
The Challenge of Divine Providence

God’s action in the World
Providence in contemporary theology  

· biblical theology movement - central message of the Bible is a proclamation of divine action, but in doing so raised the question of how God actually worked. 

· problem of evil - some theologians show great reserve about a God of particular providential acts, defending God’s non-intervention in natural evil in terms of the regular structure given to the world.  

· science - a predictable mechanistic Universe which rules out the activity of God?

- but 
-quantum theory

-chaos.   

· evangelical theology - ‘openness theology’
 and those who hold a more traditional Calvinist line in providence.   

Models of God’s providence

1.   The ‘working in the mind’ God

Bultmann
 - distinction between the ‘exterior’ world of science and the ‘interior’ world of religion

-God does not act in the physical world in any particular physical way, but achieves his purposes by ‘acting’ in the person of faith as he or she encounters God’s Word

-objections 

– does changing a person’s mind implies some particular interaction of God with the physical world

- does this really make sense of the biblical story? 

2.  The ‘sit back and watch’ God

Wiles
 - God’s action is limited to that one great single act which caused and keeps the Universe in being. 

- allows radical freedom to human creatures and indeed radical self-limitation on God’s part. 

-improvised drama

-evil thus becomes the risk taken by God in allowing freedom to life within a physical lawful environment. 

-providence becomes an insight into the general physical process that interprets religious experience in retrospect

- if God at work in world then part of its expression will certainly be found in the reliability and beauty of the laws of nature. 

-God must have a consistent rather than fitful relationship with creation

-but   
-God who does nothing particular in the Universe makes it difficult to see how God can be spoken of in terms of personal relationships

-incarnation and resurrection?

3.   A ‘persuasive’ God

Process theology uses an analogy between God’s action and our experience as agents and attempts to proceed by assimilating the nature of the Universe to our nature. 

-each event in the Universe has a psychic pole and a material pole, and God works as an agent at the subjective level, exercising power by persuasion
. 

- problems 

-is there any evidence that the physical world has such a nature?  

-even primitive objects such as quarks have an ability to ‘select’ outcomes?  

-difficult to see how God can do anything of importance at such a level

4.  An ‘open’ God 
· God’s creative love always accompanied by vulnerability

· kenosis  - God limits power - gives to humans and Universe, a degree of freedom to explore its own potentiality. 

· God creates through an evolutionary process that includes chance, in order to give human beings the possibility of development with the consequence of the risk of suffering
.

- openness to the future of the Universe?

-traditional theism developed primarily from Greek philosophy?

-Bible uses images of God as a free personal agent who acts in loves, co-operates with people, and responds to prayer 

-God creates a world where the future is not yet completely settled and takes seriously our response. 

- the ‘most moved mover’ in contrast to the ‘unmoved mover’ of classical theism. 

-significant similarities here with process theology, but with a greater stress on God’s transcendence and a claim to be motivated more by scripture than by philosophy. 

5.   A ‘bodily’ God

‘Panentheism’ uses an analogy between God’s action and our action but attempts to assimilate God’s action in the world to our action in our bodies. 

- the world as God’s body, God working in it just as the soul works within the body
 

- or as a baby in mother’s womb
 

-holding together both immanence and transcendence.  

-problems 

-understand enough about embodiment in order to use such an analogy?  

-does God become vulnerable as the Universe changes with time?  

-analogy of nature of the physical world as an organism having unity to its overall structure.  

-panentheism threatens God’s otherness and freedom, whilst also compromising the world’s freedom to be itself.

6.  A ‘chaotic’ God

Polkinghorne argues that if there is room in the physical world for our own exercise of free will then surely God must enjoy similar room.  He then locates this space within chaotic physical systems
 

- chaotic systems - effects are felt at the everyday level - it is here that God has freedom, and that God’s activity is unable to be directly seen. 

· the Universe is inherently open to the future, unpredictable and undetermined.  

· the ‘space’ both for human freedom and a free process defence for natural evil

· God’s particular activity is real, but it is hidden

· Providence becomes a subtle interaction between our freedom, the freedom inherent in the physical nature of the Universe and God’s freedom.  

- response 
- does chaos imply  a limitation on our knowledge rather than a genuine ontological openness?

- is God’s activity so self-limited to chaotic systems and in a way that is hidden?

7.  A ‘double agency’ God

Farrer argued that we cannot conceive of God’s way of acting in terms of our own

-the causal joint between God’s action and ours will always be hidden

-each event in the Universe will therefore have a double description, so –called ‘double agency’ - can be spoken of in terms of the providential action of God while at the same time have a full natural description in the laws of nature or the action of human agents.  

- objections 
- is freedom real ?

- is this a retreat into mystery in the face of difficult questions. 
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