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FOREWORD


When I became a Christian back in 1984 I soon discovered that there were “sound” theologians and “unsound” theologians. J. A. T. Robinson was very definitely on the list of those I was told were “unsound.” Now I ought to add that we evangelicals loved his 1976 work on Redating the New Testament1 because it was very conservative. But this was in part because we could say, “Look! Even such a wooly-minded liberal as John Robinson argued for the historicity of such and such, and clearly he—being an apostate—had no axe to grind!”[image: images]


For the most part, our dislike of Robinson was grounded on his 1963 book, Honest to God—an attempt to reconceptualize the very notion of “God” in ways that Robinson thought connected better with the modern world—but those of us who were aware of Robinson’s earlier explorations into universalism had extra reason to regard him as persona non grata. In our view Robinson was always a “bad egg” and over time he got increasingly “smelly”!


By the time Robinson wrote Honest to God his thinking had moved on from where he was at in 1949 and 1950 when he wrote his first book, In the End, God … Indeed, in the second edition of In the End, God … (New York: Harper and Row, 1968) Robinson included two new chapters (not included in this edition) which reframed the old book in the light of subsequent changes in western culture and theology. He wrote: “I wondered, as I read [the original edition] after an interval in which so much water had passed under the bridge, how much of it I could make my own today. I was surprised. In one sense, I could never write it now. In another I found I wanted to alter remarkably little. I did not wish to withdraw anything of substance I had said. Yet I could not begin to say it like that now.”2


When I first decided to read Robinson’s exploration into universalism (during the period that I was rethinking my own beliefs on the issue) I had quite a lot of trouble chasing down a copy. In the end a visit to the library at Spurgeon’s College in London enabled me to read it, and a shrewd purchase at a second hand bookshop in Salisbury placed a copy of the original edition in my hands. So I read Robinson without having his ideas mediated through the filter of his later Honest to God thinking. And I think that this is indeed the best way to read In the End, God …—in the first instance, at least.


Rereading the book for this special edition was a fascinating experience. On one hand, it feels very dated. The social, ecclesial, and theological context in which he wrote has changed significantly (indeed, he himself was acutely aware of the changes in context between the publication of the first edition in 1950 and the second edition in 1968). Scholarship—both biblical and theological—has very definitely moved on, and eschatology is no longer thought of as an ugly duckling or the “optional extra” for those who want to add a little quirkiness to life. And yet, on the other hand, I was struck by how insightful—indeed ahead of its time—Robinson’s book was, and how helpful it remains. I want to offer a few thoughts about that.


The theological interpretation of the Bible is very fashionable these days—and rightly so. What struck me on rereading In the End, God … was what a deep and profoundly theological interpreter of Scripture Robinson was. At the very heart of this book lies a profound insight: that eschatology is not a road map for the future (in the sense that fundamentalists think that it is) but is, rather, a function of our doctrine of God. A distinctive biblical understanding of Yahweh, the God of Israel, is that Yahweh is the Lord of history and that, as a consequence, history has a telos. Thus Christian eschatology can never abandon this space-time universe but must embrace it within the end time, redemptive purposes of God. As Robinson says, eschatology is “the explication of what must be true of the end, both of history and of the individual, if God is to be the God of biblical faith.”3 Any eschatology that does not comport with the biblical God—the loving Lord of history—fails to be an integrally Christian eschatology. The words “loving Lord of history,” though not used by Robinson, capture the heart of his view of eschatology. This God is “Lord” and will bring about his purposes. He is Lord of “history” so those purposes concern this cosmos. He is “loving” and so those purposes will be kind and good. Bad eschatology is derived from an inadequate doctrine of God. Everything else in the book flows from that core insight and it is an inspirational insight.


Robinson’s grasp of the fundamental importance of eschatology for perceiving the significance of life in the present is also very helpful. His insights into the way in which all present events must be seen in the light of the end and from the perspective of the end are spot on! And his appreciation of the fundamental unity of the first and second advents—that the second coming is, in part, a way of bringing out the eschatological character of the first—reflect a theologically sensitive reading of New Testament texts.


Robinson argues that the form in which eschatology is embodied is myth. Myth is a notoriously slippery word but, if used with caution and clarity, it can be helpful. I find myself in agreement with much of what he writes but, I confess, I am unable to go as far as he goes. My main concern regards what seems to me to be too sharp a disjunction between what Robinson calls kairos time (time as measured by significance and purpose) and what he calls chronos time (chronological clock-time).4 Now the distinction is helpful and does highlight important dimensions of eschatological time. But, whilst kairos and chronos can be distinguished with profit—and Robinson has some really helpful things to say on the basis of the distinction—they cannot be pulled apart without causing theological mischief. And sometimes Robinson seems to pull them apart too far. On occasion, he appears to suggest that Christian eschatology projects certain futures as no more than a way to speak of the theological significance of the present. Thus he writes that, “the Christian has no more knowledge of or interest in the final state of this planet than he has in its first … Of course, the Christian cannot say that the ‘events’ of the end will not literally take place … He can only declare that, as a Christian, he has no interest in these matters.”5 But surely that is just wrong. If the cosmos will never actually be “resurrected” at some future time then the very thing that invests the present with eschatological significance is voided and the myth becomes no more that wishful thinking—a false myth. How could a Christian be indifferent about such a thing? However, at other times Robinson seems conscious that the world really must come to a temporal destination (perhaps a better word than “end”) something like that presented in the vision of the new creation if the claims embodied in the eschatological “myths” are to be true. Thus he writes, “The temporal end … will certainly reflect and embody the moment of ultimate significance (as the last move in chess match translates into finality the move that really won).”6 Absolutely! Perhaps the balance required is best found when he says, “the meaning of history must be vindicated within history and yet … the complete purpose of God must transcend history.”7


Robinson’s chapter on Paul’s theology of the “body” (soma) is both a nice summary of some of the insights of his book The Body—a book that still warrants serious consideration—and represents a great example of the theological interpreter at work. The discussion is nuanced and enlightening. It offers a view of humanity as fundamentally embodied and as corporate. It is not the body that individuates the person—the boundaries of bodies are porous—but the call of God. Fascinating stuff! And the corporate solidarity expressed by the body allows Robinson to observe, almost in passing, that “not till all have found themselves in [the body of Christ], and everything is finally summed up in Christ, will this salvation be complete for any.”8 This ideas—that the full salvation of any requires the final salvation of all—is one that warrants a fuller theological exposition.


As a universalist what most fascinates me about this book is the way in which Robinson tries to take with equal seriousness the biblical teaching on universal salvation and the biblical teaching on hell. It fascinates me because it is so original and so thought provoking. Traditionally universalists have tried to find ways to hold the two strands in the biblical texts together by arguing that they are, contrary to appearances, not inconsistent. So the texts about hell need not refer to a place of eternal torment but can be thought to refer to a temporary punishment. This universalist strategy—albeit worked out in different ways—runs through from Clement of Alexandria to the current day. In fact, for the record, it is my own strategy.9 Yet, surprisingly for a universalist, Robinson did not even dialogue with this view, except to dismiss it in passing. For him it was clear that the hell texts meant exactly what the mainstream tradition maintains—eternal separation from God. But, equally, the universal salvation texts—contrary to the claims of the mainstream tradition—really do teach universal salvation. So to hold the traditional view of hell would be, in Robinson’s estimation, to reject a significant dimension of the biblical witness.


How does one hold together two contradictory sets of witness? One option is to say, as many “hopeful universalists” do, that each set represents a possible future—which possible future will be actualized is, in the end, down to human free choices. (In this book the article by Thomas F. Torrance in Appendix 2 represents this perspective, although Torrance does not refer to it as “hopeful universalism.”) Robinson will have none of that! The Bible does not say that God may be all in all, but that God will be all in all!


So how does Robinson navigate the contradiction? By appeal to his theological claim that eschatology is actually about what must be the case in the light of the present encounter with God-in-Christ. Given that God encounters us in this way and, in Christ, reveals himself to be this God then we must speak of the future in this way. Once that move is made then Robinson has a way to handle the hell texts. They describe the real destiny of any who reject God-in-Christ. Such an existential stance towards God alienates one from eternal life and, if that route is plotted into the future, the only consequence can be eternal hell. The person confronted by the gospel faces two real paths with two real destinies associated with them—life or death! New creation or hell! But from God’s perspective it is absolutely impossible that any will fail to embrace salvation-in-Christ in the end. Universalism is the only possible end. Now, I have admitted that this is not my own way of holding the two sets of texts together but I have to confess that I often find myself returning to Robinson’s route and pondering it afresh. I do find it fascinating and, in many ways, deeply attractive. And, who knows, perhaps one day I will own it as my own. But for now I am very happy to commend it for the reflection of readers.


It should be clear that there are aspects of the book that I feel uncomfortable with. To those already mentioned I could add Robinson’s discussion of theology as “science” and his depreciation of chronos time in apocalyptic literature. Nevertheless, I have found myself impressed afresh at the enduing relevance and value of this little work and I really do hope it finds a new and enthusiastic readership in the twenty-first century.


Gregory MacDonald,


Author of The Evangelical Universalist (Cascade, 2006) and editor of “All Shall Be Well”: Explorations in Universal Salvation and Christian Theology, from Origen to Moltmann (Cascade, 2010).


September, 2010.





1. Now available from Wipf and Stock.


2. J. A. T. Robinson, In the End, God … New York: Harper & Row, 1968, 1. Italics mine.


3. Ch. 2, 23.


4. Obviously I use kairos and chronos to refer to concepts as developed and described by Robinson and not as any claim about the “meaning” of the Greek words.


5. Ch. 5, 62–63.


6. Ch. 4, 48.


7. Ch. 7, 88.


8. Ch. 7, 92.


9. See Gregory MacDonald, The Evangelical Universalist. Eugene: Cascade, 2006 / London: SPCK, 2008.





PREFACE


The text underlying this edition of In the End, God … is the 1958 second impression of the original edition of the book (London: James Clark, 1950). I have made very few changes to it. The following changes were made:


•the Americanizing of spellings


•removing references from the main text and putting them into footnotes.


•putting references into the Wipf and Stock house style.


•on occasion I substituted dashes for commas to clarify the sentence structure.


•the insertion of subheadings to highlight the flow of the argument and to make locating relevant sections of the book easier.


•on a few occasions, I included a revision from the 1968 edition into the main text but, when I did this, I have indicated it by putting it inside square brackets.


•In square brackets in footnotes I have indicated most of the changes that were made in the Second Edition (New York: Harper and Row, 1968). Some of the alterations were so trivial that I did not note them at all but any change that was possibly of interest—even if only to people like myself who need to get out more—I have included the revision in a footnote. Sometimes the original text is, in my opinion, superior to the revision, whilst other times the revision has the edge, but my purpose was not to mix and match to create my favorite version of the text—a hybrid, third edition—but to preserve the original edition whilst noting the later revisions.


After some deliberation I took the decision not to render the language gender-inclusive because it would have required a fairly extensive revision of the original text and my goal was to meddle with that text as little as possible. Readers must bear in mind that Robinson was writing back in 1949/1950 and cut him some slack.


Robin Parry,


September 2010
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Trevor Hart1





Between Orthodoxy and Heresy


John Robinson is best remembered nowadays as an agent provocateur in ecclesial and theological terms. The self-confessed “radical”2 became a household name more or less overnight in the early 1960s due to two particular acts of self-conscious provocation. First he appeared at the Old Bailey to defend Penguin Books against charges of obscenity in connection with their publication of an unexpurgated text of Lady Chatterley’s Lover.3 Then, just as the dust was settling and the press pack losing interest, Robinson published his own “sensational” paperback, Honest to God—a popular work designed to introduce the “man on the Clapham omnibus” to the putative intellectual and religious gains of a non-realist theology. The consequent notoriety was generated, of course, not by the man and his ideas alone, but by the office that he held.4 Robinson was the British media’s original “Bishop behaving badly,” and the same ideas promulgated from the corridors of academe would have attracted far fewer column inches (and sold fewer copies of the book) than they eventually did. In reality, the arguments of Honest to God were not in any case especially radical when weighed in the balance by the theologically trained reader; but served up in popular form to a theologically uneducated public by one whose ministry was supposed to be a sign and guarantee of apostolic truth, they seemed quite radical enough, and the words “controversial,” “notorious,” and “unorthodox” were quickly drafted into service by the writers of banner headlines and chat show hosts.5


Given all this, the fact that in his writings on eschatology Robinson should break with the mainstream of Christian orthodoxy across the centuries, declaring himself to be a convinced believer in the final restoration of all things, might be thought likely to provoke little surprise. What may surprise us, though, are the grounds on which he had arrived at this conviction and the sorts of arguments he deployed in articulating and defending it. Far from sitting loosely to or uncomfortably with the core tenets and claims of biblical and creedal faith, Robinson situates himself and his argument in the thick of them, building his case by constant and careful reference to the character and purposes of God as revealed in Scripture, and to the human condition as laid bare by God’s response to it in the person and work of Christ. Apokatastasis, he argues, is a doctrine to be believed passionately precisely on the basis of all this and not in spite of it, being the most fitting and appropriate vision of the world’s end in God’s hands given the larger shape and substance of divine revelation to humankind. Thus, in his earliest published treatment of the question, Robinson took as his starting point Emil Brunner’s description of the doctrine of universal restoration as a “menacing heresy, endangering the Biblical faith,” and argued directly the contrary: universalism was, he insisted, both profoundly biblical and, in that sense at least, profoundly orthodox.6


The essay in question, though, was not written by the author of Honest to God, but more than a decade earlier when Robinson was tutor in New Testament and Ethics at Wells Theological College, and it contained materials dating back even further than this.7 The piece appeared in the pages of the recently established Scottish Journal of Theology, earning an immediate published rejoinder from one of the journal’s founding editors, The Rev. T. F. Torrance.8 The editors afforded Robinson the courtesy of a brief reply, in which he graciously but firmly held his ground, insisting that Torrance had misunderstood both the grounds for and the nature of his major lines of argument.9 Evidently, what was needed in order to forestall further misreading was a fuller treatment, laying bare some of the methodological and substantial commitments that undergirded and surrounded his articulation of the doctrine of apokatastasis itself. The opportunity for this came with an invitation to contribute a volume on eschatology to a series on “Theology for Modern Men.” In the End, God …, Robinson’s first book-length publication, duly appeared

 in 1950, including in its introduction a note of thanks to “Dr T. F. Torrance for kindly reading the whole MS. and suggesting invaluable criticisms.”10 Consideration of the last things had definitely come first, then, in the chronology of Robinson’s career as a scholar and writer, and while he was still some years away yet from his personal concern with “the end of God” in the other sense.11


This fact alone might be thought sufficient to account for the unashamedly confessional tone of Robinson’s eschatology and his preoccupation with establishing apokatastasis as an orthodox Christian hope, a consideration we might not naturally associate at all with the doyenne of “South Bank Religion.”12 To some extent this is correct. Robinson himself admitted that his theological perspective had shifted significantly in the intervening years, and that “I wrote In the End God … at a time when I was at my most right-wing in theology.”13 The most profound shift, of course, had been precisely his self-conscious embrace and advocacy of a version of non-realism, preferring now to think and speak of God not as “a Being existing in himself,” but instead as “the depth of our existence,”14 a Rubicon the crossing of which places one in territory where talk of orthodoxy and heterodoxy no longer pertains in quite the same way, and which is bound to affect the sense attaching to all eschatological statements, bound up logically as these are with a conception of God as a personal and purposeful agent. Yet looking back on the matter Robinson himself was reluctant to configure things in terms of a radical interruption, as though before Honest to God “I was reasonably orthodox and conservative” and “since then I have believed less and less!.”15 No doubt most of us, too, would tend to narrate the pattern of our own personal development in such a manner that later chapters arise naturally and meaningfully out of earlier episodes, playing down whatever discontinuities and U-turns our lives, like all lives, actually contain. In Robinson’s case, though, (and for our particular purposes) the threads of undoubted continuity are interesting and worth paying attention to.


Robinson was always an enigmatic mixture of different impulses and commitments. Born into the very heart of Anglican establishment and a family with a proud missionary heritage,16 it is clear that even in the later “radical” years his commitment to the Christian gospel (however he may have come to understand the precise terms in which it was articulated) remained the driving force behind all that he did. His concern with Scripture never wavered, and while his way of interpreting it for his own generation bore all the hallmarks of his increasingly liberal theological convictions, the Bible remained for him an authoritative text to be wrestled with in all matters of faith and praxis, and his own New Testament scholarship continued on occasion to bear stubbornly conservative fruit.17 Significantly, when a second edition of his book on eschatology was solicited in 1968 (almost twenty years after its first appearance), Robinson allowed the text to appear virtually unchanged save for the addition of two prefatory chapters relating it to a new theological context, and to the shifts which had occurred in his own understanding. On the one hand, he admitted, he could never say things now in quite the way he had said them in 1950; yet what surprised him was just how much of what he had written then he could actually still own and endorse: “I did not wish to withdraw anything of substance I had said.”18 Water had passed under the bridge, but not everything had changed. Nor, gazing downstream as it were, should we underestimate the extent to which in 1949/1950 there was already an identifiably “radical” (at least in the sense of non-traditional) element in Robinson’s way of handling the classic texts and symbols of Christian faith; but it was one which, he believed, enabled him to take with absolute seriousness core biblical and doctrinal claims, rather than permitting or requiring their effective emasculation or quiet abandonment.


In his response to Robinson’s 1949 article, T. F. Torrance had laid at least five key charges at his door: first, that his case was one based at key points on abstract human logic rather than the alternative “logic” of God’s self-revealing in Christ; second, that it failed, as a result, to do justice to the atonement, deploying a model of love drawn from general human experience (and then “raised to the nth degree”19) rather than the concrete circumstances of the encounter between God’s love and human sin; third, that it failed to reckon adequately with the fundamental irrationality of sin whereby some are hardened in their opposition rather than persuaded by the approach of divine grace; fourth, that it could not account for the preponderance of biblical teaching concerning a final division of humankind between the children of light and the children of darkness; and fifth, that it cut the nerve of eschatological urgency underlying Christian proclamation, and thus finally relativized the significance of the response of faith. Robinson’s was not, in other words, to be considered in any proper sense a Christian argument, being based in considerations lying outside the framework of revelation and corrosive with respect to core doctrines of the faith. Far from bringing universalism within the fold of orthodoxy, Robinson had simply demonstrated how and why the doctrine in all its forms was (and could only ever be) an “abiding menace to the Gospel.”20 This is a fairly comprehensive and emphatic rejection! In what follows I shall suggest that, in significant part at least, it is mistaken and unsustainable, unfair to Robinson’s intentions and perhaps to his achievements too, certainly as these were further clarified in his immediate response to Torrance and in the pages of the 1950 book.21 Whether or not we are finally persuaded by his argument for apokatastasis, we must do justice to it, and recognize the extent to which it was deeply rooted in the soil of Scripture and tradition, driven from first to last by a distinctly Christian apprehension of the character and purposes of God, and thus deserving of recognition at least as a legitimate variant of Christian hope rather than something fundamentally alien to or incompatible with it.


Robinson’s argument may be treated for convenience as falling into four closely related parts, having to do respectively with the witness of Scripture, the nature of divine love (as omnipotent and holy), the relation between divine purpose and human freedom, and the abiding reality of hell. Before turning to these, though, it behooves us first to consider his wider understanding of the nature and task of theology as a practice, and the particular status of eschatological utterance, since this impacts directly upon everything else that he has to say, and is vital to a proper understanding of it. For some readers, indeed, it will be a refusal to follow Robinson here, in certain methodological moves he makes (and, as always, makes quite openly and unashamedly), which determines most fully their inability to concur with his conclusions; others, while sharing to the full his theological commitment to those same conclusions, may nonetheless find themselves compelled to reach them by a rather different route.


An Empirical and Existential Theology


One of the constants in Robinson’s writing over the decades was a deep apologetic impulse, determined that no one should reject the Christian gospel merely because it had been presented in ways which were intellectually lazy or irresponsible. Faith in Christ, he insists, must be able to hold up its head with dignity and confidence in the midst of the very best and most up to date of human learning, rather than skulking in the shadows, nervous that what it has to offer may lack the credentials to be taken seriously. Such legitimate concern to commend itself to “the modern mind” must not, of course, entail any simple cow-towing to the dominant intellectual dogmas or methodological prescriptions of the age. On the contrary, the church must remain utterly faithful to its charge to bear witness to something revealed to it, a reality not discoverable or demonstrable through the exercise of human intellect alone, and which demands its own unique categories of interpretation and understanding.


In walking this fine line between the demands of non-negotiable fiduciary commitments and intellectual respectability, the Robinson of 1950 drew enthusiastically and fully on the model of theology as an “empirical science” articulated three years previously by Alan Richardson in his Christian Apologetics.22 The proper task of the theologian, Richardson had argued, was not (as for long ages it had been reckoned to be) the deduction of truths from explicit and infallible statements contained in the Bible,23 but, as in all modern science, an inductive task in which relevant data are first carefully collected and then systematized in accordance with appropriate intellectual categories. These categories necessarily trespass beyond the data (and may or may not themselves prove finally to be susceptible to empirical verification), their role being precisely to situate the “facts” within a larger meaningful pattern which enables them to be interpreted and understood. In this sense, Richardson maintains, science is not finally concerned with the demonstration of the truth of its conclusions (since other ways of configuring the data are always possible), but with offering an account that seems to make the best available sense of the data set presented to it. The “data” for theology, he argues, are the many and varied phenomena of church life, past and present, and the theologian’s responsibility, by direct analogy with practitioners in other sciences, is to offer an account of this data which makes the best overall sense of it, conducted in “the full light of our modern knowledge,”24 and formulating and deploying whatever categories and hypotheses appear to be warranted or demanded. Again, the job in hand is not to test or to demonstrate the truth of faith’s claims, but to situate these together with the rest of the phenomena of Christian existence within a bigger picture of things which permits the best possible sense to be made of them.


Robinson echoes this account point for point in his own description of the theological task, and duly applies it to the field of eschatology. The formulation of eschatological doctrine, he insists, is not about coordinating a set of divinely revealed propositions pertaining to the future, but about developing and constantly recalibrating a set of categories sufficient to explain (i.e., give a meaningful and coherent account of) the data of Christian existence.25 For Robinson, the most relevant data in this regard are “given in the present encounter with Christ in His flesh and in the Spirit,”26 known and borne witness to from the vantage point of faith. Revelation, in other words, is basic to the data with which theology must grapple. “Revelation,” though, is understood here to refer not to a body of information divinely divulged and underwritten, but to a dynamic personal encounter with, apprehension of, and response to the presence and character of the living God himself. All revelation, Robinson insists, is “of a Now and for a Now”—a matter of personal and present summons and response—and not, as such, the source of information about either the past or the future.27 Of course, what is known of God in this way (“given and verified in present experience”28) has far-reaching implications for our understanding of both the past and the future (not least the primordial past and ultimate future), and these must duly be thought through and articulated in a responsible manner.


This, according to Robinson, is precisely where eschatology fits into the theological scheme of things; beginning with the content of what is known with conviction about God by faith in the present moment, eschatological doctrine constitutes a projection or extrapolation of that same reality into the farthest reaches of both individual and historical futures and their respective “ends” in God’s hands.29 “It is the explication of what must be true of the end … if God is to be the God of Biblical faith.”30 Thus, the content of Christian eschatology must cohere with the reality of faith’s present awareness of the living God, for it is derived directly from it, an imaginative “transposition into the key of the hereafter” of what faith already knows to be true in the here and now. Just as the people of Israel pictured the primordial events of creation in terms of the God they already knew as the Lord of Sinai, so, for its part, the church configures its account of what will hold good at the end of time in accordance with the character of the Lord of the New Covenant. “All eschatological statements can finally be reduced to, and their validity tested by, sentences beginning: ‘In the end, God …’”:31 the word “God” being defined rigorously and solely by the content of faith’s encounter with Jesus Christ.


In substance, what all this boils down to is a particular version of the claim lying at the heart of many Christian universalisms; namely, that in eschatology it is finally our doctrine of God itself that is at stake, since God’s character is irrevocably bound up not just with the provenance and shape of creaturely existence in the world, but most fully with its destiny and telos, and hence with its very raison d’etre. In Robinson’s terms, for Christian faith every truth about eschatology is ipso facto a truth about God, and every truth about God is ipso facto an assertion about the end, since God is what in the end he asserts himself to be, and the ultimate truth about God is necessarily the final event in history.32


Revelation and Scripture


Despite Robinson’s insistence on revelation as dynamic personal encounter and thus, in one sense, always concentrated on the particular temporal present, it is clear that he does not envisage an essentially non-cognitive event wholly unrelated to propositional content. On the contrary, revelation is vitally related both to Scripture’s narration of events in history and to its imaginative vision of the world’s future in God’s hands. Robinson’s point appears to be the Kierkegaardian one that apart from a personal and present encounter with the living God of whom these texts speak, the texts themselves remain inert and have nothing of any significance to say to us.33 It is notable, therefore, that Robinson begins his own treatment of the doctrine of universalism precisely with exegetical and hermeneutical considerations.34 What, he asks, according to the Bible, is God’s purpose for the world he has created? More precisely, what do the central facts of God’s redemptive action in Christ as narrated in Scripture tell us about who God is, and thus about the answer to Kant’s third great question, What may we legitimately hope for? The apostolic message, Robinson insists, bears witness to “one decisive act of God, once and for all, embracing every creature,”35 and our eschatological doctrine must be worked out from first to last in the light of that established reality and take it fully into account. Thus, a “biblical” approach to the doctrine can never mean one that simply stacks up texts alongside one another, but will seek points of logical and hermeneutical priority within the pattern of the biblical witness, allowing texts to interpret one another in an appropriate fashion.


Nonetheless, Robinson is vociferous in his insistence that in this field of theological concern as in every other, a biblical approach will be one that gives full and careful consideration to the whole body of relevant textual evidence, rather than securing the conviction of its case only by failing to do adequate justice to a significant part of that evidence. The question is, of course, what will “doing justice to” mean in particular circumstances? The main challenge facing us in our formulation of doctrine concerning the ultimate destiny of God’s creatures in his hands, Robinson notes, is the existence in the New Testament of two quite different and seemingly contradictory “mythic”36 representations of the relevant state of affairs. First, there are projections of a universal restoration of all things to God their maker, directly related to and based securely upon the universal scope and “finished” nature of the accomplished fact of divine redemption in Christ.37 Over against these, though, we must set texts (and Robinson acknowledges that they are plentiful and many of them occur in accounts of dominical teaching38) that seem “to point to a very different issue,”39 namely, the final separation of some who are “saved” from others who are “lost.”


We should recall that for Robinson neither set of texts can be treated as literal predictions of some “factual” future state of play; each consists in an imaginative projection envisaging how things must end, given the nature of reality (and specifically the reality of God) as presently experienced. Were they literal forecasts, Robinson observes, one set would have to be concluded true and the other false; but understood properly as myth, the contradiction between them is not fatal, but theologically and spiritually rich; we can, and we must, he insists, hold them together and avoid premature resolution of the tension generated by their juxtaposition, since both pertain to a truth in our present human circumstance before God (viewed in relation to its future outcome). Both myths must be taken with absolute seriousness and thereby granted their existential force, even though, in our doctrine of the end, their respective significances may have to be weighed rather differently.


Robinson begins his consideration of the doctrine of universalism then, from a standpoint deliberately and (he argues) necessarily situated within the logic of Christian claims about revelation. It is the character of the God known by faith on the basis of the once for all and finished work of Christ as witnessed to in Scripture that dominates his concern, and he determines that serious wrestling with the whole range of relevant biblical materials must form part of an adequate theological defense of the doctrine. In his response to Robinson’s original 1949 article, Torrance argues that while Robinson allows Scripture to raise the relevant questions for him, “his real answers are not given on Biblical lines.”40 This claim may be a helpful one to bear in mind as we consider the case Robinson builds both in that article and in the book that followed it.


Spoiling the Egyptians—Omnipotent and Holy Love


How, then, can we do justice both to the universalistic and the dualistic myths of the end contained in Scripture? In what is effectively a ground-clearing exercise, in chapter VIII of In the End, God … Robinson considers and dismisses some traditional ways of answering this question which he deems to be theologically inadequate in one way or another. His dismissal of two of them is swift: We cannot, he insists, suppose (as the Reformed doctrine of a double decree supposes) that the myths refer respectively to two groups of God’s creatures, the elect (all of whom will be saved) and the reprobate (all of whom will be damned). Quite apart from the horrendous doctrine of God lurking behind this idea, it rests, he contends, on a mistaken exegesis of Romans 9:22–23. Nor can we understand the two imaginative projections to refer to possible but alternative eschatological outcomes, only one of which will be fulfilled, contingent on the exercise of freedom (by creatures, and by God himself). Superficially attractive in its humility, this is actually, he insists, the most unbiblical of views, basing eschatology not on what Scripture declares as “Divine fact, which has foreclosed all possibilities, but on human speculation which ignores the decisiveness of what Christ has done.”41


According to the third view (to which Robinson grants more space), both the universalistic myth and its dualistic counterpart can be held to treat realities rather than mere possibilities, because “God will finally be all in all despite the damnation and destruction of many of His creatures.”42 Neither God’s omnipotence nor his love is compromised by dualism (wherein the purposes of his love are necessarily modified) because the divine nature is characterized equally by justice, and it is this which duly prevails and through which God finds fulfillment precisely in the punishment of the impenitent. This view, too, Robinson insists, is one that may only be entertained at the cost of a genuinely Christian doctrine of God. The very idea of God being “fulfilled” rather than grieved at the loss of any of those he has created in and for loving communion with himself is, he argues, intolerable if the word “God” means what, according to the revelation in Jesus Christ, it does mean. The fundamental failing of the view, he suggests, is its failure to recognize that the words “love” and “justice” as applied to the God of the Bible are not parallel attributes with competing demands, but two aspects of one single reality. God’s love “is a love of cauterizing holiness and of a righteousness whose only response to evil is the purity of a perfect hate.”43 If we lose sight of this vital distinctive of the use of the word “love” in theology, our understanding of love becomes sentimental, forgiveness immoral, and justice sub-Christian. By the same token, though, the God known in Jesus Christ (and him crucified) has no power and no purpose other than the power and purpose of holy love. This being so, Robinson argues, the final loss of any must arise within the jurisdiction of this same purpose, and in some clear sense constitute its frustration. In other words (borrowing again from the classical philosophical terminology of Aquinas whose theology he takes to represent this view), what cannot be maintained is the eschatological demonstration of “omnipotence” (“the complete fulfillment of the Divine will”) in tandem with an adequate notion of God’s “love” as understood biblically. The recalcitrance of the impenitent sinner limits God’s power and purpose to forgive.


According to Torrance, Robinson’s argument for universalism rests at this point on human logic rather than on solidly theological grounds, taking “omnipotence and love as logical counters,” and deploying Aristotle’s law of non-contradiction to sweep aside the various non-universalistic options.44 Perhaps there is some credence for such a reading in Robinson’s 1949 article, where syllogistic logic is indeed introduced early into his discussion and shapes the form of his approach to the subject much more fully.45 We should note, though, that both here and in the reworked version of his argument in the 1950 book Robinson is concerned chiefly with engaging Aquinas’s argument (in Summa Theologica I, 19.6) for the logical compatibility of divine love, divine omnipotence and eschatological dualism. In a bid to show why this same argument fails even on its own terms, of course, Robinson must indwell its logic, whatever his own preferred eschatological starting point. The syllogistic treatment of “omnipotent love” may, in other words, be intended primarily as an exercise in “spoiling the Egyptians” rather than the logical ground or driver of Robinson’s own view. Robinson himself (in his permitted “last word” in the exchange) insisted that this was the case,46 and appears subsequently to have adjusted the articulation of his case in order to make this clearer. Thus, in In the End God … things are set up rather differently, all talk of syllogistic logic being reduced by comparison to a minimum, and here (as indicated above) it is quite clear that what drives Robinson’s response to Aquinas is a deep theological conviction about the character of the God revealed in Jesus Christ (not least the peculiar sense which the word “love” bears in its application to him) and the “Divine fact” of his finished work. Any remaining appeal to logic is subordinated entirely to these properly theological considerations. And if Robinson remains concerned (as he does) with questions concerning the relationship between divine sovereignty and human freedom (“the omnicompetence of God to fulfill his great purpose of love”47) in the remainder of his argument, this concern too seems to arise chiefly from the substance of revelation (along “Biblical lines”), and not from the substitution of abstract logical or general experiential considerations for that.


Love’s Omnicompetence and the Paradox of Grace


The doctrine of universalism, Robinson notes, has often been defended in ways and under forms which do it little credit, whether grounded on some essentially optimistic anthropology, or sustained by appeal to the supposed demands of reason or even of human longing. But, he insists forthrightly, “There is no ground whatever in the Bible for supposing that all men, simply because they are men, are ‘going the same way’— except to hell,” and the sole basis for the doctrine, therefore, is the work of God in Christ, “the Divine ‘nevertheless,’ intervening beyond any expectation and merit”48 and providing the only grounds for the assurance of faith rather than mere wishful thinking. We should note in passing, therefore, the central role that the atonement plays in Robinson’s view. Far from being displaced or short-circuited by a universalistic vision,49 it becomes a central plank in the argument; for if God has indeed done this thing “once for all,” and if “it is finished,” then the sole remaining relevant consideration is not whether anyone may yet be “saved” apart from the cross (since none actually exist apart from it any more than they exist apart from Christ), but what their personal response to it will be, and how the response of any could yet be supposed capable of frustrating the sovereign purposes of God’s holy love. Thus, the next step in Robinson’s argument is directed precisely towards this question of the sinner’s response, and how it might be possible to think together the “necessity” of grace’s ultimate triumph and the inviolability of human freedom, something he insists we must seek at all costs to do.

OEBPS/xhtml/Nav.xhtml






		Cover



		Halftitle



		Title



		Copyright



		Contents



		Foreword—Gregory MacDonald



		Preface—Robin Parry



		“In the End, God … : The Christian Universalism of J. A. T. Robinson (1919–1983)”—Trevor Hart



		In the End, God … Introduction



		1. The Modern Mind



		2. The Truth of the Ultimate



		3. The Ultimacy of Truth



		4. Kairos and Chronos



		5. The End of the Times



		6. The End of Man



		7. The Resurrection of the Body



		8. The End of the Lord



		9. All in All



		10. Conclusion



		Appendix 1: “Universalism—Is It Heretical?”—J. A. T. Robinson



		Appendix 2: “Universalism or Election?”—Thomas F. Torrance



		Appendix 3: “Universalism: A Reply”—J. A. T. Robinson



		Bibliography



		Scripture Index











Pagebreaks of the print version





		C



		i



		ii



		iii



		iv



		v



		vi



		vii



		viii



		ix



		x



		xi



		xii



		xiii



		xiv



		xv



		xvi



		xvii



		xviii



		xix



		xx



		xxi



		xxii



		xxiii



		xxiv



		xxv



		xxvi



		xxvii



		xxviii



		xxix



		xxx



		xxxi



		xxxii



		xxxiii



		xxxiv



		xxxv



		xxxvi



		xxxvii



		xxxviii



		xxxix



		xl



		xli



		xlii



		xliii



		xliv



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163











OEBPS/images/f00xv-1.jpg





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0vii-1.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
~ IntheEnd, God ...
) Th“é%hﬁstian Doctrine

of the Last Things

John A.T. Robinson






