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EDITORIAL
Providence and Prayer
John Calvin protested that God could not be “a momentary Creator,” for
“we see the presence of divine power shining as much in the continuing
state of the universe as in its inception.” Moreover, God “is everlasting
Governor and Preserver, not only in that he drives the celestial frame as
well as its several parts by a universal motion, but also in that he sustains,
nourishes, and cares for everything he has made, even to the least
sparrow.”1
Providence, God’s continuing guidance and upholding of the
creation and all its particulars, has been a vital aspect of Christian faith in
God for centuries. However, in at least the last half century, the teaching
of providence may have generated as much skepticism as comfort. One
reason is the undiminished presence of evil in the world, heightened,
among other horrors, by the Shoah. If the God who upholds and cares for
creation has power to order and guide it, how can there be so much
injustice and undeserved suffering?
Another is the triumph of both theoretical and technological
science such that the universe looks complete in itself, like an
autonomous and closed system of natural causes. Even if there were
room for God’s action, there is the problem of interventionism. If God is
Creator of a universe that operates by such awesome regularities as those
expressed in the theorems and laws of science, would it not be a selfcontradiction for God to intervene in it with supernatural acts that
interrupt natural causality?
Our authors tackle the challenge of understanding divine
providence in the face of these twin challenges. They also consider how,
if we conceive of God’s exercise of providential power in a different
way, this may affect the way we pray.
In the lead article on God’s sovereignty and self-limitation,
Harold Wells reminds us of the witness of the Bible to God’s action, and
relates it to the interaction of both divine and human agency in universal
and sacred history. He reckons with the weight of human suffering in
recent history, and, pondering Bonhoeffer’s reflections in prison, argues
that we cannot expect God to intervene and rescue the innocent. God’s
original work in creation involved a self-emptying, or withdrawal, to
allow room for the integrity and autonomy of creaturely existence. God’s

1

John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, Vol. 1, ed. John T. McNeill
and trans. Ford Lewis Battles (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1960), 197-98
(I.xvi.1).
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providential work is through the natural structures of creation, including
human responses to serve justice, such as those of church members.
In our second article, Anna Case-Winters takes up the question
of providence in relation to contemporary science, and notes that the
findings of science today are viewed not as “inviolable laws” but as
“probabilistic descriptions.” At the quantum (sub-atomic) level, the
causal chain proves inadequate in accounting for all phenomena. CaseWinters points out that theologians like Augustine and Calvin already
understood God to be working with and within natural processes. Using
Process thought, she speaks of God’s power as persuasive rather than
coercive, a lure of love drawing all entities toward their fulfilment in
God’s original plan. She makes some illumining comments about the
meaning of intercessory prayer when believers do not expect God to
intervene supernaturally in the world.
Sharing Case-Winters’ estimation of a growing positive
relationship between theology and science, Fr. Michael J. Dodds offers a
sharp critique of “scientism.” He understands this to be a reductionist
approach in which only what is measurable is regarded as real. He points
out that the amazing developments in science at the quantum level go
well beyond the Newtonian understanding of causality as “the force that
moves the atoms.” To speak of God acting in the world, Dodds draws on
the distinction of Thomas Aquinas between primary and secondary
causality, maintaining that divine action in the world moves through all
creatures and events, enabling the action of creatures through their own
natural causality. God works through instrumentality, and this includes
human prayers.
In our fourth article, John Suk introduces the work of a
theological deconstructionist, John Caputo. He compares Caputo’s “weak
God” theology with what he learned about the “fatherly hand” of
providence in the Heidelberg Catechism. He proposes that only a
conception of God who is Event rather than being, and who “insists”
rather than commands, can get God “off the hook” for the terrible extent
of injustice in the world. Unlike some post-theistic voices in the church,
Caputo endorses engagement with tradition and Scripture because “the
Judeo-Christian tradition contains the trace of a divine Event that
humanity both needs and hungers for.” Caputo also maintains that the
work of deconstruction is not so much a negative or merely interpretive
exercise, but a liberating step to free the divine Event from an
imprisoning status quo. While Caputo’s argument is intriguing, Suk
allows that it is also “obscure and difficult.”
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Our “From the Heart” contribution—“The Beauty of Sitting Still
When Life Is Falling Apart”—is from United Church minister Kate
Crawford, who tells of the redeeming effect in her life of forms of
meditation, both Christian and Buddhist. Crawford is transparent about
the storm and struggle through which she has passed, and sometimes still
passes. She explains how it makes sense that she as a Christian pastor
practises Buddhhist meditation, and offers information about it. For those
interested in Christian Meditation, one engaging exposition, and guide to
the practice of it, is by Thomas Ryan—Prayer of Heart and Body:
Meditation and Yoga as Christian Spiritual Practice (New York: Paulist
Press, 1995).
The Profile is of Rhea Whitehead, with whom it was my
privilege to work while serving at the General Council Office of the
United Church. Rhea’s global engagement, particularly in Asia, is an
instance of dedicated mission service that has long characterized leaders
in the Church’s former Division of World Outreach. The author of the
profile, Patty Evans, is another such exemplary servant of mission.
Patty’s account of Rhea’s life also shows how mutually supportive was
the nature of the marriage relationship between Rhea and Ray Whitehead
as it intersected with career choices.
Again, five book reviews conclude this number.
In concluding, I ask you to please note information contained in
our Insert pages, especially the invitation implied in a new Call for
Proposals.
Peter Wyatt

Errata in the February 2018 number:
A book review written by Harold Wells was incorrectly and
inexplicably attributed to David Zub in the Table of Contents.
While Rachel McRae enjoyed a sabbath from Touchstone
service, Linda Dietz did the formatting and Julie Brushey the copyediting for the February number. Their able and generous service was not
acknowledged, and I apologize to them.

THE SOVEREIGNTY AND SELF-LIMITATION OF GOD:
BIBLICAL AND THEOLOGICAL REFLECTIONS ON
PROVIDENCE
by Harold Wells
In 1940, The United Church of Canada declared in a new Statement of
Faith that God, as “sovereign Lord, exalted above the world, orders and
overrules all things in it, to the accomplishment of His holy, wise and
good purposes.”1
Perennial questions arise. If God “orders and overrules all
things,” and God is love, how are we to understand so much disorder,
suffering, and evil? And how should we relate divine governance to our
scientific way of thinking? The theology of providence continues to be of
great importance to faith. It underlies what we say in times of joy, when
we overflow with gratitude, but also in times of bereavement or disaster,
when we cry out in sorrow or despair. A theology that dismissed
providence would render “God” absent and inactive.
I presuppose that, for Christian faith, God is known in revelatory
events, attested in the Bible, and supremely in Christ, for “the light of the
knowledge of the glory of God is displayed in the face of Jesus Christ” (2
Cor 4:6). Theology of providence pertains to all that God “provides” in
nature and history, including the biblical history of salvation.2
In the Bible
We know that the narratives, hymns, and poetry of Scripture do not offer
clear, coherent doctrines, but diverse testimonies of people of faith, who
wrote over a period of many centuries and in many circumstances. Since
biblical texts are human and fallible, and display a certain ambiguity, we
read individual texts in light of the whole, but also critically in light of
Christ. Further, we listen to Scripture also from the perspective of our
own contemporary knowledge and experience. The Bible consists of
ancient texts, reflecting the cosmology of the pre-modern past; ancient
people were more apt than we are to think in terms of “supernatural
intervention.” Possessing a scientific mentality, we are likely to think in
terms of the operation of natural laws, and of God’s activity in and
through, and not contrary to, natural processes. If we cannot speak
comfortably of “the supernatural,” faith cannot avoid speaking of the
presence of “transcendence,” and of real revelatory events.
1
2

www.united-church.ca/statement-faith-1940.
John Webster, “On the Theology of Providence,” in The Providence of God, ed.
Francesca Aran Murphy and Philip G. Ziegler (London: T & T Clark, 2009),
159.
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The Hebrew Scriptures. The Hebrew Bible contains innumerable texts
proclaiming the sovereignty of God as Creator, who rules over the realm
of nature and in the sphere of human affairs. We also find testimony to
the limitation of God’s power in the world. Since nothing stands beside
God as God’s equal, God’s limitation can only be self-limitation.3 Here
we can glimpse just a few such texts.
The narrative of the exodus of Hebrew slaves out of Egypt is
foundational for Jewish and Christian thought about God. There, through
the prophet Moses, God battles with the Egyptian pharaoh to free the
slaves. Reading through the lens of our own time, most people will find
the supernatural events of the story rather implausible: a miraculous rod
that turns into a snake, plagues of frogs and locusts, the water of the sea
standing up like walls as the Israelites pass through (Ex 3-15). No such
spectacular events occurred for indigenous folk struggling with colonial
invasion, or for women fighting for the vote, or for Jews tortured and
dying in Auschwitz. Yet, this narrative, proclaiming a God who wills the
liberation of slaves, has inspired oppressed people all over the world.
Though we may regard the “supernatural” elements as legendary, it is a
story of a holy, transcendent presence, inspiring and empowering men
and women to struggle for freedom and dignity. It was by the Spirit
(ruah/wind or breath of God) upon Moses, we are told, that God led the
people out of Egypt, and this Spirit can rest upon others (Num 11:17). In
the story of the exodus, God’s will for justice is not simply enforced from
on high, but requires the courageous participation of the people.4
This same liberating Lord is later understood to be Creator of all
things. The authors of Genesis knew nothing of evolutionary science, or
of the unimaginable extent or great age of the universe as we know it
today. Yet these poetic texts provide lasting insight: the Creator is
majestic and sovereign; creatures do not ask to be created, and their
creaturely nature is given. The texts express faith that the creation is
good: “God saw all that he had made, and indeed, it was very good” (Gen
1:31). Yet humans have special responsibility—to image God and to
“have dominion” (Gen 1:26), or “to till and keep” the garden (Gen 2:15).
The sovereign Creator, then, chooses to limit God’s own dominion in
creation. It is the Creator’s intention that humans are co-participants in
the ordering, nurturing work of providence.
3

Gregory A. Boyd, “God Limits His Control,” in Four Views of Divine
Providence, ed. Stanley N. Gundry (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2011).
4
J. Severino Croatto, Exodus: A Hermeneutics of Freedom, trans. Salvador
Attanasio (Maryknoll: Orbis, 1981), 12-30.
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The same Spirit who inspired and empowered Moses was at
work at the beginning of creation: “a wind (ruah) from God swept over
the face of the waters . . .” (Gen 1:2). But the creating work of the Spirit
is not finished; God’s providence is sustaining and life-giving: “When
you send forth your Spirit they are created” (Ps 104:30). Moreover, the
Spirit is everywhere present: “Where shall I go from your Spirit . . .” (Ps
139:7). Indeed, God indwells the whole creation: “The Spirit of the Lord
who fills the whole world . . . holds all things together” (Wis 1:7).5
The book of Job also has much to say about providence, as in
these eloquent words:
Ask the animals and they will teach you;
the birds of the air, and they will tell you;
ask the plants of the earth, and they will teach you,
and the fish of the sea will declare to you.
Who among these does not know that the hand of the Lord has
done this?
In his hand is the life of every living thing
and the breath of every human being. (Job 12:7-10)
The righteous man, Job, having suffered the death of his loved ones by “a
great wind,” declares: “The Lord gave and the Lord has taken away.
Blessed be the name of the Lord” (Job 1:18-21). Later, when Job protests
against his suffering, God speaks from the whirlwind: “Where were you
when I laid the foundation of the earth?” (Job 38:4) Creatures cannot
begin to grasp the wisdom of God as Creator. But today most of us, in
view of the God we know in Christ, would reject the notion that God
manipulates the weather, sending natural disasters (such as hurricanes) as
a test or punishment, (or good weather to ensure a lovely church picnic).
Nor does God decide about the time of each person’s death. We know the
natural causes of great winds, earthquakes, and disease, and require no
supernatural explanations. Yet Job remains a profound reflection on
innocent suffering, rejecting a theology that blames natural disaster on
human sin.6
In some texts God’s control is such that even the immoral deeds
of humans are God’s doing: God hardens Pharaoh’s heart (Ex 4:21), and
puts a “lying spirit” in the mouths of Ahab’s prophets (1 Kings 22:23).

5

Jerusalem Bible. See discussion by Elizabeth A. Johnson, Ask the Beasts:
Darwin and the God of Love (London: Bloomsbury, 2014), chapter 5.
6
See Gustavo Gutierrez, On Job: God-Talk and the Suffering of the Innocent,
trans. Matthew J. O’Connell (Maryknoll: Orbis, 1987).
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According to these texts, everything that happens is God’s will.7
Frequently we read that God empowers warriors, and chooses kings to
rule the nation. We read that, in response to the prayer of Joshua in the
midst of battle, the sun stood still until the Hebrews took vengeance upon
their enemies (Josh 10:13). Few of us today, in light of Jesus, and through
the lens of current cosmology, find these texts credible. We have come to
realize that no Supreme Being sets aside the laws of nature to
accommodate our human plans.
When we turn to the prophets, we find many texts testifying that
the will of God is not always done. God is limited, at least by human
choices, permitting human creatures the freedom to choose. In the words
of the prophets, we hear constantly of the holy One who is passionately
concerned with justice for the poor, and wrathful toward human
wickedness: “they sell the righteous for silver and the needy for a pair of
sandals” (Amos 2: 6-7). The prophet knows that God’s will for justice is
not enforced from above, but calls upon human beings to enact it. He
warns that God will not look upon their offerings and sacrifices: “Take
away from me the noise of your songs; to the melody of your harps I will
not listen. But let justice roll down like waters, and righteousness like an
ever flowing stream” (Amos 5:23-24).
According to the second Isaiah in the time of exile, which was
itself viewed as God’s judgment upon the nation, God suffered intense
grief because of the people’s suffering, suffering akin to that of a woman
giving birth: “I have kept still and restrained myself; now I will cry out
like a woman in labour; I will gasp and pant” (Is 42:14). The Jewish
theologian Abraham Heschel writes that, for the prophets, God is always
intimately related to the people, and is affected by what happens to
them.8 God possesses intelligence and will, but also pathos, for God is
7

John Calvin, in the sixteenth century, taught that God wills everything that
happens: “[The] heavenly Father so embraces all things under his power—so
governs them at will by his nod—so regulates them by his wisdom, that
nothing takes place save according to his appointment . . .” Calvin explicitly
teaches that God not only permits, but commands, both good and evil deeds.
Institutes of the Christian Religion, Vol. I, trans. Henry Beveridge (London:
James Clarke & Co., 1962), 192-193 (I. xvii. 11).
8
Aquinas, in the thirteenth century, under the influence of Aristotle, (and with
much of the classical tradition that preceded him) believed that “being related
to creatures is not a reality in God.” Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae
(London: Blackfriars, 1964), 1a.45.3. Because God embraces the whole
fullness of perfection, God is immutable and cannot change, for “God cannot
acquire anything.” (1a.19.6). Further, nothing can act upon God, and
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“absolutely personal—devoid of anything impersonal.” Heschel is aware
that theology must avoid “anthropomorphism,” projecting human
characteristics onto God. God’s personhood is surely quite different from
ours: infinitely greater, perhaps “supra-personal,” but not less personal
than our own. God is by no means a blind force. Heschel goes on:
The predicament of man [sic] is the predicament of God Who
has a stake in the human situation. Sin, guilt, suffering, cannot
be separated from the divine situation . . . Whatever man does
affects not only his own life, but also the life of God insofar as
it is directed to man. The import of man raises him beyond the
level of mere creature. He is a consort, a partner, a factor in the
life of God.9
We observe, then, in the Hebrew Scriptures, a paradox of sovereignty and
self-limitation in God’s providential relation to creatures. Quite apart
from the “supernatural” elements in the stories, the Spirit of God is the
source of all power, yet is striving with and within humans to bring about
a realm of justice and love.
The New Testament. Here the sovereignty and self-limitation of God are
uniquely disclosed in the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus. He is
proclaimed as Emmanuel—“God with us” (Mt 1:23) and God’s Word
made flesh (John 1:14)—God’s own human self-expression, the Creator’s
sharing in the life, joy, suffering, and death of a creature.
Jesus, like the prophets and psalmists, rejoices in God’s
providential rule in the realm of nature: God knows when the sparrow
falls (Mt 10:29), feeds the birds of the air, adorns the lilies, clothes the
grass of the field (Mt 6:26-30). We also hear tales of Jesus walking on the
sea (John 6:19), stilling a storm (Luke 8:24), and turning water into wine
(John 2:9). These texts, seeming to suggest that Jesus did not share the
limitations of our humanity, arouse our skepticism about purported
supernatural events. Many of us will consider these stories legendary,
rich in symbolic meaning, but not necessarily factual.
However, the stories of Jesus’ healing may be seen differently.
While they may include elements of legend, we may reasonably believe
that remarkable healing occurred through Jesus’ ministry. Inexplicable
therefore God does not suffer. It follows, then, that Christ suffered only in his
humanity. “The Word of God, whose nature is divine, is impassible . . .
Christ’s passion did not pertain to his divinity.” (3a.45.12.)
9
Abraham J. Heschel, The Prophets, Vol. 2 (New York: Harper & Row, 1962), 4-6.
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healing through prayer and faith sometimes occurs today; the Apostle
Paul speaks of healing as a gift of the Holy Spirit to the church (1 Cor
12:28). In such remarkable healings, do we have, perhaps, the activation
of deep natural processes unknown to us?
We note that Jesus, a person of his own time, regarded illness as
the work of demons. Today few of us believe in Satan as a personal
entity, nor do we require a supernatural explanation of illness.10 When we
are sick, we call for a doctor, not an exorcist. Still, we may feel we are
victims of a power of evil in the world when we suffer dreadful disability,
or painful illnesses. The experience of “unanswered prayer,” the presence
everywhere of hospitals, testify that “miraculous” healing is not our
everyday experience. Yet the healing narratives offer hope in a God who
cares for those who suffer. Jesus proclaims: “If it is by the Spirit of God
that I cast out demons, then the kingdom of God has come to you” (Mt
12:28). Jesus’ healings can be seen, then, as “fore-tokens of an all
comprehensive salvation.”11 However, they are not acts of sheer
omnipotence; Jesus often declares that willing human response is
required: “Your faith has made you well” (Mark 5:34).
But the most dramatic instance we find in the Bible of the selflimitation, indeed self-emptying, of God is found in the gospel accounts
of the torture and execution of Jesus. Here it is Jesus, “God with us,” who
cries out in despair: “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?”
(Mark 15:34). The Creator, source of all power, yet utterly one with this
human creature, enters into the pit of helplessness and abandonment, of
physical and spiritual agony, and even into the darkness of death. Paul
declares this in his letter to the Philippians:
Let this mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus,
Who, though he was in the form of God,
did not regard equality with God
as something to be exploited, but emptied himself,
taking the form of a slave, being born in human likeness,
and being found in human form he humbled himself
and became obedient to the point of death
—even death on a cross (Phil 2:5-8).
That God “emptied himself” in Christ is, for Christian faith, the most
profound disclosure of God’s nature as Love.
10

See discussion of Jesus as healer by Jürgen Moltmann in The Spirit of Life,
trans. Margaret Kohl (Minneapolis: Fortress Press,1992), 188-192.
11
Jürgen Moltmann, The Way of Jesus Christ, trans. Margaret Kohl (London:
SCM Press, 1990), 107.
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But we know this only in light of the victory of the resurrection,
which is the sine qua non of God’s sovereignty over evil and death. The
resurrection event, like the exodus, is paradigmatic for any Christian
theology of providence, for in it death, “the last enemy,” has been
“swallowed up in victory” (1 Cor 15: 26, 54). It is the sign and promise,
in the midst of history, of God’s final sovereignty, not only over sin and
injustice, but over the transience and decay of all finite existence. The
resurrection of Jesus may be seen, then, as a preview of God’s eternal
reign in a “new heaven and new earth” (Isa 66:22, Rev 21:1), when God
shall be “all in all” (1 Cor 15:28). It is a powerful, deeply mysterious
event of transcendence, but anticipatory in character, for “it unveils
something ahead of time which is still hidden and inaccessible to the
cognition of the present aeon . . . a radiance thrown ahead of itself, a
radiance of God’s coming glory.”12
Is this a “supernatural” event? It is not the resuscitation of a
corpse to continued finite, biological existence. I suggest that this is the
event of transcendence par excellence.13 We may see it as a unique,
revelatory in-breaking of the Eternal into time and history. The one who
was dead, and is alive again, is a glorified Jesus, transfigured in a new
body, for “Christ being raised from the dead will never die again; death
has no more dominion over him” (Rom 6:9). While the presence of the
risen Jesus is reported as objectively real, it has a visionary character. We
cannot fail to notice its quiet unobtrusiveness. He does not appear to
Pontius Pilate, in order to frighten him into submission. He appears rather
to his band of frightened disciples, who are prepared to understand and
believe in him. God’s sovereignty, again, does not enforce itself, but
remains vulnerable in the world. Not only the cross, but the resurrection
too, reveals that “God’s foolishness is wiser than human wisdom, and
God’s weakness stronger than human strength” (1 Cor 1:25).
In Defence of God
In light of these biblical sources, what are we to say in defence of God in
the face of suffering and evil? “Theodicy” (the justification of God) is
essential to any theology of providence. Especially since World War II—
its vast destructiveness and suffering, the colossal evil of what the Jews
12
13

Moltmann, The Way of Jesus Christ, 219.
See Nancy Murphy, “The Resurrection Body and Personal Identity: Possibilities
and Limits of Eschatological Knowledge,” in Resurrection: Theological and
Scientific Assessments, ed. Ted Peters, Robert John Russell, and Michael
Welker (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2002), 202-218.
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have called the Shoah, and the first explosion of a nuclear bomb over
Japan—theodicy has loomed large in Christian theology. We live in a
world where no higher power intervenes to prevent the most hideous of
diseases and disabilities, or even to halt the abuse and slaughter of little
children! Many are moved to say, with Stendahl, “the only excuse for
God would be for him not to exist.”14
In face of such dark realities, it is understandable that many
espouse protest atheism. But some of us, who celebrate the existence of
order, of beauty, of love, protest that atheism reduces life and the world to
utter meaninglessness. Our sense of the presence of divine transcendence,
in the world and in our lives, means that atheism is not an option for us.
The gospel story of Jesus moves us to faith and hope in the God who
loves the world and strives to lead us finally to a good destination.
Dietrich Bonhoeffer struggled with theodicy from within a
situation of the darkest evil imaginable. This German theologian had
been implicated in a failed plot to assassinate Hitler. In letters written in
prison, he reflected on God’s providence. It was clear to him that God
was not a deus ex machina15—not the god of the Greek drama, lowered
by machine onto the stage to solve human problems. There would be no
supernatural opening of the prison gates, no supernatural fix to end the
war. The Jews would have to be liberated by political and military action.
Bonhoeffer writes poignantly of the divine self-emptying (kenosis),
making reference to Christ’s cry of forsakenness from the cross:
The God who is with us is the God who forsakes us (Mk 15:34)
. . . Before God and with God, we live without God. God lets
himself be pushed out of the world on to the cross. He is weak
and powerless in the world, and that is precisely the way, the
only way, in which he is with us and helps us . . . The Bible
directs us to God’s powerlessness and suffering; only the
suffering God can help.16
“Christians,” therefore, “stand by God in his hour of grieving.” The
Christian is called to “participation in the sufferings of God in the secular
life.”17 Bonhoeffer was executed at Flossenburg, in Bavaria, April 1945.
His words from prison help us to see that no providential arm
14

Henri Stendahl, French novelist, cited by Jürgen Moltmann, in The Crucified
God, trans. R.A. Wilson and John Bowden (London: SCM Press, 1974), 225.
15
Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Letters and Papers from Prison, ed. Eberhard Bethge
(London: SCM Press, 1967), 281-282, 361.
16
Ibid., 360-361.
17
Ibid., 348, 361.
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will reach down to stop the nuclear bombs if human beings are foolish
enough to use them. No deus ex machina rescues us from the hurricanes,
the floods, the vast forest fires that already portend the unprecedented
disaster that will befall us if we do not take the necessary actions against
climate change.
Bonhoeffer’s thoughts from prison were an early example of
post-war “theology of the cross.” This genre of theology emphasizes the
suffering and self-emptying of God in Christ, but extends the insight
from christology to the doctrines of creation and providence. The
passionate God, of which the prophets speak, the self-emptying God that
we hear of in Philippians 2, is the same eternal Spirit who creates in the
beginning, and sustains all creation. Jürgen Moltmann has written
substantially about this, pointing to numerous others who wrote in this
vein before him.18
He contends that the initial act of creation must have been an act
of withdrawal, or self-emptying. “When God permitted creation,”
Moltmann writes, “this was the first act in the divine self-humiliation,
which reached its profoundest point in the cross of Christ.”19 God creates,
then, by emptying Godself of “all-plenishing omnipotence,” making
room for creatures that are not divine.20 This withdrawal of the divine
being allows for the autonomy of created beings, including the evolution
of the universe, of the planet Earth and all of its myriad forms of life. But
the divine kenosis in creation also opens up the possibility of evil, of
transience, suffering, and death, for “creation is threatened, not merely by
its own non-being, but also by the non-being of God its Creator—that is
to say, by Nothingness itself.”21 The metaphysical concept of evil as nonbeing or Nothingness goes back in Christian thought as far as Augustine,
who taught that creation, because it is non-divine, having come from
nothing, lacks the fullness of God’s eternal being. It is therefore
necessarily deficient, corruptible, and subject to decay and death.22
Moltmann continues:
18
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God does not sustain and rule the world like an autocrat or
dictator, who permits no freedom . . . God acts in the history of
nature and human beings through his patient and silent
presence, by way of which he gives those he has created space
to unfold, time to develop, and power of their own movement.
We look in vain for God in the history of nature or in human
history if what we are looking for are special divine
interventions.23
But it is not the cross, but the resurrection of the crucified one that has
the last word. A “new creation” proceeds from the vanquishing of sin and
death, for in the sending and surrender of Christ, God “exposes himself to
the annihilating Nothingness, so that he may overcome it in himself, and
in that way give his creation existence, salvation and liberty . . .24
All our words and concepts seem so inadequate. It is evident that
when we speak of God we can only stammer. It is surely beyond our
finite minds to grasp what it can mean for God to be limited in the act of
creating. It is beyond us to know what God can or cannot do.
God’s Providence in the Structures of Creation
In speaking of God’s limitation or withdrawal we are by no means siding
with deism, that early modern doctrine that God, like a clockmaker,
established creation with its own laws, and then abandoned it to function
on its own.25 God’s kenotic withdrawal, for Moltmann and others, is not a
mere absence from creation. Drawing upon Scriptures from both
testaments, he presents a pan-en-theistic theology (all things in God, God
in all things), emphasizing the indwelling of the Creator Spirit within the
structures of creation. God is the One “in whom we live and move and
have our being” (Acts 17:28). It is astounding that, from the beginning,
creation was pregnant with nature’s laws, amazing symmetries, stunning
beauty, and even our human intelligence. From the beginning of space
and time all the necessary conditions were there for the eventual
appearance of mind and spirit.26 In spite of all the pain and disaster that
occurs on this planet, we have come to respect, and even love, the iron
laws of nature, which gift us with the dependability and predictability of
23
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the world around us. A constantly interfering deity, rewarding virtue and
punishing evil, would surely be a bully, a curse and not a blessing. Yet we
may reasonably believe that the Creator Spirit continues to live and move
powerfully, yet gently, within the exuberance and intelligence of all
creaturely life, including the marvelous innovations and transitions of the
evolutionary process.
This activity of the Spirit need not be seen as “supernatural,” i.e.,
as direct, vertical, “intelligent design.”27 Consider the thousands of
extinctions and dead ends, such as the tens of millions of years of the
dinosaurs, suddenly wiped out by an asteroid! The evidence points to a
natural order that proceeds autonomously, experimentally, according to
its own laws over what appear to us as very long periods of time. But, for
the eternal God, “one day is as a thousand years” (2 Pet. 3:8). The
presence of the Creator Spirit at work in evolutionary development is
discerned by faith as a transcendent presence within those natural
processes, which are, in themselves, wondrous and deeply mysterious.28
The evolving world is not a closed, mechanistic system (as the deists
thought) but an “open system” that “points beyond itself to an inviting
and guiding transcendence . . . ” God “encompasses the world with the
possibilities of his Being and interpenetrates it with the powers of his
Spirit.”29 Moltmann is just one of many contemporary theologians who
understand divine providence within the evolutionary process in terms of
the transcendent, kenotic divine presence.30 But what about . . .
Providence Today?
Surely the church, if it is the church of Jesus Christ, is an instrument of
God’s providence, despite our drastic and constant failures. By the Spirit
dwelling within us, as individuals and as congregations, by the preaching
of the gospel and the life of prayer, through deeds of compassion, daily
productive work and family life, through advocacy for social justice,
27
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liberty, and ecological sustainability, we pray that God’s providence is at
work in us as an ordering, nurturing presence.
But God’s will for justice, liberty, and wholeness is not exclusive
to Christians. The prophet Amos declared to Israel on God’s behalf that
God had delivered not only Israel from Egypt, but also “the Philistines
from Caphtor, and the Arameans from Kir” (Amos 9:7). This is consistent
with our experience that there are no cultural or religious limits to God’s
providential activity.
If we wish to discern the providential activity of God in our
world, we look for criteria in the foundational event of the exodus, and
above all, in the life, death and resurrection of Jesus. He proclaims that
the Spirit of God is upon him to bring good news to the poor, release to
captives, sight to the blind, and liberty to the oppressed (Luke 4:18).
Christians are called to continue his mission, in the power of the Spirit—
through the work of the church, but not only there. We look to
movements of people that are akin to the exodus, and in tune with the
mission of Jesus: the struggles of indigenous people against ongoing
colonialism; political parties that strive for the rights of poor workers;
agencies that feed the hungry, and support refugees and prisoners; the
feminist movement for the full equality of women; the pro-gay
movement, in defence of sexual-orientation minorities; the peace
movement in a world endangered by nuclear destruction; the
environmental movement, defending non-human creatures and acting
against climate change. Nor should we forget the contributions of
musicians, artists, writers, who uplift us with beauty, insight, and
pleasure. Surely God’s providence is with us also through the ordinary
structures of society: the sciences and skills that bring healing to the sick;
governments, politicians, soldiers, police, who keep order and protect us.
God’s providence is all around us!
Many years ago, the United Church declared that God “orders
and overrules all things.” Today we may prefer the words of our most
recent confession of faith, A Song of Faith:
God is creative and self-giving, generously moving
in all the near and distant corners of the universe.
Nothing exists that does not find its source in God.
Our first response to God’s providence is gratitude.
We sing thanksgiving. 31
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REFLECTIONS ON PROVIDENCE AND PRAYER IN AN AGE OF
SCIENCE
by Anna Case-Winters
The doctrine of providence affirms that God acts in the world. This is
fundamental to Christian faith. If God does not act in the world, it is hard
to give a religiously viable account of the practice of prayer. But how do
we understand God working in the world in light of scientific
understandings of how the world works? This contribution will explore
the challenges and possibilities this question presents, problematize some
approaches, present new alternatives, and then trace out a view of
providence that might be more consonant with what we are learning from
science about the operations of world process. The conclusion will circle
back to the question of prayer.
Considering the challenges and possibilities
One challenge arises in the assumption that science, by virtue of its
naturalism and materialism, must necessarily exclude God from the
picture. Naturalism as a methodology for science is unavoidably
reductionist, functioning from within the limits of what can be observed
about the natural world. This is an appropriate and productive way of
proceeding for science. Methodological naturalism, however, does not
require metaphysical reductionism—the conclusion that “nature is all
there is,” or “there is no God.” While methodological naturalism says,
“This is all we may know from our observations,” metaphysical
naturalism adds, “and this is all there is to know.” As John Haught has
observed, to claim to know—one way or the other—about whether God
exists is to go beyond science.
Another challenge arises from the assumption that the world is
somehow a closed system of cause and effect. We are pushed to question
how God can act in such a system. Interestingly, contemporary science
helps us with this challenge. What were once thought of as “inviolable
laws” are now seen as “probabilistic descriptions.” There is a lawfulness
that works (more or less) reliably at the macro level, but scientists
working at the quantum level (with subatomic particles) need a different
framework of understanding. They talk about uncertainty,
unpredictability, non-linear relations, and entanglement. “Cause-andeffect” proves inadequate for a number of fields of inquiry. It does not
cover the complexities of chaos theory, systems thinking, information
theory, psycho-biology, or ecology, for example. In light of the new
science, some scientists are asking the question, “How closed is this
system really?” How constraining are the “probabilistic descriptions”?
This fuller picture of the scientific accounting of how the world works
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may open new possibilities for thinking about how God works with and
within the natural world. It may be that theologians have been “tilting
with the windmills” of Newtonian science1—offering a valiant challenge
to a non-opponent—when science has moved on to other models of
understanding.
From the side of theological reflection, challenges and
possibilities also present themselves. “What do we mean by providence?”
For some, it is precisely God’s supernatural intervention to overturn
natural processes that constitutes divine action in world process. This is
not consonant with scientific understandings. However, this way of
thinking is only one of several available meanings for providence.
Interestingly, both Augustine and Calvin offer alternatives to this way of
thinking.2 In The City of God, Augustine argues that miracles (acts of
God) are deeds of power that are not contrary to nature—though they
may be contrary to what we know of nature. Calvin understood “laws of
nature” to be God’s own self-consistent activity. What we think of as
“laws of nature” are, in themselves, expressions of God already acting.
What is “providential” for Calvin is that God is working (everywhere and
always) within world process, exercising a personal and particular care.
To multiply loaves and fishes is not qualitatively different than providing
daily bread; it is just more calculated to strike the eye.
These alternative views, drawn from within Christian tradition,
were already countering the external interventionist patterns of thought
that have proven so problematic in relation to scientific understandings of
the way the world works. Much hinges upon how we understand
providence and divine action. What if we followed the lead of Augustine
and Calvin, and thought of God acting in the world with and within
natural process? From a human standpoint, it may be that it is only in rare
moments (now and then) that we see through world process to “God
acting.” When we speak of something as “providential” we are pointing
perhaps to the “thin places” where divine activity becomes more
transparent to us. In those places, “the light shines through,” and we see
what God is in fact already doing everywhere and always.
There are not only scientific but also theological reasons for
1
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questioning the view of providence as—here and there, now and then—
God intervening from outside to overturn natural processes. Such an
understanding brings in its wake the unintended assumption of the
ordinary absence of God. Furthermore, if we think that God sometimes
overturns natural processes we may want to ask why God does not
intervene more often—in the face of natural disasters and human evils.
Much suffering and evil could presumably be prevented by divine
intervention. The problem of theodicy is exacerbated by this externalinterventionist understanding of divine providence. Both the scientific
and the theological problems invite us to reconsider. Is there any reason
not to affirm that God acts with and within natural processes? There are
some very interesting proposals from scientists/theologians who are
working on ways of understanding and articulating this perspective.
Contemporary alternatives from the religion and science dialogues
How might we imagine God as present and active in world process in a
way that is continuous rather than discontinuous, in a way that grounds,
rather than violates, the creation’s own coming to be? This would require
rethinking the notions of God's activity as the coercive exercise of
unidirectional power acting on the world from outside it. How might we
articulate in their place a vision of God’s activity as calling forth a selfcreating creation and giving it space for its own becoming? Divine action
would be conceived as operating with and within natural processes in a
manner that respects the semi-autonomous unfolding of creation.
There are a number of thoughtful attempts to reconceive how
God acts in the world. I will summarize two of these briefly—their
possibilities and limitations—and then I will offer my own constructive
alternative in conversation with these two thinkers.
Arthur Peacocke (biochemist, theologian, and Anglican priest)
suggests that divine activity might be thought of on the model of
biochemical processes in which larger wholes are said to “influence” the
parts which comprise them. Higher levels constrain and shape the
patterns of constituent units in a lower level in what is termed “wholepart influence.” The world is a system-of-systems organized in levels of
increasing complexity. God, who encompasses all, can act in a way that
influences all the parts “without abrogating the laws and regularities that
specifically apply to them.”3 This provides a way of understanding God’s
activity in the world without recourse to external interventionist models.
3
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John Polkinghorne (theoretical physicist, theologian, and
Anglican priest) offers yet another such proposal. Where Peacocke
envisions a kind of “top down” model for divine working, Polkinghorne’s
model is more of a “bottom up” approach. He works from the
unpredictability/uncertainty that science finds at the quantum level
(Heisenberg’s uncertainty principle). Is this an opening for divine acting?
Polkinghorne also calls attention to exquisitely sensitive chaotic systems.
There seems to be an “envelope of possibility” in which a range of
options are open and the selection of one or another is not predictable.
Polkinghorne proposes that this represents a “gap” in which other forms
of causality may be at work. Divine “active information” may have its
effect at this level.4 Because this is conceived as an input of information
rather than of energy, Polkinghorne believes it avoids the problem of
interference with physical laws. As he says, the concept of active
information “might prove to be the scientific equivalent of the immanent
working of the Spirit on the ‘inside of creation.’”5
These interesting proposals represent some very creative work on
how God may act in the world in ways that do not amount to occasional
external intervention violating natural processes. Such proposals go a
long way toward thinking about providence (meaning “God acting in the
world”) in ways that take seriously what we are learning from science
about the way the world works. They also envision God acting
continuously rather than just occasionally (the ordinary absence of God).
The God-given freedom of the creation is upheld in a way that addresses
the problem of suffering and evil. These proposals take us a step further
toward an account of divine activity in world process that is both more
intellectually credible and perhaps even more faithful.
I have real appreciation for the new ways of thinking advanced
by Peacocke and Polkinghorne. I have small reservations with each of
these proposals, however, and would like to develop yet another
alternative, making use of their insights and the resources of Process
theology. Peacocke’s “top-down" view, on the one hand, may risk
identifying God and the world (as the whole and its parts) too closely and
compromising the freedom of created beings. It seems that our acting is
really just God’s acting, and the problem of theodicy returns.
Polkinghorne’s “bottom-up” view, on the other hand, may risk
supernaturalism and interventionism. It seems that God may be
4
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manipulating things through active information (at the subatomic particle
level) so that they become other than what they would have been. Here,
as well, the theodicy problem returns, though by a different entryway.
Before proceeding I would interject one caution. I wonder
whether, in much theological conversation on how God acts in the world,
we have not been led astray by the analogy to human acting, as if God
were just a human being “writ large.” I agree with Peacocke that God
exercises agency that is, “least misleadingly described as personal,”6 but
it is important to maintain a certain reserve that remembers the
metaphorical character of this description. In fact, much discussion of
divine agency takes as its model human agency. Perhaps God should not
be thought of as one actor among other actors in world process, but rather
as the ground of the possibility of there being any acting whatsoever. In
Process theology terms, God is both the Ground of Order and the Ground
of Novelty. These two are essential to our becoming and our acting. The
mode of divine action is not as a finite cause. Polkinghorne moves in this
direction when he offers: “Historical contingency is God’s gift to creation
of the power to make itself; lawful necessity is God’s gift of
dependability. Fruitfulness and frustration are both consequences of the
resulting interplay.”7 The Process understanding of God as both Ground
of Novelty and Ground of Order might provide a springboard for a fuller
reconstruction.
Peacocke has proposed:
God is best conceived of as the circumambient reality enclosing
all existing entities, structures, and processes, and as operating
in and through all while being “more” than all . . . The infinity
of God includes all other finite entities, structures, and
processes; God’s infinity comprehends and incorporates all.8
I will attempt an articulation of such a “circumambient reality” conducted
under more theologically familiar rubrics and describe divine acting in
terms of creation, concursus, and calling.
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Understanding God’s providence in creation, concursus, and calling9
 Creation and “Creativity”
Jürgen Moltmann, in his book, God in Creation, articulates a panentheist
position. He puzzles over how it can be that anything besides God can
exist, if God is “all in all.” Using the Jewish kabbalistic notion of zimzum
(divine contraction) he proposes that God creates within Godself a space
for a genuine other to be.10 It is, in a sense, a divine self-limitation for the
sake of the other; “making room” for an “other.”
In Whitehead’s vision,11 God is chief exemplification of
creativity, the leader in the creative advance, but creativity (freedom) is
given to all actual entities. Creativity, in God’s interaction with the world,
is a mutually dynamic creativity.12 That “creativity” is a shared quality
that is perhaps most obvious in consideration of human beings and their
exercise of creativity. We have emerged as self-conscious and selftranscending beings that have greater freedom/power than other creatures
and consequently greater responsibility. We are created co-creators.13
Creativity requires both order and novelty. God is the Ground of
both. As the Ground of Order, God is the answer to the persistent
question, “Why is there something and not nothing?” (the cosmological
argument for God’s existence). God is also the answer to, “Why is there
order in world process?” (the teleological argument for God’s
existence).14 God is “that ultimate unity of direction in the Universe,
upon which all order depends,”15 and “the World lives by its incarnation
of God in itself.”16 God’s Primordial nature is the repository of all
potentialities. Novelty arises as actual entities participate in and thereby
actualize these potentialities. God is, in this way, the source of truly novel
possibilities and in this sense may be said to be their “Creator.” God is
9
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Creator not by determining unilaterally everything that will be, but by
providing all that actual entities need (in the way of order and novelty) to
create themselves. All other actualities are, in a sense, co-creators with
God of the World that comes to be.17
 Concursus
If God creates by “making room in Godself for the other,” and allowing
the world conditions for the possibility of real freedom and creativity,
then what are the implications for God’s ongoing providential activity in
world process? What we see by observation is a world in process,
continually changing, even self-organizing in its creative processes, and
all this without any apparent “tampering” from outside. If God is even
now creatively at work in the world (creatio continua), then it would
seem that we can only imagine this action as that of an “immanent
Creator creating continuously in and through the processes of the natural
order.”18 There seems to be a “perpetually endowed creativity.”19 In this
way, as Charles Kingsley said, “God makes things make themselves.”
Sometimes the way forward is by going back. I would like to go
back and reclaim some insight from the older dogmatic concept of
concursus, which has been present in the Christian tradition as a way of
thinking about God’s ongoing activity in the world, the creatio continua.
Karl Barth renamed the concept the divine “accompanying,” a
multilayered affirmation. One layer is the sense that God, having called
the creation into being does not abandon it,20 but is really continually
present in and with the creation. Another layer is that God supports the
creation in its freedom. While God does not abandon it, there is a divine
“letting be” of the creation. God “affirms and approves and recognizes
and respects the autonomous actuality and therefore the autonomous
activity of the creature as such.”21 God “goes with the creature and cooperates with it. God is the Creator and Sustainer of the creature.”22 It
would seem that, in whatever way we speak of God acting in world
process, if divine concursus/accompanying is taken seriously—then the
17
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acting is not an over-riding. Rather it seems that God, “supports us all the
day long” if you will, in our relative freedom and relative determination.
Concursus counters the more interventionist vision of divine
providence more than the alternative I have been challenging. Even
Augustine, who would not have had contemporary science to take into
account, seemed intent “to demolish the naïve image of God as a sort of
miracle working superbeing immersed in the stream of time.”23 He resists
the picture of God sitting about for eons and then deciding to create. He
proposes that time is a property of the universe that God created; thus it
could not exist until the universe came into being. This is not altogether
unlike what some scientists are affirming when they speak of the
“singularity” of the Big Bang as a point at which all physical theories
(including space-time) break down. The physical theories only become
relevant in relation to the universe. Was there anything at all “before”
creation? Augustine, responding to the question about what God was
doing before creating the heavens and the earth, said that he was tempted
to respond that God was “creating hell for those who ask impertinent
questions!”
To borrow Lutheran sacramental metaphors, concursus envisions
God as “in, with, and under” all that is. If this is the case, then we do not
need to look for some gap in the causal nexus for God to fit in and act
upon the creation. One need not expect to find the “mechanism” for
God’s acting. This vision is consonant with the scientific view of how the
world works. God works in the world interiorly and without violating
natural law; not by stepping in occasionally from the outside to overrule
natural processes with unilateral power.
This more panentheistic model (God in the world and the world
in God) for thinking about God’s relation to the world has the advantage
of maintaining God’s presence and activity in world process but doing so
in such a way that the natural processes are not violated.
God acts but does not overrule. The Spirit guides, but with a
gentle respect for the integrity of creation . . . there is a divine
letting-be, a making room for the created-other, together with
the acceptance of the consequences that will flow from free
process and from the exercise of human free will.24
This is the “concursus” dimension of God’s activity as accompaniment in
world process.
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 Calling and “the Lure of God”
The One who accompanies is “always a step in advance of the free
creature.”25 God is calling, leading, and luring the creature toward good
ends in a future that is genuinely open to the self-making and worldmaking of creatures. Process theology has a way of picturing this divine
leading that is compelling. It maintains the reality of divine persuasive
influence without coercion. Whitehead affirmed Plato’s conviction, “that
the divine element in the world is to be conceived as a persuasive agency
and not as a coercive agency. This doctrine should be looked upon as one
of the greatest intellectual discoveries in the history of religion.”26
How does this non-coercive agency work? Whitehead employs
the metaphor of perception as a way of understanding. In perception, one
incorporates sense data that is objectively given and is, in a sense, a
“cause” of one’s perception. However, the way in which one integrates
any sensory data into a coherent experience requires the active
participation of the mind and its meaning-making capacities. God, as the
Ground of Order and the Ground of Novelty, is pictured as holding
before the events coming to be, the (ideal) possibilities of what they may
become; these are the divine “initial aims.” These may be rejected or only
partially incorporated. These aims are internal to the events (as
perceptions are internal). God’s initial aims become a “lure” toward the
good ends that are possible in every occasion.
Jay McDaniel, in his elaboration of the Whiteheadian vision,
suggests that God influences creation as “an immanent, ever-adaptive,
omni-invitational, Lure or Beckoning Presence.”27 All creatures
experience this lure in the depths of our pre-conscious experience. God’s
“initial aims” are inwardly felt possibilities or goals which we ourselves
must actualize and which, if they were actualized, would yield a maximal
“wholeness” or “fullness of life” relative to the situation at hand.28 It is
not only human beings that receive and respond to this divine luring.
“Animals too are responsive to the Lure in their ways, as are living cells
in plants and even submicroscopic energy-events within the depths of
matter.”29 In this way, God is working for good in all things.
An implication of this understanding of God’s providential
25
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activity within world process is that what happens in the world may
enrich and actualize God’s own experience, but it may also produce
suffering in the divine life. This contradicts assumptions that God dwells
in unbroken bliss purchased by the exclusion of creaturely misery. 30
There is an assumed divine vulnerability in this give and take with the
world. Nevertheless, God is not defeated by evil,31 but overcomes it
moment by moment, judging and transforming as the world’s current
states are received into the divine life. Whitehead puts it this way: “He
saves the world as it passes into the immediacy of his own life. It is the
judgment of a tenderness which loses nothing that can be saved. It is also
the judgment of a wisdom which uses what in the temporal world is mere
wreckage.”32
God leads the way in the creative advance, all the while
supporting the creation in its freedom and respecting its integrity. God’s
“luring” in the cosmos may be the impetus to greater complexification
and diversification, and the emergence of genuinely new realities. God
lures each and all toward fullest actualization, toward harmony and
intensity that overcomes discord and triviality. In this way, God acts
persuasively within the created order at all levels. As Whitehead says,
“The world lives by its incarnation of God in itself.”33 This is an
“incarnational universe.”34 In a sense, what happens in the divine
Incarnation in Jesus of Nazareth is not an exception to God’s ordinary
way of acting in the world, but a perfect responsiveness to divine initial
aims (perfect obedience, in traditional language). Thus God’s intentions
for each and all become transparent in Jesus the Christ—he is their “chief
exemplification.”
God’s “initial aims” are persuasive and in that sense causally
efficacious, without being coercive or external-interventionist in
character. The metaphor of perception which Whitehead employs
preserves the dimension of freedom and creative appropriation of what is
given. The initial aims that persuasively lure in the direction of the divine
intentions is another way of talking about traditional concepts such as
“calling” and “vocation.”
The understanding of divine providence developed in this
30
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discussion of creativity, concursus, and calling offers an alternative
accounting that is more congruent with what science unveils about the
way the world works. This way of seeing also has the advantage of
removing divine responsibility for evil that some of the traditional
approaches entail. External interventionist ways of thinking about God’s
interaction with the world can be avoided without compromising central
convictions concerning God’s real presence and activity in world process.
With this understanding of providence how do we think about
prayer?
This alternative has important implications for how we think about the
place of prayer in the life of faith.35 People of faith ask hard questions
about prayer:
 Is God listening or are we just “whistling in the dark”?
 If God is listening, does God not already know what we need?
 Why would we have to persuade God to give us what we need?
 What about unanswered prayer?
 Does it make sense to think of the God of the universe caring
about the particulars of our personal lives?
 Does God really respond to prayer in a way that changes things?
Several of these questions are directly addressed by the accounting of
divine presence and activity in world process this essay outlines.
Eugene Boring has offered the helpful insight that not all
language is of the same kind.36 Prayer language is a peculiar kind of
language; it is not primarily about either giving information or selfexpression. If it were strictly informational, a kind of laundry list of
things we want or want done, then prayer would be superfluous. A God
“in, with, and under” all things would surely already know what we need
(Matt 6:8). And, if prayer were about informing God of our needs, not
having needs met would constitute “unanswered” prayer. Prayer is not
merely expressive language either—a venting of emotions. When we
pray, we are not just talking to ourselves (whistling in the dark) and we
are not talking to those around us in a kind of show for spectators (Matt
6:5-7). Prayer is grounded, however tenuously, in a belief that God is
there, and even hears and responds to our prayers.
Prayer is confessional language. When we pray for daily bread, it
35
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is not in order to inform God that we are hungry or to persuade God (who
is otherwise reluctant) to give us what we need. Rather we pray to
confess our need before God and our dependence on God. Prayer is also
“relational” language. The process-relational approach helps us
understand prayer in this way. Following the analogy of human
relationships, we know that the bonds of relation are formed and nurtured
by communication.
The question of why the God of the universe should care about
our small lives assumes that God is at a distance—above and beyond the
creation in such a way that we are but tiny insignificant specks in the
vastness of it all. Process-panentheism helps here. If God is really present
in world process as the One “in whom we live and move and have our
being” (Acts 17:28), then a very different understanding is indicated.
This is no distant God, but One who fills and enfolds the universe in
intimate relation. “God is pervasively present throughout all the universe,
filling all its vast and small spaces, its greatest galaxies and its tiniest
motes of stardust.”37 Such a God is in communion with all creation,
closer to us than breathing, able to exercise personal and particular care
(Matt 6:25-33). Such a One is near at hand when we turn to God in
prayer.
People of faith believe that God is there, and will hear and
respond in ways appropriate. God is, as has been argued, already at work
for good—not idly waiting for our persuasion. When we speak of
“unanswered prayer” (meaning that what we asked for did not happen in
the way we wanted it to happen) we may be working from a
misunderstanding of the nature of divine providence as divine control of
all the details of what happens in world process. If providence worked
like that, then all the evil we see would also be God’s doing. If, on the
other hand, freedom is real—both for us and for the semi-autonomous
unfolding of the whole of creation—then God’s working in our midst
does not override that freedom, but works in and through natural
processes. We do not presume to know the shape which the “answer” to
our prayers should take, but in faith we believe that God is working for
good in all things. This is true even in the face of the suffering and evil
that freedom generates. In the face of it all God “uses what in the
temporal world is mere wreckage . . . He is the poet of the world, with
tender patience leading it by his vision of truth, beauty, and goodness.”38
37
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In this understanding of the working of divine providence, prayer
does change things. It changes us, of course, but as we open ourselves to
divine leading it also changes what God can do in and through us. Prayer
is not only communication and communion with God, but also
collaboration. There is a reciprocity and open-endedness in relational
communication; we are listening as well as speaking. There is a posture
of receptivity and an attitude of openness to God in prayer. (“Speak, for
your servant is listening.” 1 Sam 3:10) In prayer it sometimes happens
that we discover how we may be active vehicles of God’s response to our
prayers. We pray for peace. How may we become “instruments” of God’s
peace (as St. Francis prayed)? We pray for God to change the world. How
can we “be the change” we wish to see in the world?
God is present and active in the world, working everywhere and
always for good. God has made room for a genuine other with whom to
be in loving and responsive relation. Human beings and all other beings
are given a place to be, upheld in our freedom, and called to join in
working for good in all things with the God who is all in all.

DEUS PROVIDEBIT: PROVIDENCE, PRAYER, AND SCIENCE
by Michael J. Dodds, O.P.
When I reflect on divine providence, I think of the words, “Deus
providebit (God will provide).” That’s probably because I’m a Dominican
friar and those words are the motto of my province. They express great
confidence in God, especially when we consider their original setting:
Abraham is preparing to sacrifice his son Isaac in obedience to God’s
command, when the boy suddenly asks, “Where is the lamb for the
sacrifice?” Abraham replies, “God himself will provide the lamb, my
son.” The story ends happily when God (providentially) stays Abraham’s
hand and shows him a ram to sacrifice instead. Abraham names the place,
“The Lord will provide” (Gen 22:7-14).
It’s an enigmatic story—in keeping I suppose with the
mysterious nature of divine providence itself. The word “providence”
describes God’s care for us. Scripture teaches us that God hears our
prayers and answers our needs: “The righteous cry, and the Lord hears
and delivers them out of all their troubles” (Ps 34:17). Jesus himself
assures us: “Whatever you ask for in prayer with faith, you will receive”
(Matt 21:22). At times, though, we feel like Job—waiting for an answer
that doesn’t come: “I cry out to You for help, but You do not answer me”
(Job 30:20). Yet God does not abandon us. The One who provided the
lamb in the story of Isaac ultimately sends his only Son for our
deliverance: “Behold, the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the
world!” (John 1:29) Jesus leads us through suffering and death to
resurrection and life eternal: “The Lamb in the midst of the throne will be
their shepherd, and he will guide them to springs of living water; and
God will wipe away every tear from their eyes” (Rev 7:17). In this life,
“we walk by faith and not by sight,” confident that God continues to
guide his creation: “His works . . . do his will as he has ordained for
them according to his plan” (2 Cor 5:7; Sir 42:15). Since creation reveals
the Creator (Rom 1:20), our study of creation—whether in theology,
philosophy, or science—can unveil the transcendent mystery of God.1
To many, however, science seems not a way to God but an
obstacle. It appears to contradict or even war against religion.2 It claims
1
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to explain all that happens in the world, without reference or even room
for God. It maintains that any act of God must violate the laws of science
and so disrupt the ordered patterns of nature. Such views, though often
attributed to science, are really products not of science but scientism. In
this paper, I will briefly trace the steps from science to scientism and then
explain how scientism impairs our account of God’s action in the world.
Finally, employing the theology of St. Thomas Aquinas, I will suggest
how the discoveries of contemporary science can help us retrieve an
authentic understanding of God’s providence.
Science and scientism
Science employs a quantitative method, studying the world through the
lens of mathematics. This method has proved quite powerful, bringing all
the advances in technology and medicine we now enjoy. But it does leave
something out. In fact, it leaves out everything that can’t be counted or
measured.
Now, it’s one thing to study the world by measurement. It’s quite
another to say that what’s not measurable is not real. But that’s just what
happened in the wake of modern science. The notion that only the
measurable is real is certainly not a teaching of science. It springs from
scientism, an ideology that claims science for its basis, but is really
without foundation. To see how scientism slips in alongside science,
we’ll use the example of colour, employing a familiar nursery rhyme:
Roses are red; violets are blue.
Sugar is sweet, and so are you.
But what is red—really? What is colour itself? The philosopher Aristotle
taught that colour is a real quality that our sense of sight can truly
perceive. You might say he had a WYSIWYG philosophy: What You See Is
What You Get. The rose is really red, and we really see its redness.
Unlike Aristotle, Isaac Newton’s investigations eventually led to
a quantitative definition of colour in terms of frequencies of light. So red
is simply electromagnetic radiation, with a wave length of about 650
nanometers. Newton followed Galileo in considering quantities (like
frequencies of light) to be real aspects of the world, while qualities (like
colour) are simply products of our subjective mode of perception. The
world really does have frequencies of energy, but energy itself has no
colour. Colour is just the subjective experience that the energy produces
in us. So, colour is redefined quantitatively, and disappears as a
Partnership: Science, Religion, and the Search for Meaning (New York:
Schocken Books, 2011).
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qualitative aspect of the world. Perhaps that requires a slight change in
our nursery rhyme:
Roses aren’t red (really), and violets aren’t blue.
Sugar’s not sweet, and neither (I suppose) are you.
We’ve somehow learned to live in a world without red roses and blue
violets since they still look red and blue to us—however much science
sees colour as a mere function of human perception.
In its bent to study the world quantitatively, however, science has
redefined other things besides colour—including you and me. As the
philosopher John Searle explains: “We have a conception of ourselves as
conscious, rational agents . . . How can we square this self-conception of
ourselves . . . with a universe that consists entirely of mindless,
meaningless, unfree, nonrational, brute physical particles?”3 If only the
measurable is real, and that measurable reality is ultimately just atoms in
the void, then our own consciousness must also be an illusion. As our
perception of colour is merely a quirk of the way our nervous system
reacts to electromagnetic radiation, so our consciousness itself is just a
quirk of the chemical and electrical activity of the neurons in our brain.
So you and I are no longer real—unless we’re willing to redefine
ourselves as simply an assemblage of neurons—a mere collection of
“brute physical particles.” So, neuroscientist Joseph LeDoux proclaims:
“You are your synapses. They are who you are.”4 Now, while we may be
able to live in a world without colour, it’s hard to see how we can live in
a world without—us. So, how did we get into this pickle? I think at least
part of the problem was our uncritical acceptance of the teaching, not of
science, but of scientism, that only the measurable is real.
Scientism and divine action
The implications of scientism go beyond human consciousness. If only
the measurable is real, then the whole spiritual realm (including God,
angels, and human souls) must be unreal, since such things are surely not
measurable. On this basis, God could not really act in the world, since all
that happens there is explained by the quantifiable laws of science. Albert
Einstein put this clearly: “The more a man is imbued with the ordered
regularity of all events, the firmer becomes his conviction that there is no
3
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room left by the side of this ordered regularity for causes of a different
nature. For him, neither the rule of human, nor the rule of divine will,
exists as an independent cause of natural events.”5 But if God cannot act
in the world, how can God answer our prayers, much less achieve the
divine providential plan? We need to take a second look at scientism.
I first stumbled on scientism in a Scripture course I took as an
undergraduate. The professor didn’t mention the word, but simply
explained that biblical miracles, such as the plagues of Egypt or the
parting of the Red Sea, could all be explained as natural events. So, the
Red Sea didn’t really divide in two, a la Cecil B. DeMille. Instead, there
was simply a strong wind that blew one evening over the shallow waters
of the Reed Sea, moving them aside, and allowing the Israelites to pass.
The Israelites merely interpreted this natural event as an act of God.
I remember explaining all this new-found wisdom to my younger
brother one Sunday as we walked home from church. I happily concluded
that we didn’t need the supernatural to explain such things; natural
explanations were enough. His response was something like: “How
come?” It caught me up short, but somehow stuck with me: “How
come?” How come we’d shy away from miracles? How come we’d be so
eager to look for natural explanations? What was behind that tendency, so
pervasive in my early college education, to reinterpret the miracles of
Scripture as natural events?
I didn’t know back then, but I’ve discovered something since. It
has to do with the way science (or rather scientism) has influenced
theology—especially the way we talk about God’s action in the world.
By assuming that only the measurable is real and thereby limiting the
notion of causality itself to what is measurable, scientism also limits the
ways we have to talk about God’s causality.
The philosophy that preceded modern science, exemplified by
Aristotle and Thomas Aquinas, recognized several kinds of causes—
several ways of explaining what happens in the world. Not all causes
were measurable. For instance, purpose or “final cause” was not. When I
head for the kitchen to get something to eat, for instance, my purpose
(getting something to eat) is the end or goal of my trip. It explains why
I’m going there. It’s a final cause. But this purpose of mine isn’t
something you could measure. It’s not something to which you could
apply a yardstick. Yet it is in some way the cause of my going to the
kitchen. Aristotle saw “purpose” as a real mode of causality, and he found
5
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it everywhere in the natural world.6
When Newtonian science looked at the world, however, it
considered only what was measurable, in accordance with the limits of its
quantitative, empirical method. So, rightly enough, it paid no attention to
final causality or purpose. Following on the heels of modern science,
however, scientism declared that only the measurable is real. Purpose
was not measurable; so purpose became unreal. Ultimately, the only real
causes were the measurable forces that moved the atoms. All was
determined by those forces, themselves governed by the laws of science.
This view of things seems to exclude divine action. As Keith
Ward explains: “The scientific world-view seems to leave no room for
God to act, since everything that happens is determined by scientific
laws.”7 As Rudolph Bultmann put it: “It is impossible to use electric light
and the wireless and to avail ourselves of modern medical and surgical
discoveries, and at the same time to believe in the New Testament world
of spirits and miracles.”8 According to Bultmann, all language about
miraculous divine action needs to be “demythologized” if religion is to
make any sense to modern people. Such demythologizing involves
substituting a natural cause for the divine cause. It was this tendency
toward demythologizing that lay behind the interpretations of Scripture I
was getting in my early college education.
Contemporary science and divine action
Happily, things changed with the advent of contemporary science.9 In
contrast to the deterministic world of Newtonian science, contemporary
science has again found a place for spontaneity and broader notions of
causality. Quantum physics posits an objective indeterminacy at the most
fundamental level of the physical world. Biology now embraces final
causality or teleology as a basic mode of explanation. Biologist Francisco
Ayala argues that “teleological explanations in biology are not only
acceptable but indeed indispensable.”10
6
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As determinism disappears and broader ways for understanding
causality emerge in science, the theologian discovers new ways to speak
of divine action. There are two basic options: either to incorporate the
new discoveries of science themselves into one’s theology, or to make
use of the broader notions of causality that science is suggesting.
Robert Russell, for instance, chooses the first option, using the
indeterminism of quantum mechanics to show how God might act in the
world without interfering with natural causes: “We can view God as
acting in particular quantum events to produce, indirectly, a specific
event at the macroscopic level, one which we call an event of special
providence . . . [Q]uantum mechanics allows us to think of special divine
action without God overriding or intervening in the structures of
nature.”11 John Polkinghorne has similarly employed chaos theory to
avoid divine interference while opening “room for divine maneuver.”12
Such approaches, of course, run the risk of becoming obsolete as
science articulates new theories to accommodate new discoveries.13 I
therefore think it preferable for theologians to employ not the new
discoveries of science as such but rather the new understanding of
causality that they imply. That “new understanding,” however, is very
reminiscent of the “old understanding” of causality that we find in
Aristotle and Aquinas. Modes of causality that disappeared at the time of
the scientific revolution because they were not quantifiable have now
returned. So, without divorcing theology from current science, we can
again assert that God is the final cause of each creature. Since every
creaturely action is for the sake of some real or apparent good, and each
thing is good only insofar as it participates in a likeness to the Supreme
Good, who is God, “it follows,” as Aquinas says, “that God himself is the
cause of every operation as its end.”14 As final cause, God is involved in
Nature’s Purposes: Analyses of Function and Design in Biology, ed. Colin
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the action of each creature. God doesn’t interfere with that action, but is
rather its source. The creature wouldn’t act at all unless (in some way) it
were moved by some good to be attained through its action, and that
good is in turn a reflection of divine goodness.
God is also the first efficient cause. In Newtonian science,
efficient or agent causality was reduced to the measurable force that
moves the atoms. Now, we can speak of God in a more profound way, not
just as the cause of motion, but as the cause of the very being of each
creature.15 And since being is the innermost principle of every creature,
God is most intimately present in the world. As Aquinas says, “Being is
innermost in each thing and most fundamentally inherent . . . Hence, it
must be that God is in all things and innermostly.”16
As the cause of being, God is also present in the actions of
creatures. To explain this, we have to consider primary and secondary
causes. When I use a pen to write words on a page, for example, I’m the
primary cause and the pen is a secondary cause. The words produced on
the page are caused entirely by me (there’s no word that I didn’t write),
but they’re also caused entirely by my pen (there’s no mark that my pen
didn’t make). Yet the pen could not make a single mark by itself apart
from me. In an analogous way, when God acts in the world, God is the
primary cause, and the creature is a secondary cause. As the pen relies on
my influence in order to write, so creatures depend on God’s influence in
order to act. The resulting action is caused entirely by God, as primary
cause, and entirely by the creatures, as secondary causes.
As Aquinas explains: “It is apparent that the same effect is not
attributed to a natural cause and to divine power in such a way that it is
partly done by God and partly by the natural agent; rather, it is wholly
done by both, but in different ways.”17 God does not act in the world as
just one more cause among others. When causes of the same type act
together, the effect is always in some way divided among them. When
two people carry a table, for instance, the work is divided between them
and each does part of it. The more weight one carries, the less there is for
Dominican Province (New York: Benziger Brothers, 1946), Part I, Question
105, article 5, corpus.
15
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the other. The result is a zero sum game: the more one cause does, the
less there is for the other to do. This is not the case with God and
creatures.
God is not just one cause among others, but rather the supremely
transcendent cause, the ultimate source of the being and action of
creatures. God’s action doesn’t diminish the contingency or freedom of
the creature, but is rather its source.18 God acts in and through the nature
of each creature without meddling or interfering, since God is the source
of that nature. But God can also act in the world in ways that go beyond
the causality of creatures: God can perform miracles. Even in such
events, however, God does not disturb the fundamental order of the world
since its most profound order is its ordering towards God.19
God’s providential plan
Providence is the plan of the order of all things towards God.20 By our
graced prayers and actions, we are part of that plan and instruments in its
achievement:
The cause of some things that are done by God is prayers and
holy desires. For divine providence does not exclude other
causes; rather, it orders them so that the order which providence
has determined within itself may be imposed on things. And
thus secondary causes are not incompatible with providence;
instead, they carry out the effect of providence. In this way,
then, prayers are efficacious before God, yet they do not
destroy the immutable order of divine providence, because this
individual request that is granted to a certain petitioner falls
under the order of divine providence. So it is the same thing to
say that we should not pray in order to obtain something from
God, because the order of his providence is immutable, as to
say that we should not walk in order to get to a place, or eat in
order to be nourished; all of which are clearly absurd.”21
God chooses to manifest divine love through us:
We have not begun to realize the dignity that is ours, a dignity
18

ST Ia, 105, 5, ad 3.
See ST Ia, 105, 6, co.
20
ST Ia, 22, 1, co.
21
SCG III, 96, no. 8. On the notion of divine immutability, see Michael J.
Dodds, O.P., The Unchanging God of Love: Thomas Aquinas and
Contemporary Theology on Divine Immutability (Washington, D.C.: The
Catholic University of America Press, 2008).
19

Dodds: Deus Providebit

39

that carries a very remarkable responsibility. Our eyes are the
eyes that God uses to weep for the pain of the world. Our
emotions are the emotions God uses to have compassion upon
his people. Our hands are the hands God uses to bestow his
healing blessing upon those in need. If we do not weep, some
people will never know God cares. If we do not lay our hand on
others in a gesture of acceptance, some will never experience
healing in this world. We have the ability to let God use us to
build up his kingdom; we also have the freedom to refuse, and
thus hinder the coming of God’s kingdom. This is the mystery
of the Incarnation: God will establish his presence in the world
though the weakness and limitations of sinful humanity.22
As instruments of God’s providence, we can affirm God’s action
in the world since we believe God is acting through us. If ever science
seems to deny divine action, our question should be, “How come?” How
come faith and science appear to be in conflict? We may discover the
conflict arises not from science but scientism, and not from the real truth
of faith but only from our limited understanding of it. Since God is Truth
and the source of all truth, there can be no fundamental contradiction
between the truth that God has revealed and the truth that science
discovers. Rather they complement each other. As Pope John Paul II has
said: “Science can purify religion from error and superstition; religion
can purify science from idolatry and false absolutes. Each can draw the
other into a wider world, a world in which both can flourish.”23
Embracing both, our hearts can soar: “Faith and reason are like two
wings on which the human spirit rises to the contemplation of truth.”24
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JOHN CAPUTO ON GETTING GOD OFF THE HOOK:
THEODICY, PRAYER, AND PROVIDENCE
by John Suk
For most of my life I was a member and leader in a conservative
Reformed denomination where we memorized large swathes of the
Heidelberg Catechism, including this favourite:
Q. What do you understand by the providence of God?
A. Providence is the almighty and ever present power of God by
which he upholds, as with his hand, heaven and earth and all
creatures, and so rules them that leaf and blade, rain and drought,
fruitful and lean years, food and drink, health and sickness,
prosperity and poverty—all things, in fact, come to us not by
chance but from his fatherly hand.1
Later on, the catechism also explains the meaning of the
conclusion to The Lord’s Prayer: “‘For yours is the kingdom and the
power and the glory forever’ means, We have made all these requests of
you because, as our all-powerful king, you not only want to, but are able
to give us all that is good . . .”2
Upon reflection, such answers suggest a further question,
something like this: Why does an all-powerful and omnipotent divine
king—God—who is able to give us all that is good from his fatherly
hand, not do so?3 Such questions belong to the task of theodicy, or what
John Caputo calls “getting God off the hook,” both for “the vagaries of
natural disasters or for the disasters caused by human vagary and
malice.”4
This paper sympathetically examines how John Caputo gets God
off the hook. I compare and contrast the underlying narrative of orthodox
Calvinist theology with Caputo’s alternative narrative. Along the way, the
roles of providence and prayer in both orthodox Calvinism and in
Caputo’s theology will be explored as well.
The Heidelberg Catechism’s Treatment of Providence and Prayer
In the catechism, God is “the All-Powerful King.” This God is a person,
an undivided substantial being in Trinity who can do and has done
Heidelberg Catechism, 450th Anniversary Ed. (Grand Rapids: Faith Alive
Christian Resources, 2013), Q&A 9.
2
HC, Q&A 128.
3
I recount my struggle with such questions in John Suk, Not Sure: A Pastor’s
Journey from Faith to Doubt (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2011).
4
John Caputo, The Weakness of God: A Theology of the Event (Bloomington:
Indiana UP, 2006), 40.
1
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whatever he (of course, he) wants done. While God may have an
adversary, this adversary offers only minimal opposition since God is
omnipotent. The catechism may, in other places, talk of human sin or of
the power of Satan, but it is mostly by way of asides, and never in a
manner that suggests God or his chosen ones are under real threat. In
fact, in the section assigned for teaching on Lord’s Day 9, the opposition
to God’s purposes is described very weakly as mere “chance.”
The catechism does not define chance, but it is surely a short
form for the chaos, evil, and perhaps what the apostle Paul calls the
principalities and powers that work weakly and ineffectively against God.
Although Satan is sometimes mentioned in orthodox Calvinist theology,
it is more often as a deceiver or tempter of humans than as spiritual threat
that possesses people.
According to the catechism “all things!” are from God and given
to the cosmos; without God, nothing that is could be. Significantly, this
includes what most people consider to be “bad” things, a mix of natural
and human ills, including, according to the catechism, drought, sickness,
poverty, and lean years. Complex theodicies may seek to ameliorate such
providential responsibility, but the plain sense of the catechism does not
allow for such softening. It is God’s providence that delivers all things,
good and bad. This naturally highlights the problem of theodicy.
God’s goodness toward the cosmos and its human inhabitants is
expressed through divine providence. When it comes to human salvation,
the catechism adds the redemptive work of Jesus as a culminating
expression of divine benevolence. But at this point, early on in the
catechism, before its treatment of the atonement, it is God’s “fatherly
hand” that is seen by the beneficiaries of providence.
It seems to me that the catechism fails to be sufficiently candid
about the full scope of providence. Although providence delivers many
difficult things—note the list above—they are obscured by an equally
impressive and longer list of nice things: leaf and blade, rain, fruitful
years, food and drink, as well as health. The rhetorical effect of sheltering
or hiding the bad in a list of great goods, and then saying it is all from
God’s fatherly hand, makes God seem quite humane (an
anthropomorphism!). In fact, the section assigned for Lord’s Day 9 is a
great favourite among many Dutch Reformed people, most of whom, in
my experience, never notice the bad that the catechism minimizes.
Preachers, too, usually try to soften God’s responsibility for the bad by
focusing on the good of creation and blaming the bad on the ill effects of
sin, rather than on God.
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Summary
So, what is the orthodox Calvinist story? God provides all things
necessary for the cosmos and humanity, and does so through his
providence, evidence of a “fatherly hand” in spite of “chance.” In this
sort of theology, human agency is quite weak because it is controlled by
God’s providential and salvific decrees. In fact, in the catechism’s
worldview, it seems that, “everything seems to take place in another
world, not in this world.”5 That is, things are determined by the private
counsel of God. All of which makes theodicy such a necessary and
complicated task, and makes prayer seem to be beside the point—which
might be why the catechism, while mentioning petitionary prayer as
appropriate, spends most of its exposition of prayer explaining why it is
the most important part of the gratitude that is required of Christians.
John Caputo’s Weak-God Worldview
Caputo’s theology tells a different story. Caputo rejects the ontological
reality of God as an omniscient and omnipotent King who has decreed all
since before creation. Even when he speaks of God as spirit, he qualifies
this with a peut-être, God as may be, perhaps. I include two quotes here
to give a sense of Caputo’s near-poetic approach to describing what he
thinks of God—definitely not the Giver of all things, but, perhaps,
something like the Object, an Event, discussed next. So, “God does not
exist; God is a spirit that calls, a spirit that can happen anywhere and
haunts everything insistently. I have found it necessary to deny existence
in order to make room for insistence.”6 And, “Insistence is a pure
trembling, a specter, almost nothing, like a spirit. There is no one out
there, no hyper-entity, to ensure it will all turn out well in the end.”7
So, if not God, who is not a substantial being for Caputo in any
case, what or who is the Source in Caputo’s thought? Tradition,
especially as reified in Scripture: “I treat the New Testament as an
‘archive,’ a depository of memories, which presents a certain way to be, a
certain ‘poetics’—not a politics or an ethics or a church dogmatics—that
I like to call a ‘poetics of the kingdom,’ which lays claim to us and which
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calls for a ‘transformation into existence.’”8
For Caputo, deep within the written tradition, in its traces, in
places where voices that have been erased nevertheless whisper, and
where visions of shalom may yet glimmer, there is a great gift that needs,
wants, must be communicated to humanity—even if at great cost, even if
the gift turns out to be a calamity. If this sounds obscure and difficult,
that is because Caputo always is. But imagine a full understanding and
appreciation of the kingdom of God as it was meant to be, breaking in on
a substantial number of people in a human institution or political entity. It
would be chaos.
A key distinctive in Caputo’s approach is that where the orthodox
see humanity’s power as strictly limited and shuttered by the will and
power and decrees of God, Caputo does not. While orthodoxy of all kinds
believes that God can answer petitionary prayer positively, if God so
chooses, Caputo does not believe in a strong God who can answer
prayers with more than a whisper or a plea. Caputo’s view of tradition
may be weak in comparison with a monarchical God, but his view of
humanity is relatively stronger and more responsible because Caputo’s
humanity can never rely on God for eternal decrees or providential turns
of events. Humans must choose to make their own bed, and will sleep in
it, rather than on some divine couch provided, deus ex machina, for
eternal slumber in spite of all that humans do wrong and are forgiven.
In his book, What Would Jesus Deconstruct? Caputo reflects at
length on Charles Sheldon’s famous In His Steps: What Would Jesus Do?
Caputo tries to build a bridge to evangelical theologians by emphasizing
how humans can respond positively to the Event of God, and perhaps
(always peut-être) in so doing, also make a large and positive impact on
humanity in a God-shaped way. Though Caputo is sometimes arcane, his
vision, like Sheldon’s, is idealistic and even hopeful.
What does the tradition—and especially our scriptural
tradition—give humanity, according to Caputo? Well, it isn’t “all things.”
It is, rather, what Caputo calls the Event, Caputo’s alternative to an
ontological, personal God. Any effort to sum up Caputo’s poetic,
impassioned descriptions of the Event will fall short. The Event is
precious. It is impossible. It is a name that simmers with potential, peutêtre. The Event is to Scripture and tradition something analogous to what
justice is to the law; what shalom or righteousness or mercy are to the
sort of Christian community that Jesus might have imagined.
Experientially, at least, sometimes I think Caputo’s Event is analogous to
8

Ibid., 33.
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what Karl Barth thought the in-breaking revelation of God for humans
might be like—incomprehensible, light, real, but immediately absent. A
revelation without being behind it, without the need of being to sponsor
it.
This “perhaps,” “maybe,” peut-être cuts deeply into the name of
God so much that the name (of) “God” takes place in the very element of
the peut-être itself, of the “Event” of the promise which is no less a
threat, of the maybe which is also a maybe not. We are not the least
assured that God will be there, not the least assured that God may be at
all, not the least assured that the “name” of God offers anything more
than a hope, a prayer, a faith in something coming, something I know not
what, a hope that may turn out in fact to be a nightmare, a monster, which
happens time and time again when people act “in the name of God.”9
The Event shines light on what should be the essence of the
kingdom of God, a reality that, as soon as we think we have it, slips away
from us, because it only whispers, it is a haunting of humanity, a dream,
that may be. It is worth noting, here, that there is a long tradition of
negative theology in Christianity that wrestles seriously with the
incomprehensibility of God. Caputo resonates with this tradition, and
sometimes discusses it at length.
In the story Caputo tells, deconstruction aids tradition, or
Scripture, to deliver God as Event to humanity. Deconstruction was
originally a technical term for a specific kind of hermeneutic, one that
argued, for example, that whatever was written out of texts, or could be
discovered in the traces of texts—the dispossessed, the defeated, and the
oppressed—needed to have their witness recovered and heard.
Deconstruction assumes that the author of texts is dead to the reader—or
at least, authorial intention is dead to the reader. Unfortunately, in popular
parlance, deconstruction has come to mean particularly deep and careful
interpretation.
Caputo doesn’t think so! For him, deconstruction is essentially
anything we do with traditions or texts to release the destabilizing yet
constructive Event. Thus: “deconstruction must not be mistaken as
something destructive or merely skeptical because at its heart
deconstruction arises not from negation but from a deeper affirmation of
something, I know not what, from a faith (foi) in an Event, heeding a call,
an exigency, a summons, an injunction, an imperative.”10 Elsewhere,
Caputo insists that “deconstruction is treated as the hermeneutics of the
9
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kingdom of God, as an interpretive style that helps get at the prophetic
spirit of Jesus—who was a surprising and sometime strident outsider,
who took a stand with the ‘other.’”11
Caputo calls for a new breed of theologian to use deconstruction
to liberate the Event: “. . . My advocacy of the weak force of ‘perhaps’
[i.e., the Event] must be as innocent as a dove and as shrewd and sly as a
snake, able to brave the wolves of philosophy and theology and their love
of monarchy and sovereignty and principal order. I am issuing a call for a
new species of theologians, weak theologians.”12 In opposition to this call
is neither the Heidelberg Catechism’s chance, nor even the demonic, but
the institutions and hierarchies that, for the sake of personal power or
institutional advantage, obstruct deconstruction as Caputo defines it.
Summary
The Judeo-Christian tradition contains the trace of a divine Event that
humanity both needs and hungers for. That Event may be liberated from
our founding texts through deconstruction by a new breed of theologian,
in spite of opposition from the structures and institutions of status-quo
Christianity in the service of the powers that be. The Source of such
eventfulness is weak rather than strong, a human artifact that embodies a
beautiful but hidden vision, rather than a substantial yet divine God.
Where, in the orthodox tradition, God’s power is presumed, in
Caputo’s story there is no God who creates, upholds, or answers prayer.
Caputo’s God is weak, just as the tradition that harbours the Event is
weak, and the theologians who do deconstruction are weak. The strong
ones, on the other hand, are the human institutions that undermine
deconstruction. This is why Caputo often seems to write as if the
revelation of the Event is, humanly speaking, difficult.
Caputo’s God—if an Event or haunting or insistence can even be
called a God—resolves all theodicy problems. God is not an active,
providential agent in creation. God insists, whispers, prays to us, but does
not act. The Event does not answer prayers in any other way than by
praying them with us. Prayer is the chiasmic intertwining of insistence
and existence. In religion, the insistence of God becomes effective, and
things get done, but that decidedly does not mean that prayer means
asking God to do things for us. The weakness of God means that God is
not an agent who does things or fails to do them.13
11
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Conclusion
Is this a spirituality for the twenty-first century? Caputo would say—
maybe, peut-être. The Event, when it intrudes on our lives or
momentarily illumines what we see or do is both beautiful and an
imperative—as justice is to law and law’s institutions, or as joy and
kindness are to community. Caputo’s approach to spirituality challenges
traditional Western notions of God, especially because they are rooted in
Greek philosophy and endless anthropomorphism. Caputo’s doctrine of
God doesn’t trade in ontology. His God is a mysterious name that burns
us and that we cannot otherwise contain. Caputo offers a paradigm shift
that pleads with humans to do what the Event insists. We exist; the Event
insists.
Caputo writes in a different paradigm while still sometimes using
theological and philosophical language that’s half-familiar. It’s
disorienting. Thomas Kuhn famously said something like this, that
communication across different paradigms is incommensurate—that is,
people working and living in two different ideological paradigms can’t
understand each other. When I read Caputo, I do so with ears and mind
trained in one paradigm straining to understand with a heart that has
landed in another. It is nearly impossible. But I find I have been able to
give up on defending God to others, or blaming God myself.
Personally, the difficult poetics of Caputo’s theological approach
make it unlikely that, as such, his perspective will catch on. While
Caputo believes traditional Christianity’s God needs to be liberated from
the onto-anthro-status-quo-theological enterprise, Caputo’s Event needs
to be liberated from the opaqueness and obscurantism of Caputo’s
poetics. Peter Rollins14 has tried to do so, and his books have gained a bit
of traction. On the whole, however, Caputo has not been able to gain a
wide hearing.
Still, Caputo’s God is small enough for me, small enough to do
away with the need for theodicy, small enough to be that still small voice
I long for after historical Christianity’s fire, quakes, wars, and
oppressions. Weak enough for me to suggest to others that, rather than
ask God for help other than inspiration, we should now do what we
ought.

14
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FROM THE HEART
THE BEAUTY OF SITTING STILL WHEN LIFE FALLS APART
by Kate Crawford
Martin Luther is remembered as having quipped, “I am so busy now that
if I did not spend two or three hours each day in prayer, I could not get
through the day.”1 I remember, when I first read that comment, feeling
very inadequate. My pipsqueak prayer life did not measure up to that
standard, and I had a certain instinct that it never would. If prayer was the
tool by which to conquer stress and overwork, I could imagine my
hoped-for decades of ministry burying me in an avalanche of deeds
undone, while I feebly waved the blunt instrument of my pathetic
prayers.
But I soldiered on. I was drawn to prayer, even though I was
never schooled in it. Of course not! I grew up in The United Church of
Canada! My home congregation thought to equip me for maturity by
inviting me at a young age to serve on committees, as if by having me put
my shoulder to the wheel I would learn how to drive. I really just learned
how to serve on committees, although I did so in the company of some
great saints, whose dedication and compassion I admired and sought to
emulate.
Luckily, I had a Roman Catholic friend. Boy, did she know how
to pray! She had rosaries and sodalities, prayer books and icons. It was a
smorgasbord compared to the humble gruel of my tradition. I ate greedily
and long. For many years I was part of a prayer group which met in her
home. Weekly we would gather to read the office of the day and to sing.
The part that I longed for the most, however, was when the speaking
would stop, and the waiting began. We would sit silent and still, until a
prayer would rise up in our hearts, when it would be spoken aloud.
Sometimes long periods of silence would ensue; sometimes two prayers
would be spoken at the same time. No matter. God’s ears could untangle
the babel.
My life wended away from that upper room, and even away from
home. I married. Had children. Completed my doctoral studies and began
work. Many people look back on those early years of family life with
fondness and regret at having lost something precious once they are gone.
Not me. My marriage was volatile and frequently on the brink of
collapse. My elder daughter had an undiagnosed mental health condition,

1
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and we struggled with her extreme behaviour. My marriage ended. My
second marriage ended.
My life felt wildly out of control, as if I were clinging to the mast
of a ship during a storm, being whipped about far above the frothing and
deadly foam below. I clung to prayer. I would journal, would sing my
prayers, and attended a Christian meditation group in the small town
where we lived. I knew that stillness was the balm, but I didn’t really
know how to get there.
I also had many years of therapy. As someone who primarily
approaches the world through her mind, her reason and her thinking, I
felt that there must be a right way to think about what was happening to
me. I poured my heart and soul out to a succession of therapists, seeking
for the better thoughts. I now have a drawer full of theories and
paradigms which I haul out and use by times. They help.
But they also don’t help: because even if you understand
something, some pain or suffering, where it comes from, and how it
connects to your deeper story, having the right thoughts about it doesn’t
make it easier to bear. Or go away.
I moved again. Upheaval, stress, challenge. In the city where I
then lived there was a small Shambhala Buddhist meditation group. I
cannot recall how I heard about them. I certainly didn’t know anyone in
the group, but once again I sensed that stillness was needed in my life. I
began to attend, when I could. I never stayed for the dharma talks. I had
no interest in being indoctrinated. I just wanted the stillness.
As the Theosophists say, “When the student is ready, the teacher
appears.” My teacher was the most unlikely guide, an old friend who
himself had gone through hard times. He came to visit on holiday, and
brought a book of Buddhist teachings, and his own excitement about
meditation. As we drove around looking at tourist sites, one or the other
of us would read aloud from the book, and he would give commentary.
Testimony. He was a living witness to how mindfulness was holding him
together. I wanted some of that.
The short of it is that with his support and with access to audio
recordings of his trusted teacher, and his invitation to go on a five-day
silent retreat, I broke through all my resistance and became a mindfulness
practitioner.2
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“But aren’t you a Christian? Aren’t you ordained? What kind of
example are you giving to the sheep in your flock?” I hear that a lot. As if
I have somehow betrayed my Christian values, or Jesus Christ himself,
by drinking at this new well.
Nobel Peace Prize winner and Vietnamese Buddhist monk Thich
Nhat Hanh writes: “To me religious life is life. I do not see any reason to
spend one’s whole life tasting just one kind of fruit. We human beings
can be nourished by the best values of many traditions.”3 If it’s good
enough for him, then it’s good enough for me!
The mindfulness meditation, or insight meditation, that I practise
is not a religion. There is a religious side to it, called Buddhism, to which
many intelligent, conscientious, and compassionate seekers are drawn.
But such is the freedom of this practice that you can partake of the
wisdom without needing to believe in anything. Just as there is no belief
component to the practices of ice-skating or gourmet cooking. This is a
skill one can learn in five minutes, and practise the rest of your life. The
more you practise, the better you get.
At its heart, mindfulness is waking up to what is going on in the
present moment. The founder of Mindfulness Based Stress Reduction
(MBSR), Jon Kabat Zinn, defines mindfulness as, “awareness that arises
through paying attention, on purpose, in the present moment, nonjudgementally.”4 On the one hand, it is so simple: watch your breath as it
rises and falls. On the other hand, it is so difficult, as the mind, the body,
feelings, and sounds can all carry us away from where we have
consciously placed the attention.
I strive for a daily practice, but let me be quite candid—I have a
spotty record! However, I sit as regularly as I can, and now I also happily
learn more of the wisdom that has accrued through this practice to its
great teachers through the last 2500 years. That’s a lot of insight!
Within the Christian tradition there has always been a stream
dedicated to meditative prayer, but it has often been subterranean, hidden
in the dark, away from the bright lights of discursive theology and
intellectual debate. Late in the twentieth century, Benedictine monk John
Main revived the ancient mantra practice of the desert father, John
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Cassian, and today it is a global movement, represented by The World
Community for Christian Meditation.5
What I have learned has changed the way I live my life. By
watching my thoughts come and go, pain in my knee or back come and
go, by noticing that everything arises and passes away I learn that no pain
in my heart can keep me in its clutches forever. When I feel suffering I
notice it in a non-judgemental way. I don’t tell myself stories about it,
like “this shouldn’t be happening,” or “this isn’t fair.” My favourite story
is, “this will always happen to me.” No it won’t. Just watch.
By training myself to fix my attention on the breath, I am also
learning how to guide my attention away from thoughts which have
caused me suffering. This is what is meant in the second noble truth: the
root of suffering is clinging. How I clung to ideas of what my marriage
should look like! About my daughter’s behaviour, and how it should or
shouldn’t be. The hardest thoughts to release are those that pertain to the
self: my life shouldn’t be this way. Yes it should. This is the way it is.
Clinging to the thought that it should be another way just makes me sad,
resentful, and angry.
There is so much more that I want to share about how watching
my breath has brought me peace. Perhaps your interest will be piqued,
and you will want to find out more on your own. There is such an
abundance of material on mindfulness at the moment that my only
caution is that you choose a wise and trusted source, like those which I
have listed here. The last thing you need is squishy teaching!
Remember the ship? How I felt at one point that I was clinging to
the mast and being whipped about by the storms of life? I have learned
that I really can’t do anything at all about the storms. Storms come and
storms go. But I now have a choice about where I ride them out. I stay as
low as I can, down in the hold, where mindfulness keeps me safe as the
emotions, thoughts, and feelings swirl around me. I watch them come and
go in a non-judgemental and compassionate way. It is like having Jesus
asleep in the boat with me. The storm is still there. But we are just fine.

5
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PROFILE
RHEA HILDEGARDE MENZEL WHITEHEAD
by Patty Evans

“Distinguished missiologist, lay minister,
educator, strong feminist, committed
ecumenist, linguist, theologian, mother,
wife, facilitator of just global
relationships and author-editor—beyond
question a Christian fully engaged with
God in the suffering of the world.” 1

The formation of this remarkable woman began on January 22, 1936, in
St. Louis, Missouri, when Rhea Hildegarde Menzel was born into a
family that espoused liberal Protestant theology, was actively engaged in
mission, and was committed to a just world. Rhea’s father was a
professor at Eden Seminary and son of the director of the Evangelical and
Reformed Church’s mission work. Rhea’s mother was born in Ghana of
parents serving through the Basel Mission, her father a medical doctor
and minister.
In 1938 Rhea’s family moved to Illinois, when her father began
teaching at Elmhurst College. After the war, Rev. Menzel returned to
pastoral ministry in a country church near Ann Arbor, Michigan. Rhea
loved living in the country while enjoying the school in town. However,
after one year, she had to transfer to the one-room school in their
crossroads community because Rhea and her younger sister and brother,
Anne and Paul, were all needed to bring the number of students up to the
minimum level required to keep it open. As recompense for this
unwelcome change, her mother agreed that Rhea could take organ
lessons. Rhea thus furthered her lifelong love of music, playing the organ
for churches over the next several years.
College days took Rhea back to Elmhurst, where she majored in
education. At a Student Christian Movement retreat, Rhea met Ray
Whitehead, another Elmhurst student, and their romance began. After
Ray’s graduation in 1955, Rhea still had two years of studies to complete,
1
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while he worked at a work camp of the World Council of Churches
(WCC) in Assam, India. Rhea spent one summer at a WCC work camp in
Germany, German being a spoken language in her family. After one and a
half years apart, Rhea and Ray visited their families over Christmas
1956, announced their engagement, and were married in June of 1957
following Rhea’s graduation.
Rhea taught school in New York City over the next two and a
half years while also taking part-time courses at Union Theological
Seminary (UTS). She studied full time in 1960. Ray worked in urban
ministry in East Harlem while studying at UTS.
The United Church of Christ asked Ray to work in urban
ministry in Hong Kong. Both Ray and Rhea welcomed the opportunity.
The commitment was for five years, including language study, with the
first semester in Cantonese at Yale. “Rhea was very gifted, with
exceptional pronunciation. The teacher used her as the example for other
students.”2 In January 1961 they moved to Hong Kong.
The Whiteheads lived in an industrial neighbourhood where
Rhea taught at a high school and Ray was the advisory pastor for a new
church and a factory workers’ centre. Their neighbours were villagers
whose land had been taken over. Ray and Rhea were the only foreigners
in the area—a cross-cultural immersion experience that would be
repeated throughout Rhea’s life. Their family grew with the birth of
Cynthia in 1962 and the adoption of Beth in 1964.
When their five-year term ended and they were due for home
leave, their future work in Hong Kong was uncertain because the head of
the church in Hong Kong closed the factory worker program. Ray began
a doctoral program at UTS. At the same time the National Council of
Churches USA (NCC-USA) wanted to start a China program to discover
what was going on with the church in China. Ray and Rhea wanted to do
that work but stayed longer in New York for Ray’s studies, during which
time their third daughter, Sara, was born.
In this New York period, Rhea took courses at Columbia in
Chinese culture. On their return to Hong Kong, an office was set up for
their work with Asia Research Consultants and Ray taught Christian
social ethics at the theological school, Chung Chi College.
The years 1967-1970 saw the rise of second-wave feminism.
Rhea began exploring feminist thought and theology, meeting with some
younger women in Hong Kong in consciousness-raising sessions to
2
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discuss the writings of Mary Daly, Letty Russell, and others. Rhea’s
awakened awareness of the feminist perspective led her to the conclusion
that she was being treated by the church as a secondary person even as
she was developing what Ray called “a sparkling career of her own.” She
negotiated with the United Church of Christ mission board to have house
help that would free her for the work she was doing for the NCC China
program. In fact, Rhea ran the program in Hong Kong during the year
that Ray wrote his dissertation.
In 1971 the Whiteheads, along with other academics, formed a
group called the Committee of Concerned Asia Scholars. They were
acquainted with the leftist pro-China press in Hong Kong and were
involved in the anti-war movement. This was in the era of “ping pong
diplomacy.” The group sent a letter to Beijing and in return received an
invitation to go to the People’s Republic of China. Fifteen members of
the group, including Rhea and Ray, visited Guangzhou, Shanghai,
Nanjing, and Beijing, meeting with “Revolutionary Committees” that ran
the cities during the Cultural Revolution. All universities and schools
were closed. The theological school in Nanjing was being used as the
headquarters of the Red Guards, and Bishop K. H. Ting (the president of
the seminary) had been sent to do farm work. While in Beijing, the group
was suddenly sent out to tour the countryside. On their return they
learned that Henry Kissinger had made a secret visit to Beijing that day
to make the overtures that began the groundwork for Nixon’s visit with
Mao Zedong and Zhou en Lai in February 1972. Following that positive
visit, there was euphoria over the change in US-China relations. The
group was invited to meet Premier Zhou en Lai and other national leaders
for a lengthy conversation.
As a result of this experience, Rhea wrote a cover article for
Saturday Review, entitled “How the Young Are Taught in Mao’s China.”
The Review described Rhea as a consultant for the National Council of
Churches, USA. As Ray notes, “she was coming into her own.” Over the
years, Rhea co-authored three books and wrote numerous articles.
In 1972 Rhea and Ray wrote to Bishop Ting, now back in his
home, though the seminary was still closed, offering to send material
about how outside Christians were describing the church in China. Did he
even want material from critics with negative views about China and
church leaders there? Bishop Ting responded that he “especially” wanted
the negative material. That correspondence was the beginning of their
friendship.
About this time a conference entitled “Love China” was held in
Manila with Rhea in attendance. The Whiteheads had a unique position at
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a significant moment in Hong Kong history as they were part of three
circles: the missionary community, the scholars group, and the pro-China
circle.
In 1975, two positions opened in North America. Rhea applied to
be director of the NCC-USA China program, based in New York, and
Ray was invited to be the director for the Canadian Council of Churches’
new China program, based in Toronto. They agreed that if Rhea were
selected, they would go to New York. She was one of the last two
candidates, but was not chosen. So, in 1976 the Whitehead family moved
to Toronto.
It was a hard transition for Rhea. While Ray had some family
roots in Canada and had visited often as a child, Rhea’s only visit had
been on their honeymoon at Jack Lake in Ontario. However, within two
months she began work as the Program Coordinator with the Joint Centre
on Modern East Asia, tasked with orienting teachers to cross-cultural
understandings of Asia and leading teacher tours to China. Concurrently
she pursued her Master of Adult Education degree at the Ontario Institute
for Studies in Education (OISE).
In 1978, the position of Regional Mission Executive for Asia in
the Anglican Church in Canada (ACC) opened up. Rhea’s intentional
discernment and the church’s search process led to her being hired for the
work that took her back to Hong Kong and China, but also to India,
Japan, Korea, and Burma. She was broadening her already extensive
global experience, particularly through the relationship of the ACC with
global churches and agencies. A visit with the Anglican Church in Burma
in 1983 left her deeply disturbed as she observed the men in the
leadership roles and the women, who were the backbone of the church, in
subservient roles. She made attempts to converse with the women, but
that effort was unsuccessful. Rhea expressed her personal outcome from
that visit in this way: “The visit’s searing ambiguity, along with my
exposure to other women struggling for fuller participation in church and
society, fed my commitment to wrestle long term with issues of global
partnership and women.”3
It was also during this period that Rhea played a significant role
in supporting progressive elements in church and society during the
Marcos dictatorship in the Philippines. One observer has said:
She was a key figure in the establishment of strong solidarity
relations between progressive Canadian and Philippine church
3
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circles and with the Philippine progressive movement as a
whole. She was at the forefront of campaigns against human
rights violations. She stood up for those summarily executed,
the disappeared, those tortured and unjustly detained. She was a
consistent advocate for social justice and a truly liberating
peace.4
In 1984, Frank Carey retired from his position as Asia Area
Secretary for the United Church of Canada. Rhea moved to this work that
related to partners throughout Asia and the Pacific. Later, when asked to
compare working for the Anglican Church and the United Church, Rhea
observed, “The Anglican Church was too hierarchical, and the United
Church was too bureaucratic!”
Rhea was much loved and respected by the global partners in the
Asia-Pacific region. The respect was evident when Rhea was asked to
chair the initial discussions between North and South Korean churches,
held in Macao (their first direct communications since the Korean War.)
When Kim Dae-Jung (Nobel Peace Prize recipient in 2000) was
inaugurated as the President of South Korea in 1998, ending years of
dictatorship, Rhea was present by his personal invitation as a sign of their
friendship, and of his gratitude for the support she had provided
personally, and on behalf of the United Church in the years of his
persecution and detention as a democratic activist.
Rhea’s considerable intellect, management skills, broad
ecumenical engagement, commitment to international justice and peace
work, cross-cultural knowledge and lived overseas experience, combined
with profound faith and a grounded theology ever seeking more
understanding, made her an ideal candidate for the position of General
Secretary of the Division of World Outreach (DWO) of The United
Church of Canada. The timing of her appointment in 1992 coincided with
the church’s desire to review the mandate of the DWO. Rhea and I, the
newly elected chairperson, worked together to respond to that challenge,
using the opportunity to articulate the value of work with global partners,
not only for the partners’ sakes, but also for the life and work of the
United Church. In so doing, Rhea set the tone for the collaborative work
that I was privileged to share with her over the next seven years.
Rhea’s passion for justice and her encouragement of the United
Church’s deeper engagement in global partnerships were evident
throughout her tenure as General Secretary. She had opportunities to
4
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travel on behalf of the United Church to each of the regions, learning
more about the contexts of global partners, with an ear attuned to all
voices (always including those of the women) and a keen eye for issues
of social justice and human rights. In turn, she effectively communicated
what she learned to the Church back in Canada.
Rhea provided leadership when the Division, intentionally
consulting with partners, developed and approved the document, “Gender
Justice and Partnership Guidelines.” Her participation in that process, and
her contributions to the document itself, were evidence of Rhea’s
ongoing efforts to live out the commitment from years before to “wrestle
long-term with issues of global partnership and women.”
Rhea’s final years as General Secretary of the DWO saw changes
on the home front, as Ray had taken up the position of Dean of the
Faculty of Theology at the University of Winnipeg. They sustained their
long-distance marriage with travel in each direction and regular
communication. But Rhea chose to take early retirement, having served
for seven years in the national church’s demanding position with wisdom,
skill, and grace. In that time, she strengthened global partnerships and
ecumenical relationships through her genuine commitment to
companionship and the ecumenical sharing of resources.
Retirement provided a new direction for Rhea and Ray. Bishop
Erme Camba (then Dean of Silliman University Divinity School in the
Philippines) invited the Whiteheads to come to teach there. Rhea taught
courses on mission and evangelism and also on gender justice in church
and society. Bishop Camba noted that during their time at Silliman, Ray
and Rhea took big steps in setting up an atmosphere of friendship and
peace among Filipino people, working on people-to-people partnerships
among individuals and groups they encountered and with whom they
worked. He described their tenure at Silliman as
a very enlightening experience for our students and faculty to
be closely related to Canadians through missionaries of the
United Church of Canada. Both Rhea and Ray participated
fully in the life in the University. They were invited into
various meetings and conferences of the church. We wanted
them to stay with us for another term but there was this urgent
call from China. We agreed on their going to China.5
That call came from Bishop K. H. Ting, president of Union
Theological Seminary (UTS) Nanjing, the national seminary of the China
Christian Council, asking Ray and Rhea to teach at UTS. This led to a
5
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formal request to the United Church for not just any Canadian teaching
faculty, but specifically for the Whiteheads, such was the esteem in which
they were held.
One year in Nanjing in this volunteer appointment extended to
five (2002-2007), with both of them teaching in the three-year graduate
program, as well as teaching fourth-year students in the undergraduate
stream. Rhea taught an introductory course in “feminist theologies in
which [she shared] voices and perspectives of Christian women from
various parts of the world, and [helped] students to reflect from a
Christian perspective on women’s issues in their Chinese church
context.”6 Rhea found the students intensely interested in relating their
study not only to the context of the churches, but also to society as a
whole, with the students raising critical questions about the society they
were observing and living within.
The Whiteheads enjoyed life with the students who came from
almost every part of China. The student body was of varying ages and an
almost even mix of women and men. Ray and Rhea often ate in the
student canteen as an excellent way to get to know the students, but each
sat at separate four-seated tables. The students found this puzzling until
Rhea explained that they did so to have as much interaction with as many
students as possible. Their sitting apart from each other became accepted
as natural, and many lively discussions in any one of three languages
(Putonghua, Cantonese, or English) ensued.7
After returning to Canada, Rhea had more time for family and
friends both at home and at the cottage. Family was central to Rhea
through all her life. In addition to the cherished family members already
named, Rhea relished her role as grandmother to Clare, Eli, and Ben. She
was also tapped for specific global assignments and continued her
involvement in her home congregation, Trinity-St. Paul’s United Church
in Toronto.
Rhea’s work and ministry have not gone unrewarded. She
received an honorary Doctor of Divinity degree from Victoria University
in 2005 and a Distinguished Alumna Award from Elmhurst College. In
2010 Rhea and Ray were co-recipients of the Katherine B. Hockin
Award, given by the Canadian Churches’ Forum for Global Ministries to
recognize Canadians who have taken significant initiative related to
global, cross-cultural mission or ministry.
6
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Rhea’s earthly life came to an end on June 14, 2011, but her
contributions will live on far beyond her lifetime. As Rhea observed in
the China context, “As [the graduates] spread out across China . . . they
will carry knowledge and wisdom, and work for both a better Chinese
church and nation, and for a better world.”8 So will the many others for
whom Rhea was a mentor and companion over the years.
Frederick Buechner describes vocation as “the place where your
deep gladness and the world’s deep hunger meet.”9 Rhea realized her true
vocation, living a joyous and hopeful life even as she engaged the
suffering of the world. In the closing words of the doctoral citation,
“Rhea Menzel Whitehead won the respect and affection of the Christian
community by continually challenging it with her world-reaching vision
and her ability to combine strength and humility, action and reflection, as
she worked tirelessly to empower the ministries of others.”

8
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BOOK REVIEWS
Understanding World Christianity: India
Dyron Daughrity and Jesudas Athyal. Minneapolis: Fortress
Press, 2016. Pp. xxvi + 331.
In this inaugural volume of a new series, Dyron Daughrity, professor of
religion at Pepperdine University in Malibu, California, and Jesudas
Athyal, visiting researcher with the Center for Global Christianity &
Mission at Boston University, provide an insightful, informative
overview of Christianity in India, one of the world’s most populous and
culturally diverse countries. Christianity is no longer a Western religion.
It now thrives in many parts of the world that Western churches formerly
considered their mission fields. As Christianity has taken root and
become enculturated around the world, it has become very diverse. In
addition to describing Christianity in India, this book also notes the
presence of Indian Christianity in the Indian diaspora, particularly in the
Western world. The series of which this volume is a part is intended to
give accessible introductions to global Christianity.
The book succeeds admirably in giving an overview of the
variety and complexity of Christianity in India. It begins with a brief
account of the centuries of Christian history in India. It then gives an
overview of the Christian denominations, their history, characteristics and
areas of geographic concentration. Next comes an overview of Indian
society, introducing the caste system, the nature and extent of poverty in
India, and some of the significant transformations that have taken place
in Indian society in the past century. Also discussed are recent disturbing
events, such as the political emergency of the 1970s, the rise of Hindu
communalism to political power in recent years, and the response of
Christians and the churches to these events. As the authors note, exact
figures for the number of Christians in India are unavailable. The official
census figure of 2.3 percent of the population is widely considered to be
low. The real figure is probably around 4 percent, and the contribution of
the churches and Christians to Indian society in the areas of health care,
education, and social justice far exceeds their numerical presence.
A chapter on geography describes how Christians are distributed
throughout India’s various states. The differences in the numbers of
Christians found in each, and their contexts, are tremendous. For
instance, in Rajasthan, a large state bordering Pakistan in what is called
the saffron belt of Hindu-dominated central India, Christians comprise
less than one tenth of one percent of the state’s seventy million people.
But in Nagaland, a northeastern state that does not have a Hindu culture,
Christians comprise ninety percent of the population, and most are

60

To u c h s t o n e J u n e 2 0 1 8

Baptists.
The following chapter introduces Christian leaders who have
played important roles in Indian Christian history. The book ends with a
chapter on theological trends and issues that have been prominent in
India.
What emerges from all this is an informative portrait of
Christianity as a minority religion in a very diverse postcolonial context.
Despite the claims of Hindu communalists that India is a Hindu state, and
that Christians and Muslims should convert or leave, Christianity has
made itself at home in India. As a result, Indian Christianity is as varied
and multifaceted as India itself. Fundamentalists and conservative
evangelicals bent on converting all others to their form of Christianity are
here. Roman Catholics, with a strong Jesuit presence, are here. Two
union churches, the Church of North India and the Church of South India,
comprise much of the Protestant population. Pentecostals are here, as are
the Orthodox, along with the uniquely Indian Mar Thoma Church. Christ
is being enculturated into, and is transforming, tribal traditions, Dalit
contexts, and Hindu cultures. As this book indicates, Christians and
churches in India, like India itself, are charting their own path, engaged
to some extent with theological and church movements elsewhere in the
world, but for the most part focusing on their own issues and concerns.
The church in India has frequently fallen prey to caste divisions. In most
places it is not growing quickly. But it has produced some remarkable
theological literature and significant leaders who have contributed to
India’s formation as an independent nation and to ecumenical
organizations like the World Council of Churches.
This book provides a good current introduction to Indian
Christianity. It will be useful for anyone interested in what Christianity
looks like here, and for anyone needing a reliable and informative
overview. Fortress Press is to be commended for embarking on a book
series that has the potential to inform and benefit Christians throughout
the English-speaking world.
Don Schweitzer
St. Andrew’s College,
Saskatoon
don.schweitzer@usask.ca

Awake to the Moment: an introduction to theology
Edited by Laurel C. Schneider and Stephen G. Ray, Jr.
Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2016. Pp. xii + 238.
During the plagues in Europe, reasonable people asked how a supposedly
good God could let so many innocents die. Theological responses
included equations of logic, revised notions of sin, and even the
Pestkreutz, or plague cross—a symbol of God’s compassion (14). Then,
as now, theologians grapple with the questions that life poses. Sometimes
our answers strike a harmonious chord. Other times, our answers fail to
help. If we are being honest, there are also times when theology itself has
been the source of discord.
A living theology, however, does not remain unchanged, hide
from its errors, or seek solace in esoterica. A living theology seeks to
reframe faithful conversation between God’s promised fulfillment of
peace through justice, and the concerns of each time and place into which
this promise is revealed.
In 2010, twenty-eight members of the Workgroup on
Constructive Theology began collaboration on Awake to the Moment,
characterizing it as a support for the theological teaching of a new
generation. With a focus on social justice, the Workgroup defines
theology as “a kind of thinking that directly reflects on the meaning of
[the] stories of God on behalf of the world as it is today . . . as
[Christians] search for better ways to live together on this earth” (1).
The volume resulting from this Workgroup naturally brings
liberal and liberationist theological traditions to bear on a wide range of
religious, cultural, and political issues. While it does not offer a
systematic approach to historical doctrine, it also does not seek to
diminish the importance of theological tradition. Rather, it establishes
theology as a tool for knowing, remembering, and acting as gospel
people, and for making connections between theory and practice,
prophecy and protest, compassion and critique.
Each chapter is written by a team of authors. The first chapter
concerns epistemology, how we know what we know. Against the
modern concepts of progress and reason—and their inability to
ameliorate the post-modern conditions of alienation and relativism—the
authors offer three responses: mystery, as an approach that fosters
participation in the wonder of life rather than mastery of knowledge;
skepticism, which makes us attentive to the relationship between
knowledge and power; and memory, which offers teaching through the
experience of generations of people who questioned, struggled, and
reshaped the status quo.
The second chapter engages with the problems and possibilities
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of tradition. Recognizing the damage that some religious traditions have
inflicted, the authors ask whether tradition can ever be reclaimed as a
“noble word, a healing resource for new life and new ways of being in
the world?” (71) Rather than seeing tradition as static or univocal, the
authors describe tradition as “a cumulative project in reinvention” (72),
by which the authenticity and resonance of a tradition is evaluated
according to the scriptural norms of radical love, the pursuit of justice,
and the flourishing of God’s creation and people. At the close of this
chapter, the authors point to ecumenism, inter-faith dialogue, and
renewed understandings of the family as results of such a project.
While the third, and briefest, chapter considers the category of
lament as a beginning point for creativity and prophecy, the fourth and
final chapter attempts a constructive task. Entitled “Ways of World
Making,” the authors discuss the practices of contemplation, connection,
and church (community) as paths of awakening to divine power and love.
For the initiated Christian, these practices are familiar touchstones.
However, for those on the margins of participation in faith communities,
or those seeking to know more about the “why” of communal worship
and personal spiritual practice, the authors draw a crucial connection
between the activities of worship and prayer, and the actions of just and
peaceful daily living.
This book’s invitation—to continually reconstruct theology based
on context and experience, as well as tradition—will not necessarily be a
new one to those involved in seminary, ministry, or congregational life.
However, the collected experience of the voices offers a rooted and
relevant theological approach, and makes Awake to the Moment an
inviting and accessible source for a study group or seminar. Given our
climate of political and social breaches, and polarizing language, the
compassionate and conversational tone of this text is also very welcome,
and provides a good example of faithful theological reflection.
Andrew O’Neill
St. Paul’s United Church,
Riverview, NB
revoneill@gmail.com

Spiritual and Religious: Explorations for Seekers
Roger Haight, S.J. Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2016. Pp.
203.
Jesuit theologian Roger Haight has for many years been concerned about
the artificial separation of spirituality and religion. Serving now as
Scholar in Residence at Union Theological Seminary in New York, he
directly addresses this separation in a collection of fourteen essays. In
each, he ably demonstrates that this dichotomy is not only false but
harmful. But, rather than focusing on how the separation is damaging to
those who self-identify as “spiritual but not religious” (SBNR), instead
he takes a counter-intuitive approach by showing how this false
dichotomy is especially damaging to both the field of theology and the
church.
He writes from a Roman Catholic perspective, but clearly
presupposes an ecumenical, spiritual, and even inter-religious audience.
In fact, his subtitle suggests he hopes also to reach seekers who are drawn
to spirituality but not to religion. In doing so, Haight shows respect for
the challenges of the SBNR ethos but also for those individuals who are
seeking a grounded spirituality. For the wider audience he seeks, perhaps
the most important chapters are the first two. In chapter one, “Religion
and Spirituality,” he helps the reader locate his or her spirituality. In the
second, “Spirituality as the Basis of Theology,” he explains how the
experience of transcendence can be linked to Jesus. Most important, he
wants the reader to start not with doctrine, but with a “Jesus Spirituality”
as the basis for a new theology.
Since these essays were written over several years, they can be
read singly. They do not present a linear, growing thesis, but instead
could be used separately for theology classes or individual use. The
essays cover such general but core topics as the connection between
religion and spirituality, the gifts that the American church contributes to
the universal church, how spirituality forms the basis for theology, and
why church authority matters. They also take on such key doctrinal topics
as Jesus, the cross, and the Trinity. Ever aware of important
contemporary questions and trends, in other essays Haight addresses such
topics as liberation, eco-spirituality, truth in other religions, and science.
He also offers an intriguing reflection on how the Ignatian spiritual
exercises can serve as a solid basis and model for ecumenical dialogue.
Haight’s emphasis on experience, his recognition of sticking
points and of contemporary trends—and yet his undiminished
appreciation of the core of Christianity—is a welcome addition to the
literature on the growing SBNR ethos. His approach is a distinctive one.
Few theological reflections are able to do what Haight does here. He

64

To u c h s t o n e J u n e 2 0 1 8

holds together a deep faith in Jesus with an awareness of the implicit
rejection of Christian theological concepts present in much of the SBNR
ethos.
It is refreshing to see someone take an important doctrinal or
theological belief and extrapolate from it to speak to a wider audience.
What is also welcome is the way he binds together Christian theology
and contemporary trends without diminishing either reality. He shows an
awareness of the types of Catholic doctrine that would stop SBNRs in
their tracks. But rather than adopting a hardline defensive posture, he
pushes these points in progressive directions. Haight also highlights some
real advances in the church that might be hidden to the hierarchy. He
shows how the laity is moving forward on such issues as religious
freedom, women in leadership roles, and openness to other faiths.
It must be acknowledged, however, that the book would be a
hard sell for a fully non-religious SBNR audience, especially those with
little to no experience of organized religion. It presumes serious
familiarity with core Christian doctrine and practice. It is written in a
style that necessitates some theological vocabulary. It would require a
willingness to take a Christian perspective seriously. However, it might
be helpful for former Roman Catholics, drawn to the SBNR ethos, but
still familiar with their inherited church beliefs and practices. It might
also work, although less well, for marginal Protestants drawn to the
SBNR ethos but aware of the basics of Christianity.
In general, the book would work best for a Roman Catholic
audience that intentionally wants to create a dialogue with SBNRs, both
within and outside the church. In its favour, this book will challenge
some of the inherited assumptions of contemporary Catholics without
alienating them from their faith. Unlike books that disparage either
Christian theology or the SBNR ethos, this contribution by Haight could
work to push believers in a constructive direction, helping them engage
contemporary trends in a critical but open way.
Linda Mercadante
The Methodist Theological School in Ohio,
Delaware, OH
LMercadant@mtso.edu

Critical Theology: Introducing an Agenda for an Age of Global Crisis
Carl A. Raschke. Downers Grove IL: InterVarsity Press,
2016. Pp. 173.
In this short but dense book, Carl A. Raschke makes the case for greater
engagement between critical theory and theology in assessing the nature
and challenge of today’s political crises. He argues that, on the one hand,
critical theory is inadequate to the task of adequately grasping the crucial
dynamics of a pluralistic, globalized world because it sidelines religion.
On the other, traditional methods of religious study fall short in this
endeavour because of the emphasis placed on offering descriptive
characterizations from a supposedly dispassionate stance. Raschke calls
for an approach named critical theology that overcomes these
shortcomings by bringing together the engaged, invested subject position
championed by critical theory with a sensibility that affirms the
theological motivation of the forces that collide with the liberal
democratic structures developed around the thesis of secularization.
Raschke’s overview of the development of critical theory, an
approach that emerged from the Frankfurt School between World War I
and II, begins with the failure of classical Marxist analysis to account for
the modes of revolution that emerged in early twentieth century Europe.
Theorists of the Frankfurt School were compelled to “question the
assumptions and ideological pretensions of their academic
contemporaries” (29) and to acknowledge that an emancipatory strategy
could not be drawn up at a scientific distance from their society, but
would only emerge through critical engagement with the culture in which
they were situated. Whereas the lingering influence of atheist convictions
coloured much of the cultural analysis undertaken by the theorists of the
Frankfurt School, Raschke finds the impulse toward his project of a
critical theology in a couple of more recent figures who are practitioners
of critical theory, but whose work engages heavily with Christian themes.
The first of these is Alain Badiou, whose theory of revolution
hinges on the appearance of an epochal event that triggers a “truth
procedure” (97) among adherents to the event’s transformative
significance. The other is Slavoj Žižek who proffers a Lacanian
psychoanalytical reading of the Christian narrative, whereby the “killing
of God” symbolizes that there is no transcendental order to the universe
and humans are ultimately on their own in determining their destiny. For
Raschke, these two theorists find in Christianity a potential motivating
source that the overturning of the political order will require. Their
unique approach transcends the limitations inherent in empirical
approaches to studying religion because it is open to the reality of the
“force of God” that “manifests in key events, world-turning and world-
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shaping events (à la Badiou) that have no peer or historical repeatability”
(128). Raschke argues that the mode of theory exemplified by Badiou
and Žižek is required in an age properly characterized as “post-secular,” a
term signalling that “the return of religion is at once the emancipation of
faith as the critical principle and transformative factor among the new
global disorders” (138).
The crucial conviction of Raschke’s critical theology is that the
logos is made flesh, and he infers that the principle of critical reason
manifests itself through the “embodied encounter and conflicted
involvement of selves with others” (141). Raschke sees the potential for a
critical theology to overcome the false oppositions between
religious/secular, and theoretical/practical. Only a critical theology can
answer Baudrillard’s call for a method which will not only “describe and
analyse,” but will “itself be an event in the universe it describes” (149).
Raschke does an excellent job of outlining the development of
critical theory and makes a strong case for theological considerations to
be acknowledged and incorporated into political analysis. However, I
have become suspicious of Christian approaches to political theorizing
that assert their own heightened significance or efficacy mainly by
invoking the language of transcendence, and my enthusiasm for
Raschke’s argument waned during the sections in which attesting the
“force of God” is held up as the crucial differentiating factor. If the
decisive motor of world history is this “force” which manifests in earthshattering events that are unprecedented and singular, as Raschke argues,
does this not undercut the function of political analysis whether or not
theological considerations are included?
Overall, I did not feel Raschke did an adequate job of describing
or providing examples of how the critical theological approach leads to a
deeper discernment of a particular political challenge than the socialscientific disciplines he disparages as practising the “ineffective habit of
looking for immanent causal schemes” (75). Still, the point Raschke
makes about every political stance having its foundation in a principle or
conviction that can only be adequately accounted for in theological terms
is well taken.
Garret Hantke
St. Thomas Wesley United Church,
Saskatoon
g.hantke@gmail.com

What a Difference a Meal Makes: The Last Supper in the Bible and in
the Christian Church
Christian A. Eberhart. Houston TX: Lucid Books, 2016. Pp.
148.
While most Christians identify Communion as essential to their worship
life, how are the bread and wine understood? Why is there so much
variety in our practice? What do we think is happening at Christ’s table?
In What a Difference a Meal Makes, Christian Eberhart explores these
questions, beginning by acknowledging that “different denominations
have disagreed over the correct understanding of Communion for years”
(10). Communion is a source of tension and division. Despite this,
Eberhart maintains that “the ritual of eating bread and drinking wine does
unite Christians” (10). It is this unity he seeks to emphasize, as he leads
the reader to a deeper understanding of the feast.
In the second chapter, Eberhart begins by guiding us through the
scriptural depictions of the Last Supper, showing how the traditional
words we use to celebrate Communion do not match any Gospel text
exactly, but are a conflation of Synoptic and Pauline traditions. Through
close reading, we discover meaningful differences in scriptural accounts.
For example, Mark depicts an ordinary meal within the context of
Passover, while Matthew is the first to identify the purpose of the meal—
“for the forgiveness of sins” (21). To whom is this forgiveness offered? In
both the writings of Luke and Paul, it is “for you,” and Eberhart draws
our attention to the use of the plural “you,” implying that Communion is
for the whole community, rather than individuals (32). Paul emphasizes
inclusion at the table and unity among Christians. Interestingly, Eberhart
reaches this conclusion by examining some “terrifying” words of Paul:
“that everybody who drinks of the cup and eats of the bread ‘unworthily’
will be ‘guilty concerning the body and blood of the Lord’” (31). He
examines the social structure of early Christian Communion, and Paul’s
recognition that there were some at the feast who were poor, and would
not have enough to eat. Those who indulged in Communion with full
bellies, while ignoring others’ lack, were judged to be “endangering” the
unity of the community, and thus, eating “unworthily” (33).
The heart of Eberhart’s discussion is found in Chapter 3, “The
Meaning of the Last Supper,” where he demystifies the Communion
meal. He points to the simplicity of bread and wine, “basic staples of the
human diet” (52), and the functions of a meal (survival, strength,
community, grace) to emphasize that Communion is “accessible” and
comprehensible to everyone (53). He also examines the relationship of
the Lord’s Supper to the Passover feast, the historical background of
ancient Palestine, and the other meals in which Jesus participated to help
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locate the sacrament within a broader context.
Particularly helpful is Eberhart’s treatment of the “blood of the
new covenant” and the language of sacrifice in Communion liturgies,
which can be mysterious or even alienating to contemporary Christians.
He guides the reader through the covenant at Sinai, connecting it to the
Communion meal. Blood was seen as the “source of life in all creatures”
(67), and had the power to purify people and places—“as the symbol of
life, blood is able to remove sin” (68). At Sinai, Moses sprinkled the
blood of sacrificed animals on the Israelites, allowing them “to renounce
their sins and accept ethical responsibility” (64). Jesus and his
companions would have understood this connection between blood and
forgiveness. However, Eberhart is careful to distinguish Jesus’ death on
the cross from ritual sacrifice, stressing the world of difference between
gifts made to God, and “someone who had been judicially executed”
(82).
In the concluding pages, Eberhart offers practical advice for the
church, through workshop models and questions to consider. With a
personal reflection on his own exclusion from a Catholic mass (117),
Eberhart challenges us to make the Table as inclusive as possible. He
acknowledges the central tension of making our language accessible to
modern ears, while maintaining our rootedness in scriptural traditions, to
avoid distortions or misunderstandings. Most important for Eberhart is
that we recognize that in Communion, “it was made apparent that God’s
love is boundless and extended to all people . . . Jesus did not even turn
away Judas” (117). Our Communion practices must make clear our
understanding of this limitless grace, as we seek unity with one another.
Eberhart’s accessible language and clear explanations make this
book a valuable resource for clergy and lay leaders alike. Clergy who
find themselves wanting to experiment, or adapt the Communion meal
outside of its usual context (at the bedside of the dying, or on retreat with
confirmation students) will feel a renewed sense of being grounded in the
meaning of the bread and wine. Lay leaders will appreciate the
demystification of the church’s fundamental practices. Anyone who seeks
a deeper understanding of the sacramental life of the church will find
help within these pages.
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