “an act of faith” (Historical Transcendence and the Reality of God—A Christological Crisis, p. 13). All this is rather nebulous. What is clear, however, is that divine transcendence, as Anderson sees it, is not to be propositionally defined through the biblical teaching; it is an inference that we ourselves make, not indeed a valid cognitive inference but a faith-response in the context of the incarnation of God in Christ (for knowledge of which, he does not bother to stress, we must depend upon the propositional teaching of the New Testament writers).

God’s “historical transcendence,” Anderson contends, takes place in absolute solidarity with man through the life and person of the incarnate Logos and thus becomes in Jesus of Nazareth a “lived transcendence.” He considers the reality of God problematical if it is dissociated from personal participation in this divine act of historical transcendence. Scripture is a testimonial to man’s place in the life of God in Jesus Christ, says Anderson, and becomes the channel through which the Spirit grounds faith in the rationale of divine transcendence. “Historical transcendence,” he asserts, “creates the ‘kenotic’ bond of community between man and God, while lived transcendence through the Spirit creates the ‘ekstatic’ bond of communion between creaturely existence and the life of the triune God.”

Anderson uses the term historical transcendence to depict a “meaningful concept of transcendence in terms of an historical understanding of existence” (ibid., p. 2, n. 1). Yet this approach would seem to perpetuate the nonobjectivity of God, something that Anderson claims to resist. It is noteworthy that the phrase, historical transcendence (cf. J. G. Hamann, London, Collins, 1960, n. 98), was first used in a chapter by Ronald Gregor Smith titled “This-worldly Transcendence”; in it he develops Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s rather sparse remarks about transcendence (Letters and Papers from Prison, pp. 43, 123, 165) into a theology of transcendence as historical experience. Bonhoeffer speaks of historical transcendence from his very first writings. Anderson asserts that in the incarnation “the reality of God imposes on us its own historicality” (Historical Transcendence and the Reality of God—A Christological Critique, p. 5). The meaning of historical transcendence is not derived from man’s own self-understanding, he contends, but is forced upon us by the relationship between history and the reality of God—in T. F. Torrance’s words, it has an “inner logic” of its own. If this is so, then one person’s faith-response need not predecide another’s, and Torrance’s logic, and Anderson’s, and ours, need hardly coincide.

What truths about divine transcendence are, in fact, derived peculiarly from incarnational theology? The Bible conceives God’s transcendence in metaphysical terms, that is, God is the sovereign personal cosmic power, ontologically distinct from all earthly phenomena. The New Testament progresses notably beyond the Old especially in the confidence of the believing community in God’s transcendence. To the Jews who had mistaken the theology of redemption for a political theology, the Babylonian exile had come as a severe blow. Despite restoration of the captive Hebrews to Jerusalem, messianic expectation had nonetheless continued to decline until at the birth of Jesus of Nazareth it was at very low ebb. But Christian acknowledgment of the incarnation and revelation of God in Jesus Christ; his bodily resurrection; the outpouring of the Holy Spirit upon the church and the Spirit’s assurance of personal participation in the benefits of Christ’s redemption lifted believers, as Ethelbert Stauffer notes, to “a certainty of victory which not only goes beyond anything in the OT but which also gives an answer to the extreme urgency of the ancient search for God. . . . The New Testament has overcome both the cosmic anxiety of the world of antiquity, and the very concept of fate itself” (“Theos: The Uniqueness of God,” TDNT, 3:117 f.).

Are we free, however, to declare, as Stauffer does, that the tension precipitated by the Christ-event as the decisive encounter between the heavenly world and the earthly “bears no relation to the metaphysical antithesis between phenomenon and idea, the finite and the infinite, time and eternity, which is a theme of Hellenistic philosophy” (ibid., p. 117)? To protest misunderstanding of the Christ-event in terms of the alien conceptions of ancient religious philosophy is commendable indeed since entrenched metaphysical preconceptions all too often excluded the very possibility of special divine incarnation. Stauffer is also right in stressing that 1 John 4:2 f. “makes serious acceptance of the message of the historical incarnation of the eternal Logos a yardstick of the divine authority of a theology” (loc. cit.); 2 John 7 does not hesitate, in fact, to apply the term antichrist to the “many deceivers. . ., [who] confess not that Jesus Christ is come in the flesh.” But has this affirmation of the incarnation of the Logos in Jesus of Nazareth “no relation” to the philosophical problems of “the finite and the infinite, time and eternity”? Can such metaphysical concerns be wholly evaded unless one mistakenly reduces the reality of the incarnation to only an inner existential or suprarational commitment, options that Stauffer seems strenuously to resist by his emphasis on “the historical incarnation of the eternal Logos”?

P. T. Forsyth insists that if we seriously seek the way to the Father in the Son’s glorification of him upon the earth and in the Father’s glorification of the Son in raising him from the dead, then our ideas of the Absolute must reflect the full significance of christocentric transformation. The New Testament presents not only the plērōma or fullness of God in Christ, but also the kenōsis or self-emptying of Christ Jesus; Paul, in fact, ventures to speak of an even larger role than this for God in Christ (1 Cor. 15:22 ff.). Yet “the admission of the sovereignty of Christology,” writes MacKinnon, “is not, for the philosopher, any sort of escape from his own special problems; still less is it a device whereby he is able to say that theology has its own place, its statements their own special logic, and that it is enough for him to point out this uniqueness and to defend it against those who would impugn or criticize it” (Borderlands of Theology, p. 60). “We need . . . the category of radical contingency in order that the shock of the claim which Christ makes shall not be blunted. . . . The ministry of Jesus is not an instance or an example of the love of God, but rather its very substance; a point of which in the New Testament itself the epistle to the Ephesians offered a classical exposition” (ibid., pp. 61, 68).

If God is eternal, transcendent being, how, it may be asked, can he act in the world? The answer given by biblical theism is that God acts by predestination and that he is immanent in as well as transcendent to his created universe. For Christian theology, divine transcendence and immanence are corollary conceptions. God is not a divine being who acts only behind, outside or between cosmic and historical processes; he is present in these processes and works in them. The universe does not exist without his support and concurrence. God both acts on the events of nature and history from without and is purposefully and meaningfully engaged within the universe as well. He is not indifferent to the world and to man. The Psalms frequently speak of the operations of nature as the very operations of deity: thunder is God’s “voice,” lightnings “his arrows,” earthquakes “his doings.” Without dwelling on secondary causes the biblical writers here attribute the phenomena of the creation directly to the Creator. Yet in a world where many pagans eagerly worshiped nature-gods or heavenly bodies it was the living God’s self-revelation that preserved the ancient Jews from pantheism. That the Hebrews had no natural distaste for pantheism is clear from Alexandrian Judaism, from the Cabala (or theosophic interpretation of Scripture to which some rabbis were prone), from medieval Jewish pantheists, and from the modern Jew Spinoza and his followers.

Emphasis on divine immanence is only a partial answer, however, to the question of how God acts in the world. To stress the world’s dependence on the Deity in no way addresses the question of how God injects himself into the ongoing causes that reflect his creative activity, if indeed we may speak of secondary causes at all. Is creation’s dependence on the Creator causal or noncausal? It is tempting to pontificate about the biblical view only to risk needless indebtedness to fashionable scientific theories that cannot escape revision and tentativity. The notion of causality is now so tangled that it may serve only to introduce confusion. Aquinas and Kant differed greatly in their conceptions of causation; Kant made every cause an effect, and vice versa. Yet to do without causality seems to invite ambiguous synonyms. God’s thoughts and will are the ultimate cause of the creation, one that has a view to the future as well as to the past and present. Are all God’s actions causal processes? Must everything be explained by known preceding conditions? Historically most modern religious thinkers have assigned causal sequences that some claimed were fundamental in God’s relationships to the world. But in the Bible creation is not a mechanistic causal reality; it involves, rather, a constant reenactment of God’s presence and power. It is important to distinguish voluntary from involuntary causation, and to emphasize that in his activities God always has the eschatological end in view.

Aquinas said that “God is in all things, not, indeed, as part of their essence, or as a quality, but in the manner that an efficient cause is present to that on which it acts” (Summa Theologica, Ia, 8, 1). The basic premise of Thomism is that every event has a cause, and on this premise it argues from events to God as their First Cause. Either this premise is true by definition (only effects that are causes are “events”) and therefore tells us nothing about the real world, or it is an induction from the world and open to disproof. Inasmuch as the quantum theory of physics does not employ the principle of causality it seems to imply that subatomic events are not to be causally explained. Scientists accordingly appeal to this theory to indicate that causality does not apply to all events, and that causality is not, in fact, a necessary truth.

To say that emphasis on divine transcendence over immanence leads to unworthy notions of God and accommodates a magical priestly clan or other professional intermediaries, echoes present-day philosophical infatuation with divine immanence. To be sure, the history of religion is full of superstitious rites and functionaries presumably able to penetrate the infinite mysteries. But these phenomena are associated as much with a misconceived divine immanence as with a misconceived divine transcendence. The living God of Scripture discloses himself transcendently and defines the nature of his immanent presence and activity in the universe. To dwarf his transcendence by exaggerating his immanence, as did modern theology, gains nothing for the worship of the one true God. On the other hand, to overemphasize divine transcendence, as did so-called neoorthodoxy, distorts divine disclosure and compromises the cognitive aspects of revealed theology.

God’s transcendence means that nature is always and everywhere open to his purpose, a purpose that he expresses freely either in repetitive cosmic processes and events, or in once-for-all acts. Hence God discloses his purposive presence equally in both the regularities of nature and in what is exceptional or miraculous. As opposed to mechanical determinism, evangelical theism emphasizes teleological law. Even though we do not now know God’s purposes in detail, they are reflected in cosmic events and in historical acts, and are biblically stated.

It is remarkable that modern personalism, while rejecting the mechanical view of nature and holding to the possibility of miracle, nonetheless took a critical and even skeptical view of the biblical miracles. Its dual emphasis that nature is a part of God and that the order of nature is itself God’s purpose need not have led in this antimiraculous direction, for empirical observation is fragmentary and we cannot know the complete pattern of nature until all cosmic details are finally accessible. Yet personalism contended that in relation to nature, terms like “supernatural” and “transcendence” mean that God is more than what is revealed in nature; it assumed, however, that God’s orderly way excludes once-for-all revelation and miraculous redemptive acts. But miracle does not violate nature. It is an activity of the same creative power that is at work in the moral and historical realms but which in cosmic processes scientists seek to chart in terms of repeatable sequences. If the New Testament writers mention the name of God many times in the context of prayer, it is no less significant that they also mention God’s name many, many times in the context of miracles that are said to have occurred in the world of nature. Luke, for example, mentions God’s name fifty-eight times in the context of the virgin birth narratives.

The Bible at the very beginning emphasizes that God is not merely an acting God of deed-revelation, but a speaking deity also who shapes language as a medium of intelligible communication with man made in his image. Words are the means of transmitting ideas from person to person: it is not centrally in symbols and visions, but especially in words, that the Old Testament focuses its account of divine-human relationships. Moses the lawgiver reports the Word of God; the prophets impart the revealed Word of Yahweh. The Gospels record three occasions on which the invisible God spoke from heaven to acknowledge Jesus as his unique Son: at his baptism (Mark 1:10; cf. Matt. 3:16 f.; Luke 3:21 f.; John 1:32 ff.); at his transfiguration (Matt. 17:5; cf. Mark 9:7; Luke 9:35; cf. 2 Pet. 1:17); and shortly before the crucifixion (John 12:27–39). Jesus Christ, moreover, commissioned disciples to “preach the word” (Matt. 10:7, 20, 27:20; John 6:63). The secret of Christianity’s expansion was growth of the apostolic word (Acts 6:7, 12:27, 19:20). The orally proclaimed biblical truth, together with the subsequently published Gospel of Christ or teaching of the Bible, was the message of the early Christian church (Rom. 10:17; Gal. 3:2 ff.); the authoritative source of that message was, is and forever remains the transcendent God (1 Thess. 2:2, 13; Gal. 1:11 f.).






3.
The Resurgence of Process Philosophy

ALTHOUGH MANY WESTERN THINKERS disavowed metaphysical knowledge, process philosophy has reemerged as a metaphysically affirmative view that in some respects rejects the Judeo-Christian heritage but in others professes to champion it.

I believe biblical theism tumbled from ontological significance in the twentieth century because of several philosophical and theological developments. Among these were metaphysical counterclaims by absolute idealists, personalists and panpsychists; insistence on empirical verification by logical positivists and linguistic philosophers; concessive modernist views that denied the literal significance of scriptural representations of God’s being; phenomenological emphasis on the creative contribution of the individual knower; and neoorthodox denial of the objective metaphysical importance of special revelation. In some erstwhile Christian circles positivism deliberately, and neoorthodoxy unwittingly, encouraged an atheistic trend, one nurtured by such prejudices as that neither theology nor philosophy possesses objectively valid truths about God himself, and that no metaphysics is implicit in Hebrew representations of Yahweh.

Over against recent modern attempts to eliminate metaphysics as meaningless or beyond the possibilities of human knowledge, process theology tries to sustain intelligible interest in superempirical entities. It rejects the antimetaphysical stance of Kantian criticism, Barthian dialectical theology, Bultmannian existentialism, logical positivism and much analytic philosophy. Dialectical and existential theology had concentrated the case for the reality of God in internal divine-human confrontation; decline of this approach gave process theology a propitious opportunity to reassert its own particular claims. Having dismissed objective ontological concerns, neoorthodoxy and positivism forfeited the task of descriptive metaphysics to Marxists, neo-Thomists and a somewhat harassed vanguard of evangelical philosophers and theologians.

In promoting a philosophical alternative, process theory linked God to nature and history, and appealed to objective reason. Contrary to the neoorthodox notion that the Christian faith is an internal commitment devoid of implications for external nature and history, process philosophy stressed anew the fact that religious reality is important for all life and existence; it resisted both the “God is dead” trend and neoorthodox emphasis merely on an existential living God. Finding in common human experience the basis for affirming the divine it therefore shifted interest from special revelation to natural theology as the framework for resolving metaphysical disputes.

The breakdown of various neo-Protestant views produced a theologically neoliberal vacuum into which a scholarly vanguard influenced mainly by Alfred North Whitehead tried to squeeze process theology as the metaphysical system most appropriate to Christian faith. Unlike neo-Thomism, process theology rejects Aristotelian categories of substance and enthrones modern scientific categories of process and becoming. By correlating an evolutionary universe with a religious reality that guides the developmental process but yet is inseparable from it, process theology incorporates the creative process into the divine life and deprives deity of absolute transcendence.

Whitehead’s view of a creative principle with antecedent and consequent natures whetted much of the American interest in the theory. It was after coming from England to Harvard in 1924 that Whitehead wrote his philosophical works; there his protégé was Charles Hartshorne who in turn influenced Bernard Meland, John Cobb, Jr., Daniel Day Williams and Schubert M. Ogden. In place of widely current antimetaphysical theories, but still in opposition to classic Christian theism, these men promoted schematic dipolar theism that denies miracle and for biblical supernaturalism substitutes a one-layer theory of reality.

Yet any impression that process theory is specially contemporary is wrong; process metaphysics is neither new nor modern (cf. C. F. H. Henry, “The Reality and Identity of God,” Christianity Today, Vol. XIII, No. 12, Mar. 14, 1969, pp. 3–6, and Vol. XIII, No. 13, Mar. 28, 1969, pp. 12–16) although its recent form incorporates some novel aspects. In a vigorous effort to align it with twentieth-century science and the contemporary secular revolt against the supernatural its proponents declared process theology specially congruous to the leading motifs of the day. The fact is that the theory has noteworthy roots in ancient Greek thought, and its diverse modern versions have in some respects been emerging for several centuries. Consensus hardly characterizes even current statements of process theology. But because a number of vocal contemporary scholars support the view in general, it has the semblance of a movement or school.

Earlier in this century process philosophy was espoused by Henri Bergson (Creative Evolution), C. Lloyd Morgan (Emergent Evolution) and Samuel Alexander (Space, Time, and Deity). (An evangelical critique appears in the present writer’s Remaking the Modern Mind, pp. 119–171.) Bergson’s vitalism involved a constantly changing divinity, neither omnipotent nor omniscient and limited by the universe; Morgan’s view was quasi-pantheistic, Alexander’s, quasi-naturalistic.

All three thinkers contributed in some respect to the thought of Whitehead who was to become the seminal mind and formative influence in contemporary process theory. Interest in Whitehead’s Gifford Lectures on Process and Reality was reduced in both England and America, however, by the growing impact in the mid-thirties of two antimetaphysical perspectives, namely, logical positivism which focused on physics more than on biological processes, and Barthian transcendence which considered evolutionary immanence inappropriate as a Christian model.

Charles Hartshorne’s Man’s Vision of God and the Logic of Theism and The Divine Relativity kept interest alive in Whitehead’s metaphysics, however, by projecting a bipolar deity intimately involved both in the universe and in the life of man. While process philosophy avoids pantheism with its direct identification of God with the universe, it nonetheless tries to interrelate God more closely with nature, man and history than does biblical theism. It considers God an aspect of everything that is, yet in some respects also transcendent to everything. Hartshorne calls this pan-entheism, that is, all is in God, in contrast to pantheism which says all is God. For process theory, in other words, even though God is more than the universe, the universe is as necessary to God as God is to the universe.

As logical positivism collapsed and dialectical-existential theology faltered, the view of Whitehead and Hartshorne gained academic influence in defining the nature of God; process theorists vigorously sought to penetrate and capture the intellectual frontiers. Aggressive American proponents of process theology included John Cobb, Jr. (A Christian Natural Theology. Based on the Thought of Alfred North Whitehead), Schubert M. Ogden (The Reality of God and Other Essays), and Daniel Day Williams (The Spirit and the Forms of Love). W. Norman Pittenger crossed the Atlantic to Cambridge, England, where he extended his earlier American interest (“A Contemporary Trend in North American Theology: Process Thought and Christian Faith,” pp. 500–510) by contributions in book form (e.g., Process-Thought and Christian Faith, Welwyn, Herts, James Nisbet, 1968; New York, Macmillan & Co., 1968) and with Peter Hamilton (The Living God and the Modern World) sought to restate Christianity in terms of process theory. In France, meanwhile, Catholic priest and biologist Teilhard de Chardin had projected a rationalistic evolutionary mysticism that views the universe as a christologically guided movement toward perfection (The Phenomenon of Man).

Process theology soon gained fresh vigor and became a rallying point for American postliberal theology. Offering an escape from the orthodox emphasis on miraculous supernaturalism and on an eternal Trinity in the Godhead, it appeals to experience and philosophical reasoning rather than to special revelation. It not only allies itself with evolutionary development but also considers the universe necessary to God, thus professing to take time more seriously than does evangelical theism.

Current process theology differs from its earlier philosophical statements, including those of Whitehead and Hartshorne, by trying to make Christianity—even if in a modified form—somehow credible to the contemporary mind. Unlike earlier approaches, more oriented to speculative argumentation, some later theological versions frequently invoke Scripture, project an overriding christology, and accord considerable scope to existential trust. Whitehead and Hartshorne, by contrast, sharply criticized biblical theism. Whitehead pointedly rejects “the Semitic concept of God,” and Christian theism and Mohammedan theism also; all three, he says, depict deity as standing outside a relationship of mutual dependence with other actual entities in the universe (Religion in the Making, pp. 68 ff.). Son of an evangelical Anglican clergyman, Whitehead abandoned early theological studies and for a time became agnostic. He deplores the traditional emphasis on divine omnipotence, omniscience and immutability; in fact, the idea of God is almost an afterthought in his metaphysics and undergoes considerable revision. He perceives God as one entity among others; God and the world are necessary to each other, he states. He views God no less readily as an impersonal creative principle than as a person. One searches the philosophies of Whitehead and Hartshorne in vain, moreover, for any significant christology. Most process thinkers in fact reject Lionel Thornton’s effort to reconcile aspects of Whiteheadian thought with orthodox trinitarianism (The Incarnate Lord). C. J. Curtiss, for example, while he discusses the implications of process thought for twenty-five different Christian categories, nowhere deals with the central concerns of the Cross, atonement and vicarious substitution (The Task of Philosophical Theology).

Although Whitehead and many followers vigorously attack Christian theology in order to commend process thought, some scholars now consider process philosophy the best metaphysical conceptuality for presenting Christianity.

In Living Options in Protestant Theology: A Survey of Methods John Cobb, Jr., for example, insists that we need a Christian natural theology and recommends Whitehead’s philosophy as the best available option. “I believe,” he says, “that in Whitehead we have an excellent philosophy unusually free from the tensions with Christian faith characteristic of other philosophies that Christians have tried to employ” (ibid., p. 270). Cobb considers Whitehead’s philosophy “Christian, in the sense of being deeply affected in its starting point by the vision of reality” (ibid., p. 268). But James Collins reminds us that “Whitehead uses the language of the Incarnation, but without accepting an immanent-transcendent creator or the doctrine of the Man-God. The theory of bipolarity trails off just at the point where the questions of whether God is good, personal, and personally related to man can be posed” (God in Modern Philosophy, p. 322). To be sure, while Cobb would reformulate Whitehead’s positions somewhat, he would always do so congruently with Whitehead’s principles, and not in the interest of “a hybrid of philosophy and Christian convictions” (Living Options in Protestant Theology, p. 269). In the closing chapter of his A Christian Natural Theology Cobb promotes “a Whiteheadian Christian natural theology” (ibid., p. 252).

In Process Thought and Christian Faith Norman Pittenger likewise maintains that of all available perspectives process theology does the most justice to the biblical symbols. Pittenger writes: “There is a remarkable correspondence between the biblical insistence on the Living God who is active in nature and in the affairs of men, and the recognition by process-thought that the world is a dynamic process of such a kind that whatever explanatory principle or agency there may be . . . must be dynamic and processive” (ibid., pp. 20 f.). He adds: “If ever . . . a philosophy . . . took seriously the kind of portrayal of God in relation to his world which we find in the biblical record, it is the philosophy of process” (ibid., p. 30).

Lewis S. Ford elaborates Whitehead’s view in his volume, The Lure of God. A Biblical Background f or Process Theism. Process theism, he insists, best illumines “our understanding of biblical and Christian traditions” (ibid., p. 1). Ford points to recent efforts to develop the theory christologically. He sees nature as a series of emergents, and regards Jesus as “carrying man beyond himself” and as decisively actualizing God’s creative Word (ibid., p. 47). But why the process of emergence must stop with Jesus, or why, if even God needs fulfillment, God cannot be carried beyond himself in a process context, is not fully clear.

Paul R. Sponheim commends Christian faith and process metaphysics as making “better sense together” (Faith and Process. The Significance of Process Thought for Christian Faith, p. 386). His welcome of process theology leaves many historic theological commitments in midair; while he rejects a “double truth” theory (ibid., pp. 261 ff.), he nonetheless puts many Christian dogmas outside the scope of metaphysical dialogue.

No exponent of process theology is trapped more ambiguously between the alternatives of biblical theism and process theism than is Schubert Ogden. Ogden rejects the supernatural, ignores the reality of the Trinity, disavows the miraculous—including the once-for-all historical incarnation and resurrection of Jesus Christ—and repudiates a Word of God mediated solely through Christ. Bultmann holds that Christian faith is not possible on the ground of the historical event of Jesus Christ, and postulates instead a non-demythologized “Christ” existentially necessary for salvific response. But Ogden goes even farther: he eliminates Christ as the sole mediator through whom God speaks his Word. “There is not the slightest evidence,” says Ogden, “that God acted in Christ in any way different from the way in which he primordially acts in every other event; and even if it could be established that he had, it is clear that such an occurrence would not be of the slightest moment to me as an existing self who must win or lose himself in decision here and now” (“Bultmann’s Project of Demythologizing and the Problem of Theology and Philosophy,” p. 165).

Since process theology’s rejection of the supernatural involves denying orthodox christology, one would expect Ogden to think twice about commending process theology as a Christian view. He nonetheless insists that Jesus of Nazareth is the normative revelation of the ultimate truth about our existence before God. Although Ogden rescues the Nazarene from the historical skepticism to which Bultmann abandoned him, he does so for his own purposes. He makes Jesus a pawn in the context of process theology, and commends process perspectives as a theological witness to God’s concrete action as revealed in Jesus Christ (The Reality of God, pp. 65 f.). “It is my belief,” he writes, “that the conceptuality provided by this new philosophy enables us so to conceive the reality of God that we may respect all that is legitimate in modern secularity, while also fully respecting the distinctive claims of the Christian faith itself” (ibid., p. 56). Ogden quickly dismisses the notion that “it may appear strange and even suspicious” that “a form of theism . . . genuinely possible for secular man should turn out to be . . . conformable to Chrisitian faith” (ibid., p. 69).

Process philosophy has gained considerable following in American theological circles, particularly in the Western states. Many major centers elsewhere, however, ignore it, either as a vague dilution of biblical theology, or as a mediating effort that lacks logical power and stability; they see it as an unpromising effort to revive a metaphysical outlook whose essential features were already championed unsuccessfully earlier in this century. Has the movement made its case either as a credible alternative to Christian theism or as the preferred metaphysics for expounding the Christian world-life view? Is process philosophy more deeply rooted in the fashions of contemporary thought than in the categories of biblical theology? Does it confer Christian sanction on a speculative philosophical theory that basically obscures the reality of the biblical God? Much current discussion assumes that historic evangelical theism disadvantages and misrepresents the Bible and that process philosophers are indeed true to essential biblical conceptions.

Some theologians insist that revealed religion is committed to no specific worldview. Dialectical dogmaticians contend, moreover, that divine revelation is not propositional and Scripture therefore has no interest in world-views. Karl Barth asks: “Is it our job as Christians to accept or reject world-views? Have not Christians always been eclectic in their world-views—and this for very good reason?” (Church Dogmatics, III/2, p. 447).

To be sure, no finality attaches to any secular worldview. Some conceptualities more than others accommodate emphases on which Judeo-Christian revelation insists. But no conceptuality can pit itself against basic elements of the biblical revelation and still profess to be ideally or acceptably Christian. To elaborate a supposedly Christian worldview on the basis of secular philosophy by advancing points of contact congenial to biblical theology, and merely excluding whatever scriptural doctrine is uncongenial, makes a mockery of intelligible divine revelation. The truths that structure the biblical revelation are capable of systematic correlation and supply a foundation on which a Christian world-life view can and should be erected.

Cobb recognizes that “no philosophy can be regarded as philosophically absolute” and that Christian choice of a preferred conceptuality from among a variety of philosophies is therefore in a culturally and historically “conditioned situation” (A Christian Natural Theology, p. 271). Whitehead viewed the relativity of philosophies as not unlike the relativity of scientific theories (Process and Reality, pp. 20 f.). In science, he noted, later revision does not discredit the validity of an earlier hypothesis in relation to the particular data on which it was predicated; in metaphysics, likewise, we do not operate with absolutes but commute between partial truths. Cobb thinks this view is “surely . . . not entirely wrong” (A Christian Natural Theology, p. 273, ital. sup.). But what room is there for culture-conditioned certainties? Whitehead himself recognized the relativity of his own philosophy (Essays in Science and Philosophy, p. 87). What Cobb seems not to recognize is that any decisive correlation of Christianity with Whitehead’s metaphysics, moreover with any culturally relative philosophy, erodes the finality of revealed religion. While Cobb is willing to concede that his Whiteheadian natural theology is not universally binding, he does so only on the premise that, similarly, one “can be no more sure of the truth of the claim that the absolute has shown itself [e.g., in the Word of God that breaks into the relative] than of the truth of the philosophical analysis” (ibid., pp. 275 f.). Indeed, Cobb thinks that the West should rethink its faith “in the light of the reality of the great religions of the East” (ibid., p. 283). How useful, then, is a Christian natural theology? “The Christian,” to be sure, may claim that “the universal answer is to be found” in Jesus Christ (ibid., p. 284). But what of the nonchristian? In the interest of Whiteheadian conjecture Cobb seems to hurry over objective evidence for the self-revealing God and combines philosophical reasoning with appeals to personal faith and inner assurance (ibid., p. 277), appeals that can impose no validity claim upon other people.

Our objection is not to Whitehead’s contention that speculative philosophy must endeavor “to frame a coherent, logical and necessary system of general ideas in terms of which every element of our experience must be interpreted” (Process and Reality, p. 4). Ontological predications are proper and necessary. But where do we start when we affirm these claims? Whitehead relies not on biblical disclosure of the self-revealing God to decisively indicate the nature of ultimate reality and its relationships to the universe, but on philosophical conjecture. As Whitehead well recognizes, to displace transcendent revelation by philosophical tentativity replaces the Judeo-Christian God also, and with him creation ex nihilo, and much else.

In every actual entity Whitehead presumes to find both a physical and a mental pole, the mental involving prehension and feeling, but not necessarily conscious activity. This bipolarity Whitehead applies to God whom he views as the decisive principle of limitation, concretion and relevance or value. For Whitehead God’s mental pole is his “primordial nature” and his physical pole his “consequent nature,” a source of fresh depths of significance and vision in the world.

While Whitehead holds that “God is not to be treated as an exception to all metaphysical principles invoked to save their collapse,” but rather as “their chief exemplification” (Process and Reality, p. 521), it seems clear that he does, in fact, insist on basic differences between God and all temporal entities, even if some projected distinctives are profoundly unbiblical.

God alone, says Whitehead, completely comprehends eternal objects, he alone incorporates objective data without their vanishing into the past, he alone is imperishably durable without depending on an other than himself, his mental prehensions are not conditioned on physical feelings, and his consequent nature is more a transmutation of time than it is temporal.

Yet Whitehead finds God necessary as the principle of limitation or concretion that actualizes the forms of particular entities, an emphasis that recalls Plato’s dualism of an antecedently given medium not created by God but to which the Demiurge as divine architect imparts intelligible form. He also views God as the source of the purpose and inspiration of the ideals to which temporal actual entities aspire, and as conserver of values if ideals realized in time are to be fulfilled and not lost.

Such projection not only modifies Christian theism, but also expressly rejects the orthodox view of God’s nature. To “solve” the tensions of eternity and time and of election and history Whitehead grounds them both in God but does so by dividing the divine nature into “primordial” and “consequent.” Historic Christianity declares God to be infinite and perfect, without limitation of being, knowledge and power, and independent of the world. Whitehead’s God needs the world, however, to make him complete; Whitehead reinterprets orthodox theism by ascribing potentiality to God. The qualities of change and development in God’s nature and of succession in his experience, Whitehead attributes to God’s “consequent” nature; his “primordial” nature Whitehead regards as absolute, independent and unchanging. But since the “primordial” nature is but one aspect of God’s being, thus to ascribe potentiality to him compromises God’s transcendence.

In the Bible the transcendent God is intimately related to man and the world without in any way compromising his infinite perfections. To be sure, John Courtney Murray singles out as “the central problem of Christian philosophy . . . the problem of the coexistence and coagency of the infinite and the finite, the necessary and the contingent, the eternal and the temporal, the absolute and the relative” (The Problem of God: Yesterday and Today, p. 92). And George F. Thomas observes: “The problem of the relation between permanence and change, actuality and potentiality in God’s nature has yet to be worked out in a satisfactory way.” Then he adds: “But it may be predicted that the Theism of the future will not abandon the Greek and medieval emphasis upon the eternity, immutability, and perfection of the transcendent God . . .” (Religious Philosophies of the West, p. 387). Thomas makes partial concessions to process theology, however, when he declares it hardly reconcilable with the biblical view when Aquinas describes “God’s perfection as complete actuality, without potentiality of any kind; His eternity and immutability as excluding all succession in time and change; His knowledge as including even future contingent events; His will as the ultimate cause of all events, even contingent and evil ones; and His power as limited only by absolute impossibility” (ibid., p. 385). Thomas thinks that philosophers will eventually reinterpret and synthesize such convictions with the modern insistence on God’s intimate relations to the world and its profound effects on him. Most evangelical theists insist, however, that to contradict or to constrict divine omnipotence, transcendence, and independence, undermines a meaningful concept of God. A proper and adequate view of deity rejects any equivalence between God and the activities of the universe.

Whitehead’s emphasis on ideals and values, moreover, has no explicit relationship to the Judeo-Christian recognition that God’s revealed will is the foundation of moral distinctions. By insisting instead on aesthetic inspiration Whitehead virtually reduces morality to but an instrumental role, to a means for achieving aesthetic values. George Thomas incisively protests that, unlike the ethical theism of the Bible, Whitehead does not seem to regard the general moral principles he adduces “as belonging to a moral order based upon God’s will, nor does he speak of them as moral demands which are universally binding upon men” (Religious Philosophies of the West, p. 388).

Whitehead’s depreciation of divine power is no less disconcerting. He rejects divine omnipotence, claiming that it deprives temporal actual entities of their freedom, and thus makes God responsible for evil. The fact is, that the alternative of an omnipotent God’s self-limitation would avoid this objection and would escape the problems raised by imposing external limitations on God. Daniel Day Williams suggests that a God whose role is reduced from any use of force to the use only of persuasion, as by Whitehead, has no tangible power in the world, and implies a God who only listens and does not “speak”; divinity becomes merely a final cause that is neither Creator nor Redeemer in the biblical sense (The Relevance of Whitehead’s Metaphysics, pp. 365 ff.). Thomas observes that Whitehead is “closer to Platonic than to Jewish and Christian Theism. . . . His conception of God lacks something of the majesty of the transcendent God of the Bible, who combines love for men with the moral demand for justice and mercy and uses His power in history and beyond history to fulfill His purpose for the creatures He has made” (Religious Philosophies of the West, p. 389).

Whitehead, moreover, does not consider personality a basic category for comprehending ultimate reality. Failure to insist that God is personal thus sets him apart not only from traditional theists but also from modern personalists and theological modernists. Whitehead himself admitted that he had never fully worked out his doctrine of God, and in the preface to the second edition of her work on Whitehead’s Philosophy of Organism Dorothy Emmet voiced uncertainty as to whether God’s reality is really integral to Whitehead’s view of the world. Some critics consider the notion of a personal God simply a religious or emotional overtone that process metaphysicians attach to a cosmic theory. Whitehead’s conception of God as object—in his words, a superject—is no improvement on Greek-inspired medieval notions of God as pure being which concealed the self-revealing God and prompted the equally extreme counterreaction, that of overemphasizing God as Subject. But Whitehead’s alternative is no better. God’s primordial nature, or mental pole, Whitehead considers a unity of pure conceptual feelings but which “apart from complex integration with physical feelings, are devoid of consciousness in their subjective form” (Process and Reality, p. 521). For Whitehead God is therefore impersonal and unconscious in his primordial nature, even if other metaphysicians try to associate with conscious life certain functions that Whitehead assigns to the primordial nature. Only through his consequent nature, that is, only as finite and in process, is Whitehead’s God conscious; in his primordial nature he is impersonal, unconscious and deficiently actual, and therefore religiously unavailable.

Process theologians consider the historic Christian doctrine that God is supernatural, absolutely timeless and immutable, but a carbon copy of the immovable static Being of secular Greek philosophy. The evangelical view of God, Schubert Ogden charges, combines “elements of classical Greek philosophy with religious insights derived from the Hebraic-Christian Scriptures” (The Reality of God, pp. 16 f.). Ogden declares God’s reality to be the central issue of contemporary theology and considers supernaturalistic theism more objectionable than even the atheistic claims mounted by radical secularism in the aftermath of logical positivism. The basis for his complaint that evangelical orthodoxy merges “the conceptions of classical metaphysics and Holy Scripture” is that because it affirms an absolute God classic Christian theism necessarily deprives God of “real internal relations to the contingent beings of which he is the ground” (ibid., p. 140). Ogden depicts the turbulent history of modern philosophy from Spinoza through Hegel as a quest for a more acceptable theism, a search that failed either because it retained too many aspects of orthodoxy or because it developed insufficiently revised conceptions of deity. The ideal neoclassical alternative, he says, is process theology.

Instead of biblical theism’s monopolar or entirely absolute God and its two-level reality of the supernatural and the natural, Ogden promotes a dipolar or intrinsically two-sided God at once absolute and relative, who stands in inseparable living interaction with the universe. In process theology the exposition of transcendence and immanence is double-edged—there is God’s transcendence and immanence, and also the world’s supposed transcendence of and immanence within God. Whitehead put it this way: “It is as true to say that the World is immanent in God, as that God is immanent in the World. It is as true to say that God transcends the World, as that the World transcends God” (Process and Reality, p. 528). For Whitehead transcendence is but a generic notion and not one uniquely distinctive of God: “Every actual entity, in virtue of its novelty, transcends its universe, God included,” he says (ibid., p. 143), and “every actual entity, including God,. . . transcends the rest of actuality” (ibid., p. 135). He means by this that it is in special ways that God transcends and is transcended, since it is he who draws all actualities into comprehensive and inexhaustible unity. God’s ultimacy, in other words, is viewed in terms of creativity, but not in terms of self-containedness and self-sufficiency. For Whitehead divine aseity and independence of the universe are impossible notions.

According to Ogden God is absolute in his inclusion of all reality; that is, the universe is his body. And God is absolute in his relations to human beings and nature; they are aspects of his body and of his love. God is also absolute in knowledge since at every stage of development everything exists in relationship to him, and God is absolute in temporality since he exists in time unlimited by beginning or end. By the same token, God for Ogden is neither absolutely transcendent nor absolutely omniscient; he is neither absolute creator and preserver of the universe nor absolutely above time; in short, God is not supernatural, he is not supertemporal. For Ogden God is a growing god, a god who changes.

In Norman Pittenger’s words, “If the world is a world in dynamic movement, then God as its chief principle of explanation will himself be in dynamic movement; if ceaseless adaptation to novel possibilities is found in the order of creation, the meaning of creation will itself include a factor which in the highest degree is adaptable. . . . For process-thought deity is not understood,” he writes, “as if God could be said to ‘exist’ without the continuing relationships and the ceaseless activity which in another way we see reflected in the world” (Process-Thought and Christian Faith, pp. 26 f.). Pittenger therefore denies that God is ontologically independent and essentially distinct from the universe, and that the properties of the created universe need not characterize the Creator.

Lewis Ford contends that if we conceive the eternal order as “absolutely actual in its unchangeableness . . . then the world becomes an unnecessary appendage to God, a strange reduplication in time of that which is already unchangeably actual in God” (The Lure of God, p. 47). But to argue that anything besides deity is “a strange reduplication in time” because all perfection is already actual in God, rebuts the very complaint. While what God creates is unnecessary to his being, it is indeed ontologically strange or “other” than his being, and it is “in time,” and a reduplication in reality of what God eternally decrees to create. The argument is unpersuasive that a deity conceived as self-giving love requires in its reciprocal interrelationships that the universe be an aspect of the divine life. In classic Christian theism the Trinity of persons within the eternal Godhead serves this purpose very adequately. Depicting divine interpersonal relationships apart from trinitarian doctrine buttresses the argument that God requires a universe as an object of his love. Whitehead’s theory arbitrarily makes a social Trinity impossible. The conjectural and complex dipolar theory of God is no improvement on, and no more acceptable than the modernist reduction of orthodox trinitarianism to an abstract monopolar theory of God.

What basis is there, we may ask, for the notion voiced by Ogden and other process theorists that God is “first of all, the eminently relative One” whose absoluteness is “simply the abstract structure or identifying principle of his eminent relativity” (The Reality of God, p. 65)? Does it really follow, as Ogden contends, that “the most truly absolute Thou any mind can conceive” is “the Thou with the greatest conceivable degree of real relatedness . . . to all others”? Or is this an unwitting invitation to pantheism? If the idea of “the greatest conceivable” being is intended to recall the ontological argument, surely Anselm did not find therein any support for a primarily “relative God.”

In view of their insistence on divine potentiality it is no surprise that process thinkers concentrate their criticism of orthodox theism on traditional representations of God’s immutability, eternity, omnipotence and omniscience. But to revise and rearrange the divine attributes to satisfy a bipolar theory of God imposes restrictions upon deity that are foreign to the God of the Bible. Whitehead had declared that the two concepts of permanence and fluency totally contradict each other; Ogden tries to reconcile them by differentiating existence from actualities or mere states. We are therefore presented with a schizophrenic God who embodies radically opposed modes of reality, a deity absolute in some aspects of his nature, but relative in others. Mere semantic manipulation of the metaphor of polarity will not bridge the logical difficulties, however, nor will it obscure the violence done to the nature of the Judeo-Christian God. The divine commandment against imaging God in space-time realities (Ex. 20:4) declares that God is not to be confused with the universe. Jesus Christ stressed, as does the Old Testament, that God is spirit (John 4:24), that is, immaterial and invisible. The apostle Paul’s exhortation that we come to God directly rather than by means of material objects (Acts 17:29; cf. Rom. 1:25) strikes hard against the notion that God is an aspect of all reality. On Mars Hill Paul speaks concerning the omnipotent creator who needs nothing outside himself: “as if he needed anything” (Acts 17:25, NIV). The Greek term prosdeomi repudiates any suggestion that God stands in any need whatsoever; he is unlike heathen idols that owe to human hands their very reality and continuance. Paul, in other words, presupposes God’s self-sufficiency: “It is not because he lacks anything that he accepts service at men’s hands, for he is himself the universal giver of life and breath and all else”(Acts 17:25, NEB). There is no hint here of process theology’s notion that the universe is necessary to God.

F. R. Tennant stresses that love belongs to God’s primordial nature and is not simply a matter of his relationships to others. Karl Barth likewise insists on God’s self-sufficiency when he writes: “God would be none the less God if he had not created a world and man. The world’s existence and our existence is in no way essentially necessary to God, even as the object of his love” (Church Dogmatics, I/1, p. 158). “It is not part of God’s being and action that as love it must have an object in another who is different from him. God is sufficient in himself as object and therefore as object of his love. . . . God does not owe us either our being, or in our being his love” (II/1, pp. 280 f.).

Whitehead rejects God’s temporal priority over the world and divine creation-out-of-nothing in order to accommodate a continual bringing into being: “God is not before all creation but with all creation” (Process and Reality, p. 521). This emphasis obviously compromises divine transcendence, for God is seen as involved in time and change and as affected by the world. We must not confuse Whitehead’s view with that of Hegel, however, since they differ in important respects: Hegel considers the universe the history of God’s becoming, the self-evolution of Absolute Reason in time and space; for Whitehead, on the other hand, the universe is the history of God’s becoming in only certain aspects of his nature.

Process theology asserts that God transcends temporal actual entities in the sense that God’s primordial nature is eternal, aboriginal and independent of them, and that temporal entities never exhaust the infinite multiplicity of eternal objects conceptually visualized by God. Whitehead spoke of God as “Co-creator of the universe” (a phrase attributed by Lucien Price in Dialogues of Alfred North Whitehead, p. 297). But to say that God is the chief causal principle is quite different from saying merely that he is the only ultimate cause. If every new event is partly a product of the efficient causation of prior events, partly a product of self-causation, and partly a product of final or teleological causation, then is not the entity itself just as causal as any other causal factor? A divinity whose “self creation” in creative becoming motivates our decisions and is advanced or retarded by our decisions and deeds seems to have something for everyone; it leaves us unsure, however, just what it has and for whom. No clear discrimination emerges between divine influence, cosmic law and human spontaneity. As George Thomas remarks, “Whitehead’s conception of God’s transcendence is very different from that of biblical Theism, which stresses God’s majesty and holiness and the complete dependence of the world upon Him. This is most obvious in Whitehead’s explicit denial that God is the creator of finite actual entities” (Religious Philosophies of the West, p. 372). While on process premises God may be said to form a causal unity of order he can hardly be regarded as creator ex nihilo of the universe, for his causal relationships to man and the world are obscure indeed.

If God is in fact a growing God, if God does change in important respects, can we any longer confidently and truly say what God in truth is? If it is argued that to establish what God is we need to know only that he is eternal and omnipresent, then the dipolar distinction is not essential to the divine being. Process theorists may rightly caution Christians against interpreting biblical passages about God’s changeless character (Mal. 3:6; James 1:17) in terms of a remote and immovable Absolute; they have no basis for eroding God’s omniscience and omnipotence, however, by misconstruing passages about his “repentance.” If God is not sovereign and omniscient but growing, can not his own ability to tell the truth also expand, and if so, have we any basis for regarding even divine revelation as unsubject to revision? While Ogden in the index to The Reality of God lists perhaps a dozen references to divine revelation, including “decisive revelation” and “the revelation of revelations,” he nowhere introduces revelation as cognitively significant. Not revelation but philosophical conjecture is his source of truth about God. But can Ogden’s assertions about God coincide with what God knows himself to be if God is changing and also limited in knowledge? If God’s reality is changing, can his creatures know anything unchanging (whether ontic or epistemic) about him? In place of the self-revealing Sovereign who voluntarily creates man and the world, Odgen’s god is a dipolar deity with an incomprehensible “absolute” nature and a “contingent” nature unworthy of worship.

Bergson correlated process philosophy with the conviction that our conceptions do not truly represent reality. But on what basis can current process theory affirm eternally valid conceptions any more properly? Might not a better approach emerge for communicating the truth if, despite his changeable nature, the one dipolar God should ultimately discover what he really is? And suppose—horror of horrors for process theologians—God should truly become the absolute sovereign and immutable deity of biblical theology?

The notion of God as partly nonexistent and yet capable of existing fully is a speculative monstrosity; no philosopher could seriously have proposed such a concept unless he had imbibed modern evolutionary theory too long and too much. As Anselm long ago observed in his Reply to Gaunilo, a reality that does not exist in its totality can in fact be conceived not to exist at all. An ontologically necessary being, he argues in the Monologion, derives its existence solely through and from itself (Ch. 6). If God’s ontic independence is to some extent denied, so that some aspect of his being or nature depends upon external causes, then these causes could just as readily destroy as constitute his reality. If God’s nature depends in part upon external considerations, then his reality—unless determined by external necessity—depends in part upon chance and need not even have come into existence. To the extent or in the degree that the nonexistence of God’s attributes is conceivable, to that extent or in that degree he exists either by chance or because of some external circumstance. It is, in fact, meaningless to describe a “self-existent being as coming to exist” (cf. John H. Hick and Arthur C. McGill, eds., The Many-Faced Argument: Recent Studies in the Ontological Argument f or the Existence of God, p. 347). If God is, he is God as the eternal, unlimited reality without any external cause for his being and perfections. Being that God acquires or perfections that he adds would be neither logically nor ontologically necessary to his reality; they are logically and ontologically dispensable, if not logically and ontologically impossible. Anything that is contingently nonexistent is never potentially divine.

Process philosophers who affirm God’s creative becoming can avoid a wholly contingent God only by philosophical postulation; since on their premises God’s past or future nonexistence was or is a possibility, the permanent reality of their deity is neither demonstrated nor necessary. A God whose perfections do not have necessary existence as an entirety is a God whose existence is partially dependent on what is not-God. In that case God’s secure existence does not depend entirely on his own unique being; without the universe he could neither have existed at any time, nor would he have “grown” and, moreover, without the universe he would presumably perish. While on the premises of process philosophy God may be a radically exceptional being, exalted above all others, and worshipfully supreme, his eternity is not affirmed as in revelational theism and can not be deduced from a definition of divinity. And insofar as potential for growth is affirmed, the God of process philosophy is neither the best conceivable being nor in fact, deserving of worship. A deity who can exist in a greater state than he actually does, whose existential actuality is in part suspended upon future contingencies, and who is not in all respects infinite, absolute and forever complete, is an inadequate object of religious devotion; such speculation marks a retreat from the revelational theism of the Bible.

Does it not confuse things, moreover, to borrow the language of monotheism in order to speak of a dipolar divine principle? What pan-en-monotheistic need is there for referring the coherence and order of a changing world and the sense of human worth and meaning to one and the same principle rather than to pan-en-polytheism? And would not the equal ultimacy of Chronos and Physis or some other divine Jekyll and Hyde be more coherent than a God with a split personality, or rather, with contradictory attributes? Unless one clarifies God’s causal relations to the world, it is just as incongruous to speak of the universe as alive (hylozoism) or as merely consisting of personal values emerging at the frontiers of an evolutionary matrix, as to speak of God as simply an axiogenetic or axiosoteric aspect of the universal process. If, after all, what primarily sustains the idea of a dipolar God is my conviction of personal worth and meaning, may not the process deity be but a literary symbol for whatever appears to preserve man’s zest for life? Is not the deity of process theology such a part of and so reciprocally involved in the world process, and even more so in subjective human thought and decision, that its transcendence is merely imagined and imaginary?

Making process or change or growth an ultimate perfection is one of the prime weaknesses of process philosophy. Its exponents hesitate, of course, to speak of potential growth in terms of added perfection since that would imply an imperfect God, whereas, Ogden stresses, God is at every stage “completely perfect” (The Reality of God, p. 60 n. 97). Ogden rejects Hartshorne’s statement that God is “perfect and complete in some respects but not in all” (Reality as a Social Process; Studies in Metaphysics and Religion, p. 155), but at the same time seems to abandon the idea of a fixed perfection. (Calvin spoke of progress in this life as the highest perfection of the godly; modern theologians impiously transfer this necessity to the deity.)

Whatever else may be said for the new theism, its god is not the God of the Bible. Psalm 90 declares: “Before the mountains were brought forth, or ever thou hadst formed the earth and the world . . . thou art God” (KJV). Hence it is inaccurate to contend, like Ogden, that rejection of pantheism is the “real motive” of the doctrine of creation ex nihilo (The Reality of God, p. 62).

Langdon Gilkey observes: “If in the event of creation finitude is brought into being and exists, then the divine act of creation is a totally unique act. The process of creation, however we may try to comprehend it, cannot be exactly like any natural or human process with which we are familiar” (Maker of Heaven and Earth. A Study of the Christian Doctrine of Creation, p. 53). F. R. Tennant defends creation ex nihilo as safeguarding an “act of will” that is indispensable to theism (Philosophical Theology, pp. 123 f.). Despite Whitehead’s fascination with evolutionary notions of nature, Lionel Thornton insists that genuine religious experience “will never give up its treasured truth that God is the eternal and unchanging Creator, who utterly transcends the changing drama of the present world and all that it contains” (The Incarnate Lord, p. 112).

The God of the Bible is absolutely sovereign and omniscient. He at least has the advantage of knowing who he really is, since change and process do not apply to the Godhead. The living self-revealing God is eternally self-sufficient, the voluntary creator of the universe and sovereign monarch of all. He is the source of all substance and structures of existence, the metaphysical ground of the true and the good, the God of election-love who enters into personal covenant with the ancient Hebrews and incarnates himself in Jesus Christ. He is the God who will one day consummate earthly judgment and redemption through the returning risen Redeemer. Emphasis on divine concern, and on God’s relatedness to the world and man, could hardly come at a more propitious time than amid the overwhelming civilizational problems of the late twentieth century. Jesus of Nazareth left no doubt that human fortunes and misfortunes are of great concern to God and that our decisions and deeds make a difference not only in world affairs but also in God’s attitude and actions toward us.

Ogden nonetheless criticizes classical theism because its God “is lacking in all real internal relations to the contingent beings of which he is the ground” (The Reality of God, p. 124), a criticism that stems, in part, from his insistence that God’s changing relationships to man and the world ontologically describe his being. Ogden’s picture of evangelical theism is prejudiced and distorted and in some respects even a caricature. The fact is that neither metaphysical actuality nor logical consistency requires the verdict that a deity whose nature is defined by immutability, aseity and immateriality cannot as sovereign personal God voluntarily create and intimately relate himself to finite space-time realities. The absolute God of the Bible, who is unchanging, is not on that account aloof from his voluntary creation; he is no lofty Absolute disinterested in the affairs of his creatures.

John Cobb, Jr. correlates scriptural with process theology representations in order to compare the God of the Bible and the God of the philosophers; he concludes that “the philosophers’ God was impassible and immutable whereas the Biblical God was deeply involved with his creation and even with its suffering. . . . No principle inherent in reason . . . demands that philosophy will always conclude that God is impassible and immutable and hence, unaffected and uninvolved in the affairs of human history” (A Christian Natural Theology, p. 260). Such an inference imposes on both the Bible and philosophy the notion that a God who is unchanging cannot be significantly involved with his creation and its suffering or in the affairs of history.


Process theologians err twice over when they league evangelical theism with an immovable and uncompassionate Absolute and when they depict biblical writers as champions of a changing God who in some respects depends upon the universe. J. V. Langmead Casserley deplores as an “extraordinary perversion of history” the philosophical misjudgment now common among twentieth-century scholars that “Greek and classical Christian thought. . . . was obsessed with static ideas of being” and that “the ultimate metaphysical reality precluded any possibility of becoming” (In the Service of Man. Technology and the future of human values, pp. 134 f.). Such a prejudiced version of the history of thought, says Casserley, “treats all Greek philosophers as though they were Parmenides, entirely ignoring the extent to which the central problem in Plato and Aristotle is that of the intelligibility of change.” This prejudice does even greater violence to Christianity, moreover, for according to the Bible the living God is both eternally active in self-revelation and eternally involved in the plan of creation and redemption; by these activities he proposes to lift a finite and fallen humanity to spiritual life and to display his sovereign glory through the cosmos and human history.

Several considerations make it clear that process philosophers misidentify the God of biblical theism and evangelical orthodoxy with the immovable divinity postulated by certain Greek philosophers and other more modern thinkers.

Unlike Greek views that forfeit the reality and significance of time and that consider space an undisputed eternal factor, biblical writers, on the other hand, correlate the eternal God with his active role in the created spatio-temporal universe and in human history.

Unlike ancient views that matter is intrinsically evil (Plato) and that deity is disinterested in the world (Aristotle’s self-thinking thought), New Testament Christianity, by contrast, affirmed from its very beginnings a supernatural creator personally and universally active in nature and human affairs and specially manifested in the election-love of the Hebrews and in the incarnation, atonement and resurrection of the Logos.

The Protestant Reformers rejected medieval scholastic attempts to expound the God of the Bible in speculative categories of abstract Being.

And today, like the biblical writers and the church fathers and the Reformers before them, modern evangelical theologians consider Scripture’s insistence on God’s active relation to the universe and his redemptive activity in history no less valid than Scripture’s emphasis on God’s absoluteness, eternity, immutability, omniscience and supernatural transcendence.

It becomes clear that process thinkers misconceive the God of the Bible and of evangelical theism as the remote, immovable Absolute of past and present secular philosophy. On the basis of its own revelatory supports Christianity can correlate a sovereign God whose eternal essence excludes all contingency with the fact of his free creation of a contingent and nonnecessary world; it can correlate a divine perfection that excludes further self-realization and whose essential glory is unaltered by the universe, with the fact that man is to glorify God through obedience to biblically revealed commands; it can correlate the absolute Creator whose relation to the world is transcendent, with the reality of the Father who in love revealed himself in Jesus Christ and who governs and guides the universe to its final goal. While it is true that some speculative medieval thinkers made concessions to secular philosophical notions of Being, evangelical theists have consistently rejected any amalgam of the biblical view of God with conjectural pagan views. The contradictions that process theorists impute to evangelical theism rest on speculative imagination and not on factual record. The alternative offered by process theology to biblical theism and illicitly advanced as the definitive Christian view is conjectural; it is rooted not in theistic revelation but in philosophical postulation.

John Hick rightly observes that “it was to the biblical writers psychologically inconceivable—as we say colloquially, unthinkable—that God might not exist, or that his nature might undergo change. They were so vividly conscious of God that they were unable to doubt his reality, and they relied so firmly upon his integrity and faithfulness that they could not contemplate his becoming other than they knew him to be” (The Many-Faced Argument, p. 344). A changing god would in biblical perspective be no god at all.

Process philosophers object to much more than just the orthodox Christian doctrine of God’s perfections. They assail also the traditional insistence on God’s triune nature, on divine decrees and election, on creation ex nihilo, on miraculous redemption, on biblical eschatology. In place of divine decree and foreordination, they stress divine persuasion, and subordinate history and eschatological finalities broadly to the endless love of God.

For process theology God is essentially and emphatically love. This basic Christian affirmation is not to be denied, of course, albeit not all that passes for love is divine, nor is every human exposition even of God’s agapē authentically biblical. Norman Pittenger considers God as love because he is infinitely related to his creation in necessary interdependence, and transmutes evil into good by absorbing it into his own nature (Process-Thought and Christian Faith, p. 33); from this it appears that Pittenger not only reduces the moral quality of love but also misunderstands the very nature of divine agapē. If God “creates” out of inner necessity, and is motivated by eros rather than agapē, his relationship to space-time realities is not that of the Judeo-Christian God. The New Testament nowhere portrays the climax of God’s love as divine-human interdependence or as divine absorption of human wickedness; Scripture declares it, rather, to be God’s costly redemption of sinners from the penalty and corruption of their evil ways, a redemption available only to those who turn to the Savior. The God of Judeo-Christian revelation is the God of loving kindness whose redemptive action in behalf of man, writes Gordon Kaufman, “is not called forth by the merit or value of man and the world, but simply because he loves. Far from deserving God’s goodness, men are ‘sinners’ and his ‘enemies’ who trespass against his will and seek to thwart his purposes” (Systematic Theology, p. 88).
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