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FOREWORD TO THE FIRST EDITION


For many years, Michael Lloyd has been a regular guest speaker at our annual church teaching holiday, Focus. Following a particularly popular series of theology seminars, which Mike put together for Focus in 1998, we asked him to consider putting those talks into written form. This book is the result, and we are delighted to have the opportunity to publish it.


An enthusiastic and inspiring teacher with an infectious wit and great sense of humour, Mike has an amazing ability to make the mysteries of Christian ‘theology’ accessible and relevant, always thought-provoking, but with a minimum of jargon and a healthy dose of fun!


As a course in theology, it is equally good for personal reading or for study within a pastorate or small group. So whatever your background knowledge or understanding of things theological, if you’d like to know more about theology … then this book is for you! It is great!


The Rt Revd Sandy Millar


Former Honorary Assistant Bishop in the Diocese of London, and vicar of HTB from 1985 to 2005




FOREWORD TO THE THIRD EDITION


This is Café Theology’s third incarnation, thus beating God, who’s only had one. (On every other score, sadly but predictably, it fails to compete.) The first one was orange, the second had a helpful index so you could see where I had stolen my material from, and to this third edition I have added a study guide.


In his generous Foreword, Sandy Millar writes that ‘As a course in theology, it is equally good for personal reading and for study within a pastorate or small group.’ And I know that a number of groups have used it as the basis for a short series or Lent course (or Lenten penance, more like). I hope that the questions for each chapter will help open up good and illuminating discussion.


This third edition is being published as a St Paul’s Theological Centre (SPTC) imprint, as part of a set of theological resources that I and my lovely colleagues there are building up, which gives me the chance to say how much I love working with them and our poor long-suffering students. In the unlikely event of your enjoying this book, you might enjoy one of our courses. Do look us up on sptc.htb.org.uk.


There is always more to be explored about everything, but especially about the Love by whom and for whom we were made. It is my prayer that this book will open up a tiny bit of that ‘more’ for you.


Talking of love, I have got married since I wrote this book, and would like to thank Abigail for her love, and the extraordinary stimulation and joy – not to mention the flapjacks – she has brought me.


Michael Lloyd




INTRODUCTION


A lot of fun was had choosing the title of this book. Because it goes from Creation to New Creation, I wanted to call it From Primeval Soup to Apocalyptic Nuts, but the publishers told me that it would get put in the cookery section of bookshops. One of my students suggested Everything You Ever Wanted To Know About God But Were Too Stupid To Work Out For Yourself, which has a certain charm, but for some reason did not recommend itself to the publishers. (Sorry, James.)


We thought of calling it The Big Picture, because it tries to show how we can fit into the vast sweep of God’s purposes – and thus find meaning. (Then I could have referred to it as My Big Picture Book!)


We toyed with the idea of Mere Theology, because, like C. S. Lewis’ Mere Christianity, it tries to present an understanding of the faith that is common to Christians of all types and stripes. This ecumenical approach is in my blood anyway, having Roman Catholic family members, and having worshipped for a while in a United Church in Canada, having been brought up in an Anglo-Catholic church, and then encountered evangelicalism at university, and having worked in a charismatic church and a theological college in the Anglo-Catholic tradition. I believe passionately that different styles of worship reflect different aspects of the nature of God, and that we can therefore enrich our experience of Him by listening to and worshipping with one another.


That is why I have quoted a lot in this book – partly so that readers find their own tradition represented here and feel at home, partly so that they get to read some of the theological greats in their own words, and partly to demonstrate the complementary richness of the various Christian traditions. To try and safeguard against saying things that grate on the ears of Christians from other parts of the Church, I have asked many friends and colleagues to read through the first draft and comment upon it. I am deeply grateful to Nigel Lloyd, Carina Lloyd, Margaret Atkins, Tom Wright, Lynnae Williams, Martyn Percy, John Bardwell, Bill Scott, James Heard, Ana Pollard, Ayla Lepine, Annie Rey, Ed Carlisle, Dave Bookless, Barbara Mearns and in particular my wonderful editors, Jo Glen and Julia Evans, for the time and trouble they took over the script, and John Jarick for kindly sending me a list of errata. I would also like to thank Jeremy Crossley for encouraging me to give the talks that ended up as this book, and Julia and Peter Harvey for all the (not exclusively edible) support they gave me during the writing of it (not that it was inedible, you understand). I am also most grateful to Spurgeon’s College for food and fellowship during the writing of this book.


In the end, we went for Café Theology. People sometimes fear – I certainly did – that if you take being a Christian too seriously, you will have to give up much of what makes life enjoyable in order to concentrate on ‘spiritual’ things. I used to fear that if I were a consistent Christian, I could no longer justify spending time doing the things I most enjoyed, such as listening to music, going to the theatre, walking in the fells, going to cafés with my friends. I have come to believe that this is profoundly wrong. God made us as multi-dimensional beings, and so life lived in company with Him is going to involve living in more dimensions, not fewer. The ordinary pleasures of life are not left behind – they are taken up and properly directed and properly enjoyed. So what I have tried to offer here is a theology that embraces and revels in the variety and physicality and relationality and creativity of God’s creation – and enjoys it all in conscious and grateful dependence upon and in dialogue with Him.


I hope it will take you deeper into your faith if you have a faith. I hope it will give you some idea of what Christian faith looks like from the inside, if you don’t. And I hope it will help you to a richer and more vibrant enjoyment both of Life and of the Life-Giver. And because so much of that richness in my own life has come from, and been enjoyed with, my family, I dedicate this book with gratitude and love to my brothers and sisters-in-law: Julian and Jean, Nigel and Karen, Tim and Carina.


Michael Lloyd




1 CREATION
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Consider these two statements of where we come from and what we are for. First, the atheist philosopher, Quentin Smith, writes:




The fact of the matter is that the most reasonable belief is that we came from nothing, by nothing and for nothing. … We should … acknowledge our foundation in nothingness and feel awe at the marvellous fact that we have a chance to participate briefly in this incredible sunburst that interrupts without reason the reign of non-being.1





Secondly, theologian and food critic, Robert Farrar Capon, begins his book, The Third Peacock, like this:




Let me tell you why God made the world. One afternoon, before anything was made, God the Father, God the Son and God the Holy Spirit sat around in the unity of their Godhead discussing one of the Father’s fixations. From all eternity, it seems, he had this thing about being. He would keep thinking up all kinds of unnecessary things – new ways of being and new kinds of things to be. And as they talked, God the Son suddenly said, “Really, this is absolutely great stuff. Why don’t I go out and mix us up a batch?” And God the Holy Spirit said, “Terrific! I’ll help you.” So they all pitched in, and after supper that night, the Son and the Holy Spirit put on this tremendous show of being for the Father. It was full of water and light and frogs; pine cones kept dropping all over the place and crazy fish swam around in the wineglasses. There were mushrooms and grapes, horseradishes and tigers – and men and women everywhere to taste them, to juggle them, to join them and to love them. And God the Father looked at the whole wild party and said, “Wonderful! Just what I had in mind!”2





In the end, there are basically only two possible sets of views about the universe in which we live. It must, at heart, be either personal or impersonal. It must either be the product of a Person, or the unplanned, unintended by-product of the impersonal + time + chance.a Quentin Smith thinks that the universe is ultimately impersonal. He sees life as arbitrary (‘for nothing … without reason’) and temporary (‘briefly’). Robert Farrar Capon, on the other hand, believes that the universe is ultimately personal. It emerges from relationship, creativity, delight, love. It is purposeful (‘for the Father’, ‘to love them’) and rooted in permanence (‘From all eternity’).


There is no more important decision you can make about the universe than this. Is there a Person behind it or not? How you regard the universe, how you treat it, what you hope to get from it and give to it, how you view your own life and work and relationships and goals – all will be shaped decisively by how you answer that question. The Bible doesn’t keep us long in suspense about what its answer is: ‘In the beginning, God …’ (Genesis 1:1). In the Jewish and Christian Scriptures, which begin with these words, we have, I suggest, the overall story which makes sense of our world, and our lives, and our longings, and our values, and our feeble and frustrated fumblings after an understanding of who we are and what we are for.


1. THERE IS A PERSON BEHIND CREATION


The Bible is utterly clear from its opening words that there is a Person behind Creation. It sides unambiguously with the personal view of life, the universe and everything. Before the universe is even mentioned, the Bible has already introduced us to a Person. It seems to me that as human beings, we warm to that, for we are personal beings. The most valuable things we know in our own experience are people, so it doesn’t surprise us to know that it is a Person who is behind reality and responsible for it. There are many things about our experience that aren’t as we expect, and not as we would want, which do surprise us and to which we do not warm, and we shall be looking at why that might be in Chapter 2. But we relate to the suggestion that there is a Person behind it, because there is a sense of deep calling to deep, of recognition, of kinship, and of belonging.


That there is a Person behind existence has always been foundational to an enriching understanding of who we are, but it has never perhaps been so important as it is today. For we live in (what has every appearance of being) an impersonal world. To the health authority, we’re an NHS number; to the Post Office, we’re a postcode; to the Inland Revenue, we’re a National Insurance number. And while employees of these vital institutions make every effort to remember that behind each statistic is a person, the sheer quantity of applications and forms and letters and houses and phone calls with which they have to deal means that the amount of genuine relationship possible in these interactions is necessarily small. Gone (largely) are the days when your GP would come to your home and have time to talk, and know your family. Or your bank manager would know your financial situation and its ramifications for your family and other commitments. We live at greater relational distance from all but a small (and sometimes fragile) collection of friends and family members. We cry out for community, but are generally too busy to create it or contribute much to it. And loneliness is, as Mother Teresa observed, one of the most prevalent and depressing features of the Western world. We need to know that our world is not ultimately a cold, empty, impersonal product of time and chance.


And into this situation, the Bible speaks its ancient message with new freshness, force and relevance. There is a Person behind it. Creation is therefore pregnant with the possibility of relationship with the Person who made it, and that transforms our experience of our lives. A painting by your small daughter is much more valuable to you than it would be if it were simply a painting done by someone you didn’t know. A simple meal cooked by your husband as a token of love, and eaten together, is much more enjoyable than a gourmet meal eaten alone. Places that you visited with your wife when you were still courting retain a lifelong significance. Life that is lived in relationship with the Person who made you – however tentative and ambiguous that relationship may be – is infinitely richer than one lived in the belief that the universe is ultimately impersonal, and life ultimately unrenewable. Believe that there is a Person behind the whole shebang, and all Creation becomes a trysting-place where we may meet with our Lover.


I had three friends on board the PanAm flight that was blown up over Lockerbie in 1988, and in the papers of one of them, Sarah Aicher, we found this: ‘Sometimes I feel that every cell is pregnant, every atom is swollen with the strong, sure love of God for me and for all creation.’ What Sarah sometimes felt is, in fact, always the case, because there is a Person behind and within the world in which we live. And that is basically what spirituality is – opening oneself to perceive that occasionally and fleetingly, training oneself to believe that constantly and consistently, and learning to live on that basis significantly and joyfully. This is not a glamorous or ethereal business, but a matter of living ordinary, everyday, mundane life in the company of the Life-Giver. As George Herbert put it in his great poem, The Elixir:




Teach me, my God and King,


In all things Thee to see,


And what I do in any thing,


To do it as for Thee:





‘Teach me’, it begins, because we need to be taught. Seeing God in everything does not come naturally. It’s a skill to be acquired, an art to be learnt. It is one of the tasks required in living a Christian life, and, indeed, a human life. Herbert enjoins us to see God ‘in all things’ – not just in ‘spiritual’ things, not just in prayer or in worship, but in all things, for all things have been created by God, and we may meet with Him in them all. He may be met with in all things, and all our actions may be done for Him. All dimensions of who we are and what we do may be lived in the warmth and creative quirkiness of relationship.




A man that looks on glass,


On it may stay his eye;


Or if he pleaseth, through it pass,


And then the heaven espy.
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You can look at your window, if you like, and notice the smudges and the smears and the raindrops and the bird-droppings, or, in my case, the glazier’s squiggles, put there to stop me from walking into the glass and not yet wiped off in the two years or so since the glass was put in. Or you can look through it, which, after all, is what a window is for. Similarly, with creation – you can look at it, and that’s a good thing to do. It’s a place of curiosity and wonder and beauty, and, as we shall see, it should be observed and explored and enjoyed and revelled in. But it can also act as a window through which to espy the Beauty and the Love from which it (and we) sprang. And that can transform everything we do, making drudgery divine:






All may of Thee partake:


Nothing can be so mean,


Which with this tincture ‘for Thy sake’


Will not grow bright and clean.







A servant with this clause


Makes drudgery divine:


Who sweeps a room, as for Thy laws,


Makes that and the action fine.







This is the famous stone 


That turneth all to gold:


For that which God doth touch and own


Cannot for less be told.





The letters of a seventeenth-century monk called Brother Lawrence have been collected together into a book, under the title, The Practice of the Presence of God. In it, he tells of how even the lowliest and most mundane of tasks in the monastery kitchen became for him an opportunity to bask in God’s presence and love. The practice of the presence of God is the appropriation and celebration of the fact that there is a Person behind and within our world, and it is the art of enjoying creation as it is intended to be enjoyed.


There are many ways of aiding this practice. Saying Grace over a meal is one such: it is a way of acknowledging that food doesn’t just happen. It is not just a mechanical process. Food is not just fuel. Saying Grace is a recognition that we are dependent for our nourishment on a whole chain of suppliers and producers and farmers – a chain of dependence that culminates in the Creator. And a meal is more than the absorption of energy – it is an opportunity for relationship. Saying Grace is an exercise in the practice of the presence of God, for it reminds us that we have not just a meal to be enjoyed and one another to enjoy it with, but also an unseen Guest to eat with and meet with. There is a Person behind it.


2. THERE IS A PURPOSE FOR CREATION


There is a purpose for Creation. It is not just haphazard. It is not just there for us to impose our own purposes on it. We may not simply do what we like with it. Nor are we left to make up our own limited purposes for our own lives. Everyone wants their life to have purpose, but only a person can have purposes. A force cannot have purposes. Electricity cannot have a purpose. Gravity cannot have a purpose. Scientists sometimes speak as if the ‘purpose’ of DNA, for instance, is to replicate itself; and the sperm with the outboard motor in Larson’s cartoon waving to the unmotorised sperm and saying, ‘See you guys later!’ certainly seems to have a purpose in mind! But that is funny precisely because it personalises the sperm, it attributes to it the sort of intention (and deviousness!) of which only a person is capable. Thus Richard Dawkins concludes, ‘The universe that we observe has precisely the properties we should expect if there is, at bottom, no design, no purpose, no evil and no good, nothing but blind, pitiless indifference.’3 That is consistent with the impersonal view. If there is no Person behind it, there can be no purpose for it, except for the (frequently exploitative) purposes we impose upon it.


But if there is a Person behind it, then creation can have intrinsic purposes, which we are called upon to respect. And we ourselves can have a purposeful place and rôle within it, a rationale, a raison d’être, a reason for being here. So what are the purposes of God for creation? Far more, I suspect, than we can ever know, and it would be presumptuous in the extreme to pretend that we have anything more than a provisional and hazy idea of what He intends for His handiwork. But that goes for just about anything one might want to say theologically and the time comes when it is better to risk saying something than to say nothing, especially if you then expect people to splash out £9.99 on a 416-page theological tome! So I want to suggest seven aspects of His purpose about which we may be reasonably (though humbly) confident.


a) Creation is there for the Son


It is appropriate that what creation is for is not a thing but a Person. Its purpose is not ultimately functional but relational. St Paul tells us that ‘We look at this Son and see God’s original purpose in everything created. For everything, absolutely everything, above and below, visible and invisible, rank after rank after rank of angels—everything got started in him and finds its purpose in him’ (Colossians 1:16 THE MESSAGE). Or, as a more literal translation puts it: ‘in him [ie God’s beloved Son] all things in heaven and on earth were created, things visible and invisible, whether thrones or dominions or rulers or powers—all things have been created through him and for him’ (NRSV). The word translated ‘for’ might actually be translated ‘to’. All things have been made ‘to Him’. In other words, the whole of creation is orientated towards the Son of God who became human in Jesus of Nazareth. Just as a flower is made for sunshine and cannot flourish or indeed survive without it and therefore reaches out towards the light, so creation is made for the Son and only flourishes in so far as it is reaching out towards and opening itself up to Him. It depends upon Him for its original existence, for its present flourishing and for its future fulfilment. It is for Him in the sense that it needs Him in order to be fully itself. It is for Him in the sense that it is the Father’s gift to the Son. And it is for Him in the sense that it exists for relationship with Him and to bring Him glory.


John of the Cross captures this well in the conversation he imagines between the Father and the Son:




My heart dreams of your having,


son, an affectionate bride,


who for the worthiness in you


merits a place at our side:







to break bread at this table,


the same loaf as we two,


and ripen in acquaintance


with traits I always knew …







O father, a world of thanks,


the son to the father replied.


The depth of my luminous gaze


I give as a gift to the bride;







I’d have her use it to see


the kind of father you are:


how all that I have to my name


I have from the person you are.







To think she will lie in my arms!


Be warmed in the noons of your love!


and in ecstasy never to end


lift radiant carols above!4





b) Creation is there to praise its Maker and to reflect His glory


By being itself, creation glorifies God. ‘The heavens declare the glory of God’ says Psalm 19:1 – not in the same way we do, not verbally nor consciously, but by being themselves, by their beauty, and by being in harmony with the purposes of God. (Of course, the natural order is not always in harmony with the purposes of God, and, again, we shall be looking in Chapter 2 at why that might be.)


Creation’s praise of its Maker is difficult to discern, being largely inanimate and inarticulate. It takes humanity to articulate it. We are to be the priests of creation, the point through which creation’s praise is offered up to God. Humanity is, to quote Herbert again:




… secretary of Thy praise.







Beasts fain would sing; birds ditty to their notes;


Trees would be tuning on their native lute


To Thy renown: but all their hands and throats


Are brought to man, while they are lame and mute.







Man is the world’s high priest: he doth present


The sacrifice for all; …5





Just as when ministers lead the prayers in a church service, they are praying not just on their own behalf but on behalf of the congregation, so as human beings we are to praise God, not just on our own behalf, but also on behalf of the rest of creation. We are to be its vocal point – the larynx of creation as it sings the praise of God.


In Psalm 148, the psalmist calls upon creation to magnify its Maker. Sun and moon and stars and sea creatures and snow and clouds and mountains and trees and animals and birds are summoned to praise the Lord. And last of all, human beings, and in particular the chosen people, are called upon to exalt Him. As the summit of creation, human beings sum up creation’s praise on their own. There is more happening when we meet together Sunday by Sunday than we usually realise. In the Chapel at Worcester College, Oxford, where I studied for my doctorate, there are all sorts of strange and exotic animals carved into the pews. This is not some sort of pagan idolatry, but a reminder that in our praise we give voice to creation’s unconscious testimony and tribute to the Creator God.


Christopher Smart was an eighteenth-century poet who suffered from what was diagnosed as religious mania. His poem, Rejoice in the Lamb, written while an inmate in an asylum in Bethnal Green and set to music so memorably by Benjamin Britten, contains a fanciful yet delightful depiction of his pet cat:




For I will consider my cat Jeoffry.


For he is the servant of the Living God, duly and daily serving Him.


For at the first glance of the glory of God in the East he worships in his way.


For this is done by wreathing his body seven times round with elegant quickness.


For he knows that God is his Saviour.


For there is nothing sweeter than his peace when at rest.6





Nor is it his cat alone that he sees glorifying God: ‘For flowers are great blessings. … For the flower glorifies God … For there is a language of flowers. For flowers are peculiarly the poetry of Christ.’ Locked up in his asylum, he had time to observe the things around him, lovingly and lingeringly and perceptively enough to notice that a cat (by being a cat) and a flower (by being a flower) bless their Maker and reflect (in some ways) His glory. He may have been mentally ill, but he was in relationship with God, he was arrestingly creative and he mediated something of creation’s praise – and that is more humanity than many of us practise.


c) Creation is there to be beautiful


We tend to think that things need to have their own use and function, that they have to earn their keep, as it were, by being of benefit to us. But to be beautiful is justification enough. When Solomon built the temple in Jerusalem, we are told that he adorned it with precious stones ‘for beauty’ (2 Chronicles 3:6 KJV). The precious stones fulfilled no architectural or liturgical function – they were just there to be beautiful. Just by being there and by being beautiful, they reflected something of the beauty of their Creator. In many medieval cathedrals, there are exquisite carvings in places where they will never be seen. In Chinese rod puppetry, the puppeteers not only operate the puppets but also carry out an intricate dance as they do so, even though the audience cannot see them. Similarly, our world is full of places of sheer, staggering beauty, which no one has ever seen. Creation, in the reckless profusion of its beauty, reflects something of the gratuitous glory of God.


d) Creation is there for its own sake and for its own pleasure


When we make things, we tend to make them to serve our purposes and to be useful to us. But God doesn’t make things to be useful to Him. He doesn’t need anything. He makes them for their own sake, to be themselves, to have their own integrity, to take their unique place in the harmonious order of creation, and to make a unique contribution to the whole. That is not to say that creation isn’t in some sense for us – for us to eat, to clothe ourselves with, to explore and to enjoy. But that is not its only purpose. Though God created the physical world with an eye to creating human beings to rule it and appreciate it, He also created it for its own sake. All created things have their own particular place and purpose within the intention and plan of God. Just by the fact that they are, by the fact that they obey their own laws and exist in their own ways, they proclaim something of the nature and glory and beauty of the One who made them and sustains them.


In particular, created things proclaim and please God through the sheer enjoyment of pleasure. As the psalmist put it:




How many are your works, O Lord!


In wisdom you made them all;







the earth is full of your creatures.


There is the sea, vast and spacious,







teeming with creatures beyond number –


living things both large and small.





There the ships go to and fro,


and the leviathan, which you formed to frolic there.


Psalm 104:24–26


What was this huge sea creature created for? ‘To frolic’ in its natural habitat. To take pleasure in its physical environment and its physical ability. Despite the kill-joy reputation of the church, the Bible has a high view of pleasure. It revels in the ordinary pleasures of life: ‘So my conclusion is this: true happiness lies in eating and drinking and enjoying whatever has been achieved under the sun’ (Ecclesiastes 5:18 NJB). Psalm 19:5 exults in our physical strength and prowess and in meeting and mastering the physical challenges of life: the joy of sexual delight and of physical exertion are gloried in. Pleasure is God-given, as even C. S. Lewis’ fictional senior devil, Screwtape, acknowledges dismissively to his nephew, Wormwood:




[God]’s a hedonist at heart. All those fasts and vigils and stakes and crosses are only a façade. Or only like foam on the sea shore. Out at sea, out in His sea, there is pleasure, and more pleasure. He makes no secret of it; at His right hand are ‘pleasures for evermore’. Ugh! I don’t think He has the least inkling of that high and austere mystery to which we rise in the Miserific Vision. He’s vulgar, Wormwood. He has a bourgeois mind. He has filled His world full of pleasures. There are things for humans to do all day long without His minding in the least – sleeping, washing, eating, drinking, making love, playing, praying, working. Everything has to be twisted before it’s any use to us. We fight under cruel disadvantages. Nothing is naturally on our side.7





Pleasure is God-given. It is part of what creation is for, and God takes pleasure in the pleasure of His creatures. (Have you frolicked enough recently?!)


e) Creation is to be flooded with the knowledge and presence and glory of God


‘For the earth will be filled with the knowledge of the glory of the LORD, as the waters cover the sea’ (Habakkuk 2:14). The prophet argues that injustice and violence and imperial expansion are ultimately self-destructive ends, because creation is going to be put right. Negatively, evil will be thwarted: positively, creation will be drenched and saturated with the glory of God. The amount of water there is weighing down on the sea-bed gives us a little glimpse of the amount of glory with which creation will be crammed. That is what God made it for, and that is what He will achieve for it at the renewal of all things. ‘The world is charged with the grandeur of God,’ said Gerard Manley Hopkins – but not as much as it is going to be when it is re-made.


f) Creation is to be united under the headship of Christ so that everything finds its rightful and delightful place


St Paul tells us that God has ‘made known to us the mystery of his will … to be put into effect when the times will have reached their fulfilment – to bring all things in heaven and on earth together under one head, even Christ’ (Ephesians 1:9–10). God’s purpose for creation is not just to flood it with Himself, but also to unite it with itself, so that every person and every particle will be at peace, every atom and every angel, every ant and every anteater in harmony, so that all things find their unthreatened and unthreatening place under the cohering and unifying headship of Jesus the Messiah.


At the moment, not everything is united. Some things survive by killing and eating others. (Why? See Chapter 2.) The interests of some things are contrary to the interests of others, and the best we can hope for usually is compromise, where everyone benefits in some areas but has to make sacrifices in others. But when Christ is finally head over all things, what is good for one person will be good for everyone else, and the interests of one thing will be completely compatible with the interests of every other. That degree of harmony, and nothing short of it, is the ultimate destiny of creation.


g) Creation is to join in the relationship and dance of God


Perhaps the best way to speak of this planned harmony is to speak of all things joining in the relationship that is God. Within the being of God, there is an eternal relationship of love. In fact, God is relationship. Within the Godhead, the Father, the Son and the Spirit relate to one another, communicate with one another and love one another. And creation is ultimately made to join in that eternal relationship, which has always gone on and always will go on. We are to be taken up into it, and so is the inanimate order. It’s a process that has already begun with the Incarnation, the Resurrection and the Ascension – part of the physical world has already been taken up into God by being part of Jesus’ body, and one day the whole of creation will become (not parts of God but) participants in the life and love and dance of God.


In the last chapter of his science fiction novel, Voyage to Venus, C. S. Lewis presents us with a vision of the final end of creation, in which, as all things are now united to God, they are therefore in harmony with one another, and join in the great cosmic dance. Particles and animals and human beings, but also themes and truths and ideas all whirl around together in such a way as to complement and enrich one another. And wherever you look, that seems to be the centre of the dance, because it is so important to God. And when you look elsewhere, that seems to be the centre too. There is no competition between them for the love of the Father, just as there is (or should be) no competition between children for the love and attention of their parents. It is a long passage and full of flowery language – it is, after all, spoken by an ‘eldil’ or angel – but I hope that this will give you an idea of Lewis’ vision of the purpose and ultimate harmony of creation:




The Great Dance does not wait to be perfect until the peoples of the Low Worlds [ie earth rather than heaven] are gathered into it. We speak not of when it will begin. It has begun from before always. There was no time when we did not rejoice before His face as now. The dance which we dance is at the centre and for the dance all things were made. Blessed be He! … Each thing was made for Him. He is the centre. Because we are with Him, each of us is at the centre. It is not as in a city of the Darkened World [ie our fallen world] where they say that each must live for all. In His city all things are made for each. When He died in the Wounded World He died not for me, but for each man. If each man had been the only man made, He would have done no less. Each thing, from the single grain of Dust to the strongest eldil, is the end and the final cause of all creation and the mirror in which the beam of His brightness comes to rest and so returns to Him. Blessed be He!8





Because there is a Person behind creation, there can be a purpose for creation.


3. THERE IS A VALUE TO CREATION


a) We are valued


Everyone wants to be valued. I can’t imagine anyone not wanting to be valued. But value, like purpose, is a personal quality. You cannot be valued by a force. You cannot be valued by electricity or gravity. You can only be valued by a person. Here again the personal and impersonal views of life diverge dramatically. On the impersonal view, there is no Person at the heart of reality to value you, and therefore the only value you could have is such finite, fragile and temporary value as you can muster from your fellow human beings. On the personal view, by contrast, there is a Person – an infinite and eternal Person – who planned you, made you, loves you and values you, infinitely and unconditionally. So you have value – intrinsically. It is a fact about who you are. It is given – and not earned. You do not have to achieve your value by being good, or by being popular, by hard work, or by impressive achievement. The sense that our value has to be earned leads either to workaholism (in order to achieve it) or to despair (out of fear that it has been lost or will never be achieved).


If it depended upon other human beings, then we would always be afraid that they might cease to esteem us highly. Our value would always be vulnerable because those who value us might fall out with us or indeed die. On the impersonal view, a slice of our value would necessarily die with them. But if there is an eternal Person behind creation who values us infinitely, then our value is not dependent upon the vicissitudes of our achievements or the fluctuating state of our relationship with family and friends. It doesn’t have to be earned and it cannot be forfeited. It is given and grounded in the gracious and gratuitous love of God the Creator. Our value is secure. That does not mean that our sense of that value is unchanging. When we lose our job, or a relationship breaks down, our sense of self-worth may well take a knock. But not the worth itself. That remains as rock beneath our feet – only more secure.


b) All creation is valued


It is not just human beings that are valued, though we do have a special value as those creatures who have been made in the image of God. We are worth more than many sparrows, says Jesus (Matthew 10:31, Luke 12:7), but that only provides the reassurance Jesus intends if sparrows are themselves of intrinsic worth. And though they are two-a-penny in the market – and probably the only meat that poor people could afford – Jesus insists that every one of them is the object of God’s providential concern. Creation is not declared to be very good until human beings are part of it (Genesis 1:31), but every stage and every part of creation is assessed as being good in the eyes of its Maker. Creation has an intrinsic value of its own.


Our planet has paid a high price for the way in which we have forgotten this truth, and failed to treat creation as valuable. In practice, we have acted on the impersonal view that creation has no intrinsic purpose and we may therefore impose our own purposes on it; and that creation has no intrinsic worth beyond what it is worth to us. In the Eighties, the British Secretary of State for the Environment (of all people!) proposed the privatisation of nature reserves – as if the only value they possess is their financial potential. But on the personal view, they have value in their own right, because there is a Person behind the universe who made it and values it.


c) There is a basis for ethics


Stephen Hawking begins his book, A Brief History of Time, with the story of a famous scientist giving a lecture on astronomy.




He described how the earth orbits around the sun and how the sun, in turn, orbits around the centre of a vast collection of stars called our galaxy. At the end of the lecture, a little old lady at the back of the room got up and said: “What you have told us is rubbish. The world is really a flat plate supported on the back of a giant tortoise.” The scientist gave a superior smile before replying, “What is the tortoise standing on?” “You’re very clever, young man, very clever,” said the old lady. “But it’s turtles all the way down!”9





The thing about all cosmologies, all accounts of how the universe came to be, be they sophisticated and scientific (like the Big Bang Theory) or unsophisticated and mythological (like the turtles), is that, by themselves, they provide no basis for morality. The Big Bang Theory may be true – I believe it is – but, by itself, it doesn’t tell you how to live. It may tell you the origin of all things, but not their purpose or their value. For that, you need (not just a cosmology, but) a theology. Mere cosmologies are ethics-free: theological cosmologies are not. For if there is a Person at the heart of things, then personal qualities like value come into play. If there is Someone there who values us and values creation, then all created things have value, and we have the building blocks of a liveable morality.


This seems to me to explain our sense that some things are just wrong. We look at Auschwitz and we want to say that it’s just wrong – not that it falls outside the terms of some social contract, nor that it’s detrimental to the survival of the species, nor that it’s undesirable, nor that it is to be condemned for fear that I might be treated the same way. But that it’s wrong. Full stop.


One of the heartening things about the personal view of life is that it enables you to say just that. Belief that there is a God behind the universe and that He values His Creation puts ground under our ethical feet when we feel outrage at some appalling act. Conversely, one of the disquieting things about the personal view of life is that it puts ground under our consciences when they feel moral demand being made upon them. Having a Person at the heart of reality makes morality a matter of right and wrong, not of taste and preference. Human beings have value – intrinsically, absolutely and unconditionally – because God values them. And therefore we have to treat one another accordingly.


As we have already seen, however, it is not only human beings who have value. All created beings have some degree of value in the eyes of their Maker, or they would not have been made. Thus a doctrine of Creation not only provides us with the basis for ethics in general: it also propels us towards an environmental ethic in particular. If things have value, it is possible to treat them in a way that respects that value or in a way that violates that value. If things have a purpose, it is possible to treat them in accordance with that purpose or in opposition to that purpose. There are appropriate and inappropriate ways of treating the physical world. Of course, a doctrine of Creation does not resolve every conflict or answer every question we may want to ask of it in the area of environmental ethics. In a fallen world, the rights and needs of different creatures will clash and we shall be forced to choose between them. But it does give us a basis for valuing all creatures, and a call to respect, so far as we can, the value with which God values them.


4. CREATION IS DISTINCT FROM GOD


Creation is not divine. It is not God. It is not part of God. It is not an emanation from God – it’s not a bit of Him that has been let loose on its own. It is different from Him. It is other than Him. It is separate from Him. At various points in the Creation story, we are told that ‘God saw that it was good.’ And at the end of the whole process, ‘God saw all that he had made, and it was very good’ (Genesis 1:31). In other words, God is separate enough from what He has made to be able to stand back from it, have a good look at it, assess it and declare it to be good. Just as when we make something, it is separate from us, and we can see what we think of it; so when God creates, creation is separate from Him and can be evaluated (very positively) by Him. When a human artist creates a sculpture, for instance, it is different from her, external to her, distinct from her. It may have something of her character and experience and view of life in it, but it isn’t her. If the man she sells it to doesn’t like it and destroys it, he may be a cultural philistine, but he will not be had up for murder. Similarly, when God creates, His creation may have something of His glory running through it, but it is not Him. It may be a window onto God but it is not God. It may be a place to meet with the Creator, but it is itself created, not Treator. It is not divine and it is not to be worshipped.


I have labored this rather obvious point because, despite being obvious, it is in fact of crucial importance, for this reason. If all things are part of God, then there is evil in God as well as good. Not that creation is evil – it isn’t. It is good, as we shall see shortly. But it is a good creation that has gone wrong. We are good creatures that have gone wrong and done wrong. We have polluted our planet and besmirched our own beings. If we were part of God, we would have put evil within His being as well. He would no longer be unambiguously good. Nothing less is at stake here than the goodness of God, which is central to the Christian message. ‘This is the message we have heard from him and declare to you: God is light; in him there is no darkness at all’ (1 John 1:5).


In the Greek and Roman world to which John was speaking, there was a whole pantheon of gods, but they were of highly dubious goodness. They got envious of each other and of particularly beautiful mortals. They bickered and backstabbed and battled for power. You never knew whether they were on your side or against you. You never knew whom to placate if things were going wrong. You might appease one and alienate another. You never knew where you stood. Into that world, the message that there is only one God (so that there is no divine division and no squabbling and no power struggle and no need to play one off against another) and that He is completely and unambiguously good (and therefore consistent and reliable and dependable and not capricious) came as very good news indeed. The goodness of God is part of the gospel.


And that is why it is so crucial to maintain the distinction between God and the world. In the world, there is cruelty: in God, there is not. In Him there is no darkness at all. Hitler once said that he could not see why human beings may not be as cruel as nature. And if nature is divine, then he must be right. But nature is not divine. Nature and God are two different entities. This distinction is essential if we are to maintain the goodness of God – and the goodness of God is essential if we are to maintain sanity and hope in a warped world. For if all is polluted, to whom may we go to be made clean? But if the Source of all things remains pure and true and clean and good, then there is hope that we – ourselves and our world – may be unwarped, cleaned, healed and remade.


5. CREATION IS DEPENDENT UPON GOD


The first four words of the Bible (in English) are ‘In the beginning, God …’, not ‘In the beginning, the universe …’. The universe is not the ultimate truth. It is real, it matters, it is (or was made to be) beautiful, it is (as we have seen) valuable, and it is (as we shall see) good, but it is not ultimate. It is not self-existent. It does not depend on itself for its own being. It does not, in Jesus’ phrase, have life in itself (John 5:26). It had to be given the life that it has. It depends upon God for its existence, its meaning and its future.


The sun and the moon are not mentioned as such in the story of creation. They are simply called the greater light and the lesser light (Genesis 1:16). This is probably because they were seen as gods by many in the ancient world. There was sun worship and moon worship. And the author or compiler of Genesis wanted to deflate this idea, and to insist that they are not gods – they are just lamps, just God’s bedside-lights, as it were! They have been created, just as we have. They are fellow-creatures, not deities. They depend upon the real God for their existence, just as we do.


Mother Julian was a solitary nun who lived in a small cell attached to a church in Norwich in the fourteenth and early fifteenth century. Her writings have been published under the title, Revelations of Divine Love. In the first of these revelations, she writes:




And he [our Lord] showed me more, a little thing, the size of a hazelnut, on the palm of my hand, round like a ball. I looked at it thoughtfully and wondered, ‘What is this?’ And the answer came, ‘It is all that is made.’ I marvelled that it continued to exist and did not suddenly disintegrate; it was so small. And again my mind supplied the answer, ‘It exists, both now and for ever, because God loves it.’ In short, everything owes its existence to the love of God.10





Creation is utterly, existentially, moment-by-moment dependent upon the persistent and faithful love of God for it. In order to stress this point, most Christian theologians have insisted that, when God created, He did so from nothing. He is a God who ‘calls into existence the things that do not exist’ (Romans 4:17 NRSV). It wasn’t that He had some material around that had been there forever and just decided to do something with it. No, He created whatever material there was. If there were bits of matter or energy or spirit or anything (other than Himself) that He did not create, then there would be things that do not depend upon Him, that are self-existent. And if that were the case, then there would be more than one source for our universe, and reality would be essentially fragmented and fractured. In fact, we wouldn’t have a universe at all, but a multiverse. All the cohesion and coherence and comprehensibility and consistency and (potential) harmony that come with belief in one God would be lost. That is why theologians have insisted that God created everything from nothing, and everything is therefore dependent upon Him.b


And because we are dependent upon God for our existence, we are dependent upon Him for our meaning. So we will not ultimately find our meaning ‘within’ ourselves. That is where many people do look. One Video Club magazine had this blurb about a Meditation video: ‘Lasting happiness is found by turning within and exploring the depths of the heart and mind.’ No, it isn’t! That’s the way to get trapped in what Malcolm Muggeridge called ‘the deep, dark dungeon of my own ego’. There is a place for self-examination, for sure, but even that we don’t do alone – we ask the Spirit of God to illumine our inner beings for us and show us the things that need to be put right (Psalm 139:23–4). We are dependent upon God and therefore we certainly won’t expect to find meaning within. We don’t have the meaning of our own existence within ourselves. It is only to be found in the God who made us for Himself.


For what is meaning if not belonging to and being part of and being able to contribute to a story that is bigger than our own story, and a community that is wider than our own immediate community? Meaning is belonging to something bigger than oneself. Therefore, by definition, we cannot find that within ourselves. To look for our meaning within is to get more and more cramped, to gain nothing more than we have anyway and already. You cannot find a ‘beyond’ within. To find meaning, you have to belong to something wider and more overarching and more all-embracing, and that ultimately is to be found only in God, the Source of all things.


6. CREATION IS ENDOWED WITH ITS OWN ORDER, RATIONALITY AND BEAUTY


If there are many gods, then reality is fractured and fragmented. That is very clear from the Greek and Roman gods who each had their own sphere of expertise, as it were, so that if you were in love with someone, it was to Venus, the goddess of love, that you had to pray. If you wanted to attack your neighbour, it was to Mars, the god of war, that you turned. Unfortunately, however, they were in constant conflict with one another, and would use human beings as pawns in their own battles, as means of getting back at one another. The result was that poor Aeneas, for example, never knew where he was. One goddess was for him, another was against him, and he was torn apart by their antagonism. A polytheistic world-view [ie one which believes in many gods] is necessarily going to be an anxiety-ridden world-view, because you never know who is for you and who is against. A divided concept of reality can give no assurance that fundamental order will not simply collapse into chaos and incoherence. That is why Vitalstatistix, Chief of Asterix’s Gallic tribe, is always afraid that the sky is going to fall on his head – because polytheism offers no basis for ongoing order.


If there is one Creator God, however, then there is one created reality. If everything was made by the same Person, then everything is capable of cohering and we expect it to have order. If everything was made by an intelligent Being, then we have a basis for presuming that reality will be rational, that gravity will work in Australia as well as in Austria. Believing that Being to be Beauty itself, we are not surprised to find that creation is beautiful. Now of course, sometimes we do find disorder and ugliness in God’s world and we shall be looking at that in Chapter 2. But the point here is that we feel the need to explain the disorder, not the order; the pain, not the pleasure; the ugliness, not the beauty. We instinctively and rightly feel that order is the norm, pleasure is the norm, beauty is the norm – these are the basic things, the fundamental things, the deep-down things, the true things, the way things should be. Ugliness and disorder and pain are the exceptions, the abnormal, the perverted, the things that shouldn’t be. We talk of ‘the problem of evil’ – not the problem of good. And that is a rather significant clue to the goodness, rationality and beauty of the Reality behind our reality. If there is so much evil (and disorder and ugliness) in our world, why do we rebel against it and feel that it has no place, that it should not be? Do we perhaps have some half-remembered sense that we were made for something better? That we were made by Someone Better?


One of the benefits of believing in one God is that we have a harmonised (and harmonising) view of reality. We know why creation is fundamentally ordered and essentially rational and basically beautiful. We know that reality is broken but not divided. We know that we are inhabitants of one reality that has fault-lines within it, and will one day be healed of those fault-lines – not a whole lot of different realities warring with one another. We know that all the different dimensions of creation, seen and unseen, were created by the one God and were made to be in harmony and peace with one another. We do not suffer from the anxiety that comes from a divided concept of reality. We are not torn apart by conflicting loyalties, or by not knowing who is for us and who is against. We believe in one God, who made one multifaceted, gloriously diverse and potentially harmonious creation – and if that God is for us, who can be against us?


Notice in passing how the last two points, 5 and 6, are necessary for science to function. Because creation is dependent upon God for its very existence and its basic form, we cannot know in advance what it is like. God is free – and there is presumably an infinite number of ways He could have chosen to set up His world. So we cannot simply deduce what it must be like – we have to take a look. We have to explore it. We have to do experiments to find out what it is like. If creation were something that existed necessarily, there would be no need for experiments – we could just read off how the world must be from mathematical or philosophical principles. But because it depends upon the free decision of God, we cannot know its deepest nature except by exploration and experiment. There is no substitute for science.


And because creation is rational and ordered, experiments are worth doing. If creation were not fundamentally ordered, then you might get different results every time you did the same experiment in the same conditions. So if creation were not dependent, there would be no need for experiment. And if creation were not ordered there would be no possibility of doing experiments. The very fact that science works thus implies that there is an order there to be uncovered. It may be a surprising kind of order. It may be much more complex than we were expecting. But the whole pursuit of science, the whole scientific endeavour implies that we expect our world to be ordered – and belief in God gives us grounds for that expectation. The doctrine of Creation thus provided the soil in which modern science could grow.


Alvin Plantinga puts it well:




There are stories about early opponents of modern science refusing to count the number of a horse’s teeth or look through a telescope to see how many moons Jupiter has. These stories may or may not be true; nevertheless they illustrate a point. If you think you can figure out the number of teeth in a horse’s mouth a priori, you won’t feel obliged to open that horse’s mouth and count them. If you think you know just by reasoning that Jupiter has no moons, you won’t feel compelled to actually take a look through a telescope to see how many there are. … On the other hand, if you think the world and its structures are contingent – contingent upon God’s freely choosing to make them one way as opposed to other possibilities – you’ll think looking to see is the appropriate way to find out. In this way the empirical nature of science, as well as its basic charter, arise out of a theistic way of looking at the world and fit in well with it.11





7. CREATION IS OPEN TO GOD


He made it, and He can act within it. He created it, and it is not closed off from Him. ‘But now, this is what the Lord says – he who created you, O Jacob, he who formed you, O Israel: “Fear not … When you pass through the waters, I will be with you”’ (Isaiah 43:1–2). Because He is the one God and the Creator of all that is, and everything is dependent upon Him, then there is nowhere He cannot go with us, no experience that puts us outside His ‘patch’. Even a place like Auschwitz is not shut off from Him, as Corrie ten Boom discovered. In her book, The Hiding Place, she tells of her experiences in the concentration camp where her sister died, and concludes: ‘There is no pit so deep that God is not deeper.’12


In the ancient world, they used to think that the gods had their own individual patch. Naaman, the Aramaean general, came to believe that ‘there is no God in all the world except in Israel’ (2 Kings 5:15) and asked the prophet, Elisha, for a lorry-load – well, two mule-loads, to be historically accurate – of Israelite soil to take back to Aram with him, so that he could pray on a (transported) bit of Yahweh’s territory. It was a nice touch, and Elisha doesn’t even correct Naaman – but it was totally unnecessary. Yahweh created the whole universe. Aram is just as much His territory as Israel is. The whole cosmos is His patch: wherever we go, He can be with us.


[image: Image Missing]


It’s easy to mock Naaman for his primitive thinking about God, but it’s harder to root out the same attitude from within ourselves. We don’t, of course, explicitly believe that you can only worship God on Israelite soil, or in a church, or anything like that. But we do tend to assume that there are areas of our life that God isn’t interested in – that He’s only interested in the ‘spiritual’ or ‘religious’ bits, and not in our work, or our finances, or our sport or our political views. There tend to be areas of our lives that we don’t want to let God into, maybe areas we don’t even dare face ourselves. But He is the Creator of everything, everything is open to Him, and there is nothing He is not interested in, nothing He does not want to share with us, go through with us, and transform for us – if we will but invite Him to. There are no no-go areas for God. There are no barriers, save for the ones we erect ourselves.




Where can I go from your Spirit?


Where can I flee from your presence?






If I go up to the heavens, you are there;


if I make my bed in the depths, you are there.






If I rise on the wings of the dawn,


if I settle on the far side of the sea,






even there your hand will guide me,


your right hand will hold me fast.


Psalm 139:7–1013





In the warmth and love of that omnipresence, we are profoundly and ultimately secure.


8. CREATION IS MULTI-DIMENSIONAL


To return to the opening words of the Bible, ‘In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth.’ The phrase ‘the heavens and the earth’ is, at one level, just a Hebrew idiom meaning the whole of created reality, all that is, the whole shebang. But it is a phrase that also reminds us that ‘the earth’, the physical universe of which we are a part, is not all there is. It is our natural habitat, and it is all we are usually aware of, but it is not the whole story. There are also ‘the heavens’. There are other dimensions to reality than those of which we are normally aware. As the creed reminds us, there are things invisible as well as visible.


The Scriptures constantly pull back the veil on these other dimensions of reality. They insist (not just on the fact that these other dimensions are real, but also) on the fact that they intersect and interact with our own. As Jacob discovered in his dream, there is a ladder set up between heaven and earth, and there is two-way traffic on that ladder (Genesis 28:10–15). When Elisha and his servant were surrounded by the Aramaean army intent upon capturing him, he told his panicking servant that ‘Those who are with us are more than those who are with them’ (2 Kings 6:16). Then he prayed that God would open his servant’s eyes ‘so that he may see’, whereupon his servant saw the horizon full of the fiery hosts of God.


Like Elisha’s servant, we normally do not see these other realities. The most we can do is catch the odd glimpse or hear the odd rumour. (As Francis Thompson put it in his poem, The Kingdom of God, ‘Tis ye, ‘tis your estrangèd faces, That miss the many-splendoured thing.’) Elisha, a great man of God, was more aware of these other dimensions than most. But whether we are aware of them or not, they are nonetheless real, and they are part of the nexus of influences upon our own world and our own stories. There are more things in heaven and earth, indeed, than are dreamt of in most of our philosophies.


Flannery O’Connor, the American novelist and short story writer, once commented that the Christian novelist lives in a bigger universe. Other Christian writers, such as C. S. Lewis, have explored and exploited that ‘biggerness’ imaginatively in their books. Just as Jacob stumbled across a place where heaven and earth intersected, so in Lewis’ classic children’s book, The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe, the Pevensie children stumble across a wardrobe which is (occasionally) the point at which the world of Narnia meets our own. Of course, it is not just the Christian novelist who lives in this multi-dimensional universe. We all do. It’s just that the creative writer can help the rest of us to believe it, to imagine it and relate to it.


When Charlie Chaplin was told that no life had been discovered on Mars, he is reported as having said, ‘I feel lonely.’ Not that life on Mars would probably help much. It would be exciting, but it would be more of the same – all in the same dimension. What a Christian world-view offers is other dimensions – and life in (admittedly usually unconscious) interaction with those other dimensions. Such a world-view will not cramp us. It provides us with another axis on which to plot the coordinates of our lives as human beings. It promises us what Dostoevsky called ‘the touching of other worlds’.


9. CREATION IS GOOD


Creation is not God, but it is good. It was not a mistake. It was not ‘Plan B’. It is good. And in particular, it is a good thing that the world is physical, and that we have bodies. It is not as if God looked at His handiwork and said, ‘Whoops, I seem to have given them bodies. That’s a bit of a blunder. Better make sure they never use them in any positive or pleasurable way!’ No, He looked at all that He had made, ‘and it was very good’ (Genesis 1:31).


This distinguishes the Judeo-Christian world-view from many other philosophies. The Greek philosopher Plato, for example, saw our physicality as a temporary necessary evil from which we would finally escape into the purely spiritual nature that is our true identity. For Plato, the soul was the important thing, and bodies were an ephemeral encumbrance which we would shed at death. Sadly, that is what many people think that Christianity teaches. NO! For Jews and Christians, creation is good. Physicality is good. We, in all our physicality and materiality, are good. As enfleshed, blood-and-bone beings, we are what God intended. It is a good and God-given thing that the world is physical. Creation is not to be rejected, or regretted, or forsaken, or escaped from, or left behind. Nor are our bodies. And if the Church has ever given the impression that our bodies are bad, or shameful, or somehow squalid, then it has departed from a properly Christian doctrine of creation.


Of course, in a broken world, our bodies can be the occasion of much pain and distress and constriction. Why that is, we shall be considering in Chapter 2 (again!), when we look at the Fall. But God’s answer to it is not to downplay or denigrate our physicality: it is to promise its ultimate healing. Salvation is not going to be from this world, but of this world. God’s going to save this world, not to save us from it. He will save us and our world together because we belong to it, and it needs us to care for it and give voice to its praises.


More particularly, when we are remade, we shall not be bodiless, but will be given new bodies – new (not-less-than) physical expressions of who we are, to live in a renewed and (not-less-than) physical world. We are not going to be unclothed, says Paul in 2 Corinthians 5:4, but reclothed. God made us as physical beings, and He is not going to go back on that creational intention. He made us as multi-dimensional beings, and salvation is not going to reduce the number of those dimensions. The ‘many-splendoured thing’ that is creation, is going to be more-splendoured, not less. Creation in all its physicality is going to be restored, not reduced – because creation is not a bad thing, but a good thing that has gone wrong.


Similarly, and this is vital psychologically, we are not bad people – we are good people who have gone wrong. God’s fundamental word over us is, ‘Behold, you are very good’. He may have to say other words over some of the things that we do. But it is good to be you. You are not a mistake. You are not something that should not be. You are someone whom God made, whom God wants to be, whom He loves and cherishes and values and affirms. And that, of course, goes also for the people you live with and work with and come across – even the ones you find difficult. Once again, a proper doctrine of Creation drives us towards ethics. And that, annoyingly, has implications for how you treat them!


Many of the problems we have – psychologically, ecologically, theologically and evangelistically – stem from forgetting that creation is good. To give one example, someone came to see me pastorally to talk over his depression. I have had depression myself, and know some of the triggers, but we spoke for a long time, and I could not quite work out what lay behind it. Eventually, I asked him about his hopes for the future, and he replied, ‘Well, what I would like to do is an art course, but I couldn’t justify that.’ When I asked why not, he replied, ‘Well, it doesn’t help extend the Kingdom, does it?’ ‘Ah’, I said, ‘I think we’ve just got to the root of your depression.’


So I tried to reassure him that when God saves someone, He doesn’t ask them to become less human. He doesn’t ask them to lop off bits of who they are. When He recreates someone, He doesn’t make them less rich than He did when He created them. (He turns water into wine – not the other way round.) He restores all that He made them to be, and more. Creation is good, and we were created in the image of the Creator. So we are creative, and by being creative, we reflect something of God. Try and lop off your creativity, and you are trying to truncate your humanity. You are saying ‘No thank you’ to a wonderful part of who God made you to be. And your humanity is going to rebel. That was what was happening inside the young man who came to see me. He needed to know that creation is good, that creativity is good, and that God is glorified when we use the gifts He has given us, joyfully and freely. Salvation does not render creation superfluous – it restores it. And all our God-given gifts with it. Because creation is good.


10. CREATION BELONGS TO GOD




The earth is the Lord’s, and everything in it,


the world, and all who live in it,


for he founded it upon the seas


and established it upon the waters.


Psalm 24:1





We want to belong. But to belong to something is to belong to that which is less than ourselves. And to belong to one another, when the others (and we) are imperfect, is dangerous (as the victims of communism discovered). To belong to the One who made us, and who loves us, is the only safe way to belong.c


And it is the deepest way to belong. After all, we and all things ultimately come from God. He is our Origin. Our meaning is to be found in Him and our value comes from Him. All things are properly orientated insofar as they are orientated around Him. All things are properly related to each other insofar as they are properly related to Him. If all things belong to Him, then they can cohere; if different things belong to different people, then creation will fragment and be fought over.


This is a truth that the Scriptures hammer home:






In his hand are the depths of the earth:


and the peaks of the mountains are his also.


The sea is his and he made it:


his hands moulded dry land.


Psalm 95:4–5 ASB





And in Jewish law, land could not be bought or sold permanently, ‘because the land is mine and you are but aliens and my tenants’ (Leviticus 25:23). Indeed, what was actually being sold was not the land but the number of harvests before the next Jubilee Year, when the land would revert to the family that originally occupied it (Leviticus 25:16).


When the American Government offered to buy land from the American Indians, Chief Seattle made a speech in which he is reported as having replied to this offer: ‘How can you buy or sell the sky, the warmth of the land? The idea is strange to us. If we do not own the freshness of the air or the sparkle of the water, how can you buy them?’14 His puzzlement would have been shared by the ancient Israelites, for the earth belongs to the Lord, and all that is in it. It is not ours to do what we want with. We are but tenant farmers who are accountable for how we use it.


11. CREATION DESERVES A RESPONSE


a) Creation should inspire wonder


At the end of the book of Job, when all the participants have had their say, God finally speaks, answers Job out of the storm, and takes him on a sort of visionary tour of creation. At one level, Job 38–41 is a barrage of questions designed to bring home to Job how minuscule is his own perspective, and how total is God’s. But at another, God is applying the beauty of His creation to Job’s pain. He introduces him (imaginatively) to the secret places of our world, and to some of its strange inhabitants – the stars, the constellations, the ocean depths, the mountain goats, the wild donkeys, the ostrich and horse, the eagle and hawk, and mysterious creatures such as Behemoth and Leviathan, which may be actual creatures such as the hippopotamus and crocodile, or may be symbolic representations of chaos or political powers. David Atkinson, in his commentary, The Message of Job, quotes aptly from the great seventeenth-century writer, Thomas Traherne:




By an act of understanding, therefore, be present now with all the creatures among which you live; and hear them in their beings and operations praising God in an heavenly manner. Some of them vocally, others in their ministry, all of them naturally and continually. … You are never what you ought till you go out of yourself and walk among them.15





Atkinson comments:




That is perhaps why God takes Job on this tour – to show his majesty in his works: to take Job out of himself, to distract him from his misery, to broaden his horizons to the creative and life-giving majesty of God, and especially to enable him to see himself in a new setting. Job, this is where your heart will find rest: in finding your own place within the panorama of God’s purposes for his world. Can you lift your eyes from the ash heap, and see the glory of God in his creation? Then you may glimpse again how, as Traherne puts it elsewhere, to ‘enjoy the world’. … Sometimes we will most help distressed people – help them draw nearer to God, from the depths of depression – not by teaching them doctrine, or by preaching our best sermon, or by showing them the error of their ways, but by walking with them round the garden, by taking them to see a waterfall or a sunset, by helping them recover an enjoyment in the world.16





Beauty and wonder are therapeutic.


b) Creation is to be enjoyed


‘For everything God created is good, and nothing is to be rejected if it is received with thanksgiving …’ (1 Timothy 4:4). Our job is to receive it with thanksgiving. And to remind and enable us to do that, God gave us the Sabbath – a day off in which to worship the Creator and enjoy the creation. To have a bit of time and space. To put breaks and breaths into our breathless lives. We are not here just to do ‘religious’ things. We are here to enjoy all that creation has to offer (though, as we shall see, in such a way as to respect creation’s integrity and sustainability). We are here to live fully human lives.


A friend of mine, who is an Anglican vicar, was once attending a clergy conference. Wanting to get away from his fellow clergy, as well he might – as Revd Sydney Smith put it, ‘Clergy are like manure: thinly spread, they do a lot of good, but all in a heap, they are very unpleasant!’ – he sought out a television on which to watch the football. He crept surreptitiously into the television room, only to find the bishop there, watching the football too. In the interval, they discussed why it was that they were the only two watching, and came to the conclusion that they must be the only two with a sufficiently high doctrine of creation! Creation is to be enjoyed. Physicality is to be revelled in. Christians are called upon to live life ‘with nowt taken out’ – and with thanksgiving.


c) Creation is to be meditated upon


‘Consider the lilies of the field’, says Jesus in Matthew 6:28 (KJV), and do we? No, we’re too busy doing other things – very worthy and important things, often. They just don’t leave us time to do the things Jesus told us to do. We are to linger over the things of creation, to ponder them, and to meditate upon them. That is how good science is done (remember Newton’s apple). It is how good poetry is written. And, suggests Jesus, it is how good lives are lived. Sister Margaret Magdalen expounds Jesus’ saying beautifully in her superb book, Jesus – Man of Prayer:




The disciples are invited to consider, to notice, to learn from the lilies, not by a peremptory glance but by a long, feasting look. ‘Consider’ has about it the feeling of restful reflection, leisurely appreciation, a freedom of heart to gaze and wonder, and, in doing so, to discover truth. This kind of looking has to be for its own sake, not for any end-product; not with our greedy consumer-society tendency to do something with half an eye on what we can get out of it.


In considering the lilies, which obviously Jesus must have done himself, the disciples would discover a truth not only about trust but, even more, about living provisionally – that is, as those for whom provision has been made.


Jesus singled out for special attention these ordinary, rather despised, parts of creation on which no one placed any value – field flowers, grass, sparrows – which could nevertheless become gateways to contemplation. These were to be the icons through which the disciples would penetrate the mystery of God’s providence and protection, and discover hidden wisdom and truth about God’s relationship with his creation. And they would do so by using the eyes of the body and the eyes of understanding.17
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