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John Feinberg reads theology with a philosopher’s eye and writes it with a philosopher’s sensitivity to illogic and incoherence. The special excellence of this long, learned, clear, and thorough exposition of historic Christian belief about God is its harvesting of the past half-century’s brilliant philosophical work banishing muddles from the theological scene. This is the new landmark account of God that Bavinck might have produced had he been able to write his masterful Reformed Dogmatics a century later than he did. Feinberg makes the philosophical analyses as palatable as possible, and students who can handle them and lap up extended textual surveys as well will find this book a permanently fruitful and authoritative ­resource.


—J. I. ­PACKER


Professor of ­Theology


Regent ­College


This is a prodigious study biblically and philosophically of the doctrine of God set in the context of a probing analysis of the concept of God in contemporary thought. Feinberg judicially reconstructs aspects of the classical view of God in a way that proves more faithful than process and openness of God theisms. Arguably, this is the best study of theology proper in ­print.


—BRUCE ­DEMAREST


Professor of Theology and Spiritual ­Formation


Denver ­Seminary


This book contains some rare combinations: first, an author who is as concerned with conceptual clarification as he is with the absolute truthfulness of the biblical text; second, an argument that avoids the common “either-ors” and contends for the importance of both divine sovereignty and divine solicitude in equal measure; third, an approach that espouses divine determinism and divine temporality. No One Like Him takes on the most intractable intellectual challenges of contemporary evangelical ­theology.


—KEVIN ­VANHOOZER


Research Professor of Systematic ­Theology


Trinity Evangelical Divinity ­School


Few issues in contemporary theology are as complex and challenging as the concept of God. In this major work, Professor John Feinberg skillfully integrates biblical exegesis, historical theology, and philosophy in a carefully argued discussion, resulting in a very impressive reformulation of Christian theism which cannot be ignored by any serious student of ­theology.


—HAROLD ­NETLAND


Associate Professor of Philosophy of Religion and ­Missions


Trinity Evangelical Divinity ­School


The foundational doctrine of God has come in for a great deal of discussion of late. In this comprehensive treatment, John Feinberg skillfully draws upon both biblical and philosophical resources to deal with the important issues being discussed. His volume will be of great help to the ­church.


—MILLARD J. ­ERICKSON


Distinguished Professor of ­Theology


Truett Theological Seminary, Baylor ­University


A comprehensive, detailed, and fine study on the nature of God that leaves no stone unturned and will leave no reader ­unaffected.


—DAVID F. ­WELLS


Andrew Mutch Distinguished Professor of Historical and Systematic ­Theology


Gordon Conwell Theological ­Seminary
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FOREWORD





John Feinberg’s No One Like Him is a magisterial work, one that truly deserves to be called a magnum opus. Formidable in size, it reveals its author as one of the only—perhaps the only—modern scholar whose work, like that of Carl F. H. Henry, can compare in size, detail, comprehensiveness, and intellectual acuity with the accomplishments of the late Karl Barth, who in turn is perhaps the only contemporary theologian whose work rivals that of the old masters—of Luther and Calvin—in scope. However, there is a serious difference between Henry and Feinberg on the one hand and Karl Barth on the other hand: Henry and Feinberg are firmly and deliberately in the tradition of what the late Francis A. Schaeffer called “historic Protestantism”; Barth, despite his genuine conservatism and his orthodoxy on many points, really is not. Karl Barth generated his theology in an atmosphere dominated by late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century liberalism. Henry and Feinberg work in an age when Protestant liberalism has been deemed passé, superseded by all manner of inventive theologies, and when evangelical theology itself sometimes stands on shaky legs on a slippery slope, willing to compromise with modernity and even with postmodernism as much as possible without falling into the abyss of what Georges Florovsky called “pious atheism,” which is increasingly characteristic of modern and postmodern Protestantism.


Henry and Feinberg address the fundamental question of God and the world, time and eternity, incarnation and atonement, sin and salvation, on the basis of a sure and confident trust in the Holy Scriptures as God’s inerrant and infallible Word, while for the Swiss master, the Bible is only the witness to God’s revelation, the authoritative and essential witness, to be sure, but nevertheless a witness to the Word, not the Word itself. There is a difference between Henry’s magisterial work (God, Revelation and Authority) and that of Feinberg in that Henry wrote in a time when evangelicalism was just emerging from the fundamentalist controversies, whereas Feinberg writes a generation later, when the players on the theological field have changed and to some extent the rules have changed; but the goal of the evangelical theologian is nevertheless to speak the truth—in love, be it understood—but plainly and clearly to speak the truth.


The fact that he rivals both Karl Barth and Carl F. H. Henry in completeness and erudition, while agreeing with the latter in his fidelity to Scripture as being divine revelation, not merely testifying to it, makes John Feinberg’s work a reliable guide for the inquiring Christian reader to a degree that is not always the case with the author of the ponderous Kirchliche Dogmatik.


Feinberg’s work is close to half as large as John Calvin’s Institutes of the Christian Religion, but unlike the great Reformer’s work, which covers the whole scope of Christian doctrine, John Feinberg limits himself to what is called special theology, i.e., the doctrine of God. Readers who find Calvin formidable and therefore might be put off by this comparison or by the sheer bulk of Feinberg’s work should note that it is not at all necessary to read it from cover to cover to derive great benefit from it. Far from being merely another university or post-graduate level course in the doctrine of God, it is really a guide to several centuries of Christian thought. Consequently, it is able to serve as an immensely useful handbook providing accurate and readable information about scores of thinkers as diverse as the neo-Platonist Plotinus and the postmodernist feminist Nancey Murphy.


Feinberg offers a succinct and balanced treatment of speculative and esoteric approaches to understanding divine reality, from liberal Christian to modern pagan, and combines with it an insight into and critique of the efforts of contemporary thinkers within the evangelical tradition or close to it. He offers a thorough and nuanced discussion of specific points of controversy among orthodox Protestant Christians, such as whether God lives in timeless eternity or endless time. His treatment of God’s eternity as well as of predestination, foreknowledge, and human freedom is fascinating, although—precisely because these are and remain questiones disputatae—his recommendations for their solution will not find universal agreement among all of his fellow evangelicals. Because of the massiveness and comprehensiveness of this work, it is sure to draw friendly as well as unfriendly fire from various quarters, but like that of Henry, it will doubtless emerge relatively unscarred.


If the dogma of materialistic, naturalistic evolution, of chance and necessity as the origin of all that is, as the late Nobel prizewinner Jacques Monod and scores of lesser authorities would have it, cannot be challenged, then Feinberg’s work is irretrievably superfluous. In fact, however, it is not merely Christian theologians but scientists and scholars from other fields who are drawing increasing attention to the flaws in evolutionary dogma. To deal with the doctrine of God requires one to deal with the doctrine of his works, and in particular with creation, and here John Feinberg makes a distinct contribution to the discussion. His treatment of the various Christian efforts to relate the creation account in Genesis to the many secular theories that question or deny intelligent design and divine purpose is thorough and balanced. When he proceeds from criticism of errors to an attempt to present the truth, reasoning primarily on the basis of the scriptural witness and hermeneutical considerations, he reaches a conclusion that will be appreciated by advocates of a six twenty-four-hour day creation but which will not seem compelling to all upholders of biblical inerrancy.


The doctrines of creation and of the other acts of God, important as they are, are not Feinberg’s primary interest in this volume. Instead, it is the doctrine of the nature and attributes of the infinite-personal God. Here we note a detailed interaction with alternatives to classical orthodoxy from within the Christian community, such as pantheism and process theology, and sometimes even from fellow evangelicals, such as the concept of the openness of God. With respect to the Trinity and the incarnation, Feinberg interacts extensively with interpretations and explanations offered by early church fathers, medieval scholastics, Reformation thinkers, and contemporary figures of various shades. Unwilling to leave the doctrines of the Trinity and of the incarnation entirely in the realm of transcendent mystery as many do, he seeks to go beyond traditional Nicene and Chalcedonian dogma and to make the mysteries as accessible to reverent analysis as can be done.


It is impossible in a few paragraphs or even in dozens of pages, to do justice to John Feinberg’s work, but it is evident that even readers unprepared to follow each of his arguments and fully to endorse each of his conclusions must stand in admiration of his achievement. It is not risky to predict that his No One Like Him will come to be a milestone in evangelical theology.


Harold O. J. Brown


General Editor        









SERIES INTRODUCTION





BY GENERAL EDITOR


Why another series of works on evangelical systematic theology? This is an especially appropriate question in light of the fact that evangelicals are fully committed to an inspired and inerrant Bible as their final authority for faith and practice. But since neither God nor the Bible change, why is there a need to redo evangelical systematic theology?


Systematic theology is not divine revelation. Theologizing of any sort is a human conceptual enterprise. Thinking that it is equal to biblical revelation misunderstands the nature of both Scripture and theology! Insofar as our theology contains propositions that accurately reflect Scripture or match the world and are consistent with the Bible (in cases where the propositions do not come per se from Scripture), our theology is biblically based and correct. But even if all the propositions of a systematic theology are true, that theology would still not be equivalent to biblical revelation! It is still a human conceptualization of God and his relation to the world.


Although this may disturb some who see theology as nothing more than doing careful exegesis over a series of passages, and others who see it as nothing more than biblical theology, those methods of doing theology do not somehow produce a theology that is equivalent to biblical revelation either. Exegesis is a human conceptual enterprise, and so is biblical theology. All the theological disciplines involve human intellectual participation. But human intellect is finite, and hence there is always room for revision of systematic theology as knowledge increases. Though God and his Word do not change, human understanding of his revelation can grow, and our theologies should be reworked to reflect those advances in understanding.


Another reason for evangelicals to rework their theology is the nature of systematic theology as opposed to other theological disciplines. For example, whereas the task of biblical theology is more to describe biblical teaching on whatever topics Scripture addresses, systematics should make a special point to relate its conclusions to the issues of one’s day. This does not mean that the systematician ignores the topics biblical writers address. Nor does it mean that theologians should warp Scripture to address issues it never intended to address. Rather, it suggests that in addition to expounding what biblical writers teach, the theologian should attempt to take those biblical teachings (along with the biblical mindset) and apply them to issues that are especially confronting the church in the theologian’s own day. For example, 150 years ago, an evangelical theologian doing work on the doctrine of man would likely have discussed issues such as the creation of man and the constituent parts of man’s being. Such a theology might even have included a discussion about human institutions such as marriage, noting in general the respective roles of husbands and wives in marriage. However, it is dubious that there would have been any lengthy discussion with various viewpoints about the respective roles of men and women in marriage, in society, and in the church. But at our point in history and in light of the feminist movement and the issues it has raised even among many conservative Christians, it would be foolish to write a theology of man (or, should we say, a “theology of humanity”) without a thorough discussion of the issue of the roles of men and women in society, the home, and the church.


Because systematic theology attempts to address itself not only to the timeless issues presented in Scripture but also to the current issues of one’s day and culture, each theology will to some extent need to be redone in each generation. Biblical truth does not change from generation to generation, but the issues that confront the church do. A theology that was adequate for a different era and different culture may simply not speak to key issues in a given culture at a given time. Hence, in this series we are reworking evangelical systematic theology, though we do so with the understanding that in future generations there will be room for a revision of theology again.


How, then, do the contributors to this series understand the nature of systematic theology? Systematic theology as done from an evangelical Christian perspective involves study of the person, works, and relationships of God. As evangelicals committed to the full inspiration, inerrancy, and final authority of Scripture, we demand that whatever appears in a systematic theology correspond to the way things are and must not contradict any claim taught in Scripture. Holy Writ is the touchstone of our theology, but we do not limit the source material for systematics to Scripture alone. Hence, whatever information from history, science, philosophy, and the like is relevant to our understanding of God and his relation to our world is fair game for systematics. Depending on the specific interests and expertise of the contributors to this series, their respective volumes will reflect interaction with one or more of these disciplines.


What is the rationale for appealing to other sources than Scripture and other disciplines than the biblical ones? Since God created the universe, there is revelation of God not only in Scripture but in the created order as well. There are many disciplines that study our world, just as does theology. But since the world studied by the non-theological disciplines is the world created by God, any data and conclusions in the so-called secular disciplines that accurately reflect the real world are also relevant to our understanding of the God who made that world. Hence, in a general sense, since all of creation is God’s work, nothing is outside the realm of theology. The so-called secular disciplines need to be thought of in a theological context, because they are reflecting on the universe God created, just as is the theologian. And, of course, there are many claims in the non-theological disciplines that are generally accepted as true (although this does not mean that every claim in non-theological disciplines is true, or that we are in a position with respect to every proposition to know whether it is true or false). Since this is so, and since all disciplines are in one way or another reflecting on our universe, a universe made by God, any true statement in any discipline should in some way be informative for our understanding of God and his relation to our world. Hence, we have felt it appropriate to incorporate data from outside the Bible in our theological formulations.


As to the specific design of this series, our intention is to address all areas of evangelical theology with a special emphasis on key issues in each area. While other series may be more like a history of doctrine, this series purposes to incorporate insights from Scripture, historical theology, philosophy, etc., in order to produce an up-to-date work in systematic theology. Though all contributors to the series are thoroughly evangelical in their theology, embracing the historical orthodox doctrines of the church, the series as a whole is not meant to be slanted in the direction of one form of evangelical theology. Nonetheless, most of the writers come from a Reformed perspective. Alternate evangelical and non-evangelical options, however, are discussed.


As to style and intended audience, this series is meant to rest on the very best of scholarship while at the same time being understandable to the beginner in theology as well as to the academic theologian. With that in mind, contributors are writing in a clear style, taking care to define whatever technical terms they use.


Finally, we believe that systematic theology is not just for the understanding. It must apply to life, and it must be lived. As Paul wrote to Timothy, God has given divine revelation for many purposes, including ones that necessitate doing theology, but the ultimate reason for giving revelation and for theologians doing theology is that the people of God may be fitted for every good work (2 Tim 3:16-17). In light of the need for theology to connect to life, each of the contributors not only formulates doctrines but also explains how those doctrines practically apply to everyday living.


It is our sincerest hope that the work we have done in this series will first glorify and please God, and, secondly, instruct and edify the people of God. May God be pleased to use this series to those ends, and may he richly bless you as you read the fruits of our labors.


John S. Feinberg


General Editor









PREFACE





I must have been crazy to think that I could write a book on the doctrine of God. Still, like the moth drawn to a flame, I keep coming back to this topic. In one way or another, it has been the concern of much of my adult intellectual thought and publications. Of course, the subject is more than worthy of our attention, because nothing could be more important than coming to understand God better and hence worship him more.


But, even more so in the contemporary milieu, this topic has taken on enormously significant proportions. The movements in culture in general and theology in particular during the past century have been phenomenal. The advent and growing entrenchment of the postmodern mindset, not only in our universities but in culture more broadly, have had dramatic implications for our very understanding of who and what God is. Theologians and non-theologians alike are clamoring for a God who is engaged in our lives and responsive to our needs. The remote God of classical Christianity seems irrelevant to our contemporaries. Even Christians broadly in the evangelical community sense a need to replace or at least significantly alter the concept of the classical God.


Originally, I had planned a somewhat standard volume on the doctrine of God, but as I read and reflected on what is happening to God in contemporary thought, I saw that something else was needed. Most of the usual topics for a doctrine of God will be covered, but the whole discussion must now be framed in light of the issues of our times. In short, the question confronting the evangelical theologian is what to do about the classical conception of God that has been handed down through centuries of church history. Process theologians and openness of God advocates encourage us to abandon this God and replace him with their versions of a more responsive God. While I find their complaints about the traditional God very thought provoking, I cannot agree with them that their replacement “Gods” are the answer or that they more accurately reflect biblical revelation about God. Rather than totally abandoning the traditional concept of God, a substantial overhaul and reconstruction seems more appropriate. In the pages of this book you will see the results of such modifications.


One of the reasons for writing a volume exclusively on the doctrine of God is that it allows one to give more coverage of the doctrine than if one were writing a standard systematic theology. Even so, there are always decisions to make about what to cover and what to omit. Once I decided to address directly the contemporary situation in discussions about God, certain decisions were required. One of the early casualties was a section on angels, Satan, and demons as an extension of the doctrine of creation. Those doctrines will now be covered in another volume in this series along with the doctrine of man. Then, I had originally planned to include a chapter on the names of God, a most worthy topic; but as I saw how long the manuscript was becoming, I had to make another decision. Over at least the last half century there haven’t been many developments with respect to understanding of the divine names, so that seemed a likely candidate for exclusion. Those interested in pursuing that topic can easily do so in various standard evangelical theologies. And, then, as I saw again the need to address in detail the issues surrounding the doctrine of providence, it became evident that I could not also cover every other divine action. Hence, though miraculous intervention in our world is certainly something God can and does do from time to time, I have not addressed that topic as such. In many ways, I feel it is better served in a more general work on apologetics.


In spite of these omissions, I soon realized that what I was doing in this book is not frequently done. There have been many books written solely on divine providence, or on creation, or on the divine attributes. There have not been many written which attempt to cover the whole doctrine of God in one single volume. Over the many years that it has taken to research and write this book, I have periodically thought about how crazy it is to try to do all of this in one book. And yet, by the goodness and grace of God, this work has been completed and it has given me a chance to look holistically at God. It is my hope and prayer that readers will find the structure and strategy of the book helpful and stimulating, regardless of whether they agree with my conclusions.


In doing a project of this sort, the help of others has been invaluable, and they should be acknowledged. First, various colleagues have read and commented on chapters of this book at one stage or another. These include Harold O. J. Brown, Paul Feinberg, Wayne Grudem, and Bruce Ware. Of special significance, however, has been the careful reading and detailed commenting on specific chapters of the manuscript by Kevin Vanhoozer, Willem VanGemeren, and Harold Netland. In particular, Harold Netland has read most of this manuscript in one stage of production or another. Because of suggestions and interaction especially by Harold, Kevin, and Willem, this work has greatly benefited. Whatever errors still remain are attributable to me.


There have also been countless student assistants over the years who have helped me by collecting bibliography for this project or by proofreading various portions of the manuscript. In several cases, these brothers have long since graduated and are themselves engaged in teaching and writing at various seminaries. Of specific note are Steve Wellum, Gregg Allison, and Adam Co. Other assistants have also helped, but these three were especially significant.


Then, a word of appreciation is in order for the board and administration of Trinity Evangelical Divinity School. Their gracious granting of sabbaticals during which I wrote most of this book was invaluable. Without their help this book could not have been written. Next, I must also express my gratitude to Crossway Books. Without their original approval of this series, let alone this volume, and their help and encouragement along the way, this work would not have been done. Of special note is the extraordinary competence and care in editing by Bill Deckard. Any academician would be eager to have such an editor. In addition, Crossway’s gracious patience over the years as they have waited for this volume has been greatly appreciated. Finally, a word of thanks to my wife and children for their support and encouragement. There were many times when they gave up time with me so that I could work on this project, and for their sacrifice I am deeply grateful.


It is my hope and prayer that the pages that follow will not only inform but also stimulate you to love, worship, and serve our great God even more! I trust as well that they will help us all recapture a sense of the wonder and grandeur of God. Most of all, I pray that what I have written will be pleasing to God himself and will bring him glory. He is most deserving of all our worship and praise, for there is no one like him!


John S. Feinberg


July 2000           
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CHAPTER





ONE


INTRODUCTION


In Isaiah 46 Israel’s God compares himself to the gods of the Babylonians. They are mere idols, but not so the true and living God of Israel. In fact, no nation has a God like Israel’s. In verse 9 God says, “I am God, and there is no other; I am God, and there is no one like Me.” No one like the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob! No one like the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ!


But if there is no one like this God, that still does not tell us what he is like.


Although it might not seem difficult to describe the God of the Bible, in our day there are various understandings of him. For many centuries of church history the predominant portrait of God has been the one painted by Augustine, Anselm, and Aquinas. In our time, many theologians are saying that this concept of God is both outmoded and unbiblical. The absolutely immutable, impassible, self-sufficient, sovereign, and omniscient God of the classical Christian tradition, we are told, is too domineering, too austere, and too remote to be at all religiously adequate. This God monopolizes all the power, and refuses to share it with anyone. If his human creatures don’t like this, that is their problem.


Process theologians claim that this classical God is too infected with ancient Greek philosophy; the God of Anselm and Aquinas is not the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. Instead of the classical God, process thinkers propose a more relational and vulnerable God. He is a God who suffers with us and changes as we change. He increases in knowledge as he continually interacts with us and our world. The process God of Whitehead, Hartshorne, and Cobb is no divine monarch who rules with a rod of iron. Rather, he shares his power with his creatures. He won’t force his creatures to do what he wants, but instead lovingly tries to persuade them to do what he deems best. Of course, they can refuse, and if they do, this God won’t violate their freedom.


Process theologians don’t claim to be evangelicals, but they think their depiction of God is more attuned to Scripture than that of classical Christian theism. Advocates of what is known as the open view of God agree that the biblical God is much kinder and gentler than the God of classical theism. However, proponents of the open view believe that process thinkers have strayed too far from biblical revelation. The open view of God purports to offer a mediating position between the classical and process views. Espousers of the open view believe they have captured the best insights from the classical and process traditions while formulating their concept of God in a way that more accurately reflects biblical revelation.


There is certainly much to fault in both the classical and process concepts of God. This does not mean, however, that the open view should be accepted as the best alternative. I agree that we need a mediating position between classical and process views of God, but the open view isn’t that position. Hence, in this book I come not to bury God, but to reconstruct him—at least to refashion the idea of God from an evangelical perspective. I don’t delude myself into thinking that all evangelicals will adopt my reconstruction. But, I intend to offer an account of God which is sensitive to process and open view concerns without altogether abandoning the best insights of the classical conception. And I intend to ground that conception in Scripture.


So, what does my model of God look like? Process and open view thinkers seem to believe that a commitment to the classical God’s non-moral attributes (absolute immutability, impassibility, eternity, simplicity, omnipotence, etc.) requires a monarchical God who is distant from, unrelated to, and unconcerned about the world he made, and yet still exercises absolute control over everything that happens in it. Correspondingly, if one holds to God as a sovereign king, it is deemed inevitable that one will adopt the classical package of divine attributes.


Despite such assumptions, there is no entailment between the two. The God I shall describe is indeed a king, but he is the king who cares! I believe that process and open view critiques of the classical God are most persuasive in relation to the classical attributes, but my nuancing of those attributes even differs from their revisions. When it comes to how God relates to and rules over our world, in my judgment process and open view conceptions are least persuasive. The God I present is absolutely sovereign, but he is no tyrant, nor is he the remote and unrelated God of classical theism. He is instead the king who cares!


Indeed, there is no one like God, the king who cares. But though there is no one like him, there is no lack of competitors in our day, even as there were many false gods during biblical times. In order to understand more accurately the distinctness of the Christian God, we must place him alongside the pantheon of pretenders. Hence, the first section of this book is devoted to describing the various models and conceptions of God in the intellectual and spiritual milieu of our day. That will illustrate the issues that are on the minds of our contemporaries as they think about God, and it will help us to see why non-evangelicals and many evangelicals are clamoring for a revisioning of God. Because the final two parts of the book will be devoted to articulating a specifically Christian conception of God, the first section will emphasize heavily non-Christian and non-evangelical notions of God. This ­doesn’t mean nothing will be said relevant to the evangelical Christian concept, but only that we must first understand the whole range of views of God in contemporary thought and religion in order best to see that there truly is no one like the biblical God!


In the second section of the book, the discussion will turn directly to the Christian God. Here the focus will be the being and nature of God. In this portion of the book, I shall present my nuancing of the divine attributes. There will be some agreement with process and open view understandings of those attributes, but there will be significant differences as well.


After we have seen who and what the Christian God is, the third section of the book will turn to what God does—his acts. There are many things that God does which are covered in other volumes of this series. For example, God is in the business of saving humans from their lost and hopeless condition of sin, but his actions in redeeming lost humanity are covered in the volume on the cross and salvation.1 God has also revealed himself in many ways, including Scripture, but the doctrines of revelation, inspiration, and inerrancy are treated in the volume on Scripture. The focus in this volume will be on God’s acts of creation, his decree, and his providential control over our universe. It is on the last two matters that the greatest difference between my views and those of the open view will become apparent. The God I present relates to and cares about his creatures, but he is unquestionably king. He not only has sovereign power, but he uses it in our world—but not so as to eliminate human freedom and dignity. Impossible, you think, to wed divine control with human freedom? Perhaps so for some rigidly deterministic models of God, but not so on the soft deterministic model I shall offer.


Needless to say, the issues under consideration in this volume are both controversial and extremely important for Christian doctrine and practice. Though my intent is to offer a constructive piece of Christian theology, because of the controversy surrounding so much of the doctrine of God in our day, of necessity we cannot entirely escape polemics. My goal, however, is to engage in those debates for the sake of clarifying a biblically accurate and religiously adequate evangelical notion of God. This is no easy task, but we dare not allow the difficulty of the issues to deter us, for too much is at stake for Christian thought and life.
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GOD—THE VERY IDEA


Human beings are “incurably” religious. We sense that we are not alone in the universe. As we gaze upon the glory of creation, it is natural to think that someone or something with superior power, wisdom, and goodness made it all. The psalmist (Ps 19:1) tells us that this is so, and so does the apostle Paul (Rom 1:19-20). It is hard to imagine that it just “happened.”


Humans also have a sense that there are rules of right and wrong to which we are accountable. But, rather than merely an obligation to some abstract notion like the moral law, we sense that there must be a moral lawgiver. That sense of accountability only increases when we disobey those moral rules and deem ourselves worthy of punishment. Though some people think there is no day of reckoning before an extra-mundane being, and hence, that we are free to make our own morality, there is still the nagging question of whether there is not a supreme lawgiver.


Belief in God, however, comes not merely from a perceived need to explain the existence of the cosmos, nor merely from a need to have a grounding of morality in an ultimate arbiter of what is right. It stems as well from a desire to understand who we are and why we are here. It arises from a need for a friend in times of trouble, a friend who not only sympathizes with our plight but is able to do something to change it. It arises from a need for someone with knowledge and wisdom beyond even the collective wisdom of all humanity to guide us as we face the changing circumstances of life. But most of all, belief in God issues from the fact that there is a God and he has revealed himself to mankind. He has done so through the natural world, through miracles, through the Bible, and most fully in his Son Jesus Christ. For the Christian committed to the inspiration and inerrancy of the Bible, God is the starting point for everything else we think and do. More than that, though, he must be our highest desire, joy, and delight!


It is not just Christians, however, who believe in God. People at all times and places have had some notion of God. That idea has not always been monotheistic, but it has been of something(s) that transcends mankind. There have, of course, been atheists, but even these people have some idea of what God would be like, if there were one. For others, even if only to have someone to blame or curse when things do not go to their liking, belief in some sort of God has seemed necessary. For these reasons and many more, one can certainly understand and to a degree concur with Voltaire’s comment, “If God did not exist, it would be necessary to invent him.” But even Voltaire added, “but all nature cries out that he must exist.”1


With the entrenchment of the modern mindset over the last few centuries, many have increasingly thought it difficult to make a rational case for the existence of God and hence, for belief in God. However, with the advancement of a postmodern intellectual paradigm in the final decades of the twentieth century, it has again become acceptable, even if not entirely fashionable, to profess belief in some deity. Hence, in talking to many who do not know Christ as Savior, “making a case” first for the existence of any God is nowhere near as necessary as it was even thirty to forty years ago. This ­doesn’t mean we should throw off all vestiges of modernity and warmly embrace everything postmodern. It only notes a cultural shift in attitudes about belief in God.


Lest Christians become unduly excited about these developments, however, we must see what sort of God it is in whom people are now believing. Here one is met with a myriad of models, conceptions, images, and motifs for understanding God. In many cultures where Christianity has been dominant, these different models claim to reflect the perspective of Scripture. But the notions of God one finds are so diverse that it is dubious that all of them are justifiable on scriptural grounds. Moreover, contemporary nations and cultures are so culturally diverse that along with various “Christian” conceptions of God come many visions of the religious ultimate from other world religions.


Because of this diversity in understanding of and commitment to God, we must begin by surveying the different conceptions of God in today’s world. Still, this book intends to be a piece of evangelical Christian theology, not an apologetics text or a work in comparative religions. But because there is such difference of opinion on matters such as the meaning and reference of the term “God,” the biblical conception of God, the most appropriate way to understand the Christian God’s relation to our world, and how we should understand language about God, before we articulate distinctly evangelical Christian conceptions of God we must set such views within a larger framework of worldwide beliefs about God. This includes what might be called “secular,” non-religious notions of God.


To illustrate the difference of opinion and, to some extent, confusion occasioned by these issues, consider for a moment the meaning of the term “God.” When referring to a word’s meaning, we can distinguish the term’s sense from its reference. The sense of a word is its basic definition, a definition one might find in a dictionary. The sense tells us how the word is used in various contexts. On the other hand, a word’s reference is the object, person, action, or event in our world to which the word points (if it points at all).


As an example, consider the phrase “the president of the United States.” The phrase’s sense is a certain political, governmental office and the person who holds that office in the country of the United States. The sense of this phrase has remained the same throughout the history of this nation. On the other hand, as I write this sentence, the person to whom the phrase refers is William Clinton. Prior to Clinton, George Bush held the office, prior to him Ronald Reagan was president, etc. Each referent is a different person, but each of those persons’ position is correctly designated by the sense of “the president of the United States.”


What should we say about the sense and reference of “God”? Here we find a great variety of ideas about both the sense and reference of that word. For example, Anselm claimed that the sense of “God” is “the being than which none greater can be conceived.”2 For Paul Tillich, “God” is “the name for that which concerns man ultimately.”3 For yet others “God” means “the One,” “the Absolute,” “the wholly Other,” and so forth.


There is also great diversity of opinion about the referent of “God.” For Tillich, what concerns us ultimately can only be something which determines our being or nonbeing. Consequently, Tillich’s God is identified as the ground of all being or being-itself. For others, the referent of “God” is one, among many, finite beings who is in charge of one area of life or another (as in the Greco-Roman pantheon of gods). For Anselm, the referent is an immaterial being with all perfections. For pantheists, our universe is God. If they believe the universe is only material, then matter is somehow alive or divine in a way that no atheistic materialist would grant. Thus, the referent of “God” is the material universe. Other pantheists who think there are immaterial things as well as material identify the referent of “God” as the totality of all material and immaterial things in our universe. For John Hick, God is “the Real.” What this exactly is in itself we cannot know. Still, “the Real” is the ultimate reality in the universe.4


So, how should we understand the meaning of “God”? As to its sense in Christian theology, one might initially be tempted to use Tillich’s “that which concerns man ultimately,” but I think this is too broad and ambiguous. Tillich notes that various cultures have had their gods, and these gods transcend the realm of ordinary experience in both power and meaning. Nonetheless, he claims that such gods are ultimately finite. “They are images of human nature or subhuman powers raised to a superhuman realm.”5 Since they are projections, they can’t be what ultimately concerns us, since our ultimate concern is whatever determines our being or nonbeing. All other concerns are preliminary, regardless of how much emphasis we place on them.


Despite Tillich’s claims, for many people “ultimate concern” conjures ideas of the ultimate passion of their life. In many cases, that ultimate passion is nothing like what the Christian tradition means by “God,” nor does it correspond to what Tillich thinks is really of ultimate concern. For example, sometimes we say of someone, “He’s making a god out of wealth (or pleasure).” By this we usually mean that this person is living as though wealth (or pleasure) is the most important thing in life; it is his ultimate concern. While few would say that things like wealth or pleasure qualify as superhuman beings, they might agree that such things are what most concerns them. Thus, if “God” means whatever concerns us ultimately, it seems too open to being understood in ways that move very far from what most religions and Tillich himself mean by God.


For our purposes, I prefer something like Anselm’s sense for “God.” “God” means the supreme being, even the greatest conceivable being (shorthand for Anselm’s “being than which none greater can be conceived”). This ­doesn’t mean that we must agree with everything Anselm thought made God the greatest conceivable being. It only means that this is an apt definition of what the term means at least for traditions like Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. Those traditions view God as infinite/unlimited and superior to any being that exists or could exist. Of course, it is debatable whether this would satisfy adherents of various forms of Hinduism, Buddhism, or Shintoism.6


What about the referent of “God”? If “God” means “the greatest conceivable being,” what sort of being is that? To some this may seem an odd question. After all, there is only one God, and we should think of him as he has revealed himself. I agree that there is only one God, that he exists independent of any conception of him, and that he has in fact revealed himself. Still, that revelation ­doesn’t tell us everything about him, nor is it entirely unambiguous. Moreover, even the parts of God’s revelation about himself that are clear must still be understood.


So, we must think through what and whom we should understand the referent of God to be. The need to clarify our idea of God becomes even more apparent when reading the works of various theologians and philosophers. Even within conservative Christianity, the notion of God ­hasn’t been uniform, and as we go beyond evangelical theology and even beyond Christianity, we encounter many different notions of God. Should we think of God as a being, or as a concept? As totally transcendent and unrelated to the universe he created, or as immanent and even interdependent with his creatures? Can God know when we are in pain and even feel the emotion of sympathy, or is he totally removed from our circumstances in both thought and emotion? Is ours a God we can go to in prayer for counsel and comfort, or are our prayers nothing more than talking into thin air—perhaps therapeutic for us after a fashion, but of no real value? How we answer these and other questions has significant implications not only for how we think about God but also for whether the God we envision is adequate to meet our religious needs.


Surveying the various conceptions of God can be confusing. Part of the problem, I believe, stems from terms such as “ineffable,” “transcendent,” “being-itself,” “incomprehensible,” and “immanent” used in various conceptions and category schemes for understanding God. My contention is that these terms and the ideas they denote do not all fit within one single category scheme. Rather, they are ways theists have answered distinct questions about God.


Specifically, we must distinguish three separate questions. In fact, it is around the answers to these three questions that I propose to organize our most fundamental thinking about God (as well as the rest of this chapter). First, many concepts of God intend to answer what sort of reality God is, or what kind of reality God has. This is, of course, an ontological question; it asks what the supreme being is. I have deliberately phrased this question in terms of God’s reality rather than God’s being, because while one answer to this question is that God is a being, as we shall soon see, there are other answers about the kind of reality God has.


The second question is what sort of role(s) does God play in the universe? In other words, how does God relate to our universe, if at all? The answer to this question has occasioned the most debate within all ranks of Christianity, including evangelicalism, within recent years. In answering it some have portrayed God as an absolute monarch ruling his domain from afar. Others prefer to depict God as a friend and confidant, immanently involved in everything that goes on in our world. And, of course, there are many other metaphors, models, and images7 that have been used to conceptualize God’s relations and functions in our world.


A third question asks how we should understand language about God. Some understand this question to ask whether in using religious and theological language we are making assertions about the world, simply expressing our emotional reaction to things, or stating our intentions to act in a certain way. This is an important issue for religious epistemology, but not the point I propose to discuss in this chapter. Put simply, assuming that our language intends to make descriptive assertions about God, should we understand it as literal or as figurative and metaphorical? In fact, can human language at all tell us what God is like?


It might seem that this third question should be handled even before addressing the other two. After all, how can we describe God’s reality and how he relates to our world before we know how and whether our language about him works? Though I am sympathetic to this viewpoint, I believe that before we can ask whether our language about God should be understood literally, analogically, metaphorically, or not at all, we must know what sort of being we are trying to portray with our language. Once we understand the kind of reality God is, we may conclude that human language is incapable of describing literally the qualities he has and the actions he does. We may conclude something else, but in any case, we must have some idea of what God is before we decide whether and how further claims about him have meaning.


WHAT SORT OF REALITY IS GOD/DOES GOD HAVE?


D. Z. Phillips writes that “theology is the grammar of religious discourse.”8 By this he means that theology’s task is to explain what sort of reality religious discourse speaks about. Each sentence has its basic structure (e.g., subject, verb, direct object), but that is its surface grammar. What we want to know is what some have called its depth grammar, i.e., what sort of thing it is actually talking about. “He organizes his room” and “he organizes his mind” have the same surface grammar, but organizing one’s room significantly differs from organizing one’s mind. Phillips’s point, then, is to get to the depth grammar of religious discourse, to explain what it really is about and what reality or realities it refers to. That is also the purpose of this section.


Within various world religions, including Christianity, answers to this question have not been uniform. In fact, within some religions there have been several different answers to this question. This tends to make it hard to apply any specific taxonomy to all religions, especially since many religious believers may be somewhat imprecise in their conceptions of God. Still, we can offer a general category scheme as a way to begin to organize our thoughts about God’s reality. I must add, however, that the taxonomy to be used is not a taxonomy of religions but a scheme for organizing various understandings of God’s reality. The distinction is important for there are some religious traditions, such as Jainism, Zen or Theravada Buddhism, and some forms of Hinduism, that are actually atheistic and deny all deities. These are genuine religions, but fit nowhere in my taxonomy of answers about God’s reality. Nonetheless, the basic answers to the ontological question are: God as a mental projection, as being-itself, as a being, and God without or beyond being, but there are variations in these broad categories.


God as Mental Projection


An initial answer to the metaphysical question is that God’s reality is that of an idea or mental projection. God ­doesn’t exist as anything external to our minds but is merely an idea (usually a projection) of some sort. Ludwig Feuerbach (1804–1872) is a well-known proponent of this view. In The Essence of Christianity Feuerbach explains that religion arises not from a transcendent God who reveals himself to us. Rather, religion arises from within us in that God is simply our self-consciousness projecting our own characteristics onto a God who is thought to have those attributes infinitely. Feuerbach writes:




And here may be applied, without any limitation, the proposition: the object of any subject is nothing else than the subject’s own nature taken objectively. Such as are a man’s thoughts and dispositions, such is his God; so much worth as a man has, so much and no more has his God. Consciousness of God is self-consciousness, knowledge of God is self-knowledge. By his God thou knowest the man, and by the man his God; the two are identical. Whatever is God to a man, that is his heart and soul; and conversely, God is the manifested inward nature, the expressed self of a man,—religion the solemn unveiling of a man’s hidden treasures, the revelation of his intimate thoughts, the open confession of his love-secrets.9





Feuerbach adds that people don’t always realize that their God is a product of their own mental construction, but nonetheless, that is so. Of course, as one grows in life, one can come to see that what was worshiped at an earlier stage in life was just an objectifying of one’s own characteristics. That is, one recognizes that she was actually worshiping an idol. This does not result in a person completely discarding religion. Rather, what typically happens is that an earlier form of religion is replaced by a later, more sophisticated notion of God, but even that more developed religion is a projection of one’s own characteristics onto a supreme being.10 As Feuerbach says,




Now, when it is shown that what the subject is lies entirely in the attributes of the subject; that is, that the predicate is the true subject; it is also proved that if the divine predicates are attributes of the human nature, the subject of those predicates is also of the human nature.11





Sigmund Freud is a second example of this approach to God’s reality. According to Freud, belief in God is simply wish fulfillment. Monotheistic religions in particular replace a fallible human father with an omnipotent and infallible father. Freud explains that such religious belief allows people to retain certain infantile behavior patterns even into adult life, in particular, infantile behavior in relation to guilt and forgiveness.12 As others have noted, Freud also theorized that individuals would develop Oedipal conflicts which might be resolved by the person coming to belief in God.13


Since Freud saw religion as wish fulfillment, did that cause him to think it false? MacIntyre says no, because




The falsity of religious beliefs is not, of course, entailed by their being the product of wish fulfillment. Freud believed in their falsity on independent grounds. But he thought of religion as a particularly damaging species of illusion, precisely because it militates against the scientific effort to distinguish between what reality in fact is and what we want it to be.14





God as Being-Itself


A second answer to the question about God’s reality is that God is being-itself. Though some might think this is Martin Heidegger’s notion of God because of his emphasis on Being, this is not so.15 Instead, Paul Tillich’s Systematic Theology is the best-known example of this view. Tillich refers to God as “being-itself,” “the ground of being,” “the power of being,” “the structure of being.” It is not entirely clear whether all of these terms are meant to be synonymous, though Tillich seems to use them interchangeably. Nonetheless, Tillich is clear about what he does not mean by being-itself.


For Tillich, God is being-itself, but this does not make God a being. To conceive of God as a being alongside other beings or as a being above others (even the highest being) is incorrect. As a being, God would still be subject to the categories of finitude, especially space and substance. The best way to avoid such confusion is to think of God as the ground of being, or being-itself.16 Understood as the power of being, God is the power which resists nonbeing, a power inherent in everything.


Tillich distinguishes two kinds of nonbeing as opposed to being. The one is ouk on, and the other is me on (these terms come from the participle of the Greek verb eimi, “to be,” and the Greek words for negation, “not”). Oukontic nonbeing is absolute nothingness. It has no relation to being at all other than being its absolute opposite. Meontic nonbeing, in contrast, is dialectical nonbeing. This sort of nonbeing is finiteness or finitude. All things in the universe other than God, including humans, are a mixture of being and meontic nonbeing. As being-itself, God is nonbeing in neither sense. Moreover, this conception of God means that Tillich thinks God has reality independent of minds that conceive him.17


Conceiving of God as being-itself has certain implications for Tillich. One is that it is equally atheistic to speak of God’s existence as his nonexistence. This is so because such categories invoke distinctions between the existence and the essence of things, but such talk only makes sense of finite contingent beings. God is not finite, and he is not another being alongside others. He cannot be properly said to exist or not exist, because he transcends such categories. Whereas we might compare various beings as to their mixture of being and meontic nonbeing, all of these things are finite to one degree or another. God cannot be put into a grid where he is compared to other beings, for there is a radical and absolute cleavage between all beings (regardless of their finitude) and God.18


God is being-itself, but most things we say of God treat him as a being, and Tillich believes this is wrong. According to Tillich, once we understand that God is not a being but being-itself, we come to see that the only thing we can say of him non-symbolically is that he is being-itself; everything else we could say is symbolic. Hence, we can use language of God that we use for other beings, but such language can never be taken literally. It does point beyond itself to God, but does so symbolically.19


Another theologian who conceives of God’s reality as being, or being-itself, is twentieth-century theologian John Macquarrie. Macquarrie is heavily influenced by Heidegger’s analysis of being, but whereas Heidegger does not equate God and being, Macquarrie does. For Macquarrie, being is not a being, nor is it a property, class, genus, or substance. Nor is it the total compilation of all beings in our universe. Nor should it be understood as some invisible realm that lies behind the world of appearances.


Is being, then, really nothing? Not so for Macquarrie,20 who offers two main points about being. He first notes that it transcends all beings, for without it nothing can or does exist. On the other hand, being is the letting-be of all beings in that it enables and empowers them to be and is that which brings things into being.21 Hence, being is inclusive of everything that is, but it lies behind all beings and is more ultimate. This is clearly not a pantheistic view, which sees God’s being as identical with the universe’s being. Moreover, it isn’t exactly a panentheistic view, according to which everything exists in God who interpenetrates all things without being identical to them (though occasionally one sees Macquarrie’s views referred to as panentheistic). Bradshaw’s comments on Macquarrie’s notion of God as being are helpful:




To regard Being as a Being entails putting a gap between the finite subjective being who thinks, and Being who is the object of this thought. Being cannot be in the order of objects, and beings are sustained by Being. The only relationship possible between Being and beings, therefore, is that akin to the relationship of life to the members of the body. Life transcends the members, but neither is conceivable without the other.22





In reflecting on Macquarrie’s comments that being is the prior condition of anything there is, and is the letting-be that enables things to be, one wonders why being could not be a being. As O. C. Thomas explains, “Macquarrie’s only response to this is that ‘such a being would not be an ultimate because we could still ask about his being’.”23


Though Macquarrie’s presentation does not include all the details and distinctions one finds in Tillich, his main conception of God’s reality squares with Tillich’s portrait.24 There will be more to say about this conception when discussing God’s role in and relation to the world and in a later chapter on the being of God. For now, however, these two theologies are examples of conceiving of God’s reality as being-itself.


God as a Being


A third reply to the question about God’s reality is that God is a being. In fact, most conceptions of God perceive him as a being who exists independent of anyone’s ability to conceptualize him. Though the views to be discussed have these elements in common, that is where their similarity ends. While most religions and theologians perceive God to be a being of some sort, there is little agreement about the nature of that being. Moreover, some conceptions are sketched with sufficient ambiguity to lead one to wonder whether they belong in this category or whether theologians who hold these views actually think of God as being-itself or even as a mere concept. So, there is room for varying interpretation of some of the views to be discussed.


Generally, positions that conceive God as a being portray him in one of three ways: an immaterial being, a material being, or a being with both immaterial and material parts. Let us examine each of these in turn. In what follows some views will be attached to a thinker who held it; in other cases, I’ll simply describe the view as a possible variation someone might hold.


GOD AS AN IMMATERIAL BEING. An initial view in this category is animism. Animism is the term used for a theory offered by E. B. Tylor (1832–1917), one of the founders of modern anthropology, to explain the origin and development of religion. This theory was in harmony with the theory of evolution during his day. Following evolutionary theory, Tylor reasoned that in the early stages of evolution, humans developed more primitive religions. Animism was the name Tylor proposed for this more primitive religion, which associated a plurality of spirits and ghosts behind the natural world and the bodies of dead people. Tylor theorized that as humans evolved, so did their religions, going from animism to polytheism, and eventually to monotheism.


As various scholars note, however, Tylor’s theory is unsupported by empirical and historical data. Even those who find evolution compelling as a theory of natural origins reject Tylor’s application of it to religion.25 Still, if we remove the idea of animism as associated with primitive cultures and connected with evolution, it does represent the beliefs of various people. Taken broadly, animism is the belief that there are immaterial, spirit beings that are either attached to bodies of which they are the real personality, or, in other cases, have no necessary connection to a specific body. In its various forms animism can refer to worship of spirits or spiritual beings associated with dead bodies or with various elements of the natural world (sun, moon, stars, etc.), or spirits existing distinct from any specific physical object. In our own day we find animism in some highly developed cultures. This is true of many Japanese, and it is arguable that there are elements of animism in contemporary New Age and neo-pagan thinking.26


A second form of belief in God as an immaterial being may be broadly labeled polytheism. Polytheism is the belief in more than one god (typically a belief in many gods). Depending on the religion, the gods may be material and immaterial (a combination of both matter and soul), or there may be some material gods and other immaterial ones. A few examples illustrate this kind of religion. In Western cultures the best-known brand of polytheism is probably the Greco-Roman pantheon. The Greeks and Romans believed in many different gods, which often were nothing more than a personification of some profession, object, or quality of human personality. Mars was the god of war, Ceres the goddess of grain, Zeus the king of gods, and so on. In Greco-Roman art and literature the gods are typically portrayed in very physical terms, but these are likely material representations of what were deemed fundamentally immaterial beings.


In Eastern cultures, there are also polytheistic religions. Though it is hard to characterize Hinduism as a whole because of the many different beliefs and practices that fall under that rubric—because of changes during its history, and because of its different forms—it is fair to say that some forms are polytheistic. As Netland explains, some Hindus believe in no supreme being, others believe in one God, yet others believe in several, and still others believe in many.27 Among those gods are Shiva and Vishnu, and Vishnu is thought to have had various manifestations or appearances (known as avataras) on earth.28 Whether all of these are immaterial is not entirely clear, because some are said to be manifested on earth presumably in a material way. Nonetheless, it is likely that some are thought to be immaterial.


In addition, for many Hindus ultimate reality is conceived as Brahman, the sustaining power of the cosmos. As Netland explains, in the Upanishads serious attention is given to the nature of Brahman and its relation to humans. Brahman is identified with the self (atman). Brahman pervades all of reality and underlies outward appearances. One way for humans to attain perfection is the way of higher knowledge or insight, which culminates in one’s realization of one’s identity with Brahman.29 As to what can be said further about Brahman, Netland explains:




Brahman was generally held to be utterly beyond characterization, incapable of being expressed in human concepts or linguistic symbols and without qualities—nonpersonal Being (nirguna Brahman). But the later Upanishads reveal a growing interest in the personal aspect of Brahman and give evidence of an emerging theistic emphasis. This shift is apparent in the Svetasvatara Upanishad (fifth or sixth century B.C.), which, while still concerned with release from samsara, suggests that such release comes not from knowledge of the nonpersonal nirguna Brahman, but rather from knowledge of the personal Lord identified as Rudra or Shiva, the personal manifestation of Brahman.30





In light of what is said about Brahman, it seems to be immaterial, and along with other Hindu gods it shows that some forms of Hinduism are polytheistic and many of their gods are immaterial.


Shintoism is a final example of a polytheistic religion with immaterial gods. Here the multitudinous kami function as gods. As Netland explains, the notion of kami is kept deliberately vague and imprecise, “but there is no question that the concept of kami is polytheistic.”31 In placing Shintoism in this category, however, this does not mean that all the kami are immaterial. Indeed, kami like the deities of heaven and earth that are referenced in the ancient records, plus the spirits of the shrines where these deities are worshiped, are immaterial. But there are other kami, such as sacred birds, animals, trees, mountains, and seas, that are surely material.32 Any adherent to Shintoism may worship any combination of these kami.


Moving beyond polytheistic religions that portray God as an immaterial being(s), we come next to pantheism. Broadly speaking, pantheism is the belief that everything is God, but there are different versions of pantheism, and at least two conceive of God as an immaterial being. In both cases, the only thing or things that exist are entirely immaterial. In one version, there are many different immaterial beings, but each is a part of God or divine. This offers a somewhat “collective view” of God, in that many different beings make up God’s being. However, everything that exists is immaterial, and so is God. The other form of pantheism might be labeled “psychic pantheistic monism.” According to this view, there is only one being in the universe, an immaterial being. Everything that exists is simply a mode or expression of this one being. Students of Spinoza will recognize this as a variation of his pantheism. For Spinoza, the universe contains only one substance, and that substance is God. All individual things, whether material, immaterial, or a combination of both, are merely modes of that one all-encompassing substance. Psychic pantheistic monism says basically the same thing, except that every mode of the one being is immaterial, as is the substance of that God itself.


Another possible pantheistic view appears in the work of the great German philosopher G. W. F. Hegel (1770–1831). I say “possible,” because Hegel’s philosophy actually includes a number of different concepts of God, one of which is God as equal to Spirit, and it isn’t entirely clear whether this God is pantheistic or monotheistic. What is clear is that this God is immaterial. Hegel’s basic notion of “Spirit” or Geist refers to some sort of general consciousness, a single “mind” common to all people. For Hegel, Spirit is Absolute, but we must clarify what he means by Spirit. It is not the ordinary sense of spirit as opposed to matter, nor is it something entirely transcendent of our world. In addition, it is not a universal consciousness in the sense that all of us have the same thoughts, ideas, and feelings and are really just one universal mind. Hegel ­doesn’t deny the individuality of minds or the privacy of thoughts. Moreover, Spirit is not universal consciousness in the sense of an abstract entity including the common properties of all individuals. For example, it is not like “the average middle-class suburban American.” Spirit isn’t for Hegel such an abstract entity or idea. Nor is it an immanent God-Soul discoverable by mystical insight. Spirit is immanent, but not in that sense.


For Hegel, Spirit is both a thing or phenomenon and also an activity. As a thing, it is the phenomenon or force of universal consciousness. Spirit is the underlying principle of consciousness and at the same time the underlying rational will behind all practical reason and action. This underlying principle is a doubling of self-consciousness whereby each individual self-consciousness recognizes the other and recognizes the unity of all self-consciousnesses. As Jean Hyppolite explains, “The universal self-consciousness which Hegel claims to reach, then, is not Kant’s ‘I think in general’ but human reality as an intersubjectivity, a we which alone is concrete. Spirit is this we precisely insofar as it simultaneously brings about the unity and separation of the I’s.”33


With this view of Spirit it becomes clear why so many have thought it to be pantheism. On the other hand, it is also possible to see Spirit (as thing, rather than as activity) as one phenomenon, though present in all people. But that is not the end of the story, for Hegel sees Spirit not just as a thing but also as an activity of itself. That activity is Spirit’s capacity of retaining over its preceding phases. Hence, rather than isolating one self-consciousness from another or one concept from another, Spirit is the activity of residing in and retaining each individual. Spirit moves from some split between things to unite them. An example would be the doubling of self-consciousness, i.e., associating them. It is easy to see how this activity relates to the Hegelian dialectic, for that dialectical movement synthesizes contradictories into increasingly complex and encompassing realities until it eventually engulfs all reality as the Absolute.34


For Hegel, then, God as Spirit is both a being and an activity. This “God” is immaterial and very immanent in our world, but not particularly personal. Our next example of God as an immaterial being is John Hick’s notion of God as “the Real.” However, I must immediately add that classifying this notion in this category (as opposed to, for example, God as being-itself) is not absolutely certain because of what Hick says about the Real. Hick draws upon Immanuel Kant’s distinction between “things-in-themselves” and “things-as-they-appear-to us.” The former Kant calls noumena, and the latter he labels phenomena. According to Kant, a noumenon is beyond human knowledge. For example, no one can see a thing as it is in itself. Because our understanding of things in the world is mediated through our sensory organs and our mind, all we can know is how things appear to us, the phenomena of our world.


Hick applies the notion of a noumenon to the ultimate reality, God, whom he calls “the Real.” The Real does exist independent of our minds, but none of our concepts or attributes can be applied to the Real as it is in itself. Hence, it isn’t entirely clear whether the Real is a being rather than being-itself or the ground of being. How does the Real relate, then, to the various gods of world religions? For Hick the gods of world religions are all products of the Real impinging on us and our culturally and historically conditioned responses to the Real which attempt, so to speak, to put a “face” on the Real. In fact, Hick claims that all of these gods which represent “God-for-us,” the God we can experience, actually point to the same thing, namely, ultimate reality, the Real. Perceptions of the Real as personal Hick calls personae; perceptions of the real as impersonal are labeled impersonae. Though none of these masks is actually ultimate reality, all point to the same ultimate reality, the Real. Hence, all peoples actually worship the same supreme reality, even though they conceptualize that reality in a variety of different ways.35 Hick explains:




I want to say that the noumenal Real is experienced and thought by different human mentalities, forming and formed by different religious traditions, as the range of gods and absolutes which the phenomenology of religion reports. And these divine personae and metaphysical impersonae, as I shall call them, are not illusory but are empirically, that is experientially, real as authentic manifestations of the Real. . . . But for Kant God is postulated, not experienced. In partial agreement but also partial disagreement with him, I want to say that the Real an sich is postulated by us as a presupposition, not of the moral life, but of religious experience and the religious life, whilst the gods, as also the mystically known Brahman, Sunyata and so on, are phenomenal manifestations of the Real occurring within the realm of religious experience. Conflating these two theses one can say that the Real is experienced by human beings, but experienced in a manner analogous to that in which, according to Kant, we experience the world: namely by informational input from external reality being interpreted by the mind in terms of its own categorial scheme and thus coming to consciousness as meaningful phenomenal experience. All that we are entitled to say about the noumenal source of this information is that it is the reality whose influence produces, in collaboration with the human mind, the phenomenal world of our experience.36





Though we have surveyed various conceptions of God’s reality as an immaterial being, we must discuss one more before turning to the next set of conceptions. It is the concept of God found in Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. There are obvious differences among these religions in their notion of God, but all three share a commitment to one God who is an immaterial being. Moreover, this God is distinct from all other beings in the universe, and for these three religions the universe apart from God is populated by beings, some of which are material, others of which are immaterial, and yet others that are both material and immaterial. This conception of God in its Christian expression (one God in three persons) is the one I hold and shall elaborate in this book. As we shall see, in Christian theism there are different models for conceiving the divine attributes and the relation of divine power to our world. But the models I shall describe, including the one I espouse, conceive of God as an immaterial being.


GOD AS A MATERIAL BEING. Our discussion can be briefer here in light of the positions already discussed. Anyone who believes that God is a being and also believes that everything in the universe is material holds beliefs that fall in this category. We begin with various forms of polytheism. As noted in discussing the Greco-Roman pantheon, it isn’t clear whether these gods were deemed purely immaterial, or a combination of matter and spirit, or purely material. Nevertheless, they are depicted in Greek mythology and art in very physical ways. Of course, it is uncertain as to what the Roman and Greek people who believed in the gods understood their nature to be.


A clearer form of material polytheism is represented by many of Shintoism’s kami. The notion of kami is so pervasive in Shinto thought that we would expect at least some to be physical. While many of the kami are purely immaterial, many others are physical. Trees, rivers, mountains, animals, and birds can be among the kami, but not just any are. Material things that are kami have become sacred because of some awe-inspiring quality they possess. What this means is that in the Shinto worldview, there is no clear ontological distinction between the supernatural (kami and spirits of ancestors) and the physical universe.


In addition, any form of idol worship that sees the material idols alone as gods (rather than understanding the idol as representing a spiritual god beyond the idol) falls into this category. Typically, idol worship is associated with more primitive cultures. Depending on the person and the religion, focus may be on many of these idols or on only one. Some of the pagan cultures mentioned in the OT would likely fit in this category.


Moving beyond polytheism, which believes in many gods but ­doesn’t equate everything with God, we come to various forms of pantheism. One form we can label materialistic monistic pantheism. According to this view, there is only one substance in the universe and it is material. Every individual thing is but a mode of that one material substance; hence there are only material things in our world. Moreover, that one material substance is God.


The other main variation of pantheism that falls within this category can be called materialistic pluralistic pantheism. This view holds that the universe is composed of many distinct things, all of them are material only, and all of them are divine. Either each distinct thing is a separate God or all things taken collectively compose God’s being. The difference between this view and the preceding is that whereas materialistic monistic pantheism claims that all things are modes of the one material substance that is the universe, this view grants that there are distinct material things. Nonetheless, all of them are divine and together comprise the material being of God.


Finally, there has recently been some talk of the universe (or at least planet earth) as God’s body. It is not always clear whether such language is purely metaphorical or meant to be literal. Moreover, it isn’t always clear whether God is identified as the body or is an immaterial thing that interpenetrates all things material. And there is a difference between saying that God just is a body (the identity thesis that makes God totally material) as opposed to saying he has one (thus he ­wouldn’t likely be material, but would have access to matter in order to do things in our universe). Again, depending on the view in question, it might take the shape of pantheism or conversely it might claim that while God is material, there are other distinct material things in our universe (hence, pantheism would be ruled out). Several contemporary works pursue such lines of thought. Among them are Grace Jantzen’s God’s World, God’s Body (Westminster, 1984); J. C. A. Gaskin, The Quest for Eternity (Penguin, 1984); and perhaps Sallie McFague’s Models of God: Theology for an Ecological, Nuclear Age (Fortress, 1987). I say “perhaps,” because it is not entirely clear that for McFague God just is identical to the world. Anyway, this metaphysical point (whatever her view is) isn’t her main concern, as we shall see when discussing different conceptions of God’s role in the universe.37


GOD AS AN IMMATERIAL AND MATERIAL BEING. This category contains several options. We have already placed various forms of polytheism in the previous two categories, and we should list polytheism here as well. In some cases, the gods are little more than glorified human beings. As such, they are a combination of both material and immaterial parts. As already noted, it is possible that this is the way the Greco-Roman gods and goddesses should be understood.


Second, we should include two forms of pantheism under this heading. According to one version, there is only one substance in the universe, though it has various modes of expression. Some modes are mental, others are physical, and yet others such as human beings are a combination of material and immaterial. An example of this form of pantheism is found in New Age thinking. As we shall see in chapter 3, New Age theology believes all things are god. It also claims that all things are one, and this means that everything is interrelated, interdependent, and interpenetrating. Hence, perceived differences between a tree, an apple, a dog, and a person are just that—perceptions only. The differences are not real.38


Another version of pantheism holds that there are many distinct things in our universe, but all of them collectively make up the being of God. Some things are material only, and others (spirits) are only immaterial, but yet others are a combination of material and immaterial. This again is a “collective” concept of God according to which God exists in his totality nowhere. Each individual has its own place as part of the whole of God.39


Another form of the view that God is both material and immaterial is known as panentheism (all in God). This view is especially associated with process theology as originally set forth by Alfred N. Whitehead and developed by disciples, including Charles Hartshorne, Schubert Ogden, John Cobb, and David Griffin. Since there will be an extended discussion of process theology in chapter 4, I shall only briefly describe it here. According to process theism, God is an actual entity. All actual entities are dipolar or bipolar, so God is as well. God has a primordial, eternal, potential pole and a temporal, consequent, actual pole. According to process thinking, there exist certain eternal objects which may ingress into our world to become actual entities. Such eternal objects are pure potentials, and pure potentials cannot order and relate themselves; that must be done by an actual entity. Hence, there is a need for some nontemporal actual entity, and this is God in his primordial nature. In his primordial nature, God is like a backstage director who lines up the forms, getting them ready to ingress onto the stage of the temporal world. However, God’s primordial nature ­shouldn’t be seen as distinct from the order of eternal objects, i.e., the order is his primordial nature. The primordial, conceptual pole of God is clearly immaterial. On the other hand, as all other actual entities, God has a physical, concrete pole to complete the “vision” of his potential pole. In God’s case, the consequent pole is the universe. This ­doesn’t mean that God’s actual pole is merely identical to the universe about us. Rather, process theists like to say that God’s being interpenetrates everything without being identical to it. Hence, they prefer to label their view “panentheism” rather than “pantheism,” for everything exists in God without being identical to him. God and the world are mutually interdependent, and what happens to one affects the other. So, God is a finite being with both material (consequent nature) and immaterial (primordial pole) elements.


Finally, there are views that see the world as God’s body, but again do not give the impression that God is identical with the world in the strict sense of identity. Rather, these views seem to portray God as immaterial in some sense but as intertwined with the material world as his body. This sounds like process theology, but there are differences. While such views could be labeled panentheistic because God is in all things, these views differ from process theism in that they don’t understand God to be dipolar. One example of this view is found in the Indian thinker Ramanuja, who lived in the eleventh century, far too long before Whitehead to be thought of as a process theist. Instead, Ramanuja saw the God-world relationship as analogous to the soul-body relationship.40


A second possible example of this view is Sallie McFague’s conception. As noted already, she portrays the world as God’s body. Though she claims that this is a metaphor (as are other descriptions of God such as Father, king, or shepherd), she clearly wants to affirm that all things are interconnected with one another. While it is not clear whether God for McFague is totally material, or immaterial in the material universe, one senses it is the latter when she says that we really are quite ignorant of who or what God is and how God is related to the world.41 If the material universe or our planet alone were identical with God, it would be hard to imagine why we would be in deep ignorance of what God is and how he relates to the world. In a symposium on her book she explains her views a bit further. She says:




The body of God, then, is creation, understood as God’s self-expression; it is formed in God’s own reality, bodied forth in the eons of evolutionary time, and supplied with the means to nurture and sustain billions of different forms of life. And what could that body be except God’s own creation? . . . In a monotheistic, panentheistic theology, if one is to understand God in some sense as physical and not just spiritual, then the entire “body” of the universe is “in” God and is God’s visible self-expression. This body, albeit a strange one if we take ours as the model, belongs to God.42





In light of the next to last sentence of the cited material, it seems that McFague thinks of God as a being who is both immaterial and material.


God Without or Beyond Being


A final answer to our metaphysical question invokes developments during the latter portion of the twentieth century. Here we cannot offer an exhaustive treatment, but I want at least to introduce this way of understanding God’s reality.


During the final decades of the twentieth century, a postmodern mindset has emerged. That worldview will be described more fully in the next chapter, but some postmoderns have applied aspects of that mindset to a new kind of theological conception of God’s reality. As many argue, “death of God” theologies ­didn’t reject all gods but only a certain kind of God. What was rejected were theological and metaphysical systems that purport to offer a perspective of reality as a unified whole. Invariably, such systems ground reality in some ultimate thing that is the source of everything else and gives explanatory meaning to all other existing realities. Usually, that ultimate foundation is God, the supreme and absolute being.43


In contrast to this Being theology and metaphysics, philosophers such as Nietzsche, Heidegger, and many of their followers argued that there is no such unifying principle or being that is the source and explanation of all that is. According to these thinkers, systems that postulate such a foundation are invariably constructed to legitimize some social, political, or ecclesiastical structure that excludes from power all but a few. Instead, there are just individual beings with their different perspectives. No grand underlying narrative unifies and explains our world. Metaphysics and theology as traditionally done are no longer viable.


What does it mean for the reality of God, if Being theology (often called onto-theology) is denied? Postmodern theologians like Jean-Luc Marion contend that we must think of God as beyond or without being. This is not a rejection of God’s existence, they claim, but rather a rejection of Being theology and metaphysics. According to onto-theology, God is just one being (albeit the supreme one) among others for whom he is the source and ground. If we imagine being as a great chain of existing things (a predominant picture in Western philosophy and theology for centuries) going from infinite being (God) to absolute finitude (total nonbeing), God is in one sense distinct from all else, but he is still part of an overall structure which he grounds. But this just repeats the same error made in Western thought that argues for a unified understanding of reality and for absolute truth rather than differing perspectives on truth (which allow room for that which is other, the excluded).


What we need, then, is a conception of a God who transcends the very categories of Being theology. Appealing back to Aquinas, Marion distinguishes ens commune from the divine being or esse. Traditional theology tends to unify all being, including God, but even Aquinas saw a difference between divine esse and creaturely ens commune. In all creatures, there is a distinction between their essence and their existence. That is, we can describe what they would be like if they existed, but for them to exist they must be brought into being or existence. In God’s case, the essence/existence distinction collapses; he just is. If we grant what Aquinas is saying, then, argues Marion, clearly God should not be thought of along traditional lines we use for thinking of other beings. Marion explains,




The divine esse immeasurably surpasses (and hardly maintains an analogia with) the ens commune of creatures, which are characterized by the real distinction between esse and their essence, . . . God is expressed as esse, but this esse is expressed only of God, not of the beings of metaphysics. In this sense Being does not erect an idol before God, but saves his distance.44





This type of postmodern theology, then, prefers to see God as beyond or without being, but this only means that it rejects the traditional categories theology and metaphysics have used for centuries for understanding God and our world. He is not just another being (even a supreme one) among many, but, as Marion says, immeasurably surpasses all else. At first reflection, this may seem equivalent to Tillich’s God as the ground of being or being-itself, but it is not. For even Tillich’s conception of God buys into and perpetuates the onto-theology wherein all beings are related to and grounded in some ultimate source.


Upon further reflection, God beyond Being may sound like theologies of the mystics and of those who have claimed that God is ineffable, not to be captured by categories of human reason and language. While such apophatic theologies may indeed be closest to what Marion, Derrida, Levinas, and others have in mind, even this is not clear in their work. If we ask of them what sort of reality God is or has, we find little answer. God is frequently spoken of as the gift or love, but what this means about the “thingness” or reality of God is unclear.45 What is clear for these postmoderns is that we are not to think of God’s reality in any way that invokes the old onto-theology or onto-metaphysics.


WHAT ROLE(S) DOES GOD PLAY IN OUR UNIVERSE?


In the previous portion of the chapter we discussed many different views about the nature of God’s reality, but none of them explains God’s role and relation to us and our universe. Is God aloof from creation and uninvolved in it, or is he intimately interactive with his creatures? Is it best to think of God as an absolutely sovereign monarch or as a friend and confidant? How does the Bible portray God’s relationship to the world, and what does it allow us to say about his role in our individual lives and collective communities? There is a bewildering array of answers to these and other questions about God’s relationship to our universe. And the plethora of views is not found only beyond the scope of evangelical theology. Within evangelicalism there is currently a great amount of discussion about all of these matters.


In handling this issue, I think it best to subdivide the discussion. Hence, I shall initially look at various biblical images, motifs, and metaphors used to describe God’s relationship to us. Then, because a discussion of God’s role in our world invariably invokes the categories of divine transcendence and immanence, we shall look at various portraits (within Christianity and beyond) of how we should understand these two notions. Finally, I shall describe several broad models within contemporary Christianity for understanding and explaining a large number of divine attributes and actions in relation to our world.


Biblical Images, Motifs, and Metaphors for God


Various images and metaphors used to describe God speak not only of different roles he plays and of how he acts in our world but also of the relationships he enters into with his creatures. Before turning to those motifs, I must explain what I mean by these terms. I do not use them to capture a whole metaphysical conception of all that God is and does in our universe. I reserve the term “model” for that notion, and intend to use “model” much as scientists do when they talk about a theoretical construct for organizing and explaining as much data as possible. My use of “image” and “motif” is much less pretentious. It designates only one kind of role or relationship God has to his universe, and makes no metaphysical comment about the ultimate nature and structure of all of reality. Further, I employ the term “metaphor” because many of the images and motifs to be mentioned cannot be literally true if God is conceived as immaterial as Christians and Jews traditionally have done. For God literally to function as these images suggest would require a body; hence, many of these images are metaphorical. That, however, does not mean they are untrue of God, but only that the biblical writers teach about God’s roles using metaphorical language.


In Scripture, a wide assortment of images picture God’s relationship to his creatures. Ian Ramsey is very helpful in dividing these motifs and metaphors into three broad categories.46 An initial category of scriptural images is taken from family life and interpersonal relationships. It includes the image of God as a father. In the OT God’s relation to Israel is likened on occasion to that of a father to a son. In Exod 4:22 God tells Moses to tell Pharaoh that Israel is his son, his firstborn; Pharaoh must let God’s son go.


Probably the most tender example of a loving father’s care and nurture of his child is seen in Hosea’s comments about God’s relation to Israel. In Hos 11:1 God says, “When Israel was a youth I loved him, and out of Egypt I called My son.” Later (vv. 3-4) he adds, “Yet it is I who taught Ephraim to walk, I took them in My arms; but they did not know that I healed them. I led them with cords of a man, with bonds of love, and I became to them as one who lifts the yoke from their jaws; and I bent down and fed them.” See also Isa 63:16; 64:8; Jer 31:9; Mal 3:17. But God is not merely a father to Israel, for he is portrayed as father to all who claim him as God. The psalmist writes (Ps 103:13) “Just as a father has compassion on his children, so the Lord has compassion on those who revere him.” In the NT God is also portrayed as a father. Hence, Jesus tells his disciples that when they pray, they should say, “Our Father who art in heaven . . .” (Matt 6:9). Later in the same chapter Jesus tells his disciples not to worry about having food to eat, clothes to wear, or a place to sleep, because their heavenly father provides all these needs for the birds of the air, and surely his people are of greater concern to God (Matt 6:26). In fact, the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5–7) is filled with references to God as our Father. Moreover, throughout the Pauline epistles, Paul’s typical opening salutation wishes his readers grace and/or peace from God our Father (Rom 1:7; 1 Cor 1:3; 2 Cor 1:2; Gal 1:3; Eph 1:2; Phil 1:2; Col 1:2; 1 Thess 1:1; 2 Thess 1:2; 1 Tim 1:2; 2 Tim 1:2; Tit 1:4; Phile 3).


God is also characterized metaphorically as mother. In Deut 32:18 the Jews are accused of neglecting the rock who begot them and forgetting the God who gave them birth. Isaiah speaks of a coming day and records God’s word to Israel (Isa 66:13): “As one whom his mother comforts, so I will comfort you; and you shall be comforted in Jerusalem.” In Isa 49:14-15 we see that though Israel thought God had forsaken her, God responds by asking, “Can a woman forget her nursing child, and have no compassion on the son of her womb? Even these may forget, but I will not forget you.” God’s love for his people is likened to a mother’s love for her child nursing at her breast. See also Isa 42:14, where the Lord says that things will change for Israel: “I have kept silent for a long time, I have kept still and restrained Myself. Now like a woman in labor I will groan, I will both gasp and pant.” And Jesus likens his desire for communion with Israel to the way a mother hen gathers her chicks (Matt 23:37).


God is also portrayed in the OT as a husband. His covenant relationship to Israel is often presented under the image of a husband’s relation to his wife. Unfortunately, as in Hosea’s case, Israel was an unfaithful wife. God is portrayed as the wronged husband who continues to love his estranged wife and does whatever it takes to win her back (Hos 3:1-3). The NT similarly presents Christ as the church’s husband and the church as his bride. In fact, Paul teaches that human husbands and wives should pattern their relationships after that of Christ to his church (Eph 5:22-32). Moreover, in one of the climactic scenes of the book of Revelation we find the marriage supper of the lamb as Christ, the bridegroom, celebrates his union with his wife, the church (Rev 19:7-9).


Two other images taken from family and interpersonal relationships are used of God. One is that of friend. God says to Israel, “Have you not just now called to Me, ‘My Father, Thou art the friend of my youth?’” (Jer 3:4). In addition, several times Abraham is referred to as the friend of God, or simply “my friend” (2 Chron 20:7; Isa 41:8; Jas 2:23). The other image is one that McFague urges upon us, and it is that of a lover.47 If, for example, the love poetry of Song of Solomon is taken to be a type of Christ and his relation to the church (or even of God’s relation to his people), then the book is filled with powerful images of God as a lover. Beyond the Song of Solomon, God’s relation to Israel as seen in Hosea is that of a husband who has a very warm and loving concern for his wife.


All of these images taken from family and interpersonal relationships show God to be very near, involved, and interactive with his creatures. The same is true of the second set of scriptural images and motifs Ramsey isolates. These metaphors depict God in terms of work, crafts, professions, and vocations. One of the best-known and loved metaphors is God as shepherd. In Ezek 34:31 he is a shepherd to his people Israel. He says, “As for you, My sheep, the sheep of My pasture, you are men, and I am your God” (see also Jer 23:1ff; Ps 78:52; 80:1). God is the shepherd not only of whole peoples but also of individuals. What student of God’s Word does not love Psalm 23? Many of us in early childhood memorized this psalm by heart. The psalmist portrays God as our shepherd at every stage and through every experience of life. In the NT we find a similar relation between Christ and his people, God and his flock. Think of the parable of the lost sheep (Luke 15:3-7). Jesus’ words depict not merely a tradesman doing his job, for Christ says he loves the sheep, and “lays down His life for the sheep” (John 10:11; see also vv. 12-16). Moreover, after his resurrection, Christ asked Peter three times if Peter loved him. Peter became a bit annoyed, but each time he answered affirmatively. Christ told him, then, to show that love by feeding and tending his sheep (John 21:15-17). Though Peter was disturbed by this repeated question, evidently he got the point, for in 1 Pet 5:1-2 he instructs those who would be elders in the church to “shepherd the flock of God among you.” One can hear in these words of instruction about God’s flock the voice of Jesus telling Peter to feed his lambs.


God is also portrayed as an artist. The heavens declare the glory of God, and the earth shows forth his handiwork, says the psalmist (Ps 19:1), just as the painter’s easel demonstrates his artistry. But unlike other artists, God creates by the sheer power of his word (2 Pet 3:5). He is also likened to a potter molding and shaping clay (Isa 64:8; Jer 18:6; Rom 9:20-21). He is further described as a builder (Amos 7:7), a teacher and scribe (Isa 2:3; Jer 31:33); a warrior (Isa 42:13), and a tradesman (Isa 55:1). The messenger of the covenant, whom many think is the preincarnate Christ, is likened to a metal worker (Mal 3:2, 3). All of these show God very much involved in our world.


A final category of biblical images is taken from national settings. Undoubtedly the most frequent motif depicts God as ruling monarch. The universe is his domain, and someday he will actually rule and reign from Jerusalem (Jer 3:17; Isa 2:2-4). In Jer 10:7-10 he is described as “King of the nations” and “the everlasting King.” One is also reminded of the majestic words from Rev 11:15, incorporated into the Hallelujah chorus of Handel’s Messiah: “The kingdom of the world has become the kingdom of our Lord, and of His Christ; and He will reign forever and ever.”


Another motif taken from national and even civic settings presents God as judge. Though this is not a particularly popular image of God, it is one that Scripture offers clearly. Here one thinks of passages such as Gen 18:25; Isa 2:4; Acts 10:42; and Heb 12:23. And there is the awesome picture of God on the throne at the Great White Throne Judgment (Rev 20:11-15).48


Finally, God is portrayed as savior, deliverer, redeemer of his people. Sometimes this is presented in terms of a family relative, the kinsman redeemer (cf. Ruth), but more often (especially in the NT) the picture is of someone not a family member who goes into the public square and pays the price to buy us out of the slavery of sin (Gal 3:13; 1 Cor 6:20; 1 Pet 1:18-19). Even the OT, however, offers this image of God—for example, in what Hosea does to win back his estranged wife, Gomer (Hos 3:2; cf. Isa 43:3, 11).


All of these images, motifs, and metaphors show God as very much involved in our world. Even more, they portray him as concerned for our well-being and desiring a relationship with us.


The Transcendence and Immanence of God


Another way to address questions about God’s role and relationship in our world focuses on the concepts of transcendence and immanence. Theologians and philosophers frequently discuss whether conceptions of God portray him as distant or near to his creation. Although one might think that views stressing God’s transcendence make him remote, while those emphasizing immanence make him near and involved, that is not necessarily so. In fact, some conceptions of God portray him as very distinct from his creation (hence, transcendent) while being very involved with it. Others understand him as spatio-temporally very close to the world yet without any particular interpersonal relationship with it.


The comment about interpersonal relationships raises a further point. It is often assumed that, as immanent, God is very personally involved with his creatures (a personal God), whereas as transcendent, he must be impersonal and devoid of involvement in his creatures’ lives. While some concepts of God do follow this approach, we shall also see theologies in which God, though transcendent, engages in many personal relationships, and others in which he, though intertwined with the natural world, ­doesn’t relate to his creatures in any personal way.


Turning now to divine immanence: immanence means that God is present to and in the natural order, human nature, and history. Depending on the conception of God, it may also mean that he is spatio-temporally close to his creation (“close” is deliberately ambiguous to allow my point to refer to views of God that are pantheistic, panentheistic, or that depict God as ontologically distinct from his creation but omnipresent in it). The closeness may also indicate that he interacts with and relates to his creatures, though in some cases God is metaphysically close to our world but relationally distant.49


A number of conceptions of God see him as immanent in our world. Various forms of polytheism, such as animistic religions and the Greco-Roman pantheon, tend to portray the gods as very close to our world. Moreover, the Greco-Roman gods are depicted at least in mythology as responding to and interacting with mortals. As well, those who believe in some form of animism often sense various spirits interacting with them and acting in the events of their lives. The same may be said of the many Shinto kami.


Moving beyond polytheism to pantheism, we find views according to which God is very immanent in our world. Depending on the version of pantheism, God may or may not be very interactive with the universe and personal. For example, in New Age pantheism, since everyone is divine, and since it is thought possible to contact spirits of departed friends and loved ones, the immanent God is very personal and quite involved in the lives of all living things. On the other hand, Hegel’s immanent God as Spirit, the universal consciousness uniting all people, seems to depersonalize God. It is hard to imagine, for example, anyone praying to Spirit, nor is it clear how Spirit could answer such prayers.


Tillich’s and Macquarrie’s views of God as being-itself also make God in one sense very immanent. As the power of being which gives everything its being (or in Macquarrie’s sense, lets all things be), God is very much involved in all things. But none of this means that God is personal. Since being-itself is not a being, it is hard to know whether it can reason, will, and feel—characteristics that seem necessary for personal relationships. So, God as being-itself is quite immanent, but not necessarily involved at all in any interactive way in creation.


Finally, one of the hallmarks of panentheistic views, whether in process theology or elsewhere, is that God interpenetrates everything that exists. Transcendence is downplayed dramatically. Panentheistic systems also maintain that their God is very personally involved with the universe. Process theists, for example, say that their God is affected by what happens to us; he changes with us, ever-increasing from moment to moment in his knowledge. Moreover, since his body is our world, he not only empathizes with us when we suffer but actually feels our pains and rejoices in our joys. This is no remote, unattached, disinterested God.


As opposed to immanence, divine transcendence means that God is separate from and independent of the natural order and human beings. It typically also means that he is superior to anything in our world.50 As Erickson explains, within the biblical portrait of God, God’s transcendence is often described in spatial terms. He is described as “high and lifted up,” “one who dwells on high,” and so forth. Though divine transcendence might suggest a remote God interpersonally, this is not always so. The transcendent God may in fact be very much involved in his creatures’ lives.


There are many religions with a transcendent God. Allah, the God of Islam, is the only God, and all else is distinct from and inferior to him. Likewise, certain forms of orthodox Judaism and traditional Christianity portray God as a deity of great grandeur, thoroughly separate from humankind. There is nothing and no one like him. Depending on the particular theology, this totally other God may interrelate with his creatures or remain aloof and unaffected by what happens to them. As we shall see in the next section, a form of Christian theism associated with Anselm and Aquinas portrays God as an absolutely sovereign monarch who sits in the heavens unaffected by and unrelated to what goes on in our world.


There is also a sense in which Brahman of Hinduism is totally transcendent. And it goes without saying that the God of mysticism in its various forms is typically thoroughly transcendent and majestic. Depending on the form of mysticism, when a human actually reaches spiritual union with this God, the union may or may not obliterate the individual personality of the mystic.


In addition, we should also mention the views of the great Christian reformer Martin Luther. Luther distinguished what he called the deus absconditus (the hidden God) from the deus revelatus (the revealed God). The latter refers specifically to Jesus Christ, while the former speaks of God as an immaterial being about whom we know very little. Jesus, God’s fullest revelation, somewhat shows us what the hidden God is like, but we can never get a precise picture of the hidden God.


Many neo-orthodox thinkers, such as Karl Barth,51 and their predecessors, such as Søren Kierkegaard, incorporate Luther’s distinction. Though they don’t always use Luther’s terminology, and though their teaching about both the hidden and the revealed God differs from Luther’s, they do include this distinction in their work. God the Father is portrayed as high above us, totally other than we are. Thus, the God we can know much about is the God who reveals himself to us. For both Kierkegaard and the Barth of the Church Dogmatics, that revelation comes in Jesus Christ and is given to us in personal encounter. For Barth in particular, Jesus Christ, not Scripture or anything else, is the content of revelation. So, for these theologians God is the totally transcendent God who comes near to us in the person of Jesus Christ. Through Christ we establish a relationship to God. But, as Barth frequently reminds us, in Christ God both draws near to us but remains also hidden. God is veiled in his unveiling and unveiled in his hiddenness.52


Deistic views are far less concerned about matching the biblical account of God. Deism was especially popular during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. With advances in science, nature was thought to run like a machine whose laws could be ascertained by pure reason and scientific investigation. As a result, natural occurrences which previously had been unexplainable could now be explained in terms of the normal functioning of the natural order. No longer was there need to appeal to God as the ultimate cause of such events. The situation was ripe for the rise of deism. According to this view, God is distinct from everything in our world, and he does not interact with it. He initially created the universe, but then withdrew from it to let it run on its own. This was sometimes likened to winding a clock and leaving it to run. The deistic God does not act in the world or sustain it, but remains thoroughly aloof from it. From a practical standpoint this view is tantamount to atheism, but conceptually it is not, for it denies only God’s interaction with our world, not his existence.


In these examples of divine immanence and transcendence, it may be difficult to recognize anything that matches the biblical God. In parts 2 and 3 of this book, I shall present a portrait of a God who is both immanent and transcendent. He is transcendent in that he is a distinct being who is infinite in his attributes, whereas every other existing thing is finite. None can compare with him, and all other gods pale in obscurity and puniness in contrast to him. Even as Job was overwhelmed by God’s revelation of his awesome power and majesty, anyone who comes even remotely to understand this God recognizes that there is nothing in the universe that matches him or even comes close.


On the other hand, he is immanent as omnipresent. As David said (Ps 139:7-10), “Where can I go from Thy Spirit?” No one and nothing that ever happens can escape God’s awareness. But this does not mean we should adopt either a pantheistic or a panentheistic conception of God. Scripture teaches that God is present with all that exists, but is distinct from everything. God is also immanent in that he is very much involved in our world (i.e., though transcendent ontologically, God can be very close to us relationally). Scripture shows us a God who cares about us deeply and is responsive to our needs. Language that speaks of him as answering prayers, going to war on our behalf, comforting us in times of sorrow should not be understood anthropomorphically. He is the king who cares.


Several Models of Christian Theism


In this section we turn to conceptions of God that correlate a series of ideas about God into an overall explanatory model for God’s relation to the universe. Here I use the term “model” to represent a system of coherent ideas which intends to offer a well-rounded explanation of who God is and how he relates to the world. I am using it much as a scientist does when he speaks of different models or hypotheses for explaining a whole series of data. My concern in this section is models from the Christian tradition.53


For many centuries of church history there was a predominant way of envisioning God, his attributes, and his relationship to the world. That model is often referred to as the traditional or classical Christian conception of God. However, in recent centuries, especially the twentieth, there have been significant challenges to that model. Even among theologians committed to evangelical Christianity the classical model has been heavily critiqued and modified. On the other hand, theologians and philosophers outside the evangelical camp have abandoned the classical model in favor of entirely different ways of understanding God.


The result is that on the contemporary scene, there have been two major competing models of God: the classical model, and the model of process theism. Process theists portray these two options for Christians as an either/or, and since process thinkers believe the classical model is thoroughly outmoded, religiously inadequate, and less biblically supported than their own portrait of God, they believe the proper choice between the two is obvious. Many theologians agree and have to one degree or another adopted the process understanding of God.


Since these are the main competing models of God within Christianity, we must understand what each says. Moreover, because process theology is such a significant rival to traditional Christianity, I plan to give a more thorough analysis of it in chapter 4. Still, we can describe the basic contours of each model in this chapter. But many Christian thinkers find unpalatable the either/or of classical vs. process theism. Hence, within evangelicalism in recent years there has been significant rethinking of models of God with the intent of formulating a mediating position between the Scylla of classical theism and the Charybdis of process theology. Most notable among those attempts is the open view of God (sometimes called free-will theism). Our task in this section is to describe these three models of God. Critique will be saved for later chapters, but the position I shall espouse in this book is represented by none of the three. I shall offer a different mediating position, the model of the king who cares.


THE CLASSICAL MODEL. This model of God has dominated Christian thinking throughout most of church history. It is most closely associated with Thomas Aquinas and Anselm. Opponents often complain that it is also firmly rooted in ancient Greek philosophy. In fact, in literature about different conceptions of God one often finds a disjunction between “the God of the philosophers” and “the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, the God of the Bible.” The former is the God of Aristotle and other Greek philosophers, and critics also believe it is too much like the God of classical theism. Thus, we are told that the classical God is not the God of the Bible.


As to the philosophical background of the classical model, ancient Greek philosophers were concerned to find some element of stability in a world where everything seemed to be changing and in the process of becoming. Heraclitus argued that all of reality is in a state of flux, but that thought was unsettling to the Greek mind. If everything is changing, and has been from all eternity, how could there have been a beginning, a bringing into being of anything that is? Must there not be some stability in a world of change to ground that world? Parmenides, Plato, Aristotle, and the Stoics ­didn’t give exactly the same answer, but they all postulated some element of permanence in a world of flux.


Aristotle’s answer is worth noting, since he had such a strong influence on Aquinas. Aristotle wanted to explain both the stability needed to ground the world, and motion or change itself. In order to ground the world, there must be a prime mover which is itself unmoved. Aristotle argued that this unmoved mover must be fully in being (perfect) without any potentiality unrealized. If there were potency in the unmoved mover, he would not necessarily be self-sufficient, for something else, fully in being, would be required to cause his motion toward act. Since Aristotle ­didn’t hold to an infinite chain of movers, somewhere the chain had to end with a being that was fully in being with no reason to change, because it was already perfect and could not become better. This unmoved mover was sufficient for its own existence, and it did not and could not change in any way. Change would only be for better or for worse, but a perfect being could not get better, and there would no reason to become worse.


While Aristotle’s unmoved mover grounded the changing universe in something permanent, it ­didn’t explain motion within the universe. For, if an unmoved mover cannot change at all, how can he initiate motion and change in the universe? Aristotle replied that he ­doesn’t do so by acting on the world, for that would require a change in him. Rather, he causes motion by being so beautiful and perfect that the universe desires to be like him, and so moves toward him.


Much more can be said about Aristotle and other Greek philosophers, but this is sufficient for our purposes. John Sanders argues that the bridge from Greek philosophy to Christian thinking was the Jewish thinker Philo of Alexandria (25 B.C.–A.D. 45) who tried to harmonize biblical teaching with Greek philosophy.54 Regardless of exactly how these ideas found their way into Christian theology, scholars agree that the Greek influence is undeniable in the classical model of God. Aquinas’s reliance on Aristotle is unquestionable. What concerns us now, however, are the details of the classical model.


The classical model fundamentally emphasizes two things. On the one hand, it refers to a cluster of attributes predicated of God. Central to the classical understanding of the divine attributes is that they are all perfections in God which he has to an infinite degree.55 On the other hand, it is about how much power God has and how he chooses to use it in our world. Ronald Nash56 and William Alston57 are especially helpful in explaining the attributes that come with the classical model. Nash relies upon the portrait of process thinker David Ray Griffin (God, Power and Evil), whereas Alston appeals to process theologian Charles Hartshorne’s comparison of the classical and process models (Man’s Vision of God and The Divine Relativity).


As to the attributes of the classical God, Nash (via Griffin) isolates eight: pure actuality, immutability, impassibility, timelessness, simplicity, necessity, omniscience, and omnipotence. Following Hartshorne, Alston identifies nine: absoluteness, pure actuality, total necessity, absolute simplicity, creation ex nihilo by a free act of God, omnipotence, incorporeality, nontemporality, immutability, and absolute perfection. Hartshorne divides these attributes into two groups: the first contains the first four, and the second contains the remaining five. Obviously, there is overlap in Nash’s and Alston’s lists. Putting the lists together, we derive the following attributes of God: 1) absoluteness, 2) absolute perfection, 3) pure actuality, 4) necessity, 5) immutability, 6) impassibility, 7) timelessness, 8) simplicity, 9) omniscience, 10) omnipotence, 11) creation ex nihilo, and 12) incorporeality. Let me briefly define each, for in so doing a specific picture of God emerges.


First, God is absolute. By this Hartshorne means that the classical God is internally totally unrelated to the world. He bears no relation to it either by way of his knowledge of it or his actions.58 Second, as absolutely perfect, the classical God cannot become better than he is, for he is already the best. No being surpasses him or even could, for he is the greatest conceivable being.59


Third, the notion of God as pure actuality harkens back to Aristotle. For Aristotle and his followers, every existing thing except God is a combination of actuality and potentiality. Hence, they can and do grow and change. However, Aristotle reasoned that potentiality is an imperfection, for whatever has potentiality is not fully the being it might be. Aristotle and Aquinas both concluded that since God is a perfect being, he must be totally actual with no potentiality to become anything more than he is. But, then, when one is perfect, what need is there for ability to change?60


Fourth, God is necessary, and this involves several things. It means that God exists necessarily rather than contingently. Unlike contingent things that can come into existence or go out of existence, God as necessary can do neither. It is impossible for him not to exist. In addition, necessity means that the various divine attributes are essential to his being; losing any of them, he could not be God. Finally, divine necessity means that every truth about God is necessarily true. There are no claims about him that happen to be true but did not need to be (i.e., they are contingent). Every truth about him is necessary.61


Fifth, the classical God is immutable in the strong sense of the term. This means he is devoid of any change, and in fact cannot change. He is changeless in his being, attributes, will, and purposes, but his knowledge also is unchangeable and he cannot change relationally. He cannot decide to forego some action he intended to do, and even if a sinner repents, God cannot change his relation to him from alienation and impending judgment to fellowship and blessing. Scriptural language suggesting otherwise must be understood anthropomorphically and, hence, not as literally true of God. Impassibility (sixth) comes along with immutability, for if God cannot change at all, he cannot change emotionally either, and classical theists agree that God cannot become angry, sad, or happy. As Anselm explains in an oft-quoted passage, God as compassionate means we experience things in times of need that suggest God’s compassion, but God does not actually feel that emotion or any other.62 Whether or not he is aware of our pain as we suffer, he certainly cannot feel it himself and suffer along with us. Impassibility also means that God cannot be acted upon. Hence, biblical accounts of Moses persuading God to relent from his decision to destroy Israel (Exod 32:1-14) are anthropomorphic. No one’s prayers or arguments can actually move God to do anything he had not already planned to do.63


Seventh, God is also timeless, and this follows in light of his immutability. All conservative Christians grant that God is eternal, but Christian thinkers have wrestled with how to understand that eternity. Does it mean that God exists forever within time, or that he exists outside of time? The classical notion of God opts for the latter, for if God is totally changeless, he cannot even undergo the change of temporal succession. Though he is outside of time, he sees all of it as an eternal “now.”


A corollary to immutability, impassibility, and eternity is divine simplicity (the eighth classical attribute). This doctrine says God is devoid of all composition; he is not made up of different parts. This means, among other things, that we cannot divide off God’s essence from his attributes, nor ontologically is one attribute separate from another. God’s attributes are identical with his essence, and this requires by logical implication that each of his attributes is identical with one another. Though we can distinguish analytically in thought the various divine attributes, in God those qualities are not ontologically distinct from one another. More will be said about divine simplicity when discussing divine attributes, but for now I note that though this doctrine seems very strange, it is part and parcel of the classical perception of God.


Next come divine omniscience and omnipotence. According to the former, God exhaustively knows everything that can be known. He has no false beliefs, and there is nothing he could possibly learn. This also means that he has complete knowledge of the future, including the actions of all his created beings. How that can be so in light of human freedom has been debated across the centuries. Various answers have been offered, but one thing has remained stable: the classical view attributes to God knowledge of the future.


As to divine omnipotence, some have understood it to mean that God can do anything whatsoever, even actualize a contradiction, but the predominant view within classical theism places some limits on divine power. God cannot actualize a contradiction, but no one can, so this isn’t deemed a significant limitation on God. He also cannot do anything contrary to his nature, such as sin, catch a cold, or fail a test. Since all of this means that he must be who he is, none of it is seen as a significant limit on God.


God has used his power to create our universe, and the most typical understanding within the classical tradition is (attribute number eleven) that God did this out of nothing (ex nihilo). Moreover, it is usually argued that creating a world is a fitting thing for God to do, but not the only fitting thing. Not creating would have been equally appropriate.64 So, God is free to create or not to create, and he is free to choose whichever world he wants to create.


Finally, the classical God is an immaterial substance. As such, he is in no way composed of matter. This is one reason for holding divine simplicity (as incorporeal, he has no physical parts), but not the only reason. The portrait that emerges from this list of divine attributes is one of a self-sufficient God who needs nothing. He ­doesn’t change at all, and seems aloof from our world. Though the classical tradition maintains that God somehow can and does act in our world (the classical view is not deism), for the most part the picture is of an unresponsive, remote God.


There is a second element to the classical picture, and it only strengthens the portrait of an impersonal, distant God. According to the classical view, God is the absolutely sovereign monarch over the world. He has his will and way in all things. Very little, if any, power is donated to his creation. Opponents decry this, claiming that it leaves no room for human freedom and moral responsibility. Nonetheless, the classical God holds humans morally accountable for their actions, even though they are merely following the divinely decreed course for their life.


Critics of the classical view believe it runs into insuperable problems over the problem of evil. If God ordains all things and carries out his desires in our world, how can he escape moral responsibility for the evil that occurs? Moreover, critics complain that this God is a cosmic bully who is boss and gets his way no matter what. Feminist critics in particular maintain that it is this domineering, tyrannical, unresponsive, isolated, and self-sufficient God who has been used to legitimize patriarchal, oppressive societies throughout history. The idea of a God who is a friend and confidant, sympathetic to our needs and concerned to help us develop our own potentialities, seems far from the God of classical theism.


Whether feminists are right, whether a God with this sort of sovereign control is actually a cosmic bully, and whether this view cannot possibly handle the problem of evil remains to be seen. Moreover, proponents of the open view of God (as process theists) seem to think that the list of attributes described above is inextricably tied to this notion of divine power and control in our world so that if God has these attributes, he inevitably exercises this kind of sovereignty over the world (and vice versa). I shall argue that there is no logical entailment between the two, but process theists (and open view espousers, I would argue) want us to believe there is, for then their alternative to the classical view seems the only viable one.


THE PROCESS MODEL. Process theologians love to use the classical model as their foil, and they delight in saying that their notion of God both corrects the excesses of the classical God and more accurately represents the God of Scripture. Since I intend to devote a separate chapter to this theology, let me here only present process views with respect to the two main items elaborated in the classical model: the list of divine attributes and the view of divine control in our world. As we proceed, we must remember that the process God is dipolar. God has an immaterial, primordial, conceptual pole, and a physical, consequent pole. The latter pole is our world, and that helps us to anticipate what process theists will say about the divine attributes.


In turning to the divine attributes we come first to absoluteness. Process theists deny this of God, for they view God as internally related to his creatures through his knowledge of them and his interaction with them.65 He is not distant and aloof but vitally involved in his creation. He is a social God, engaged in all sorts of relationships with his creatures.


Second, as to absolute perfection, this is denied of the process God. Since God, as all actual entities, is constantly in the process of becoming, it is always possible to surpass his current greatness. His creatures continue to add value to him. The process God is more perfect at any moment than any other entity, but as he continues to grow and develop, he always surpasses his prior greatness.66


Third, pure actuality is denied of the process God. He is not as perfect as he could be and will be, but he has many possibilities for change and improvement. This is not to say that God will actualize all of the potential inherent in his primordial nature, but only that in contrast to the classical God, there are possibilities for him to actualize as he grows. As to necessity, process theists affirm that God’s existence is necessary, but that does not mean that there is no contingency in God. For example, that he will change seems inherent to his being, but what he specifically will become is contingent, depending on how his creatures grow and develop.67


This brings us to immutability, impassibility, and timelessness, and process views are again quite predictable. Having a physical pole, God is clearly capable of changing, and does so. He changes not only in his relationships but also in his very being and attributes. His knowledge is constantly growing as he experiences new things along with his creatures. Charles Hartshorne says of the process God that he is immutably mutable (changeable). Likewise, this God is thoroughly passible. Rather than merely identifying with our joys and sorrows from afar, since we are intertwined with his being, he actually experiences our experiences as we have them. He suffers with us and also rejoices when we do. Moreover, he responds when we pray. Though the process God won’t override human freedom, he cares about us very much and tries gently to lure us toward his best for us. Hence, seeking his aid and comfort through prayer does accomplish something. Biblical language about God changing his mind or emotional state is to be taken at face value, not treated as anthropomorphic. In addition, the process God is enmeshed in time, for his consequent pole is subject to temporal becoming just as we are. He knows what time it is and what is happening in our life when it happens.68 Process thinkers argue that these characteristics (mutability, passibility, and temporality) make their God much more religiously adequate than the God of classical theism. And, of course, there is no room for divine simplicity in the process God. If nothing else, God’s physical pole is filled with and composed of many different parts.


As to omniscience and omnipotence, the process God has limitations. Being mutable and involved in the process of becoming, his knowledge is finite and constantly grows and changes. Moreover, in light of human freedom, no one can know the future for certain. Having a primordial pole that is the repository of all possibilities gives him no help in knowing the future, for no one knows which possibilities will become actual until they do. If omniscience is defined as knowing everything there is to know, the process God’s ignorance of the future is no limitation, for no one can know the future. As for omnipotence, God has all the power any agent can have, but that does not mean he is infinite in power, or that he can even do all things that are logically possible. His power is finite, and, of course, its operation in our world is always subject to the limitations put upon it by human freedom.


When it comes to God’s creative activity in the world, process theism denies creation ex nihilo. The process God is a very creative God, but his creativity is exercised by continually offering new possibilities (via his conceptual pole) for becoming. According to process thinkers, matter is eternal, so God and the world of creatures are necessary, but specifically what either God or his creatures will become is contingent on the use of creaturely freedom.69


Finally, process theology denies the classical divine attribute of incorporeality. God’s primordial pole is immaterial, but it is not a distinct being. His consequent pole, the world, is very much filled with corporeal things.


The process conception of divine attributes is quite different from the classical view, and deliberately so. But the story ­doesn’t end there, for when it comes to how much power the process God has and uses in our world, there is again a stark contrast to the classical view. The process God is no absolute monarch nor an uninvolved, disinterested power monger who demands and gets his way no matter what. Though process theists don’t use the imagery of a friend, their God is much more like a friend than a king. Of course, some friends can be very demanding and domineering, but not the process God. He does encourage us to follow his best for us, but he never forces us to do anything against our will. Rather he tries to lure us to his best by gentle persuasion.


As a corollary, process theists uniformly believe humans possess libertarian free will according to which actions are free only if not causally determined. Hence, no matter how much God wants us to follow his aim for us, he cannot guarantee any outcome. We can always resist him and do whatever we choose. In light of this, God can’t remove evil that we produce by abusing our freedom, but he can and does suffer along with us as we undergo trials and tribulations in this life. Process theists believe this is a more satisfactory answer than classical theism has for the problem of evil.


In reflecting on the process model, we must say that this God surely sounds like a very nice fellow. He is always with us and cares about us very deeply. He makes few, if any, demands of us, and always lets us do whatever we want. When we reject his attempts to persuade us to choose his goals and get ourselves into hot water, he does not say, “I told you so.” Nor does he have the power to get us out of that trouble, but he does lovingly take his place alongside us and suffers with us.


If one were to construct a God to one’s own liking, many would likely think this God fills the bill. As a result, the process model is a very powerful view of God in contemporary times, even among many who do not buy everything involved in Whitehead’s metaphysics. One finds feminists and other liberation theologians quite attracted to this God who seems always to be on the side of the downtrodden without ever oppressing anyone himself. But, as we shall see in chapter 3, this view has many other supporters from a variety of contemporary quarters.70


THE OPENNESS MODEL. Despite those attracted to the process view, others remain unconvinced. However, they don’t advocate a return to the classical God. They contend that classical and process theism aren’t the only options, for they propose a mediating corrective to both, which they call the open view of God.71


While the open view has affinities to both classical and process theology, there are also significant differences. Like the process view, the open view portrays God as deeply in love with his creation and most responsive to it. But open view proponents reject the process notion of a dipolar God. The incorporeal metaphysically distinct God of classical theism is sufficient for open theists, so long as he does not also include the remoteness and unrelatedness traditionally associated with the classical God. In addition, advocates of the open view don’t want a God as impotent and finite as the process God, so they grant that God has all the power the traditional view attributes to him. It is just that he usually chooses not to exercise it so as to make room for human libertarian free will. All in all, open view proponents believe that their depiction of God is more true to the Bible at the same time that it offers a religiously adequate view of God. Moreover, they think their views actually square with the way most conservative Christians practice their religion, even though those Christians’ practice seems inconsistent with the classical God they apparently espouse.72


Richard Rice offers biblical evidence for this view. He begins his description of the open God by saying that the book The Openness of God “expresses two basic convictions: love is the most important quality we attribute to God, and love is more than care and commitment; it involves being sensitive and responsive as well.”73 As a result, the open view offers a God whose relation to the world is dynamic rather than static.74 Love becomes paramount and is the governing divine attribute in both Old and New Testaments.


What this means for the divine attributes associated with classical theism and attacked so heavily by process theists is that, for the most part, the open view sides with process thinkers, although in a few areas they agree with the classical view. For example, they agree with the classical view that God is incorporeal, they believe that God created the universe ex nihilo, and they hold that God has necessary existence and is absolutely perfect. However, they accept the process claim that certain things about God are contingent. As to pure actuality, they reject the process view of a “growing and developing God” who has metaphysical possibilities as yet unrealized. For the open view, God’s nature and attributes are set, but because the notion of pure actuality is so attached in the traditional view to a static God who cannot change at all, they forego using such language of God.


The major defection of open theists from the classical view involves the other divine attributes. For example, open view defenders deny that God is internally unrelated to his creation (i.e., that he is absolute). In fact, a God who is dynamically related to and responsive to his creatures is one of the hallmarks of this perspective. In light of God’s responsiveness, the traditional doctrines of strong immutability and impassibility are rejected. However, as to immutability, the open view’s God is not quite so “under construction” as the process God. Proponents of the open view affirm that God’s nature and attributes are immutable. He will not cease to be loving, just, benevolent, or holy, nor will he become more loving, just, and so forth; but God is not entirely immutable. For one thing, he changes his relationships. As an example, says Rice, the book of Hosea shows God casting off his people Israel for their unfaithfulness (Hos 2:2), and deciding to put them to public disgrace (2:10), but later portrays God as turning from revenge to reconciliation (2:14, 19-20).75 In addition, Scripture often depicts God as changing his mind, and this language ­shouldn’t be understood anthropomorphically; it signals real changes in God’s thinking. Hence, the Lord was sorry that he created mankind, because they were so evil, and he decided to destroy them with the Noahic flood (Gen 6:6). He regretted that he had made Saul king of Israel (1 Sam 15:35) and decided to remove him. He was prepared to destroy Israel for worshiping the golden calf, but Moses interceded and persuaded God to change his mind (Exod 32:12-14). And of course, he promised through Jonah unconditionally to destroy Nineveh, only to change his mind when Nineveh repented.76


The NT also shows God changing relationships. The incarnation itself demonstrates God’s desire to have a closer relationship with us. As for repairing relationships with himself that are damaged by sin, Rice says 2 Cor 5:18-20 “underscores the central New Testament truth that God is always the subject, and never the object, of reconciliation. He is the agent, not the recipient, of reconciliation.”77 This is not a God who remains aloof and unconnected to us.


Divine impassibility is also denied, because Scripture portrays God as having feelings and emotions. God is said to take delight or pleasure in many different things (e.g., Deut 30:9; Ps 149:4; Jer 9:24). He is a God of compassion and love (Jer 31:20; Hos 11:1, 3, 4, 8), but at times a God who also becomes angry and threatens judgment (Hos 2:2, 4, 9-10).78 The life and ministry of Jesus are further examples of God’s emotions of love and compassion for us. Rice finds especially telling the Luke 15 parables, for the parables of the lost sheep, lost coin, and prodigal son vividly illustrate God’s attitude toward sinners. They show not only God’s restoration of lost sinners but also his utter joy at recovering what was lost.79 Moreover, this God not only sympathizes with us but also suffers with us in the person of Christ. And Christ’s death shows God’s commitment to establish a relationship with his creatures, for this was something God planned far in advance (1 Pet 1:20; Acts 2:23).80


Open theists also reject divine timelessness, for a God so intimately involved in our world must be both aware of the passage of time and subject to it. Moreover, since temporal changes (represented by God’s different actions and reactions) give a sequence to his experience, we can no longer say that his experience is devoid of parts or indivisible into distinct experiences.


Next are omnipotence and omniscience, and the open view’s understanding of these attributes is intertwined with its teaching on divine sovereign control over the world. Because open view defenders see the latter issue so closely tied to one’s view of God’s attributes, throughout their work they give the impression that if one buys one package (the classical understanding of the divine attributes or the classical view of God as absolute monarch), the other automatically comes with it. Central to the open view is a belief that humans have libertarian free will. This is the view that “an agent is free with respect to a given action at a given time if at that time it is within the agent’s power to perform the action and also in the agent’s power to refrain from the action.”81 That is, regardless of what the agent chooses, it was just as possible to choose and do something else. Actions are not causally determined, but free. David Basinger admits that sometimes God may override our freedom to accomplish his goals, but usually he ­doesn’t.82


Does the commitment to libertarian freedom mean God is impotent rather than omnipotent? Not at all, says open theism. God is absolutely sovereign, but out of love for his creatures he has granted some power to them and refrains from exercising all his power. This again shows a God who is sensitive to our needs and desires, but he is still as sovereign as the classical view suggests; he just chooses not to use that power. God is also omnipotent in that he can do whatever is logically consistent and consistent with his nature. Of course, controlling the free actions of his creatures is not something he can do, nor can anyone else. All of this means that God takes risks with us. We may use our freedom to love him and choose his way, but we may also use it to reject and disappoint him as well. So, God is vulnerable, but as the caring, loving God that he is, he decided to take the risks that free creatures pose.83


Such views have implications for God’s knowledge. He is omniscient, so long as omniscience means knowing everything that can be known. With creatures who have libertarian free will, there is no iron-clad way to know for certain what they will do. Hence, the open view rejects attempts to synthesize divine foreknowledge and libertarian free will, and claims that God does not know the future. He has a thorough knowledge of past and present, and he knows us completely. This often enables him to have a good idea of what we will do, but until we do it, there are no guarantees.84 God’s lack of knowledge about the future also means that, though he has hopes and plans for what will occur, he may need to scrap them and choose another course of action, once he sees what we do.85


Some will wonder how this notion of divine omniscience can possibly square with biblical prophecy. Proponents of the open view anticipate that objection and answer by dividing biblical prophecies into three kinds. The first set express God’s intentions to do something in the future, regardless of what his creatures do (e.g., Isa 46:10-11). Rice says of these prophecies, “If God’s will is the only condition required for something to happen, if human cooperation is not involved, then God can unilaterally guarantee its fulfillment, and he can announce it ahead of time.”86


A second set of prophecies indicate “God’s knowledge that something will happen because the necessary conditions for it have been fulfilled and nothing could conceivably prevent it.”87 God’s prediction of Pharaoh’s behavior seems to fit this category, for his behavior was so rigid that God could predict accurately what he would do.88 The final category of prophecies tells us what God intends to do if certain conditions obtain. Since these prophecies are conditioned on what we do, if we don’t meet the conditions, God won’t do what he intended to do if we had met the conditions. None of this means God is mistaken or has lied about the future, but only that these are not locksure predictions of what will happen. Jeremiah 18 is an example of this kind of prophecy, for it predicts destruction unless the people of Israel change their ways.89


It also follows with this model of God that God has not foreordained whatever happens. To do so would be to act as a domineering monarch concerned only with what he wants. Since that is not the open God, history is not the working out of his predetermined, irresistible, and sometimes inscrutable decrees. Rather, history is open to whatever we make it. This makes the future an unknown adventure, not only for us but also for God. Moreover, with such a God our prayers and petitions really do matter, for by them we can move God to do things he otherwise did not plan to do.90


Advocates of the open view also claim that their position provides the best handling of the problem of evil. Unlike the process view, the open view ­doesn’t solve the problem of evil by making God so impotent and finite that he isn’t guilty for what happens in our world because he can’t do anything about it. God does have the power to overturn evil, and on occasion he intervenes to do so. But the main reason God ­doesn’t remove much evil, according to open theism, is that to do so would eliminate human freedom. Having decided to give us such freedom, God cannot make us freely do what is right. Hence, God is not the author of evil, and he has a morally sufficient reason for not preventing it.91 Moreover, this handling of the problem of evil is deemed by the open view to be superior to the classical view. On the classical view, everything that happens results from God’s eternal decrees and his outworking of them in history. But since God’s plans for our world evidently included evil, the open view claims that the classical God must be guilty for making this world, both because he does not remove the evil in it and because through his eternal decrees he is the author of the evil. Defenders of the open view see the classical position as hopelessly flawed in this respect, whereas they think their view avoids such problems, satisfactorily answers the problem of evil, and does so without capitulating to the process view of God as impotent.92


The open view is a distinct alternative to both process and classical models of God.93 It is a helpful reminder that those two options are not the only choices. However, in this book I shall argue that all three models should be rejected in favor of another alternative that attempts to mediate between classical and process views. The exact contours of that model await explication in upcoming chapters of this book.


Three Understandings of the Metaphysics of Christian Theology


There is a further general way to classify Christian theologies. The focus is God’s obligations with respect to creating a world or not, and what sort of power God has and uses to create a world and set up its moral governance. These systems also address how human beings learn whatever rules God has established. Description of these theological systems is preparatory to considering the problem of evil, and since I shall discuss that topic in chapter 16, here I shall only sketch broad outlines of these systems.


The first system is known as theonomy. This world view should be distinguished from contemporary approaches to ethics which share the same label and are exemplified in the work of ethicist and apologist Greg Bahnsen. In the Middle Ages, theonomy as a metaphysical system was called voluntarism and was exemplified in the thinking of philosophers/theologians such as William of Ockham. According to this view, only God must exist, and he must have unlimited and unrestricted freedom to do whatever he pleases. In more radical forms of theonomy, God even has power to violate the law of noncontradiction. According to theonomy, whatever rules of ethics, epistemology, physics, etc., obtain in our universe are chosen by God, and he is free to choose any laws he wants. Moreover, if he wants to change those laws later, he has power


to do so. As to morality, no action is intrinsically good or evil or better or worse, for each has its value only in terms of the value God places upon it. God is subject to those laws himself only if he decides so to obligate himself; otherwise, he is beyond the rules of good and evil that he ordains for us. Since God can choose and change the rules in any area of life (even arbitrarily, according to some forms of theonomy), the only way to know how the universe runs and what the rules are is through divine revelation of God’s choices, and not at all through reason. Within the Christian tradition, theologies that stress God’s absolute transcendence and unlimited power tend in the direction of theonomy. Hence, some forms of classical theism fit the theonomous approach, but a classical theist need not be a theonomist. We should also note that strongly orthodox Jewish and Islamic systems tend toward theonomy.


A second system appears in the work of the rationalist philosopher Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz. As opposed to theonomy, where God’s will rules, in Leibniz’s universe reason rules. In his extreme rationalistic system, all laws of logic, ethics, etc., are necessary laws in the universe. Whatever is the case is so in virtue of the principle of sufficient reason, which stipulates that for anything that ever occurs there must be a sufficient reason why it occurred and not something else. Moreover, in Leibniz’s system God must create a world, and it must be the best of all possible worlds (for Leibniz, the idea of a best world is intelligible). And whatever is true in this universe is discernible by the light of pure reason alone unaided by revelation. In theonomy God is prior to logic, but in Leibnizian rationalism, logic is prior to theology. Even God dare not violate the dictates of reason.


A final and mediating position is called modified rationalism. It is like theonomy in not claiming that everything is discernible by reason alone, nor does it maintain that everything about the world expresses some necessary law. Furthermore, modified rationalism ­doesn’t demand that God create a world, but holds that creating a world is fitting for God to do (not creating would be equally fitting). For modified rationalism, there is no best possible world, but only good and evil possible worlds. If God decides to create a world, he must choose one of the good possible worlds lest he be guilty of doing something wrong in creating a world at all.


Modified rationalism also differs from theonomy in holding that there are things that are intrinsically good or evil apart from what God says about them. Moreover, whereas only some forms of theonomy require God’s power to be subject to the law of noncontradiction, most modified rationalist systems define divine omnipotence so that God works within the rules of reason. Hence, in such a universe, things obtain according to reason, and one can often discern by reason why things are as they are. Some things, however, are knowable only by revelation.94


In relation to our previous discussion of three different models of Christian theism, many proponents of a classical model would also agree with modified rationalism. The open view also presupposes the modified rationalist metaphysic, and my own position does, too. In fact, many theologies fall under the umbrella of modified rationalism. However, the process model goes beyond the pale of historic evangelical Christianity (represented most by theonomy and modified rationalism) and fits under none of these three systems (though, of the three systems, process theism is most like modified rationalism).


HOW SHOULD WE UNDERSTAND LANGUAGE ABOUT GOD?


Various questions have arisen about the meaningfulness of theological and religious language. One issue asks to what the term “God” refers and what it even means.95 Another asks what users of religious language intend to do by using such language. If they intend to assert facts (as one would in history and the sciences), it has been argued that this misunderstands the nature of religion and religious language.96


While both of these are important and interesting issues, we cannot cover all such philosophical issues here. There is, however, another problem (at least as old as medieval times) which is relevant to the rest of this book. In various chapters, I shall discuss the being of God, divine attributes, and divine actions. But how are we to understand these claims about God? Most claims we would make about God use language that is used of human beings, but God isn’t a human being. In particular, he has no body, but many attributes and actions we would predicate of him seem to require that he have a body. Moreover, even when no reference to material parts is required to make a claim about God, how do we know that our words mean, when used of God, what they do when used of humans, since God is infinite and we are finite? In fact, how do we know that our words about God have any meaning?97


William Alston helps to explain the nature of the problem by distinguishing “extrinsic” and “negative” predicates, on the one hand, and “intrinsic” and “positive” ones, on the other. The former tell nothing about what the subject is like, whereas the latter attributes do.98 Alston explains that the issue is not whether we can make any truth-claims about God, but whether any of our intrinsic and positive claims say anything literally true of God.99


What can we say, then, of God truly, and do we understand such claims as literally true or not? Throughout the history of this discussion, there have been various responses. A first answer denies that we can say anything about God, literally or figuratively, because God is incomprehensible and hence ineffable. Various mystics have adopted this view, but others have held it as well. Some theologians qualify the view by distinguishing between God as he is in himself and as he is in his relation to us. In himself, he is totally incomprehensible, so even though we can say something about his relations with us, none of that captures what he is in himself. Hence, we really do not know how much our language about God’s relations with us tells us about God in himself.100


Harold Netland offers a most helpful survey of positions which claim God is incomprehensible and ineffable,101 and raises significant objections to them. As he argues, there is something right with this view, in spite of significant problems. The element of truth is that we cannot know everything about God. There are undoubtedly mysteries about him which none of us understands. But we must recognize that this ­doesn’t mean we know nothing about him whatsoever or that none of our claims, whether literal or figurative, are true.


As Netland shows, the major problem with the ineffability position is that it is difficult to formulate in a way that makes sense. Even more, it is hard to see how it avoids refuting itself. Netland offers four possible formulations and shows that each has such problems.102 His first formulation illustrates the problems. It says, “No meaningful and informative statements about God can be made.”103 Netland rightly critiques this as follows:




First, it rules out the possibility of any knowledge of God by implying that no true or false statements about God can be made. Not only is this theologically unacceptable, but we must also ask on what basis such a categorical denial of knowledge of God can be made. Second, this thesis is self-refuting. It does express a statement about God—namely, that the nature of God being what it is no meaningful statement about him can be made.104





A second response about how we can speak meaningfully of God is less pessimistic than the first. It agrees that God is ultimately incomprehensible but claims that we can make some truthful comments about him. However, central to this view is the notion that we can’t make any positive predications of God, only negative ones. This approach is known as the via negativa, which holds that the only things we can say of God are things telling what he is not. Thus, attributing to him incorporeality, infinity, omnipotence, and omniscience simply means that he has no body, is not limited, is not powerless, and is not ignorant.105 But none of this tells us positively what divine intelligence, power, etc., actually are. Given the difference between an infinite God and finite creatures, we can’t with certainty know anything positively about how God exemplifies those attributes, even though we know how we do.


As Armstrong has shown, the via negativa has a long tradition in philosophy going back at least to the ancient Greek philosopher Plotinus. The Jewish philosopher Maimonides held this approach, and there have been others within the Christian tradition who did as well.106 Despite its adherents, it has some significant problems. When we say God is omniscient, do we really mean no more than that he isn’t ignorant? Most would say it means at least that God knows all things that are knowable and has no false beliefs. Isn’t that something positive we can predicate of God? Undoubtedly, terms such as “incorporeal” and “infinite” fit the basic concept of the via negativa better, but that ­doesn’t mean the same is true for all divine attributes. Moreover, we make positive claims about God when we predicate moral attributes of him such as love and justice. So while the via negativa is helpful to some extent and reminds us to specify as clearly as possible what claims about God mean, it does not seem the best way to handle the issue before us.


A third approach to this issue grants that God is ultimately incomprehensible and “totally other” from us. Nonetheless, it ­doesn’t conclude that we can say nothing about God or only speak of what he isn’t. Rather, all of these factors about God make us conclude that we must always judge speech of him to be metaphorical or symbolic. This has become a popular position in contemporary theology. Tillich says that everything we say about God is symbolic, except the claim that God is being-itself or the ground of being. Others have affirmed that because of God’s difference from us, everything we say about him is metaphorical.107


This proposal has merit, but significant problems as well. On the plus side, it is true that various biblical claims must be seen as metaphors. To call God a rock, a shepherd, or a consuming fire, or to say that Jesus is the door, is using language not literally but metaphorically. Moreover, if we grant that God is pure spirit, when writers speak of the “hand of God,” “the eyes of God,” “the face of the Lord,” their claims are anthropomorphic and, as such, metaphorical. So, there is an element of truth in what this position affirms.


However, there is also a major problem in holding that all language about God is metaphorical. This is so even if one grants Tillich’s one literal claim that God is being-itself. Figures of speech (metaphors, similes, etc.) compare things, all of which are known. Because we know enough about what is literally true of each thing being compared, we understand the metaphor. If I say, “the trees shall clap their hands and sing,” I am comparing humans and trees. Trees don’t have hands, but they do have branches and leaves that rustle in the wind. I also know that when humans clap their hands and sing, that signifies approval or joy, or both. Because I know enough about what is literally true of trees and humans, I can understand the figure of speech contained in “the trees shall clap their hands and sing.” But what if I were ignorant about the nature and activities of either trees or humans? How could I then understand the metaphor? It seems that I must know at least something to be literally true of both, if I am to do more than merely guess what the metaphor means. And if this is so for things on earth that have a material part to their being, how much more this must be so when one of the things being compared is immaterial and not subject to empirical observation! Hence, for metaphors about God to make sense, I must know some things about him that are both literal and true.108


If we must say something literal about God, does that mean language used of God must have the same sense as when used of humans? If not, does that mean it is used equivocally of God and us? St. Thomas Aquinas raised these issues long ago, and his answers are still very helpful. Predicating terms of God with the exact meaning they have when used of us is called univocal predication. Aquinas denied that our language of God works this way. “Univocal predication is impossible between God and creatures. The reason of [sic] this is that every effect which is not a proportioned result of the power of the efficient cause receives the similitude of the agent not in its full degree, but in a measure that falls short; so that what is divided and multiplied in the effects resides in the agent simply, and in an unvaried manner.”109 This answer appeals to Aquinas’s doctrine that things true of an effect are so because they are derived from a cause with the same qualities. Hence, love in a human being comes from God the creator, who is also love. However, God and we are so different that we cannot be sure that the love that “resides in the agent simply” (i.e., in God) is the same thing his creatures possess in being loving.


If the difference between creator and creature means the same term cannot be predicated of both univocally, is it then used equivocally of them, i.e., in entirely different senses? Answering negatively, Aquinas explains that such language cannot be equivocal, “because if that were so, it follows that from creatures nothing at all could be known or demonstrated about God; for the reasoning would always be exposed to the fallacy of equivocation.”110 Some might think this only shows that we must get our ideas of God from revelation, not from reason. But that misses the point, for even if our idea of God comes, for example, only from Scripture, how would we know that when the Bible says God is love, love means what it does when used of us? Since God is so different from us, when Scripture says God is love, maybe we don’t know what that means.


In light of these problems, Aquinas offers an answer followed by many. Aquinas claims that we predicate qualities of God analogically, i.e., as Aquinas explains, according to proportion. Both God and humans are loving, so both possess this attribute, but not to the same degree. Still, the difference is not so great that we must say one possesses the attribute and the other has it in no respect. They possess it analogically. Aquinas writes, “For in analogies the idea is not, as it is in univocals, one and the same; yet it is not totally diverse as in equivocals; but the name which is thus used in a multiple sense signifies various proportions to one thing.”111


Though Aquinas’s analogical predication has much merit, I find even more compelling William Alston’s proposal in “Functionalism and Theological Language.”112 Alston begins by reminding us that no matter how hard we try to purge our language about God of language used for creatures, we cannot completely succeed. Even calling God being-itself ­doesn’t avoid such language, for “being” is a term we use of creatures.113 Alston’s proposal focuses on psychological terms such as “know,” “will,” “intend,” and “love,” for it is the divine psychology that comes into our dealings with God as an essential background to divine action. That is, God impinges on our lives as an agent, doing various things such as guiding, enjoining, punishing, and redeeming, and such actions presuppose some antecedent psychological state in God.114


With divine and human psychology as the focus, Alston argues that though there are substantial differences between God and human beings, there is some univocity in predications of God and us. Specifically, it is possible to “identify a common core of meaning in terms for human and divine psychological states.”115 Hence, “the radical otherness of God might manifest itself in the way in which common abstract features are realized in the divine being, rather than in the absence of common features.”116 How can we make such a case? Alston proposes that we turn to functionalism, a movement in contemporary philosophy of mind. He defines it as follows:




The basic idea, the source of the name, is that the concept of a belief, desire, or intention is the concept of a particular function in the psychological economy, a particular ‘job’ done by the psyche. A belief is a structure that performs that job, and what psychological state it is—that it is a belief and a belief with that particular content—is determined by what that job is.117





So, there is some thing that performs a certain function. Alston repeats the crucial claim that the internal nature of the thing that so performs is not specified. In his words, the crucial point is that “a functional concept of X is non-committal as to the intrinsic nature, character, composition or structure of X.”118 Hence, for example, it makes a certain amount of literal sense to say that a computer, a robot, and a human being “made a decision” even though the internal structure of each is quite different. Alston adds a further point before applying it all to theological predication. He notes that the fundamental function of the psyche, according to functionalism, is to regulate behavior. Whether behavior is carried out by a physical body, as usually happens in our case, or some other way, the regulation of that behavior is the psyche’s role.119


How does this apply to theological language? Alston explains what he thinks by now is fairly obvious. The same functional concept of, for example, knowing something could be equally applicable to God and us, even though what it is to know something is true may differ radically between God and us. The function played by both the divine and human psyches is the same, even though how God goes about knowing may be a mystery to us. So also for God’s intending or purposing to bring something about. While we don’t know exactly what it is to purpose as God does, we know the result and we know what it means for us to purpose and bring something about. Both God’s and our psyche can function in similar ways, even if we don’t understand everything about what it is to be God or about knowing and purposing as he does.120


Alston applies his proposal to qualities like infinity and incorporeality that we predicate of God. His handling of incorporeality illustrates his views. Alston asks whether God can in fact perform some of the same psychological functions that embodied humans perform. He mentions several human actions, all of which require certain psychological functions, but also require a body to carry out. For God to do such things, he must be capable of behavior, but since he has no body, such behavior seems impossible. Alston explains,




If God has no body to move, how can he do anything, in the same sense in which an embodied human being does things? But this is not an insuperable difficulty. The core concept of human action is not movement of one’s own body, but rather bringing about a change in the world—directly or indirectly—by an act of will, decision, or intention. That concept can be intelligibly applied to a purely spiritual deity. It is just that we will have to think of God as bringing about changes in the ‘external’ world directly by an act of will—not indirectly through moving his body, as in our case.121





Analyses like this illustrate Alston’s claims about the meaningfulness of theological language. He concludes that, despite differences between God and us, there is enough commonality in functional psychological states to say that our human psychological concepts of these functional states yield ideas that literally apply to God and hence generate “theological statements that unproblematically possess truth values.”122


This approach seems the sanest to me. It avoids the self-defeating position that we can say nothing of God, but on the other hand, it resists the equally problematic positions that all talk of God is either literally true or equivocal, or that we can only say things about God which tell us what he is not. Moreover, it allows some of our language about God to be metaphorical and anthropomorphic. I do not even think Alston would reject the view that we often use language about God analogically. In fact, his point is that there are certain human psychological states, and functions they produce, that are so analogous to divine psychological states and functions that in God’s case it makes sense to predicate language literally about these states and functions. Alston’s proposal also allows us to avoid saying that everything we say of God is metaphorical, leaving us in the awkward position of explaining what the metaphor means since it refers to a God about whom we know nothing literally. And, Alston’s view allows us to say that, when God reveals something in Scripture about his thoughts, feelings, and actions, these claims truly reveal something to us. We are not in a fog about what they mean.


Of course, none of this tells us whether any attribute or action predicated of God is metaphor, analogy, or literal (in Alston’s sense). For example, some may wonder whether language about God repenting is literal or metaphorical and/or anthropomorphic, and may wonder also how we can tell. I shall address such issues more directly in chapters on God’s being and his actions. For now suffice it to say that once we determine whether such language is metaphorical or not, and (if not literal) what the metaphor/anthropomorphism means, then given Alston’s functional account of religious language, we can say that God performs the function designated by the language (literal or metaphorical) even as we do. So, Alston’s proposal does offer a way, coupled with careful exegesis of the text of Scripture and thoughtful conceptual analysis of what exactly God is and does, to answer questions about what language about God means. It assures us that we can talk meaningfully of him.









CHAPTER





THREE


WHAT HAPPENS TO GOD IN CONTEMPORARY THOUGHT?


In chapter 2, we discussed diverse understandings of God’s reality and of his role(s) and relationships in our world. Many of those understandings are intended as alternatives to and even rejections of traditional evangelical Christian conceptions of God. However, much of our emphasis was on models of God within broadly evangelical theologies. The burden of this and the next chapter is to examine the major trends of our times in regard to perceptions of God. This should help to clarify where evangelical conceptions of God and the model I shall develop fit among rival conceptions.


This must not be misunderstood. I intend to present a model of God that is consistent both with Scripture and with the main views on God that conservative Christians have held throughout the centuries of Christianity. But I have read and taken seriously contemporary evangelical and non-evangelical conceptions of God and I am not insensitive to their concerns. Moreover, I don’t reject everything models other than mine espouse. Hence, the reason for chapters 2–4 of this book is first to help readers better understand what I am reacting to and why, when I delineate my own understanding of God. My nuancing of divine attributes and actions, for example, might seem to be odd proposals at this time in history without an understanding of the intellectual context from which they stem and to which they respond. Moreover, it seems hard to speak to contemporary culture in terms it will understand if we have little idea of what it is thinking, especially of what it is thinking about the most important topic, God. I also hope that non-evangelicals will read this volume; without my showing awareness of what they are thinking on these subjects, they may be entirely disinterested in dialoguing with what I am writing.


Whole books have been written on contemporary theology, but we must place some limitations on our investigation since this is not per se a book on contemporary theology. First, our topic in this chapter is God in contemporary thought. In our day “modern” has a specific meaning as opposed to the postmodern. Since I intend to cover both movements, “contemporary” is more generic and allows me to cover a whole series of positions. Moreover, I speak of contemporary thought rather than theology, because modernity and postmodernity are broad movements that encompass much more than just theology. To understand contemporary theologies, we must understand contemporary philosophy, culture, etc., so this study requires more than a rehearsal of views of God in contemporary theologies.


Second, discussions about the charismatic movement, dispensational versus non-dispensational theology, or even Calvinistic versus Arminian conceptions of God are all theological and contemporary issues. However, this chapter’s focus is not such intramural debates among Christians whose fundamental understanding of the nature, attributes, and actions of God are all evangelical. Instead, my concern is movements in non-evangelical thought. One of the hallmarks of those views is their interaction with the philosophies of their day. Of course, every theology interacts with and incorporates some philosophical position(s).1 The difference on this matter between contemporary non-evangelical theologies and evangelical theologies stems from their perceptions about their ultimate authority and about the proper role of philosophy in theological formulation. While evangelical theologies incorporate some philosophy, one of their emphases is that Scripture is the final authority for faith and practice. Hence, evangelical theologians ­shouldn’t include in their systems any philosophical notions that contradict biblical teaching. In contrast, non-evangelical theologies typically make reason or personal experience the final court of appeals. Moreover, for many of these systems philosophy is the guiding norm (as well as it is much of their substantive content).


Third, because of space limitations, I cannot discuss every contemporary thinker. Moreover, theologians who will be treated offer more than just a conception of God, but I must limit the discussion for the most part to their views on God. Hence, I offer a “taste” of contemporary thinkers without describing all that they say. There is another way to limit our topic, which I plan to resist. Our discussion could simply flit from one thinker to the next, noting with minimal explanation what they say about God, but to do so would treat the various thinkers and movements as isolated and unconnected to other thinkers and to intellectual and social trends of their day. That would not really explain what they are saying or why they say it. Hence, we need some background information, i.e., some understanding of the broad intellectual, cultural, and social movements and trends of the contemporary period, in order to have the framework for grasping how the various theologies understand God and our world.


With that in mind, I propose that the proper framework for understanding these various contemporary thinkers is a comprehension of modernity and postmodernity and how they relate to each other. That is, a major help in understanding contemporary notions of God is to see them against the backdrop of modernity and postmodernity. Of course, this means I must first clarify what modernity and postmodernity are.


Before turning to that descriptive task, I must mention several other themes that I believe are present in various contemporary theologies. One is the interplay between divine transcendence and immanence. Various theologies stress one or the other, and I believe that as we move through the contemporary period (and especially with postmodern theologies), the emphasis switches from divine transcendence (to the extent that it was emphasized in earlier theologies) to God as very immanent in our world.


Another trend we should note is how these theologies either deify man or humanize God. In both modern and postmodern theologies I maintain that there is a strong tendency to do just that, and this trend becomes especially prevalent among postmodern theologies. Moreover, the more a theology stresses differences between God and man (emphasizing God as a transcendent “wholly other”), the more that theology tends toward a view that such a God is dead. As we move into the postmodern period, contemporary theologies increasingly refuse to envision a remote God.


A corollary to both points just mentioned is that in the contemporary period non-evangelical Christian theologies increasingly place their emphasis on Jesus, especially, and on the Holy Spirit. Less and less is said of the hidden God, God the Father, of traditional theism. The reason in part is that Jesus especially (the Holy Spirit as well) makes God immanent, related to us, not remote and unapproachable. Of course, feminist theology says plenty about God as Father, but does so mainly to complain that theologies emphasizing God as Father are patriarchal and androcentric and should be rejected. Jesus, not in his maleness but in his nearness, relatedness, love, and compassion (as signified by his incarnation), plus the Holy Spirit get higher praise in feminist theology than God the Father.


Two other trends are worth noting as we study the contemporary period. First, as theology moves from modern to postmodern emphases, the focus increasingly shifts from theologies that reflect on God’s being to those that emphasize his acting in our world. This should not be misunderstood, for neo-orthodox thinkers were certainly concerned, for example, about God’s revelatory acts. My point is that while there was emphasis on such acts of God, there was also reflection on the hidden God, the wholly other, solely in terms of what he is like. In contrast, postmodern theologies, especially liberation theologies in various forms, speak only of a God of praxis, a God of action. This shift of emphasis can be described as a move from a metaphysic of substances to one of action and relationships.


The other point is that thinkers after Immanuel Kant take very seriously his emphasis on empiricism, his Copernican revolution in philosophy, and his claim to have put an end to metaphysics. All of these will be explained, and as we proceed, we shall see that not everyone reacts to Kant’s doctrines in the same way. Nonetheless, the contemporary period takes Kant and his central insights in epistemology and metaphysics very seriously.


With these initial words of definition, limitation, and explanation, we can turn to modernity and postmodernity. My intention in this chapter is neither apologetic nor polemical, but rather descriptive. Undoubtedly, there will be points of critique of various thinkers, but my main objective is to acquaint the reader with the major trends in contemporary thinking about God.


WHAT IS MODERNITY?


Modernity and postmodernity stand for a series of diverse items that conjointly offer a basic intellectual and cultural outlook on reality. My concern is to describe the elements of each that are significant for philosophy and theology. Though there is room for debate, broadly speaking, the modern era in a significant sense began with René Descartes (1596–1650) in philosophy and with Galileo and Isaac Newton in science. The period continued into the nineteenth-century rationalism and scientism that still influence our own times.2 It is safe to say, however, that the modern project, often referred to as the Enlightenment, was at its apex during the eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century portion of the Enlightenment. About modernity, Jürgen Habermas writes:




The project of modernity formulated in the 18th century by the philosophers of the Enlightenment consisted in their efforts to develop objective science, universal morality and law, and autonomous art according to their inner logic. At the same time, this project intended to release the cognitive potentials of each of these domains from their esoteric forms. The Enlightenment philosophers wanted to utilize this accumulation of specialized culture for the enrichment of everyday life—that is to say, for the rational organization of everyday social life.3





These comments get us started, but there is much more to say. Various authors emphasize one trend or another in describing modernity. For example, Langdon Gilkey, in speaking of the theological ferment in the late 1960s as Western cultures moved away from the modern mindset, characterizes the mood of the times (and hence, the general mood of modernity) as one of secularization. He identifies four general characteristics of the secular spirit: contingency (the world around us “is a result of causes that are neither necessary, rational, nor purposive”), relativism, the temporality or transience of all things (everything is changing and ultimately perishing), and the autonomy and freedom of man.4 Though I think this is true of the modern era (and also the postmodern era), it is just part of a larger picture.


Nancey Murphy and James McClendon are helpful in capturing the mood of the times. They identify modern thought as describable along three separate axes, each of which focuses on a key characteristic issue for the modern era. One axis is epistemological and moves between foundationalism and skepticism as its two extremes. A second axis focuses on theories of meaning in philosophy of language. The two extremes here are what they label a representational (referential) theory of language and an expressivist (emotivist) theory of language. The third axis is more ontological in nature, for it focuses on whether reality should be understood in atomistic, individualistic terms or in relational, collective terms. The two extremes of this axis are individualism and collectivism.5


While I agree that the issues Murphy and McClendon raise are important for the modern mindset, I think there is more to it than that. For example, what they discuss under the first two axes is all part of the general area of modern epistemology, and their third axis is part of a larger emphasis on human freedom and individuality, but there is more to the modern spirit than this alone. Specifically, I propose to discuss modernity under the following six headings: human consciousness (“the subjective turn”), epistemology, naturalism, human freedom and individuality, science and progress, and the goodness of human nature.


Human Consciousness (“The Subjective Turn”)


The modern period (at least philosophically) is thought to have begun with Descartes. The era prior to Descartes was one of tradition and authority. Various ideas were deemed correct, and working within the tradition of those ideas, one held them. Moreover, governmentally and ecclesiastically, it was also an age of authority. Descartes was born on the eve of the Reformation. The church fundamentally told people what was correct to believe, and if one was a Christian, one followed that. Philosophers working within the Western tradition were often also theologians. The point of philosophy was not primarily to prove God’s existence (though we find a lot of that in thinkers such as Anselm and Aquinas), but to understand one’s faith (fides quaerens intellectum, Anselm’s motto). God was, so to speak, the starting point of philosophy, and if proofs were to be offered for his existence, that was one of the first things done in philosophical and theological writings (see, for example, Aquinas’s Summa Theologiae).


With Descartes things changed, because Descartes wanted to know that what he believed about anything could be supported by evidence and argument. So he called into question everything he had believed, for the purpose of ascertaining whether there was anything he claimed to know that could not reasonably be doubted. If there was something of this sort, it would serve as the basis or foundation upon which to build everything else he knew. Descartes’ search for certainty eventually led him to conclude that only one thing could not reasonably be doubted. It made no sense to doubt his own existence as a thinking thing, for in the moment he doubted it, he proved its truth. Nonexistent things do nothing at all, including doubting their own existence.


Descartes deemed the cogito ergo sum (“I think, therefore, I am”) the one indubitable truth from which to build knowledge in any and every field. Of course, the cogito is only true for each person with reference to himself or herself. I cannot know for a certainty that you exist, nor you I. So, Descartes was still troubled about how to justify all other knowledge. He eventually came to a rationalistic conclusion that if he had a clear and distinct idea of something, this must be true of the world. But how could one be sure that when one thought he was having a clear and distinct idea of something, this was really so? This question led Descartes to formulate his version of the ontological argument for God’s existence. If God exists, Descartes reasoned, he would ensure that whenever I think I am having a clear and distinct idea of something, I really am.


The details of Descartes’ ontological argument needn’t detain us, but the point should be clear. No longer is God the “starting point” of philosophy. Human consciousness is, and along with it comes epistemology as the centerpiece of philosophy. It is up to human consciousness to structure and certify whatever is true. Perhaps Davis’s comment is a bit strong when he says that “the fabrication of the modern subject was a divinication of man.” But, he is surely right in maintaining that “Descartes’ cogito to which we can trace the origin of the modern subject, transferred to man the function of God as the source of reality and intelligibility.”6


For Descartes, one’s knowledge of the world grew through clear and distinct ideas of things. For empiricists such as John Locke and David Hume, appeal to sense data from ordinary experience was the key. But in both cases attaining knowledge involves a subject-object relation, i.e., human consciousness is the subject, the knower, which attempts to ascertain what is true of the world (the object). Human consciousness takes the role of sitting in judgment of what is true in regard to reality.


This emphasis on human consciousness only became heightened with Immanuel Kant’s “Copernican Revolution” in philosophy. Prior to Kant, the mind was deemed as fundamentally passive in the knowing process. Sense data from the external world came to it through the sensory organs. Those organs might distort the data, and that was thought to explain why, for example, two people looking at the same thing might report seeing things differently, but this account still portrayed the mind as basically passive. Kant disagreed, and argued that not only does the world act upon the mind (through the senses), but the mind in virtue of various concepts inherent in it (the Kantian categories) is also active. The mind structures the sense data and then makes a judgment about what is perceived. In light of this two-way process, Kant proposed his famous distinction between things-in-themselves and things-as-they-appear-to-us. He argued that while things really exist outside of our mind, no one can experience them as they are in themselves. Things which are not objects of our knowledge (including things-in-themselves) Kant labeled noumena. Things as they appear to us he called phenomena.7


With Kant the trend begun by Descartes of structuring the world from one’s own consciousness continued. Human consciousness as active, not passive, becomes even more important. After Kant, it would be hard to find a philosopher who thinks the mind passive in the acquisition of knowledge. Instead, philosophers have increasingly emphasized the mind’s action in an individual’s understanding of reality. In addition, Kant, like other modern philosophers, was concerned to ground knowledge ultimately in certain foundational beliefs, but unlike Descartes the key was empirical data.8 Throughout the rest of the modern era, the emphasis on empirical data as the key to knowledge remains. This is true for contemporary theology and in philosophical critiques of theology.


In sum, basing one’s understanding of the world on the human consciousness’s structuring of the world is crucial to the start of the modern era. Of course, with the role given to human consciousness, if either human reason or sensory organs malfunction, human beings are in serious trouble in respect to knowing and living in their world. During the modern era, many thinkers were quite optimistic about the mind’s ability to “get things right” in its search for knowledge. As we shall see, postmoderns significantly disagree.


Knowledge, Truth, Objectivity, and Theory of Meaning


Because human minds can misinterpret and misrepresent data, we might think this emphasis on the subject’s role in the acquisition of knowledge would only make it more difficult to secure a certain foundation for knowledge, but the modern mentality said otherwise. Reason was deemed capable of grasping and interacting correctly with the world, and it was held that this is true for all people. Just as Descartes wanted to find an indubitable foundation on which to base his knowledge, so others after him thought this was both necessary and possible. A universal perspective on reality was possible through reason, and belief in everyone’s ability to find the truth made it possible in every discipline of study to know truth and error and to convince others, if one thought their views were wrong.


The picture of knowledge and rationality just described is often called the Enlightenment conception of rationality. That notion of rationality was most wedded to a theory of knowledge known as foundationalism. According to foundationalism, beliefs are justified in terms of other beliefs which ultimately are supported by beliefs that need no justification, because they are self-evidently true. Because of the belief in reason’s ability to support beliefs, the Enlightenment or modern notion of rationality claimed that it is only rational to maintain a belief if one does so on the basis of sufficient evidence, arguments, or reasons for the belief.9 Descartes’ concern to believe only what cannot reasonably be doubted is clearly incorporated in this notion.


Of course, the next question is what counts as sufficient evidence, argument, or reasons for belief. How does one know that one has a right to hold a given belief? Foundationalism provides the answer. Classical foundationalism (which has been a predominant theory of knowledge within the modern era) claims that a belief has sufficient support if it is supported by evidences and arguments that are ultimately supported by (inferred from) beliefs that are properly basic. A properly basic belief is a belief that is either self-evident (like “all bachelors are unmarried men”), evident to the senses, or incorrigible (like the cogito).10


Whereas for Descartes the ultimate foundation was something rational, the empiricists emphasized sense impressions as the most basic beliefs that form the foundations of our knowledge. Kant combined both rational (the mind’s categories that allow it to structure reality) and empirical (data from observation) as foundational. For Kant the only truths about the world that are deemed objects of knowledge are truths that can be known through the senses. Despite the mind’s activity in interacting with the world, there was great optimism about an individual’s ability to know rightly what is true or false. As David Griffin explains, the basic epistemological doctrine of the modern world is sensate empiricism, according to which knowledge of the world beyond ourselves comes exclusively through sense-perception.11


But what if a belief is not about a matter of pure reason (e.g., “round squares do not exist”) nor open to sense perception? Kant said that things-in-themselves are not objects of sense perception, but neither are values and moral judgments, the world as a whole, nor God. All of these are noumena, not phenomena, and as such, they are not objects of knowledge. As a result, Kant claimed to put an end to metaphysics, for the subjects normally discussed in that discipline are beyond empirical investigation.12 This ­didn’t mean for Kant that there was no God, for example. Kant believed it necessary to posit the existence of God, but he did so as a grounding for morality. So God exists, according to Kant, but his existence is not a matter of knowledge; it is a postulate of practical reason.


If the only beliefs that qualify as knowledge are beliefs supported ultimately by foundational beliefs that are self-evident, evident to the senses, or incorrigible, it seemed to many moderns that the beliefs most capable of being justified are the beliefs of science. In fact, among the logical atomists and logical positivists of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries (and many others who followed their general empiricist emphasis), there was a desire to purify language, insofar as possible, of talk that is not empirically verifiable. If this were done, then our language would be basically the language of science, i.e., whatever is open to verification by empirical observation. The logical positivists, however, were even more negative than Kant toward things he called noumena. For the positivists, if a sentence isn’t in principle verifiable by empirical means, the sentence is deemed nonsense, and that of which it speaks is considered nonexistent. This meant that talk of morals and of God are nonsense, and they do not exist.13


Ludwig Wittgenstein was a contemporary of the logical positivists. His early philosophy as set forth in his Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus presented a portrait of the world and language that was not unlike that of the logical positivists. Though the positivists appreciated Wittgenstein’s work, he did not deem himself one of them. Nonetheless, he did hold that unless language pictures objects and states of affairs in the world, it is meaningless. If language is about something unobservable in the world, it should not be spoken. Unlike the positivists, however, Wittgenstein ­didn’t conclude that things that were unsayable (because incapable of empirical verification) did not exist. Rather, he concluded, such things are not objects of knowledge, and so should not be spoken of at all.14


With these beliefs about knowledge, it follows that moderns believe there is truth, and for them the predominant theory of truth is the correspondence theory. According to this theory, propositional truth is a relation between language and our world. What we say about the world is said to correspond to or match what is true of the world. Moreover, moderns believe it is possible to know what is true by means of our rational and sensory faculties, and this is so for all people. Any human being can use his or her intellectual faculties to reach a correct conclusion about the world. Foundationalist criteria can be met for much of what we believe about the world.


This is a very optimistic view about the mind’s ability to acquire knowledge, especially in light of Kant’s claims about the mind as active in the knowing process. While moderns agreed that through our subjectivity we might misinterpret our empirical observations and err in our reasoning, they believed that none of that is inevitable. Objectivity is possible, and is most clearly seen in science. The fact that science works with data of the tangible world and uses an observational method that everyone can use to confirm or disconfirm scientific conclusions seemed to guarantee objectivity. Of course errors are still possible, and given the demand to justify beliefs ultimately by beliefs that are self-evident, evident to the senses, or incorrigible, it was granted that some might hold beliefs that are not justifiable by such criteria. But the predominant mood through much of the modern period has been that it is possible to be objective in our handling of data and to know what is true of our world.


Nancey Murphy and James McClendon argue that a further characteristic of modern epistemology is its emphasis on a representational or referential theory of language. According to such theories, words and sentences (or for some theories, the proposition a sentence is about15) refer to objects, actions, and events. Their meaning is what they refer to. Typically, the referential theory in question considers that meaning invariant. As Murphy and McClendon show, this fits very nicely with a theory of knowledge that says beliefs are to be justified in terms of more basic beliefs. Beliefs can be shown true by seeing that the things they refer to are true of the world.


But if a sentence ­doesn’t name or picture something empirically observable, does it have any meaning? While theories such as the verification theory of meaning of the logical positivists concluded that such sentences are meaningless, not every theory agreed. Some philosophers of language argued that those sentences do have meaning, but not a meaning that refers to some object or state of affairs in the world. Rather, these sentences express either the speaker’s emotional reaction or intentions to act in a certain way.16 For example, “God is love” does not refer to anything that can be verified by empirical observation, but it is still meaningful. On an emotivist account of language it might mean nothing more than “I like God” or “I think God is nice.” Another “expressivist” theory of language is what R. B. Braithwaite calls a conative theory. In this case, the sentence expresses the utterer’s intention to act a certain way. Thus, “God is love” might mean that the speaker intends to act in a loving, agapeistic way.17


Naturalism


The two previous aspects of modernity focus on epistemology, but a third involves metaphysics or ontology. As David Griffin argues, the basic ontological doctrine of modernity is the mechanistic doctrine of nature. With the rise of Newtonian science coupled with rationalism and empiricism in epistemology, the world was thought of as a gigantic machine. This mechanistic view saw the physical world as composed of inanimate, insentient atoms which interact with one another by deterministic impact.18 Natural laws govern whatever happens in our world, and by knowing the laws that apply to given objects, it is possible to predict what they will do.


As Griffin explains, two worldviews were possible with this metaphysical doctrine. On the one hand, following Descartes’ mind-body dualism, one could opt for a dualistic understanding of things. This view posits the physical, natural universe plus immaterial human selves or souls distinct from the material order. Typically, the soul or self is deemed the only place where values reside in the world. Hence, morality and value judgments are not in the physical world but rather in minds that reflect upon that world. Moreover, this worldview fragments the human self from the natural world (as well as from other selves). One result of this fragmentation is a radical split between the physical sciences and the humanities.19


Ever since Descartes posited mind-body dualism, philosophers have wrestled with how two things so thoroughly different from each other could causally interact. As the modern period moved into the twentieth century, increasingly more philosophers concluded that there is no adequate explanation that views mind as immaterial. Hence, the other worldview of the modern era is materialism, which conceives of ultimate reality not in dualistic but in monistic terms. Mind becomes in some sense (depending on the theory of mind) an expression of matter, and immaterial substances of any sort are denied. Of course, if the universe is only matter, and it runs according to natural laws, then a materialistic worldview seems even more deterministic than one based on some sort of Cartesian dualism.


When we combine these metaphysical doctrines with the aforementioned epistemology, the only truths available about our world come through the natural sciences. Religion, theology, ethics, and metaphysics tell us nothing more about the world.20 In light of such views, moderns claimed to explain everything that happens in our world in terms of natural processes. When some event occurs, there is no need to appeal to God to fill in the gaps of our knowledge. For many, these metaphysical and epistemological doctrines meant that there is no God. For others such as the deists, there is a God, but he does not act in our world. For yet others, there might be a God, but there is little we can know or say about him. None of this is deemed a significant loss, for there is always a naturalistic explanation for whatever happens.


This anti-supernaturalism has implications for one’s understanding of the Bible. According to this view, there must be some naturalistic explanation for whatever the Bible says happened. Accounts of miracles come from a pre-scientific mindset and must be understood as myths. With the rise of biblical critical methodologies, even greater questions were raised about the Bible being anything but the product of human creativity. No divine intervention to reveal truth to the writers and inspire them to write was necessary to explain the Bible’s origin. Moreover, with advances in science (especially the introduction of evolutionary theory to explain the ultimate origin and development of all things) even greater doubts were raised about the accuracy of Scripture.


A further result of this naturalistic worldview is the gradual secularization of society. Religion and theology could no longer be seen as serious intellectual disciplines (unless, of course, the point was to trace the history of a religion’s development), and instead were marginalized and privatized. As Joe Holland explains, this was done so as to expand the autonomy of the secular, advanced by science and technology.21


Human Freedom and Individuality


Another hallmark of the modern era is its emphasis on the individual. As David Tracy writes, part of the “turn to the subject” involves emphasizing individual rights and freedom.22 While premoderns relied on tradition and authorities like the church or the king for what they should think and do, the modern era involves a throwing off of all authorities in favor of the individual and what he or she deems appropriate. After all, the demand that one only has a right to believe that for which one has sufficient arguments, evidences, and reasons means that no one should have to follow another’s views just because they said so. Each person is encouraged to decide on the basis of argument and evidence what is right to believe and do.


This emphasis on freedom and individuality did not stem solely from these epistemological doctrines, for it was also a logical implication of science’s view of the nature of things. The world was seen as composed of discreet things that exist in isolation from other things. Those discreet bits of matter do causally interact with one another according to physical laws, but what they are in themselves ­doesn’t depend on their relation to other things in the universe.23 As applied to human beings, these doctrines encouraged individualism and concern for self-interest.


Politically, the emphasis on individual freedom gave rise to modern democracies. Societies are composed of individuals who have priority over the collective group. In fact, according to the social contract theory of government which had many followers during the modern era, individuals are equal with one another before they enter a society. People enter a society out of self-interest. They cede certain rights in order to gain other rights and privileges (e.g., protection by a society’s military forces). All of this places emphasis on individuals, not the community as a whole. The most notable exceptions to these general social and political theories were found in Hegel and Marx. For Hegel, nothing exists in isolation, and to understand what something is, one must see it in its relation to others. Marxist collectivism follows these notions and applies them to both politics and economics, but the predominant mood in the modern era politically and economically has been to move to democracy and capitalism (or if socialism, at least a socialism that recognizes and rewards individual effort).


In the modern era human individuality and creativity are deemed virtues of the highest order, and their full and free expression must be a central feature of any society. As Joe Holland writes, “The modern world freed technology, politics, economics, and culture from nearly every restraint.”24 While this emphasis on individual rights and freedoms has encouraged and allowed many people to develop and use their abilities in ways unthinkable in premodern times, it has also fostered an attitude of self-sufficiency and self-reliance, isolation from community, and a belief that one may believe and do (in morals and religion) whatever one wants, so long as no one else’s freedom and rights are abridged. We see repeated examples of such attitudes in our day. Rugged individualism and isolationism that go along with the privatization of religion destroy a sense of community. Coupled with a mechanistic view of the universe and the problems of modern industrial urban cities, modern life can be very bleak in spite of all the freedom. One thinks of T. S. Eliot’s portrait of modern life as a wasteland, in his famous poem by that title. But even before Eliot and the twentieth century, the bleakness and desperation of modern life is portrayed in literature. In Charles Dickens’s novels one gets such a picture, but perhaps the most depressing picture comes in the work of a Victorian writer, James Thomson. Thomson’s poem “The City of Dreadful Night” is a portrait of modern life in an urban, industrial setting. It is written nearly a century before Eliot’s “Wasteland,” but its mood is far more somber and its message considerably more depressing and pessimistic than that of “The Wasteland.” In the city of dreadful night there is no God, no hope, no meaning, and suicide is the only escape from this lonely, depressing condition.


The Goodness of Human Nature


One reason so many moderns have been willing to grant such individual liberty is their basic belief in the fundamental goodness of human nature. Once the rules for securing beliefs were explained and freedom was given to believe and do what people wanted, there was nothing to fear. There has been a prevalent belief that human beings, if left to themselves, will positively transform life for themselves and for others. Think of the inventions that spawned the industrial revolution and that have made life so much easier. These wonderful advances through scientific discovery are considered evidence of what human beings can and will do, if they are only allowed to develop freely their inherent abilities.


We frequently find this attitude in much public policy in the modern era, continuing even into our own day. As democracies began to arise, we often heard political thinkers argue that if you give people the right to vote and educate them, they will use the power to do what is in everyone’s best interests. Even today, we often hear that problems of unemployment, crime, drugs, and the like are matters that can be corrected if we simply educate people and provide funds to create jobs so that they can work. The underlying assumption is that problems of modern culture do not stem from moral or spiritual inadequacies. Basic human nature is good, and people are rational enough to see what is in their best interests. If we just educate them so that they have the skills to work, then they will behave as positive, productive citizens. When was the last time we heard a politician say that the problems of our societies are at root spiritual and moral? No one denies that people can become corrupt, but basic human goodness remains and we can tap into that through education.


Through much of the modern period there has been this positive attitude toward human goodness, but in the twentieth century things have happened that give many second thoughts. Optimism about human nature was dealt a staggering blow by World Wars I and II and the atrocities associated with them. We have seen all too vividly the inhumanity of mankind, and we have seen it not only during the twentieth century’s major wars but also in the repression of individual rights by totalitarian states. Still, we are assured that the answer is democracy, for if you give people freedom and educate them, they will do the right thing. Of course, we must be careful that the few “bad apples” don’t gain power (political or otherwise), for we now understand that there is no absolute guarantee that everyone will treat others well. Nonetheless, many people still believe that while there is some bad in everyone, at rock bottom all people are basically good.


Science and Progress


David Tracy writes that “modernity includes all who still acknowledge the modern scientific revolution as not just one more important event in Western culture but as the watershed event that makes even the Reformation and Renaissance seem like family quarrels.”25 As Joe Holland explains, prior to the modern era there was a fatalistic acceptance of nature and history as reflecting God’s immutable ordering of the world. In contrast, the modern spirit promised to liberate humanity from fate and all other restraints. “It promised a new vision, centered in secular science seeking freedom and progress for all the world.”26


Throughout the modern era and even into our own day advances in science have been nothing short of staggering. This is true not only of the industrial revolution but also of ongoing advances in science in the twentieth century. Communication technology in the form of radio, television, and computer have developed dramatically in a relatively short time. Advances in transportation by automobiles and airplanes have brought the world much closer together. Advances in medical science are also astounding. In our day kidney, liver, and even heart transplants, though serious operations, are no longer science fiction. Even fifty years ago few would have imagined such advances, and we are now seeing revolutionary changes in the field of genetics. Once the human genome project is finished, changes in therapeutic medicine alone will be dramatic.


The modern world is clearly built on and relies heavily on science and technology. Moreover, the predominant attitude toward these developments is that they show human culture as continually progressing. Science and technology are seen by many as the saviors of society, having the capacity to lead us to a utopia.


A major scientific development during the modern period was the Darwinian theory of evolution. Among its other accomplishments, evolutionary theory has done much to undermine confidence in the truthfulness of Scripture. Moreover, this theory is so thoroughly entrenched that David Tracy says, “all moderns justly see the world of nature and ourselves within it in the context of some form of evolutionary scheme.”27 This does not mean that evolution is without its critics. There are ample reasons to reject it,28 but scientists have no alternate naturalistic theory that explains better the origin and development of life, and their anti-supernaturalism makes it impossible for them seriously to consider a creationist account. Evolutionary theory persists, and with it comes a belief that life as evolving is constantly moving in an upward, progressive, positive direction. Some have also applied evolutionary theory to the social sciences. Such social Darwinism goes beyond optimism about progress of the human race biologically; it posits that socially, morally, etc., mankind is also advancing upwards.


Despite this great optimism about the future, in the twentieth century some of the most negative implications of science and technology have also become apparent. The advent of nuclear, biological, and chemical warfare has shown the evil to which scientific knowledge can be applied. Moreover, scientific advances in industry and the like have also fostered the increasing pollution of our environment. With the gradual depletion of natural resources, the hole in the ozone layer, and other results of the scientific encroachment upon life, many wonder how long our planet can continue to sustain life. Few would argue that we should or can scrap scientific advances and go back to premodern conditions, but there are serious questions about what sort of world we will leave for future generations.


This, then, is the basic picture of modernity. Many have subscribed to its program along the way and some still believe in its fundamental principles, but at the close of the twentieth century many are calling for a change of perspective. Describing their dissatisfaction with various elements and implications of the modern worldview, Joe Holland and David Griffin level the following charges against it:




Thus, we see the negative climax of the modern scientific promise of freedom and progress: ever more destructive wars, threats of nuclear annihilation, genocide, totalitarianism, ecological poisoning, erosion of community, marginalization of the poor, and public suppression of religious Mystery. What emerged in the eighteenth century as a bold dream converts itself dialectically in the late twentieth century into a frightening nightmare. This is the cultural end of the modern world.29


This worldview also promotes a technology devoted to perfecting instruments of coercion and death and an economic system in which profit is the only standard of excellence. Finally, this worldview relegates religion to illusion; of course, it can be an illusion that is useful (from the modern perspective), insofar as it promotes nationalism, militarism, and economically efficient behavior, and/or provides enough solace to individuals to keep them keeping on. But it is still an illusion.30





WHAT IS POSTMODERNITY?


Postmodernity refers to many different trends in various fields such as art and architecture,31 literary criticism and interpretation, epistemology, and politics. Part of the challenge in describing postmodernity is that its developments are of such recent vintage that we need more time to pass in order to see exactly what will become of various trends. The themes to be discussed have been “brewing” for some time in the twentieth century, but not until the late 1960s and after have these themes become more conscious and explicit, and articulated as a whole vision of reality substantially different from the modern mindset. Despite some ambiguity over exactly what is involved in postmodernity, we can still trace some of its main themes. In general, we can also say that many of the main concerns of modernity are either rejected or significantly modified by postmodernism. We begin our description with David Griffin’s general characterization of some major philosophical themes of the most negative forms of postmodernism:




Philosophical postmodernism is inspired variously by pragmatism, physicalism, Lud Wittgenstein, Martin Heidegger, and Jacques Derrida and other recent French thinkers. By the use of terms that arise out of particular segments of this movement, it can be called deconstructive or eliminative postmodernism. It overcomes the modern worldview through an anti-worldview: it deconstructs or eliminates the ingredients necessary for a worldview, such as God, self, purpose, meaning, a real world, and truth as correspondence. While motivated in some cases by the ethical concern to forestall totalitarian systems, this type of postmodern thought issues in relativism, even nihilism. It could also be called ultramodernism, in that its eliminations result from carrying modern premises to their logical conclusions.32





This description is most apt for deconstructive postmodernism, but it hints at several themes that are broadly true of the postmodern mood. Clive Marsh offers another general explanation of postmodernism, presenting four main themes: evolution, relativity, indeterminacy, and participation. Each of these has certain epistemological implications. Evolution shows humanity to be the result of random, natural processes. Hence, humans and everything else are constantly changing and radically contingent. As a result of this radical contingency, relativity becomes critical, for everything exists in its relations to other things. Our beliefs and actions are products of our time and culture in history. A further result of this contingency and relativity is that there is no clue about the future. It is indeterminate, so mystery lies at the heart of reality. Hence, each person must focus on the present moment and make the most of it. Finally, because we participate in the evolutionary process and are related in various ways to all that is, we must reject the notion of humans as isolated observers who can watch disinterestedly what goes on. Instead, all knowers participate in what is to be known.33


These summary statements by Griffin and Marsh are very helpful, but more can be said.34 In what follows, I shall offer a description of major emphases.


Postmodern Epistemology


The differences between modern and postmodern epistemology are substantial, and they create major differences of approach to topics such as knowledge, truth, and objectivity. Because it would be hard to imagine many of postmodernity’s emphases apart from its epistemology, I shall explain that epistemology in some detail. With Descartes, philosophy took what is called the “turn to the subject.” Moreover, moderns characteristically adopt some form of foundationalism as their theory of knowledge. In the postmodern period, each human consciousness must still structure its understanding of the world, but prospects of justifying one’s beliefs by properly basic beliefs that are self-evident, evident to the senses, or incorrigible are gone.


To begin to understand what is different about postmodern epistemology, let me turn briefly to Michel Foucault, a leading postmodern figure. One of Foucault’s most notorious ideas is his proclamation of the death of man. In The Order of Things he writes, “it is comforting, however, and a source of profound relief to think that man is only a recent invention, a figure not yet two centuries old, a new wrinkle in our knowledge, and that he will disappear again as soon as that knowledge has discovered a new form.”35


This sounds tremendously pessimistic and even nihilistic, but it needs explanation. Charles Davis explains that Foucault uses “man” to refer specifically to the modern subject (the knower whose consciousness structures its understanding of the world). He reserves “human being” for the wider sense of humans as subjects, a sense that goes beyond the notion of the subject fabricated by modernity. As Davis argues, Foucault’s concern is with man as the subject of knowledge:




In seeing man as a recent invention and one shortly to pass away, Foucault is drawing attention to man as an epistemological subject, namely to man as, not merely the difficult object of knowledge, but also the sovereign subject of knowledge. He is the being through whom that knowledge is attained which renders all knowledge possible. Foucault is attacking modern anthropocentrism, urging us to awaken from our anthropological sleep and pointing to the aporias into which our egocentrism leads.36





In other words, Foucault does not wish for or anticipate the extinction of the human race, but rather rejects a certain notion of humans. The Cartesian, Enlightenment model of man as the disinterested knower who can objectively offer argument and evidence to prove his views true is what Foucault celebrates as passing away.


What has produced such pessimism about knowledge, objectivity, truth, and a story that puts together all reality in a way universally agreed upon by reason and sense experience? Several major developments in epistemology and philosophy of language have caused this dramatic shift in perspective. The first is a rejection of foundationalism, at least in its classical form, and at most in all its forms. Foundationalism has come under increasing attack over the last thirty to forty years for several reasons. A major complaint is that if classical foundationalism’s criteria for proper basicality are accepted, then foundationalism should be rejected, for there is insufficient argument, evidence, and support for these criteria. Classical foundationalism held that beliefs must be supportable by ultimate beliefs that are either self-evident, evident to the senses, or incorrigible. But none of these three criteria is either self-evident, evident to the senses, or incorrigible, nor are they supported by other more basic beliefs that meet those requirements. Hence, no one should adopt foundationalism.


In place of foundationalism, postmoderns most typically adopt a coherentist theory of knowledge. Whereas foundationalism portrays knowledge as a building or a pyramid that ultimately rests on indubitable foundations, according to coherentism beliefs still must be justified by other beliefs, but no beliefs are more basic than any other. Nor are any beliefs directly in touch with experience outside the mind in a way that would confirm them as self-evident or indubitable. Instead of portraying knowledge as a building, it is now described as a web or net of interconnected beliefs. Such a view is often called a holistic theory of knowledge.37


But why this shift, and does it make a difference to the certainty of our knowledge? The answer begins to get to the heart of the matter. As noted when describing modernity, philosophers after Kant recognized that the mind is just as active in structuring knowledge as is the world that confronts the mind through the senses. But, if knowledge is a function of both mind and world, a nagging question remained about whether the mind could be totally objective in the knowing process. It was only a matter of time until skepticism about this rejected the ideal of pristine objectivity as an unattainable goal.


For a long time (especially in positivist thinking), it was believed that the world was just given to the mind as a set of brute facts for our inspection and objective understanding. As the twentieth century moved on, claims to objectivity have increasingly been rejected. Several developments were of crucial importance. In the late 1960s and early 1970s philosopher of science Thomas Kuhn published The Structure of Scientific Revolutions. Kuhn argued that despite the widely held belief that science (of all disciplines) operates with pristine objectivity and no bias in handling data, this is not so. According to Kuhn, there are no theory-neutral observations and no brute facts in our world that await our objective inspection. Instead, scientists’ observations are colored by their conceptual framework, a framework that comes from their life situation, training as scientists, and knowledge of current scientific theory. No matter how hard a scientist tries to put presuppositions aside, it is impossible to do so. Inevitably, observations of data are shaped by the scientist’s language, concepts, training, and experience.38


Kuhn distinguished what he called normal science and revolutionary science. Once a scientific paradigm like Newtonian physics is accepted, scientists work within that paradigm to explain the phenomena and data of the world. Their observations and conclusions are governed by the reigning theory. This sort of science is normal science. On the other hand, as scientists work within a paradigm, they notice certain data and problems that don’t quite fit the prevailing theory. At some point, anomalies with the current paradigm become so hard to overcome that it is scrapped in favor of a new paradigm. The switch, Kuhn argued, does not come from a long, reasoned process that deductively or inductively yields the new view, but instead comes suddenly, almost like a conversion experience. This is revolutionary science, and once the revolution ends, normal science works within the new paradigm.39


In the early years after Kuhn’s proposal appeared, there were many critics,40 but in recent decades, despite lingering criticism, Kuhn’s basic claim that all observation and reasoning is theory-laden has been widely accepted. The implications of such views are devastating to the notion of objective knowledge. If even science cannot know or be trusted to tell us the truth about the world, what hope is there of finding truth (let alone convincing anyone of it) in more abstract disciplines?


Another very influential work is Richard Rorty’s Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature. Rorty argued that for several hundred years after Descartes, philosophy has been held captive by a certain picture of knowledge. It is the view that sees the mind as the mirror of nature. Various ideas are represented on that mirror, and then the individual compares those ideas with the world outside the mind. By these empirical and rational processes, one can ultimately support one’s beliefs and so provide a foundation for knowledge. But Rorty argues that this is just not how the mind works. He explains the thesis of his work as follows:




It is pictures rather than propositions, metaphors rather than statements, which determine most of our philosophical convictions. The picture which holds traditional philosophy captive is that of the mind as a great mirror, containing various representations—some accurate, some not—and capable of being studied by pure, nonempirical methods. Without the notion of the mind as mirror, the notion of knowledge as accuracy of representation would not have suggested itself. Without this latter notion, the strategy common to Descartes and Kant—getting more accurate representations by inspecting, repairing, and polishing the mirror, so to speak—would not have made sense.41





It is this picture—one that assumes the mind as a rational, objective observer (able to detect problems in representations of reality and correct them)—that must be rejected. We must recognize that this is a much more radical rejection of objectivity than the earlier philosophical complaint that sense perception is not always accurate because sense organs may malfunction or because people may view the same physical object from different vantage points. Instead, this view says that even if sense organs are functioning perfectly, and even if people have exactly the same vantage point, there is no guarantee that they will report seeing the same thing. Their conceptual framework, formed by their life experiences and by the linguistic and cultural community in which they were raised, is a major determining factor in how people view things and in what they actually perceive. If this is so for ordinary sense perception, our mindset must be even more of a factor in our understanding of abstract concepts and theories!


Prior to both Kuhn and Rorty, Willard Van Orman Quine had challenged both the foundationalist account of knowledge and the objectivity it presupposed. In his groundbreaking “Two Dogmas of Empiricism,” Quine rejected the idea that all meaningful discourse can be translated or reduced into language about immediate experience. This could not be done with individual words or even with whole sentences. Instead, claimed Quine, the whole fabric of our knowledge confronts “the tribunal of experience.” This does not mean we have the capacity to compare our beliefs objectively with experience to see if they match. Rather, Quine, incorporating the growing view that what we know and understand is a product of the communities in which we were raised, wrote the following:




The totality of our so-called knowledge or beliefs, from the most casual matters of geography and history to the profoundest laws of atomic physics or even of pure mathematics and logic, is a man-made fabric which impinges on experience only along the edges. Or, to change the figure, total science is like a field of force whose boundary conditions are experience. A conflict with experience at the periphery occasions readjustments in the interior of the field. Truth values have to be redistributed over some statements. Re-evaluation of some statements entails re-evaluation of others, because of their logical interconnections—the logical laws being in turn simply certain further elements of the field. . . . But the total field is so underdetermined by its boundary conditions, experience, that there is much latitude of choice as to what statements to re-evaluate in the light of any single contrary experience. No particular experiences are linked with any particular statements in the interior of the field, except indirectly through considerations of equilibrium affecting the field as a whole (italics mine).42





These are remarkable claims! If all our language is man-made, then the world is not simply mirrored on our mind, allowing us objectively to read off the results. Nor do our observations and reasoning “see things as they are.” What we claim to know is actually an interconnected web of beliefs that touch reality, experience, only at the borders of that web. But note that Quine says that the total field of our knowledge is underdetermined by experience. This means that experience and our contact with it are such that there simply is insufficient evidence from experience for us to know which beliefs are true or false or whether our whole perspective on the world is right or wrong. There is certainly no way to move back to indubitable foundations grounded in experience, especially when Quine says that no particular experiences are linked with any particular statements (beliefs) within the web of our beliefs. Hence, we are free to reevaluate any statement we like and make adjustments in other statements for the sake of logical consistency in the “overall story” we tell, but that does not mean we are in a position to know or prove that the whole story (or even individual statements within it) matches the world.


Quine clearly rejects the “myth of the given,” the idea that the world is just there for us as a set of brute, theory-neutral facts which we can objectively know. Instead, what we see is our structuring of reality from the perspective of our own conceptual grid. As to truth, for most postmoderns the correspondence theory of truth is out. They wish they could say that their beliefs correspond to the world, but the human condition is such that we are in no position to know this through either our senses or reason. Our observations and reasoning are too theory-laden to allow that. Thus, postmoderns typically adopt some form of the coherence theory of truth, the pragmatic theory of truth, or a combination of both. According to the former, what is true is the set of sentences that fit together without contradicting one another (think here of Quine’s picture of an interconnected web of beliefs that may require readjusting some of its components for the sake of logical consistency). According to the latter, what is true is what offers the most workable results when believed. Earlier pragmatists held that truth as correspondence was possible, but thought that for something to be true, it should do more than tell us that; it should guide us to beliefs and actions that have the most desirable results.43 Postmodern pragmatists disagree about the matter of correspondence. One cannot know what matches the world; the best one can do is choose beliefs that seem to work for him or her.44


In response, one might wonder if there isn’t some way to validate one worldview as opposed to another. If every culture and person has their version of reality, isn’t there still some grand, universal story that tells us which narratives are true and which are false? Postmoderns, drawing out the logical conclusions of their views, answer that there is no grand story, no “meta-narrative” that will somehow make sense of everything. A very influential work with this as one of its major themes is Jean-François Lyotard’s The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge. In fact, many date the introduction of the term postmodern from its use in Lyotard’s book. Lyotard argues that in premodern societies there were conventions about who would tell the story and who must listen. Of course, this allowed those in power to repeat the account of reality that kept them in power. In the modern era, there are still narratives, but they must be legitimized. For moderns, science legitimizes and verifies the account of reality offered. This seems to free people from the authoritarian oppression of the premodern, but what actually happens is that science depends on a narrative of its own, a certain story about how we attain, verify, and falsify beliefs. Lyotard argues that this meta-narrative, too, is authoritarian and must be rejected. What takes its place? Lyotard answers that there is no grand narrative, no big picture that makes sense of everything. There are only our individual narratives, our individual perceptions of reality as we see it.45


This repudiation of our mental and sensory faculties’ abilities to know the world aright may seem perplexing since, as Diogenes Allen argues, Kant with his distinction between things-in-themselves and things-as-appearances fundamentally agreed that we do not have direct access to the world as it is but still believed that concepts of pure and practical reason were universal and that the mind and the senses can construct reality in a way agreed upon by all people.46 Why are postmoderns so skeptical about this? In addition to items already mentioned, Diogenes Allen argues that cultural relativism is a key factor. Not only has epistemological foundationalism been rejected, but also denied are all claims of any viewpoint to be foundational in the sense that it has a privileged status of being assumed as true and exempt from critique. For someone to hold their perspective as exempt from objection and unquestionably true (in a correspondence sense) is to show one’s bigotry and confusion about the status of knowledge. Whether or not we agree with Allen that cultural relativism is the key ingredient in postmodernism, it seems indubitable that cultural relativism is very important. Allen explains:




When cultural relativism is added to the commonplaces we have mentioned, we then get the phenomenon of a postmodernist creed in philosophy and literature. It is only when the concepts we use in science, literature, and philosophy are said to be wholly imbedded in culture, along with the obvious fact that cultures differ, that we get the heady mixture of postmodernism. We are plunged into its particular kind of relativism. We not only construct the world, so that all knowledge, value, and meaning are relative to human beings, as Idealists since Kant have argued, but now the radical conclusion is drawn that there is no reality that is universally constructed because people in different periods of history and in different societies construct it differently. There is no definitive procedure or universal basis to settle disputes in the natural sciences, in ethics, and in the interpretation of literature. Every domain of inquiry and every value is relative to a culture and even to subcultures.47





In short, according to postmodernism, there is no absolute truth, or if there is, no one is in a position to know what it is. Through all of this, I have hinted at another key element in this mix. Everyone is said to be a product of their cultural and linguistic community. It is this latter point, a point about a different understanding of what language is and how it works, to which we must now turn. In describing modernity, we noted that the prevailing theories of linguistic meaning were referential or representational. As a result of J. L. Austin’s work and the later philosophy of Wittgenstein (as seen in his Philosophical Investigations), there has been a shift to a theory of meaning as use. Wittgenstein and Austin proposed and explained their theories from the 1930s through the 1950s. Let me focus on Wittgenstein, for his use theory has been most influential.


Wittgenstein’s earlier philosophy (Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus) espoused a referential theory of language which he called the picture theory of language. A sentence is a picture of a state of affairs. In his later philosophy, Wittgenstein critiqued and rejected this earlier theory. He came to see words as having no fixed reference that is their invariable meaning, regardless of context. Rather, Wittgenstein viewed words and sentences as tools in a toolbox with which one could do a variety of things, depending on the context. There is no invariant referent for each word, but instead, the meaning of a word, phrase, or sentence depends on its use in a context.


Wittgenstein introduced the concept of language as a complex of language-games. He recognized that language, our verbal behavior, is embedded in a context broader than mere words. It is embedded in a whole matrix of nonverbal and verbal behavior appropriate to a given social situation and cultural milieu. Hence, a language-game is a form of life, a complete way of doing some activity, including verbal and nonverbal behavior. We do not first learn a language and then learn a culture with its particular social conventions. Nor do we learn the culture first and later the language. Rather in learning a language we learn a culture with its social conventions about nonverbal and verbal behavior, i.e., we learn a whole form of life.


How many language-games are there? According to Wittgenstein, countless numbers, for there are countless ways language may be used in various situations. And the number and nature of language-games is not set or fixed; it can change to meet new needs. Wittgenstein says, “for a large class of cases—though not for all—in which we employ the word ‘meaning’ it can be defined thus: the meaning of a word is its use in the language.”48 The same is true for sentences, for we should “look at the sentence as an instrument, and at its sense as its employment.”49


To illustrate what Wittgenstein means by countless numbers of language-games, think of the act of raising a hand. Place that activity in a classroom of students interacting with a teacher. Now think of it occurring in a church service during a time of worship. Yet again, think of that hand raising as one stands on the street corner trying to hail a cab. In each case, the physical or nonverbal behavior is the same, but its use in each context gives the behavior its peculiar meaning, and the behavior in different contexts denotes distinct language-games.


Two more points about language-games are important for our purposes. One is that in learning a language-game, one learns a form of life, a way of doing things that is complete and distinct in itself. Each language-game has its own rules of procedure, and one plays the game by following the rules. For example, someone who moves a chess piece to capture an opponent’s piece and says “Strike three, you’re out” ­doesn’t know the language-game. It is not that he has violated knowledge that is traceable to some indubitable foundational beliefs about the world. Rather, every language-game has rules and procedures for accomplishing one move or another. The person who says “Strike three” in the chess game simply ­doesn’t understand how to play the game. What he needs is training and practice, just as does the person who thinks the answer to 2 + 2 in the language-game of mathematics is “false.”


Wittgenstein’s further point is that the language-games are logically independent of one another. Hence, the rules that govern the language-game of religion are independent of those that govern the language-games of science or history. Moreover, even if the language-games of history and science involve empirical investigation, that does not make them identical in how such investigation functions or what it proves. Nor does it mean that anything else in the two games is identical or even overlaps.


The notion of meaning as use and the identification of various language-games seems unobjectionable, especially since it does not rule out words referring to objects, persons, or events. Wittgenstein never ruled out words having reference, but only argued that a word’s meaning and reference depend on its context (its use in a given language-game), and that decisions that words will be used in such ways in those contexts is a matter of social and linguistic convention. This in no way rules out a referential element to language, nor does it necessitate social or intellectual relativism. It merely recognizes how language works.


The specific idea postmoderns find so important and adapt for their own purposes is the notion that each person is a product of his or her linguistic and cultural community. Language is not learned apart from culture or culture apart from language; they come together. But then, in learning a language-game one learns a particular account of some aspect of reality, an account that is logically independent and distinct from other accounts and other language-games. As Wittgenstein explains, our perception of the world, “our seeing,” is always “seeing as,” i.e., it is guided and formed in light of the concepts, language, and culture in which we were raised. We cannot escape our conceptual grid, nor the language-games that we have learned to play. We may learn other language-games, but we are still products of those various language-games.


Is there not some grand language-game, an overarching game that tells us whether, for example, the language-game of Christianity or that of Buddhism is correct? In Wittgenstein’s philosophy there is no such language-game. There is only a description of the many ways people use language in different contexts to perform various activities. All of this fits well with the other elements of postmodern epistemology already described. This emphasis on language as constitutive of cultures and persons is a large part of why postmodernity is called “the linguistic turn” (as opposed to the modern “subjective turn”).50


Naturalism, But . . .


Previously, I noted that the predominant scientific paradigm for much of the modern era was Newtonian physics. In the twentieth century, before the dawn of the postmodern period, science switched paradigms to quantum physics and relativity theory. I shall discuss this in greater detail in chapter 4 on process theology, but I offer several points now. First, in contrast to Newtonian physics, which saw the universe as composed of static, changeless bits of matter that interact according to set natural laws, the new science claims that things in our world are interrelated in a continuous process of change and becoming. Even in the most solid bits of matter (at the atomic and subatomic levels) things are not static but in motion. Moreover, in virtue of these features of matter coupled with relativity theory, what a thing is and how it is to be understood can only be determined in terms of its relations with other things. Not only do individual things interact to make up wholes, but the opposite is true as well. As Murphy explains:




Against the view that parts unilaterally determine the characteristics and behavior of wholes, these theorists maintain that irreducible features of the whole also help determine the characteristics of the parts. Biochemists were among the first to notice this; chemical reactions do not work the same in a petri dish as they do within a living organism. Thus, the higher-level system, including the entity and its environment, needs to be considered in giving a complete causal account. So a postmodern rejection of atomism involves recognition of two-way influences between part and whole.51





So the universe is not filled with discreet bits of isolated matter, but rather with “pockets” of energy/mass that are constantly changing and interacting with other such things. Moreover, as opposed to Newtonian physics which held that physical things interact according to set physical laws, quantum physics claims that there is a certain indeterminacy at least at the atomic and sub-atomic levels of existence. This means that rather than things functioning according to physically determining laws, there is genuine contingency even in otherwise inanimate things. Many have applied Heisenberg’s indeterminacy principle to human freedom, and used it to argue for indeterministic free will.52


What does this mean for God acting in our world? Some argue that relativity theory suggests that we cannot be entirely sure that God ­couldn’t act in our world in unexpected and unpredictable ways.53 Nonetheless, most postmoderns still view the universe as a closed system that ­doesn’t admit supernatural events. Postmoderns aren’t ready to return to premodern conceptions that allow supernatural interventions in our world. Biblical accounts of miracles are still seen as myths.


But that is not the end of the story. Religious language is no longer deemed nonsense and meaningless, for religion and religious discourse occupy their own language-game. To be sure, it is not a language-game where statements can be empirically verified or falsified. But like other language-games, religious language has meaning and presents a given perspective on reality. Moreover, it has become more fashionable to speak of God and his action in our lives and world. Of course it is not always clear whether such speech should be taken as part of the language-game of religion (which many think makes no pretensions about making statements of fact) or whether the speaker really thinks she is talking of things that actually occur in our world.


Although some varieties of postmodernism include God, that does not mean the God envisioned has much in common with the God of the Judaeo-Christian tradition. Whether it is the God of theologians of hope, the process God, the New Age God (or gods), or the liberation and feminist notions of God, there are significant differences from the traditional God. Still, many postmoderns who believe in God claim to sense this God’s presence in special, unusual ways. David Griffin’s postmodern theology, which relies heavily on Whitehead’s philosophy, appeals to presensory or non-sensory perception, called prehension, which differs from ordinary sense perception. As Griffin explains, ordinary sense perception cannot provide adequate evidence of a real world beyond ourselves (note the adoption of postmodern epistemology as opposed to modern notions). But there is a primitive form of perception shared by humans, dogs, insects, etc., which lets us “know” that there is a real world out there. Through this nonsensory perception we can sense any number of things beyond us, including God (of course, for Griffin it is Whitehead’s process God).54 Whether it is through such nonsensory perception, or ESP and channeling in New Age thinking, or some other means, many postmoderns conclude there is a God and they claim to experience him. As we saw in chapter 2, other postmodern theologies are also willing to believe in God so long as it is a God beyond Being.


While these metaphysical notions have a certain continuity with modern views, there are also significant differences. The predominant view is still naturalism and anti-supernaturalism, but at least postmoderns allow religious language to be meaningful and to be about something that somehow can be experienced. Quantum physics and relativity theory, with their doctrines of the interconnectedness and motion of all things, suggest that everything is striving together in a process of becoming. This is in stark contrast to Newton’s doctrine of static, isolated, unconnected matter. This metaphysical doctrine is analogous in ontology to what Quine’s and the coherentist’s epistemology says about beliefs as an interconnected web of ideas, none more foundational than any others. So, postmodernism holds naturalism, but not the exact version told by modernity, nor with the same implications for belief, experience, and meaningfulness of God.


Human Freedom in Community


According to modernity, human freedom and individuality are supreme values, and should be given every opportunity for expression. Unfortunately, emphasis on the individual tends to isolate and fragment people and to encourage them to pursue only their own interests. In contrast, the postmodern spirit puts a high premium on relatedness and community. Human freedom is not to be squelched, but only used to further personal goals and development as part of a larger program for growth of the whole community. This emphasis on community means that the rugged individual, isolated from the rest of the community is no longer the ideal. Such individualism has led to modern ills such as erosion of family and community and pollution (even destruction) of the environment to further personal gain (usually economic) by exploitation.


In contrast, the postmodern notion of community includes not only human beings but also the natural world as part of a cosmic community. Ronald Allen writes of the significance of community in postmodern thinking:




The postmodern vision regains emphasis on communality from premodernity. In the best communities, all realities live in relationship with other realities in mutuality, encouragement, support. Like their premodern counterparts, postmodern people think of nature as living. Humankind and nature live together in partnership. Even the tiniest forms of life and the most (seemingly) inanimate have their own integrity.


Such community is the context in which entities achieve maximum fulfillment; the community itself is enhanced by the fulfillment of its members. Yet postmodernism treasures the sacredness of the individual. Communal decisions are judged, in part, by their effect on individuals. Individual welfare cannot be casually sacrificed in the name of community.55





This should resonate with those familiar with contemporary emphases such as building community through involvement of all members working together and protecting the environment. Note as well the emphasis on mutuality and partnership. As Allen says, emphasis on community in a sense returns to premodern thinking, but the community envisioned is much different. Rather than community glued together by the top-heavy authoritarian control of a king or the church, the community envisioned by postmoderns is one where all members are equals and partners, not only in sharing responsibilities but also in sharing power. These ideas have implications for relationships in the home, the church, the business office, and society at large. Individual development is critical, but always in the context of community rather than at the expense of others.


This facet of the postmodern spirit fits other postmodern themes well. The interconnectedness of communities and social relationships, so to speak, mirrors what science tells us about a proper understanding of the natural world. A universe of interconnected matter in the process of becoming together with all other developing things is analogous to postmodern social, economic, and political agendas. It is also worth noting that this communalism fits with many postmodern theologians’ “rediscovery” of the doctrine of the Trinity. God is seen as communal at the most basic level of his being. Likewise, theologies that emphasize God’s relatedness to the world are very attractive to the postmodern mind.


Notice also how this meshes with certain postmodern epistemological doctrines. The notion of people being shaped by their linguistic and cultural communities again stresses our interdependence on one another. As products of our culture and upbringing, the idea of the isolated individual looking out only for his or her own good makes little sense. We should desire to give back to the community that “made us.” Moreover, the epistemological holism that sees our knowledge and belief structures as an interconnected web of beliefs, none more basic than others, is an apt parallel epistemologically to what postmoderns say about social and political realities.


Collectivism, but not totalitarianism, is the order of the day. Economically, this does not rule in socialism and rule out capitalism, but it does suggest that the kind of capitalism that makes a vast gulf between rich and poor, and that perpetuates the oppression and exploitation of the latter, must be rejected. If everyone in a capitalistic society can benefit and share the wealth, that is fine. Otherwise, some form of socialism guaranteeing sharing of wealth would be preferable. The whole community growing by virtue of each member developing as part of the whole is the key.


The Goodness of Human Nature!?


In the twentieth century, even prior to the advent of the postmodern ethos, there were mixed signals about the goodness of human nature. The assorted atrocities of that century have disillusioned many to the point of seeing human nature and the human condition as hopeless and meaningless. In spite of this despair, existentialists said that we are given radical freedom, which we must embrace and use to create our own meaning in an otherwise absurd and brutal world. But, if there are questions about the inherent goodness of human nature, ­shouldn’t we be a bit fearful of what will happen if people embrace and use their freedom to make their own meaning?


Just as the late modern period witnessed this tension with regard to human nature, so postmoderns have, at times, held seemingly schizophrenic views on this issue. On the one hand, postmoderns are painfully aware of the human capacity for inhumanity to others and for destruction of the very world we live in. Moreover, since there is no universal method for knowing what is true and right, modernity’s optimism that people will use reason to discern what is right and then do it is unwarranted. The more pessimistic postmoderns seem nihilistic about everything, including human beings.


On the other hand, there are signs of optimism about human nature in postmodern quarters. For one thing, emphasis on community and mutual development of the whole seems to presuppose that everyone and everything is worth “redeeming,” if possible. Moreover, the modern attitude that if people are educated and given economic opportunity, they will be responsible citizens, is still heard today, and not just from politicians. And, as we shall see, some forms of postmodern religion amount to a deifying of everything, including humans. But, if those religions believe we are divine, must there not be great optimism about human nature and goodness? Isn’t there reason to be optimistic about the future we will create for future generations? Of course, there are still some who deny the equality of all people and want to use power to exploit and oppress others, but the rest of us can keep an eye on such people and, hopefully, keep them under control.


Postmoderns, then, send mixed messages about human nature. However, with all the self-realization and self-help programs and all the hype about psychotherapy and the like helping us realize our potential, despite the horrible things that humans have done to one another in the twentieth century, there is, according to many postmoderns, room for optimism about the future.


Science and Progress


The postmodern perspective regarding science and progress is predictable in light of the other elements of the postmodern mood. Postmoderns know that in the twentieth century alone science has made dramatic advances in so many fields, and most of those advances have made life more enjoyable and better. Scientific discoveries in the fields of medicine and genetics hold out great hope for people with otherwise incurable diseases. Reproductive technologies now allow people to have children who could not do so previously. Similarly, developments in communications technology have been dramatic. All of these advances are welcome, and few postmoderns would decry them.


On the other hand, postmoderns are painfully aware (and frequently remind us) of the destructive capabilities of various advancements in science. Not only is nuclear annihilation a continuing threat, but other scientific inventions are poisoning our environment. Because the postmodern concern for community includes the natural world as part of that community, ecological concerns are very high on the agenda of postmoderns. Scientific and technological developments that threaten to deplete natural resources or harm the environment are denounced.


So, science and technology are viewed as both blessing and bane, and from the postmodern perspective not all scientific discoveries are progress. In some cases we must wait to see whether scientific advances are beneficial to life on this planet.


Finally, evolution remains very heavily entrenched. It is hard to know whether postmoderns refuse to reject it—in spite of so much counter-evidence—because of their view that no one really knows the truth and, anyway, evolution is still a useful theory, or whether evolution’s stranglehold on contemporary science and culture stems from a belief that the only other alternative (creationism) cannot be accepted in virtue of its supernaturalism. Whatever the case, scientists continually revise evolutionary theory in attempts to plug one leak after another. With no other naturalistic theory on the horizon, evolution will not likely soon disappear.


Moreover, evolution fits nicely with some of the other postmodern doctrines. For example, concern for community and mutual respect for all living things fits hand in glove with the idea that everything that exists ultimately comes from evolutionary processes working with the same eternally existent matter. If we are already ontologically connected with everything else in our world through the process of evolution, the most reasonable response to other life-forms (and to other people) is mutual respect and preservation. Add to this quantum physics and relativity theory, which also stress relatedness and interconnectedness, and what postmoderns espouse in their social, political, and economic theory (as well as in theology) seems the natural conclusion.


GOD IN CONTEMPORARY THOUGHT


With the foregoing descriptions of modernity and postmodernity, we are now ready to examine views of God amid these changing milieu. I shall divide the discussion into two main sections, one dealing with theologies presented against the backdrop of modernity and the other describing theologies best seen as postmodern.


Contemporary Theologies in the Modern Mindset


KANT. Our discussion begins with Immanuel Kant, but we can be brief in light of what has already been said. As noted, Kant distinguished the noumenal from the phenomenal. The former contains things that are not objects of empirical investigation, and hence are not objects of knowledge. Among things that Kant put in the noumenal realm is God. Though God’s existence cannot be proved, Kant believed that it must be a postulate of practical reason, necessary for moral governance of our world.


HEGEL. Next is Hegel (1770–1831) who is an extremely important figure for both philosophy and theology. Much of contemporary theology in non-evangelical perspective reacts in one way or another to Hegel. Hegel wanted to build an all-encompassing philosophy that covered all of reality. To do so, Hegel could not pit religion and philosophy against one another; rather, his philosophy had to incorporate religious entities. Moreover, his goal was a philosophy that unifies all things without destroying each item’s distinctness by relating it to the whole. As a result, Hegel needed a religion for his final philosophy that would unify all of reality without destroying the uniqueness of each part.


Hegel concluded that Christianity was the right religion for this project. It already contained the proper content of his final philosophy; it only awaited speculative reason to transform it into the proper form. Christianity was deemed the appropriate religion for this final philosophy because within it there is a union of the infinite and the finite, and this union joins finite and infinite while allowing them to maintain their distinctness. This happens in Christianity, Hegel reasoned, in two important respects. The first is the person Jesus Christ. In him are united the infinite and the finite, but this union is such that it does not obliterate the difference and distinctness of each nature. The second way Christianity unites finite with infinite is in its teaching about God’s relation to us through Jesus Christ. God in grace moves toward us and we in freedom move toward him to establish this relationship. Moreover, in believing in and worshiping Christ, we worship someone who is like us but like God as well. Hence, our relation to God joins the finite creature with an infinite God without destroying the distinctness of either.56


But what is Hegel’s God like? In studying Hegel’s philosophy one finds no single conception of God. Instead, one can identify at least five distinct notions of God. The first comes from Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit. In the section on the unhappy consciousness, Hegel refers to a God.57 However, since Hegel is talking about self-consciousness, many claim that this God is nothing more than a projection of the human mind in an attempt to unite itself with itself. So an initial notion of God for Hegel sees him as a psychological projection.


Second, Hegel also sees God as equal to Spirit, but not in the Judaeo-Christian sense of God as an immaterial being. In chapter 2, I described this view as portraying God as a force or general consciousness uniting all finite consciousnesses. This notion of God does not allow him to be a person who has personal dealings with us, but it does make him very immanent in our world.


A third notion of God in Hegel’s work portrays him as equal to the infinite. In various works, Hegel speaks of philosophy rising to infinity. Hegel calls this a rise to divinity or a divine viewpoint. Thus “God” or “Divinity” seem to be equivalent to transcending, all-encompassing thought. Hegel, of course, thought he had built a philosophy that did rise to this infinite, divine vantage point. In this conception of God, God is transcendent but is not necessarily a person.


A fourth concept of God comes from Hegel’s understanding of the nature of religion. Hegel believed every genuine religion to be a relation of the human to the divine in which the divine is both other than the human and yet inwardly related to it. Hegel enumerated three basic traits of every genuine religion that are involved in relating the divine to the human: feeling, religious representation, and cult. As to the first, it involves being geared to the felt, but it cannot be a totally subjective feeling; there must be an object. Moreover, that object must be higher than a human being so that it can be worshiped as God, not as an idol. Hegel then says that representation is the human use of language and thought (which are limited) to point to an object which is infinite. This infinite object must be radically other than us or else the relation would not be genuinely religious, but it cannot be so totally other that it is entirely inaccessible and our representations of it point to nothing or to a something of which we know nothing. Hence, in order for us to make sense of the object of our feeling, we derive symbols which, while finite, point to an infinite about which we know something. That representation helps us think about and relate to the object of our feeling. Cult, the third element, is how we act out the relation between the divine and the human. It is a tangible way to keep our feelings and representations together. Hegel thought that the cultic life aspects which most unite divine and human in this way are baptism and holy communion.58


From this description of genuine religions we can say that the fourth concept of God in Hegel’s thought sees God as the object toward which religious representation points symbolically. He is totally transcendent and does not seem to act in the world. He may be personal, but he is so totally other that it is impossible to know exactly how to describe him. Hegel’s understanding of Judaism’s God as a transcendent God with whom we cannot be united may well be an example of this conception of the divine.


A final notion of God sees God as Christ, but for Hegel it is not entirely clear whether he means this literally or whether he sees Christ as a symbol for what he means by the union of the transcendent and the immanent. In either case, Hegel sees Christ as uniting the infinite and finite in two ways. In Christ as incarnate, God and man are united, but beyond the incarnation, Christianity instructs its followers to believe in and follow Christ. This means that we should worship a person who is other than us (transcendent in that sense) and yet at the same time is the same as we (immanent in the sense that he is human as we are). So our relation to Christ further illustrates the union of the transcendent and immanent.59


This final conception is probably the closest to anything in the traditional Christian concept of God, but it isn’t clear whether Hegel wants us to understand Jesus as literally God. Hegel seldom speaks of Christ as God; more often he is called the God-man to show his important function of uniting the immanent with the transcendent. Hence, it is dubious that this notion of God has much to do with traditional, evangelical theology.


In sum, Hegel’s concepts of God incorporate many themes of modernity. The emphasis on the ability of consciousness to structure the world and the role of reason in building a coherent account of all reality are very modern. Hegel’s stress on the relatedness of all things prefigures postmodern emphases, but his concern to unite distinct things without destroying their distinctness and individuality has affinities to both modern and postmodern concerns.


SCHLEIERMACHER AND LIBERAL THEOLOGY. After Hegel, we turn to classical liberal theologians. These theologians worked squarely within the modern mindset and took very seriously the implications of Kant’s rejection of metaphysics, various developments in biblical criticism that undermined confidence in the veracity of Scripture, and the implications of evolution as well. Key classical liberal thinkers are Friedrich Schleiermacher (1768–1834), Albrecht Ritschl (1822–1889), Ernst Troeltsch (1865–1923), Adolf von Harnack (1851–1930), and in America Walter Rauschenbusch (1861–1918) and Shailer Mathews (1863–1941). Space does not allow handling all of them, but we should consider Schleiermacher as the father of the movement, and add some further comments about the general perspective of theological liberalism.


According to Enlightenment rationality, beliefs should be held only if supported by sufficient evidence. Humean objections to natural theology and Kant’s critiques of traditional theistic arguments for God’s existence made it difficult to find sufficient evidence for theistic belief. Whereas many grounded religion and especially belief in God on the foundation of Scripture, the results of biblical higher critics undermined Scripture as a support for religion. If God is unknowable through historical events and documents (the Bible), then what is the basis of religion? Liberal theologians shifted the basis of religion to religious experience.


Schleiermacher is considered the father of this liberal tradition in theology. His two best-known works are On Religion, Speeches to its Cultured Despisers (1799) and The Christian Faith (1821–1822). In the latter work Schleiermacher claimed that religion is based on a feeling of absolute dependence. This feeling is identical with the consciousness of being in relation with God. Richard Niebuhr argues that several ideas go into a proper understanding of what Schleiermacher meant. First, this feeling of absolute dependence is also a person’s feeling of identity “through which the individual is conscious of his inner uniqueness.”60 According to Niebuhr, this means that the identity or life unity of a person is not taken from any intellectual or volitional relations that the self takes from other persons or forces. Second, Schleiermacher regarded this feeling of absolute dependence as identical with what he labeled “immediate self-consciousness” or “God-consciousness.” We are able to discern this feeling, he said, because self-consciousness involves thinking and willing which allow us to relate rationally to our world. Through all of this we can distinguish our feeling of absolute dependence in relation to God from a feeling of relative dependence to things in the world. This happens because “in the latter a person stands in relations of community and reciprocity with nature and society, while in the feeling of absolute dependence there is no reciprocity present.”61 Hence, we can differentiate a feeling of dependence on God from one of dependence on relative things in our world. What does this mean for how Schleiermacher understands God? Niebuhr explains:




The original meaning of the word “God” is not a concept of perfect being, or the like, but the felt relation of absolute dependence. Hence, religion arises not in ideas, nor—for that matter—in willing, but in the immediate consciousness of what Schleiermacher described to Lucke as “an immediate existence-relationship.” . . . In fact, then, religion is more than a determination of feeling; it is the name Schleiermacher gives to the personal self-consciousness in which the feeling of absolute dependence and consciousness of the world coexist and must achieve or receive a living, stable order.62





According to Schleiermacher, every great religion arises in a particular social and historical form. Christianity is totally associated with its founder Jesus Christ. Our relationship to God in all its parts is also a relation in which our relation to Christ is actively present. Niebuhr concludes,




Hence, Schleiermacher revived in his conception of the feeling of being absolutely dependent the Augustinian notion of the inseparability of the knowledge of the soul and the knowledge of God; at the same time he originated the distinctive form of modern Protestant theology—Christocentrism, or Christ as the center of the individual’s inner religious consciousness.63





In assessing these views, it is hard to say whether Schleiermacher’s God is a being distinct from us or merely a projection of human self-consciousness. In either case, it seems to be a view that makes God very immanent, even if not a distinct person with whom we can interact. As to the broader movement of liberal theology, Langdon Gilkey’s description is especially helpful. After Schleiermacher, the next great member of this tradition is Albrecht Ritschl. Ritschl rejected appeals both to metaphysics and to religious experience as the basis for Christian doctrine. Instead, in concert with Kant’s views, he emphasized the moral nature of man as the basis of religion. Ritschl held that religion provides the basic attitude toward reality and the basic values that make historical and personal development of humans as moral beings possible.64 As Gilkey notes, the various liberal theologies that followed based religion on either religious experience, the moral nature of man, or some combination thereof. Rational inquiry, religious experience, or moral experience were the bases of these theologies.65


As Gilkey explains, these nineteenth-century liberal theologies reflected the spirit and guiding ideas of the age:




To that scientific, immanentist, optimistic, and progressivist age, such traditional concepts as the supernatural and the transcendent, and the orthodox beliefs in miraculous intervention, in the fall of man into depravity, in the inability of man to know or to do the good, and in an ultimate condemnation of most men for eternity, seemed barbaric in the extreme, a function of the priestly gloom of earlier times, and by no means acceptable to a modern man.66





In place of such ideas, liberalism adopted beliefs more consistent with the secular attitudes of the age. In particular, the idea of reality as an immanent evolutionary process of development moving things over time from relative chaos to higher forms of life and culture was prevalent. “The divine force . . . whose immanent work in the process has brought about such progress toward higher, more coherent, more adaptive, and more moral goals, is what men have called God.”67


Gilkey also notes that liberal theology was secular in that it accepted as normative criteria for theology the predominant philosophical, scientific, and moral ideas of the culture, and in that it saw Christian faith as relevant to modern man because of its creative potentialities for transforming lives of people in their historical and cultural situations.68 Gilkey sees liberal theology as accommodating itself to modernity in four creative ways. First, in light of the advances, discoveries, and new theories in physical science, the notion of Christian truth as divinely given infallible propositions about whatever biblical writers discussed was rejected. Instead, doctrinal claims were seen as human constructs that tried to explain the mystery of reality. They are relative to time and place, but as mere human symbols intended to explain creatively the nature of reality, doctrines are not in conflict with accepted scientific or historical knowledge of the day.


A second and corollary accommodation is that doctrines themselves were no longer to be seen as eternal, unchanging truths, but as statements for a given age and time meant to reflect the cultural and historical situation of the theologian’s own times.


Third, Christian life was no longer seen as directed by divine rules of holiness in preparation for achieving heaven upon death. Rather, the purpose of Christian living was to live a life devoted to making a difference in the present world. Promotion of worldly values such as justice, freedom, and welfare of all peoples (in a kind of social gospel) now became the point and emphasis of Christian lifestyle.


A final way that liberal theology accommodated itself to the modern world was to claim that a Christian’s primary obligation is to love and tolerate all people, regardless of whether one shared their doctrinal commitments or not. Rather than separating over views deemed heretical, love and tolerance of those with whom one differed was the order of the day.69 One is reminded often of the phrase “the fatherhood of God and the brotherhood of men” as descriptive of the central message of this movement. This stress on tolerance of personal freedom to hold one’s own beliefs is very modern.70


SØREN KIERKEGAARD. Søren Kierkegaard (1813–1855) was a contemporary of Schleiermacher and Ritschl, but his theology went in a decidedly different direction. Much of Kierkegaard’s work is a deliberate reaction against the philosophy of Hegel and the Hegelianized brand of Christianity among his Danish countrymen.


Hegel wanted to produce the all-inclusive philosophical system that would rationally account for everything. As this was applied to Christianity as practiced in Denmark, it resulted in a dead orthodoxy in the church. Kierkegaard complained that Hegel’s system, which treated truth as a set of objective propositions laid out side by side, actually left out the most important thing. What no conceptual scheme could ever capture is the existing individual in the act of becoming. Human beings are free and constantly changing; a set of ideas is a static object that cannot capture what it is to exist. Hence, life (Christian life especially) does not involve dispassionate reflection on a set of ideas, but rather passionate, personal involvement with the living God.


Much of Kierkegaard’s concern was to articulate what it means to be a Christian, a disciple—and to become one himself. Being a Christian does not involve knowing a bunch of objective facts and performing a set of religious rituals. Rather, claimed Kierkegaard, it consists in becoming a spiritual contemporary with Christ. In all of this, Kierkegaard believed Hegel had led people astray from the true nature of Christianity.


Though it might seem that Kierkegaard’s objective was to lead people away from philosophy and back to the Bible, that was not his point. The Bible, too, was a historical object, an objective set of propositions. Kierkegaard was well aware of the negative critique of Scripture at the hands of the higher critics, but even more, he was captivated by the German Gotthold Lessing and his comments about the nature of anything historical. Lessing argued that there is a tremendous ditch of time between our day and any past historical event. No matter how much information we have about that event, we are never in a position to go back and see if the accounts are accurate. Hence, there must always be a degree of uncertainty about anything historical. For someone living within the modern era with its concern for certain knowledge, this was a troubling proposal, indeed.


Kierkegaard applied the implications of the so-called Lessing’s Ditch to theology and biblical studies. Even more, he applied it to our personal certainty of our relation to God and Christ. In his Philosophical Fragments and Concluding Unscientific Postscript, Kierkegaard addressed these matters among others. The overall issue of the Fragments is a comparison between idealism (Hegelian, in particular) and Christianity. Kierkegaard wanted to show that Hegel’s system and its application to Christianity as practiced in Denmark had nothing to do with NT Christianity.


According to idealism, the truth is within each person and merely needs to be recollected. A teacher, if one has one, can at most serve as a catalyst to ask the right questions and point in the right direction. As a result of such probing, the individual will be led to the truth that is within him. All of this fits Hegel’s notion of the development of the grand philosophical system. As thought reflects upon itself, it gradually unfolds the system that is immanent to it.71


In contrast, Kierkegaard argued that in genuine Christianity, truth is not in the individual but outside of him. No teacher by asking the right questions can ever help one to uncover the truth that is hidden within. How, then, does one come to the truth? Perhaps through historical research and historical documents like Scripture, but that was not Kierkegaard’s answer. Higher critics had cast grave doubts on the veracity of Scripture, but beyond that, Lessing had taught Kierkegaard the contingency and uncertainty surrounding anything historical. In the Postscript, Kierkegaard clarifies beyond doubt his belief about whether we can come to the truth through something objective such as history and historical documents. He argues that, at most, what one finds from historical research is an approximation of the truth. This, Kierkegaard maintains, isn’t enough, for who would be so foolish as to rest their eternal destiny on something contingent that is at best an approximation of the truth?72


How, then, can we be certain of God’s existence and of our relation to him? How can we know the truth? Kierkegaard explains in the Fragments that truth is not latent in us, waiting to be recalled, but rather resides in God alone. For someone to receive the truth, God must bring the truth to the individual. This happens only when God in grace encounters the individual and gives him the truth and also the faith to grasp it.73 Specifically, God gives us the truth in the person of Jesus Christ, who is given to us in personal encounter. Through repeated encounters and our response of faith, we become spiritually contemporary with Christ. We bridge Lessing’s Ditch and gain certainty of God’s existence and relation to us through this encounter in our current existence.


The faith God gives is not mere cold, intellectual agreement, but a passionate holding onto that which, rationally speaking, makes little or no sense. In fact, using Abraham’s offering of Isaac as the paradigm case of true faith, Kierkegaard argues that faith requires a double movement. There is first a move to resignation, i.e., one resigns oneself to losing that which one hopes to gain or keep. The second move is a paradoxical leap of faith to believe that in spite of losing the object of one’s hope, somehow one will still get it back.74


Through all of this, Kierkegaard contends that true Christianity is thoroughly different from the Hegelianized version of it present in the Denmark of his day. Moreover, he wants his readers to see that it is not easy to be a Christian. It involves faith, suffering, and becoming spiritually contemporary with Christ. Hence, one is always in the process of becoming a Christian.


From this theology we get a distinct picture of Kierkegaard’s God. One comes to know God by personal experience, but this is no God like Schleiermacher’s. Schleiermacher’s sense of absolute dependence proposes a very immanent God, perhaps part of our own self-consciousness. In contrast, Kierkegaard’s God is the transcendent God from on high. But, we must not only speak of this God, but also of Jesus Christ. Kierkegaard refers to Christ as the Absolute Paradox. It is paradoxical and an offense to reason to think that the historical person Jesus is also God. This is a truth that can only be grasped by faith.


Kierkegaard’s conception of God is reminiscent of Luther’s distinction between the hidden God (deus absconditus) and the revealed God (deus revelatus). However, the way one comes to know this God according to Kierkegaard has significant differences from Luther’s theology. One does not know God through something objective such as historical events, historical books like the Bible, or through rational arguments. One comes to know him in a way that is above reason and involves a personal encounter. This personal experience is not of some sense of the numinous or some feeling of absolute dependence, but rather it is a person-to-person encounter. In the Fragments Kierkegaard ­doesn’t explicitly say the encounter is with Christ, but he says it indirectly by arguing that to be a real disciple of Christ we must become spiritually contemporary with him through the encounter. Joining this with his claims that God must bring us the truth in the moment of encounter, it seems clear that Kierkegaard believed the encounter is with Jesus Christ, the deus revelatus.


One final point about Kierkegaard on God has to do with reason’s ability to discover God. Consistent with rejecting the Hegelian belief that reason can know and prove everything, and in keeping with his belief about the contingency of all things historical, Kierkegaard argues in the Postscript that one’s eternal destiny should not rest on the dictates of reason. Hence, Kierkegaard rejects attempts to argue for God’s existence (and thereby to offer assurance of it) and to establish a relation with him by using reason. Kierkegaard’s point is not so much that there are good objections against the traditional arguments for God’s existence, but that regardless of how compelling those arguments are intellectually, no one will be brought by them into the faith or out of it. For someone who has experienced God through the personal encounter with Christ, how could a rational argument possibly make them more certain of God’s existence? Moreover, any rational arguments against God’s existence would be meaningless for this person, since he knows there is a God by personally experiencing him. As for unbelievers, no argument or evidence could convince them, and given the contingency of our knowledge, why would they rest anything so important as their eternal destiny on such arguments?75


KARL BARTH. Søren Kierkegaard is considered the father of Christian existentialism, while Nietzsche is the father of atheistic existentialism. Both lived in the nineteenth century, well in advance of the twentieth-century movement their thinking spawned. In Karl Barth (1886–1968), we see the outflowering of much of what we saw in Kierkegaard. Barth does not simply rehash Kierkegaard, but we know that Barth read Kierkegaard and was greatly influenced by his thought. Barth was also influenced by developments in higher criticism as well as liberal theology, but Barth and other neo-orthodox thinkers felt that liberalism was inadequate. Bernard Ramm explains some of what neo-orthodoxy found inadequate:




Particular doctrines of liberalism were severely criticized. Its doctrine of revelation could not differentiate the voice of God from the voice of man. Its Christology made Jesus a nice, romantic Galilean fashioned in our image and not in God’s. Sin was not seen in its terror and enmity against God nor for its sheer quality of rebellion against the divine will. Atonement had been reduced to psychological acceptance. Justification by faith had come to mean that there was no anger nor wrath in God. The gospel of liberalism was rejected as a gospel with no wrath, a cross with no judgment, and resurrection in which no Roman seals were broken.76





With such complaints, one might think the time ripe for a return to orthodoxy, but Barth and others like him lived in the modern world and could not countenance a complete return to what they viewed as a premodern understanding. In particular, Barth was concerned that revelation be seen again as a word from God, but neither Barth nor his colleagues could believe that Scripture is the Word of God. Higher criticism had undermined Scripture too much to equate it with the words of an absolutely perfect God. For Barth revelation does not come in propositions—in words—but in a person. The content of revelation is God himself given to man in a nonverbal, personal encounter with Jesus. The Bible is still valuable, but as a signpost pointing us to other times when God encountered people. And God might again use the reading or preaching of the Bible as an occasion to break through and encounter the reader or listener.77


Barth’s concept of God is not surprising in light of his doctrine of the Word of God. However, his views do show development at various stages in his life. For the early Barth, most think of his Church Dogmatics, volume 1, part 1. There, God is depicted as wholly other, but this does not mean that he is so distant that we can ignore talking of him and speak only of Christ. God really does exist, but nothing can be known about him in his transcendence. We come to know about him only through the Word of God, Jesus Christ.


Barth says that the act of divine revelation is the self-unveiling of a God who according to his nature cannot be unveiled to us. Inscrutability and hiddenness belong to the nature of the God of the Bible. As creator, God is distinct from the world, and hence he does not belong to the realm of what humans as creatures can know directly about God. Moreover, Barth held that God cannot be unveiled even indirectly in the created world, because he is the Holy One whom we in our sin cannot see.


The God who has revealed himself, then, is the deus absconditus. This is the God to whom there is no way and no bridge, of whom we could not say or have to say one single word had he not, of his own initiative, met us as deus revelatus.78 We must be careful not to misunderstand Barth, for none of this means that the God who is revealed is actually the deus absconditus, the transcendent God. Rather the hidden God has taken on a form in order to reveal himself to us. Barth says that God’s doing this is his distinguishing himself from himself, a being of God in a mode of existence, not subordinate as compared with his first hidden mode of being as God, but just different.79


The fact that God takes on this mode of existence to reveal himself ­doesn’t mean that this mode fully reveals God. Barth says, “It is not the form that reveals, speaks, comforts, works, helps, but God in the form.”80 Further, this mode of revelation is not the subject of revelation, because that would mean that God could be unveiled to us after all and that there was no longer any need of God (the hidden God) for his revelation after all.81 Notice what this means. For Barth, the transcendent God is still important, even though we cannot know him in his transcendence. Orthodoxy maintains that God can be known in his transcendent character. Theologians more radical than Barth will say that the only God we can know is the deus revelatus in the form of Christ. He is the subject of revelation and does unveil the transcendent; hence the transcendent God is no longer needed. Barth’s earlier views, then, take a mediating position between orthodoxy and the more radical theologians.


Barth says that though the transcendent God has assumed various forms at various times, Christ is the form in which he is most revealed as well as most veiled. Christ is God’s Word (God’s revelation) to mankind, but in Christ God is unveiled in veiledness and veiled in unveiledness. The upshot of this is that our primary concern must be with Christ, God’s Word to us. We cannot totally throw out the deus absconditus and never talk of him. We must speak of him as he acts in creation, revelation, and redemption, but we cannot know him in himself or talk about him in a way that corresponds to him in his transcendent self. In these views, the connections to Kierkegaard and to Kant’s distinction between the thing-in-itself and the thing-for-us are discernible. Note also how this conforms with various aspects of modernity. On the one hand, there is still concern to find a certain foundation for knowledge, in this case religious knowledge. Of course, now the evidence is experiential, but those who have had this person-to-person encounter with God just know there is a God and know what he demands of them. Notice, as well, the individualistic nature of this theology. The encounter is not some mass experience the community shares and experiences together. Rather, one meets God as a solitary individual, and Barth emphatically denies that what God reveals in the encounter is transferable to anyone else. Attempts to verbalize God’s revelation so as to share it with others of necessity distort it. Though this theology differs significantly from liberalism, both are filled with marks of modernity.


In his more mature thought, Barth was not so skeptical about speaking of God-in-himself, but that is because he believed that this is the God revealed in Jesus Christ. We see this as well in the further volumes of the Church Dogmatics, where Barth wrote substantial discussions on the divine attributes and the doctrine of creation. Still, in the more mature work all of this is deemed possible because of the focus on Christ as the center of God’s revelation of himself to us.82


PAUL TILLICH. Since we have already discussed Paul Tillich (1886–1965) somewhat, we can be briefer. In his Systematic Theology Tillich proposes a method of correlation as the appropriate method for theology. This method requires the theologian first to analyze the human situation and then to go to Scripture to see how it answers questions raised by the human situation. The theologian correlates the biblical symbols to the analysis of the human condition. Tillich argues that such analysis in his day should be done in terms that are called existential. That is, they try to penetrate to the meaning of existence.83


Tillich applies this method in formulating his concept of God. He begins by explaining that the question of being is the question to which God is the answer. That question is an ontological one which, according to Tillich, arises in something like a “metaphysical shock”—the shock created when we realize our own possible nonbeing.84


If God is the answer to the question of being, what is that answer? Tillich distinguishes between the sense and reference of “God.” The sense is that God is the name for what concerns us ultimately. What is of ultimate concern to humans must be that which is determinative of our being or nonbeing.85 As to the reference of “God,” Tillich says it is being-itself. Being-itself is not just a being alongside of other beings, for beings are still subject to finitude. Rather, God is the ground of being, the power of being, the structure of being (though not himself subject to it). This is all we can say about God without lapsing into symbolism and metaphor.86


This is a rather strange notion of God. On the one hand, it pictures him as very immanent to all things. One is reminded of Hegel’s God as Spirit, that universal consciousness that penetrates and unites all things. But, despite the immanence of Tillich’s God, there is no hint that he is personal, a God with whom we can establish any kind of relationship. Moreover, Tillich’s claim that there is nothing we can literally say about God other than that he is being-itself gives his God a certain remoteness and distance. So, in a sense this God is both immanent and transcendent, but the overall description is of a very impersonal, remote, transcendent God.


As we might expect, Tillich places great emphasis on Jesus Christ. He is the bridge between us and God. Tillich speaks of the “new being” in Jesus as the Christ. New being is essential being under the conditions of existence, conquering the gap between essence and existence.87 New being in Jesus as the Christ conquers all marks and kinds of estrangement between man’s existential and essential being. However, this does not mean Tillich has an orthodox conception of Christ. Tillich believed Jesus was the bearer of the new being, but that is a contingent fact of history. If it ­hadn’t been Jesus, it would have been some other human. Moreover, Jesus is not the God-man, a kind of third thing between God and man, for that would make Jesus just another god among many. Rather, we have in Jesus essential being under the conditions of existence. This is being-itself under the concrete conditions of finitude.88


LOGICAL POSITIVISM AND THE EARLY WITTGENSTEIN.
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