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Note From Thomas Jay Oord

'm thrilled to join with SacraSage Press to offer this sampling of my
writing! I've chosen some of what | consider the best selections,
and | hope they whet your appetite for more.

The ideas in this sampling have changed the lives of untold
people. | frequently receive social media messages, emails, and
letters from readers who witness to the life-changing power of this
material. People talk with me after lectures or over coffee and tell
personal stories of transformation. | hope these ideas help you too.

I enjoy corresponding with readers. So if you have some insights
to share or questions to ask, drop me a line on social media or send
me an email: tjoord (at) nnu.edu. | want to hear from you!

Thomas Jay Oord
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OPEN AND RELATIONAL THEOLOGY 5

PREFACE

People across the globe are discovering open and relational
theology. The paths leading to this perspective are diverse,
and its ideas help many make sense of God, their lives, and our
beautiful but sometimes painful world. This book introduces
those ideas.

Scholars have explored and promoted the ideas in open
and relational theology for decades. Some write books so
technical only experts understand them. Others write at a level
understood only by graduate students or theology enthusiasts.

This book is different.

| write so that most adults can understand. My goal is to
inform and stimulate creative thinking about what matters
most.

Some ideas in this book will strike you as radical, unsettling,
even mind-blowing. They'll expand your awareness and change
your life. | recommend early morning or midnight walks to
process them. You'll have a lot to think about!

When most people encounter this theology, they respond,
“Finally! Something that makes sense!” These ideas align with
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our deepest intuitions and everyday experiences. They match
scripture well, although we must abandon some interpretations
people have offered. Other people take longer to “warm up” to
these concepts, but they eventually see their winsomeness and
wisdom.

New ideas upset the same ol’ same ol'. Those who want the
status quo find open and relational concepts threatening. I'm
among many forced out of faith communities, leadership roles,
or teaching positions for embracing these ideas.

A few even scream “heretics” at me and others who accept
open and relational thinking. Most who play the heresy card don't
know what it means or how heresy charges are rightly decided. |
recommend focusing attention on what actually matters. We're
better off to flee the dogma police than let traditional nonsense
keep us from living and thinking well.

A warning: | sometimes write about horrific experiences like
rape, death, and torture. | do so, because those are realities in
the world. Many books that talk about God ignore the horrors and
heartache of life, presenting life as serene and rosy, parroting
pat answers too.

Ignoring life’s pain comes at a cost: irrelevance. Theology
worth embracing must account for beauty and evil, warm
fuzzies and intense suffering. But addressing these horrors can
trigger some readers. So, | offer this warning.

Introductory books can’t cover every topic or go into depth.
| encourage readers to explore other open and relational
writings. At the conclusion of this book, | offer an abbreviated list
of writings and authors published in the last thirty years. | call it
“Going Deeper.”
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| also encourage you to explore the resources at The Center
for Open and Relational Theology (c4ort dot com). Sign up for
the monthly newsletter while you're on the website and consider
adding your voice to the People section. Other fine organizations
promote open and relational ideas too, and you'll find links to
them on the Center site.

This book can't say everything. It lays out essential ideas
in clear and provocative ways. Even the basics of open and
relational theology breathe new life into our quest to understand
God, make sense of existence, and live well together.

Get ready for an adventure!
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WHY

MONICA

Monica wishes she could ignore Christmas.

To her, the holiday no longer signifies Jesus’ birth or giving
gifts. For Monica, Christmas means rape. Hers.

For months, the Allenton Baptist Youth Choir spent hour after
hour practicing its Christmas Eve musical. The grey church base-
ment echoed as they sang, and while this was not Westminster
Cathedral, the acoustics suited them well.

The missing ingredient to the nearly all female choir was
some voices to cover the lower registers. So Reverend Sanders
convinced Devon and Jaker to join. Both had graduated and
had to miss some practices because of work.

Monica felt a spark when Devon walked into the choir room
the first time. He walked with confidence and his eyes were shiny
and misty all at once. She liked him!

In subsequent rehearsals, she would smile shyly or stand
near him at breaks. Devon didn’'t seem to notice... until the last
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rehearsal. Monica caught him glancing her way during Silent
Night.

“You should come over,” he said after rehearsal. “We need
to celebrate.”

“Celebrate what?” asked Monica, slightly tilting her head
and grinning.

“You know.. the season. And no school.. whatever,” said
Devon.

Monica slipped out that evening and walked through Lion's
Park to Devon'’s place. She arrived to find him with Jaker watch-
ing the Titans vs. Patriots on Sunday Night Football.

“The others are coming later,” Devon said as he let her in.
She joined them on the couch watching the Titans lose (againt!)
and drinking a few beers. After the game, Devon asked Monica
if she'd like to go to his room to play The Last of Us on his
PlayStation. After a while, Jaker joined them.

And that's when it happened. She thought they were just a
little too handsy at first. She pushed the two away and strug-
gled; they were stronger. Monica wishes she could forget the
rest.

This Christmas, she wonders if God really cares. For her.
If God loves us enough to send Jesus, why didn’t He love her
enough to stop her rape?

Monica no longer believes the words, “Emmanuel, God
with us.”
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JIMMY

Campfires have a way of inspiring reflection.

Jimmy organized a “Guys’ Weekend” last summer in the
Sawtooth Mountains of Idaho. He invited gym buddies and
friends from a Bible study, figuring they’d all get along.

“I've been thinking about hell,” said Michael as the guys
poked at the campfire the first night. “I don’t think | believe in it
anymore.”

“"Whatya mean?” someone asked.

“Well... it makes no sense,” Michael responded. “Why would a
loving God send someone to eternal punishment? In flames big-
ger than those,” he said, gesturing toward the fire. “God’s sup-
posed to be loving and fair. The punishment doesn't fit the crime.”

After a moment, Hector responded. “I learned about hell
at Bishop Kelly High School.” Realizing not everyone would un-
derstand, he explained: “I was brought up Catholic and went to
Catholic schools. | guess I'll always be Catholic.”

“Sister Gracie read Dante’s Inferno,” Hector continued. “She
showed us paintings of people in fiery caves, twisting in agony.
Damned if it didn't scare the hell out of me! Or into me!” Hector
laughed at his play on words.

“I was raised Baptist,” Michael replied. “We didn't have pic-
tures, but preachers described hell: white-hot coals, torture
chambers, and laughing demons. | had nightmares! As | got
older, talk of hell seemed more like behavior control: ‘Don’t have
sex before you're married, or you'll go to hell.” Of course, that
didn't stop me and most guys. Or girls, for that matter!™
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Several smiled and nodded in agreement.

Others joined the conversation. Some said belief in hell was
important for curbing crime and resisting temptation. Others
said “hell as deterrent” didn't work; people still hurt each other.
Besides, a loving God wouldn’t damn anyone to everlasting pain.

Some said actions need consequences. That idea prompted
a discussion of God’s forgiveness, and someone asked about
Hitler. Does a rotten guy like him get off Scot-free? A discussion
of discipline ensued. And on it went.

After an hour, Jimmy asked a question. He didn’t intend to
end the conversation, but his question had that effect.

“Is there a way to believe God always forgives and doesn't
send anyone to hell,” he asked, “but also that destructive be-
havior has consequences?”

ROCHELLE

“I'll put that on the prayer chain.”

Rochelle heard this phrase often. It's the response her
mother gives to news about sickness, job loss, death, accidents,
or anything needing prayer. The “prayer chain” rallies “prayer
warriors” to “pray down the blessing.”

When Rochelle was young, the prayer chain consisted of a
written list of phone numbers. Today, mother has gone digital:
text messages, Facebook groups, email threads, WhatsApp,
and more.

Critics say prayer chains are just church-endorsed gossip,
but Rochelle has been pondering bigger questions. She won-
ders what prayer says about who God is and how God acts.
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On their drive home from her sophomore year at Missouri
State University, she mustered the courage to start a conversa-
tion with her mom.

“I've been trying to make sense of prayer,” Rochelle began,
“the prayer that asks God to do something.”

“What are you thinking?” her mother responded, turning
down the Beach Boys.

“Well, God doesn’t seem to answer many prayers,” said
Rochelle. “At least not in tangible ways.”

“It happens more than you'd think, Honey,” said her mother.
“But God’s ways are mysterious, and His timing is not ours. You
never know how the Lord will answer prayer.”

“I guess,” said Rochelle, unconvinced. “But do prayers really
change what God does? Think about it: wouldn't a loving God help
even if we didn't ask? You'd help me if | really needed it, right?”

“Yes, I'd help,” said her mother. “But it's nice to be asked!”

“I get that,” Rochelle said. “Maybe | can explain what I'm
thinking by asking some questions.”

Rochelle’s mother nodded.

“Do you think God knows everything that will ever happen?”
asked Rochelle.

“Yes,” her mother responded.

“Can God make a mistake about this knowledge?” asked
Rochelle. “You know, like God knew you'd never get pregnant,
but, Oops! Then you had me?”

Her mother laughed. “God doesn't make mistakes,” she said.
“If God knows something is true, it's a fact.”

“That's the problem,” said Rochelle, “if God already knows
what will happen in the future and God can't make mistakes,
whatever will be, must be. It's settled.”
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“l guess,” her mother said.

“When we ask God to do something,” said Rochelle, “don't
we think the future might be different because we asked? But
if God already knows what will happen and can't do other than
what He already knows will occur, why pray?”

Her mother sat in silence, eyes fixed on the road as her mind
churned through answers. She wanted to believe God knows
now all that will happen in the future. And that God can’t make
mistakes. But she also believed prayer changes things.

“Maybe | can ask it this way,” said Rochelle, to break the si-
lence. “Does asking God to fix something change the future... if
God already knows what happens in the future?”

KYLER

San Jose has its challenges and opportunities. As the largest
city in California’s Silicon Valley, its residents know the meaning
of change. They also know better than most what it means for
people with diverse cultures, economic statuses, IQs, skin colors,
and religious beliefs to live together.

Kyler's parents moved to the city early in the dot-com boom.
Kyler grew up believing in the power of technology, and he now
works at a high-tech company. He married Gary ten years ago,
and the two adopted baby girls.

Kyler's been wondering what to teach his daughters about
God. His mother was Jewish and his father agnostic, and they
taught him the difference between right and wrong. But no one
in the family talked about God, at least not seriously. As a result,
religious people make Kyler nervous. For his daughters’ sake



OPEN AND RELATIONAL THEOLOGY 15

and his own curiosity, however, he's been talking with co-work-
ers about their religious beliefs and commitments.

Steve, a co-worker, has responded to Kyler's inquiries. He's
passionate about Christianity and often quotes the Bible and
theologians. Steve's been explaining complicated sounding
ideas like divine sovereignty, eschatology, and God’s hidden-
ness. Kyler's still confused.

Kyler and Steve stopped for a drink at the Goosetown Lounge
after work. Following a little political banter, Kyler said, “I've been
thinking about your beliefs and discussing them with Gary. |
don’t understand the details, but | am trying to make sense of
your views.”

“Understandable,” Steve responded.

“Ilwant to grasp your most important beliefs,” Kyler continued.
“You know, the forest and not just the trees. And I've got a question.”

“Lay it on me,” Steve said, focusing his attention.

“In your version of Christianity — ‘cuz | know there are many
versions — does my life have meaning?”

“Of course!” said Steve, surprised. “The meaning of life is to
obey God and enjoy Him forever. That's your purpose. That re-
minds me,” he added, “I need to get you a copy of The Purpose
Driven Life."

“Okay,” said Kyler, “but | don't understand how this fits with
God's sovereign plan.”

“How so?” asked Steve.

"Well, if God predestines us before time begins, we aren't
free. Our lives are predetermined, like the computers at Tech-
Pro. Without true freedom, our choices don't matter. And if my
choices don't matter, | don't see how my life matters. What | do
makes no ultimate difference.”
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“But you can be free,” said Steve, “when you do God's will.
You're free when you do what God ordains.”

“You said that earlier,” said Kyler, “but it makes no sense to
me. You sound like a politician saying the money is here and not
here!”

Steve laughed awkwardly.

“Besides,” Kyler continued, “l won't teach my daughters God
controls them, but they'’re free. | can imagine one of them com-
ing home at 3 a.m. and saying, ‘Don’t blame me. God predes-
tined me to be late!”

Steve laughed. “I get it,” he said. “It's a mystery. God’'s ways
are not our ways. Unless you're God, you won’'t understand it.”

“Maybe not,” said Kyler, “but I'm searching for beliefs that
make sense. | can't believe our life has meaning if God prede-
termined everything.”

Steve sat for a moment, thinking. A server brought another
Guinness.

“If God pre-decides everything,” Kyler concluded, “freedom
isn't real.”

CHAD AND JENNY

The Covid-19 pandemic crept across the globe in 2020, wreak-
ing havoc. It killed millions, hospitalized tens of millions, and
caused widespread suffering. Most viruses contribute to the
health and functioning of life on planet earth, but some, like this
one, mutate and cause destruction on a grand scale.

I met Chad on Zoom during the pandemic’s early months.
He was interested in the doctoral program | direct in open and
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relational theology. It didn't take long for me to realize he was
intellectually capable, and | would enjoy working with him.

Most of our conversation focused on the virus and its impact
on his life. Chad's wife, Jenny, had died a month earlier from
Covid-induced complications. Both Chad and Jenny had been
in the hospital with the virus - Chad recovered and walked out,
while Jenny did not.

Due to the highly contagious nature of the virus, hospi-
tals quarantined Covid patients, separating them for fear of
spreading the virus among visitors, patients, nurses, and doc-
tors. This meant Chad and Jenny were isolated, separated from
each other during the last days of Jenny’s life. Chad never got
the chance to say goodbye to his best friend and lifelong part-
ner. None of their family could visit or say goodbye either. Jenny
died alone.

As we chatted, Chad was reeling. He wept as he talked
about his frustrations trying to arrange a funeral during a pan-
demic. And about loneliness. Chad was hoping the doctoral
program might give his life direction now that Jenny was gone.
He needed something.

Chad asked the same question hundreds of millions of peo-
ple across the world asked in 2020 and beyond: “Why didn't God
stop Covid-19?"

One poll says two-thirds of American Christians believe the
pandemic is God telling humanity to change. Does that make
sense? Did God send or allow the coronavirus to teach us a
lesson? Are Jenny and millions of dead people changing their
ways? And is Chad better off lonely? And what about those still
suffering the long-term effects of the virus, causing mental ail-
ments, disabilities, and loss of quality of life?
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Wouldn't a loving God prevent needless suffering and
death?

A BETTER WAY

This book offers actual answers to these questions.

In the following chapters, | explain how open and relational
ideas make sense of God'’s love in light of Monica’s questions
about rape, campfire questions about hell, Rochelle’s questions
about prayer, Kyler's questions about free will and meaning,
the questions millions of people ask about God and Covid-19,
and more.

Without believable answers to life’s pressing questions, the-
ology is of little use. God becomes like a pepper shaker: some-
times you sprinkle a bit, but the food tastes fine without it. Why
believe in God if belief doesn't matter?

Fortunately, there is another—and a better—way to think.

SURVEY

Two sociologists asked Americans what they believe about God.
These scientists interviewed thousands of subjects and con-
sulted surveys from others to learn which theological beliefs are
most common. The project results surprised many.

According to their findings, 95% of Americans believe in God.
That's more than what many experts thought, but the sociol-
ogists define God broadly enough to allow for greater buy-in.
Americans have God on their minds.
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Most interesting to me were the particular views Americans
have about God — what God is like, whether God acts or relates,
where God is, God’s attitudes, and so on.? Survey results show
most Americans believe God is 1) Authoritative, 2) Benevolent,
3) Distant, or 4) Critical3

Let's look at each.

An Authoritative God

Almost a third of Americans see God as the cosmic author-
ity. For ease of reference, let’s call those who see God this way,
“Authoritatives.” In this perspective, God is a judge who engages
the world and punishes when people do wrong. An authoritative
God needs nothing from creatures because that deity is entirely
independent.

Authoritatives are more likely than others to think God is
a literal father, wrathful, and one who uses pain to discipline.
Their rationale comes from Bible stories, the Qur'an, and popular
views about punishing those who commit crimes.*

Those who see God like this feel compelled to keep rules and
want others to do the same. They value allegiance to leadership,
commitment to the tribe, and personal responsibility. Loyalty is
a top priority for Authoritatives. They believe we can have abso-
lute certainty about what God wants for us and others.®

To simplify, Authoritatives believe in a sovereign Judge who
punishes the disobedient. In the words of an old song, “Trust and
obey, ‘cause there's no other way.”

A Benevolent God

Most Americans, no matter what model of God they embrace,
believe God is loving. Some who see God this way — let’s call
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them “Nurturants,” because “Benevolents” is awkward — under-
stand divine love differently than others.®

Nurturants make up about a fourth of the American pop-
ulation. They see God's love as constantly forgiving and con-
soling. God has moral standards but doesn't retaliate against
those who do not meet them. Instead, God warns us about the
negative consequences that come from sin. The Nurturant per-
spective sees God as assisting, healing, inspiring, and showing
compassion.

The way Authoritatives and Nurturants think about God
corresponds with what each considers effective parenting.
Nurturants prioritize empathy and care. They value acceptance,
cooperation, and taking the perspectives of others. Nurturant
parents value free expression from their children but think moral
guidelines help kids discern which expressions are positive.
Authoritatives think good parenting is strict, demanding, and
includes swift punishment.

Nurturants see God as empathetic and forgiving. They em-
brace “care and share.”

A Distant God

Researchers used “Distant” to describe the God in whom about
a fourth of Americans believe. This God is not active in the world,
nor does He judge the deeds of moral creatures. Believers in a
distant God rarely speak of miracles and think biblical stories
should never be taken literally. According to researchers, many
who initially described themselves as agnostic actually believe
in a God who is distant.”

Let's call people who believe God is distant and nonjudg-
mental the “Permissives.” A Permissive perspective sees life as
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having few or no boundaries, standards, or restrictions. Some
Permissives advocate extreme tolerance and verge toward an-
archy. Others emphasize the liberty to do what an individual
desires.

Permissive parents set few limits, not wanting to impose
standards and expectations. They value autonomy in their chil-
dren. Permissives seek to tear down oppressive religious and
political systems but offer little or nothing to replace them.

Permissives say God exists, and just about anything goes.

A Critical God

The least common perspective of God among Americans (16%)
says deity does not engage creation but keeps track of what we
do. The Critical God will judge us after we die according to what
we do here and now. Although responsible for moral standards
and the regularities in the universe, this God doesn't intervene in
earthly aoffairs.

As one disengaged, the Critical God is unaffected by what
happens in our lives or the world. God has no emotions and
can't feel pain or joy. We see the handiwork of this God in the
design of a universe created long ago in some way we cannot
describe.

Once we perish, the Critical God rewards the righteous and
makes evildoers pay. This punishment might be eternal tor-
ment, purgatory, or annihilation. The reward for the righteous is
eternal bliss on streets of gold or orgies with a thousand virgins.
While the Critical God doesn't punish or reward now, this deity
enforces the consequences later.®

The Critical God, like Santa Claus, is making a list and check-
ing it twice to judge who’s naughty or nice.
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CERTAINTY

So.. what is the correct view? Which model gets God right?

That's impossible to know with certainty. Scholars like myself
analyze details in these and other models. We break them into
sub-models and those into sub-sub-models. And then argue
about minutiae.

| believe an open and relational view of God makes the most
sense overall. But I'm not certain. | don’t know God fully, so | can’t
be 100% sure. | look at reality through limited and sometimes
distorted lenses, which means my vision is cloudy.

| just don't know for sure.

Open and relational thinkers can’t prove their view is the
right one. Theological statements like “God loves us” aren't
mathematical equations like 2 + 2 = 4. They're not verifiable
statements like we say, “Jesse Owens won 4 gold medals in the
1936 Olympics.”

No person — theist, atheist, or agnostic — has perfect vision
of ultimate reality. We all wear distorted lenses.

Those who think they've figured out God are closed. Like
a ship come to port, they've “arrived” at a secure harbor with
nothing more to learn. The rest of us continue searching, sailing
the waters of life. We're open.

Searching doesn't mean we're fumbling about with no
sense of direction whatsoever. We can both search and be on
a journey that makes sense, gives joy, and contributes to living
well. We can find an escapade of significance between utter ig-
norance and absolute certainty.
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To put it bluntly: some portrayals of God are better than
others. Some are more plausible, for instance. Some portray-
als account for the universe better. For our experiences better.
Scriptures better or science better. Our intuitions or aesthetics
better. And so on.

When it comes to God, we can’t be certain. But we aren't
clueless.

CONVENTIONAL THEOLOGY

On my way to explaining open and relational theology, it might
help to identify theologies that are unlike it. You know, the alterna-
tives. We can learn a lot about a view if we know what it opposes.

To avoid getting lost in the weeds, I'll use the label, “con-
ventional God” for a host of views open and relational thinkers
oppose. Under this label rests a potpourri of problematic ideas. |
suspect you'll recognize many, others may surprise you.

Millions of people believe in the conventional God | describe
below, and we could point to thousands of nuances within this
perspective. Painting a general portrait is sufficient for the con-
trast | offer throughout this book.

Here are key features of the conventional God..

The conventional God exists above or outside time. Watching
from this external perspective, He knows all that has ever hap-
pened and everything that will happen as if it already occurred.
He's more like an abstract number than a loving sister; more like
a definition than a person. The future is settled for this God in the
same way the past is settled. And yes, the conventional God is
usually thought of as masculine.
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Call Him “the timeless God.”

The conventional God is unaffected by what we do. Creation
makes no difference to Him, because He can't be influenced.
The conventional God never has a change of mind or alters
course in response to creation, because creatures have no ef-
fect on Him. This God can’t be compassionate in any sense that
we understand compassion, because such love requires a re-
sponse. Despite what people say, the unaffected God can't re-
ally respond to prayer.

Call Him “the uninfluenced God.”

This God is in control. By either manipulating every creature
in every instant or manipulating only those moments He deems
important, the conventional God orchestrates history to a pre-
determined end. This means God either causes or permits all
evil. The Nazi Holocaust? God did it or permitted it. Your cousin'’s
car accident? God could have stopped it but chose not to. Child
abuse? This God allows that too. The conventional God is large
and in charge.

Call Him “the controlling God.”

This God is pristine. He can't be in the presence of unholy
creatures like you and me. We are dirty rotten scoundrels wal-
lowing in the pit of sinful despair. To overcome this problem, the
conventional God had to kill His Son. He now sees us through the
lens of this atoning death and thinks we're pure when we aren't.

Call Him “the ultimate Germaphobe,” and we're the germs.

The conventional God usually keeps a distance, preoccu-
pied with His own glory. He's a lot like a narcissist. When nec-
essary, He'll intervene to fiddle with creation or barge in where
not welcome. The conventional God usually works through the
laws of nature and natural systems He installed singlehandedly.
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He occasionally breaks those laws and systems if it's important
enough.

Call Him “the intervening God.”

Our actions don't make a difference to the future the con-
ventional God already knows as fact. He knows who ends up in
heaven and who will fry in hell. We can’t alter a future this God
knows as settled and complete, because to alter it would make
Him a liar. What we think are the beginning and end are a single
moment to the conventional God.

Call Him “the foreknowing God.”

The conventional God loves some people, sometimes.
Maybe. Mostly He’'s mad, pissed at deplorable sinners who
dare to disobey. This God usually punishes the unrepentant
promptly, but on a good day, He may show a hand of mercy.
Like the Roman emperor whose thumbs up or down depends
on his own mood, you hope the conventional God is in a good
mood. Don't count on forgiveness, because the conventional
God can do whatever He damn well pleases. And “damning” is
what He does well.

Call Him “the angry God.”

| could identify more characteristics, but this should suffice.
This vision of God sounds familiar to most people. It may sound
familiar to you.

| don't believe in this God.
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UNSATISFYING

Conventional theologies take various forms and have sub-
tle nuances. | don’'t want to give the impression everyone
who accepts the conventional model is unintelligent or naive.
Intellectually sophisticated versions of these ideas exist. But
even the most sophisticated conventional descriptions do not
convince me and others. Sometimes, the sophisticated versions
are especially unsatisfying.

Did you notice some features of the conventional God con-
tradict one another? God is said to be both angry at creatures
and uninfluenced by them, for instance. If creatures can't in-
fluence God, how could they make Him angry? Or God is both
timeless but also intervening. To intervene implies a time se-
quence in which God had not intervened and then did. Or God
is both controlling but unable to be in our presence. How can an
absent God control us?

Some conventional theologies correct these inconsisten-
cies by choosing one feature and setting aside the other. This
doesn't alleviate the problems, of course. Eliminating half a con-
tradiction can make it more obvious just how bad the remain-
ing problem is.

Other conventional theologies accept the inconsistencies
and appeal to mystery, saying finite minds can't understand an
infinite God. This kind of mystery helps no one. In fact, it adds an-
other problem: unintelligibility. We end up with a schizophrenic
God who is timeless but intervening, angry but uninfluenced,
and controlling but not around.



OPEN AND RELATIONAL THEOLOGY 27

Unintelligible!

Did you also notice the conventional view aligns most with
the Authoritative and Critical models of God we looked at ear-
lier? More than half of Americans embrace those views, and |
suspect they dominate much of the world. The conventional
view of God has deep, long-lasting, and worldwide influence.

It's time for something better.

NOT YOUR BOYFRIEND

Open and relational theology also comes in many forms.
There's no one mold or type, no uniform vision everyone must
embrace. Among the four models of God presented by so-
ciologists, open and relational theology comes closest to the
Benevolent/Nurturant view.? In fact, it's common for open and
relational thinkers to start with “God is love” as they consider
theology, their lives, and existence.

When asked, most people say God is loving. Eighty-five per-
cent of Americans said so, according to the research. When
many — especially theologians — explain what they mean by
divine love, the God they describe sounds like a jerk! (Crass syn-
onyms for “jerk” were in this book’s earlier drafts.)

Forinstance, the God of conventional theologies has no emo-
tions and feels nothing. He's apathetic, and that's just the start.
The conventional God sends people to eternal torment, plays fa-
vorites, might choose to stop loving us, controls others, lashes out
in vengeance, considers humans deplorable, and allows rape,
genocide, and torture. (See why “jerk” isn't strong enough!)



28 THE THOMAS JAY OORD SAMPLER

The God of conventional theology is a Controlling Boyfriend
in the Sky. Who'd want to spend eternity with Him?!

APPEALING REASONS

Open and relational theology understands God differently.

I'll explain the differences in coming chapters. Before we
look at them, it helps to know why many people are attracted to
open and relational thinking.

Below, in no particular order, are reasons many find open
and relational theology appealing...

Answers Big Questions

A good number of open and relational thinkers arrived at these
ideas after an intellectual quest. Some wrestled for years with
questions about divine grace and sovereignty. Others won-
dered about God's relation to time and the future. Some looked
for a solution to why a loving and powerful God doesn't pre-
vent evil — “Why do bad things happen to good people?” Some
wanted to harmonize science and religion. Others tried to rec-
oncile their sense of free will with a powerful God active in their
lives. Some looked for a theology that didn’t imply God is an old
white guy mansplaining morality. And many other questions
that arise. Open and relational theology offers solutions to life's
big questions.

Scripture

Open and relational thinkers believe sacred scriptures point to
the primacy of divine love. Jews (and Christians) highlight the
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fifteen times the following words appear in the Hebrew Bible:
“The Lord is compassionate and gracious, slow to act in anger,
abounding in lovingkindness, and forgiving iniquity and trans-
gression.” Muslims build a case for open and relational the-
ology from the Qur'an. “Allah is the ultimate source of instant
beneficence and eternal mercy,” the scriptures begin, “who en-
compasses the entire universe" Christians might emphasize
“God is love™ and such other passages in the New Testament.
God as described in most scripture makes sense in an open and
relational framework.”®

Logic of Love

Other advocates of open and relational theology start with the
logic of love itself, irrespective of what any sacred book might
say. They ask questions like: Does love cause or allow unneces-
sary pain? Does love predestine some to eternal hell? Does love
control others? Does love concern itself only with self-interest?
Does love make sense without freedom? To each of these ques-
tions open and relational thinkers answer, “No!” The logic of love
leads to believing a loving God is open and relational.

Intuitions

Others come to open and relational theology by following their
deepest intuitions. They may not have been exposed to any re-
ligion or have even rejected every religion, but they respond to
truth, beauty, and goodness. A Source grounds and summons
such responses. If this Source is loving, it must be relational
rather than static, engaging an open future and not a settled
one. The deep intuitions of many fit the open and relational

vision.
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Social Sciences

Another entryway to open and relational thinking starts by ask-
ing, “What if we took seriously research on relationships in psy-
chology, sociology, communications, and medicine?” Then one
asks, “What if we believed God relates in the ways this research
says healthy people relate?” Studies suggest we're healthier
when not manipulated, bullied, neglected, or abused. We are
healthier when we're not doing the manipulating, etc. People
who think God nurtures and who imitate that version of God
have, on average, better relationships, greater psychological
well-being, and more positive social connections. Some em-
brace what social science tells us about the good life and ex-
trapolate what this means about God.

Relational Reality

Others have come to open and relational theology not so much
to find answers but because it fits the way they naturally relate.
This is a common entryway for some feminists, for instance. A
relational God who engages noncoercively fits what many intuit
is the best way to get along in the world. It fits existence top to
bottom, simple to complex, individual to community. If we are
open and relational beings in an open and relational world, why
not think our Creator is open and relational?

Jesus

Many Christians point to Jesus as the primary reason they em-
brace open and relational theology. In their eyes, the persuasive
love of Jesus — who re-presents God" — reveals God as one who
loves nonviolently. Jesus engaged in giving and receiving love
with others, believing their responses were not predetermined.
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We best know what God's love is, say some, from the life, teach-
ings, sufferings, death, and resurrection of Jesus.® Open and re-
lational theology offers a framework to make sense of God in
light of Jesus.

Science and Philosophy

Still others follow theories in science and philosophy to an open
and relational view. Most physicists, biologists, and chemists
find creation to be evolving and expanding. Some propose that
a God who also evolves and expands must have created it. To
make sense of morality and existence, many ethicists and meta-
physicians propose the existence of an open and relational de-
ity who grounds morals and calls existence toward complexity.
A large percentage of scholars exploring issues in science and
religion embrace an open and relational perspective.

The Perfect Being

One might come to believe God is open and relational through
what some call “Perfect Being” theology. Instead of starting with
scripture, science, religious experience, philosophies, or wisdom
traditions, this approach asks, “What would a perfect being be
like?” This perfect being is, of course, what many call God. If love
is the greatest among divine perfections, one might deduce
that a loving God is perfectly open and relational. Beginning
with love overcomes contradictions in theologies that instead
start with divine omnipotence, timelessness, or changeless
perfection.
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Artistic Sensibility

Artists and the artistically minded find open and relational the-
ology attractive for how it fits their vision of the creative life.
Imagining a new form of being or way of thinking fits nicely with
a theology that says God acts in fresh ways and inspires novelty
in creation. It would make sense that both the Supreme Artist
and creaturely artists create in relation to objects and their own
sparks of originality.

Meaning and Purpose

| conclude with a final reason some find open and relational
theology appealing. The open and relational view provides a
framework for thinking our lives have meaning and purpose.
Most theologies portray God as one who pre-programs life or
can get results singlehandedly. In those theologies, our choices
can't ultimately matter. By contrast, open and relational think-
ing says we have genuinely free choices. Not even God can stop
us. Because the future rests, in part, on what we decide, our lives
have meaning and purpose.
These are some reasons a growing number of people find open
and relational theology attractive. They build from diverse ways
of living and thinking.

It's time to dump that Controlling Boyfriend in the Sky.
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QUESTIONS:

1. Which questions in the five opening stories are most
relevant to you? To which do you relate most?

2. What is the biggest question you have about who
God is and how God acts?

3. Are you surprised by the research results describing
models of God embraced by Americans? If so, what
surprises you? If not, why not?

4. What aspects of the conventional God do you find
puzzling, troubling, or unappealing? Give an example
of a situation in which the conventional view of God
influenced how people acted.

5. Which of the reasons many people find open and
relational theology attractive do you find intriguing?

Scan the QR code for a video in-
terview on God and the Covid-19
pandemic.



https://youtu.be/eitQtyQ05KU
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A Setidoon Ts (il

The Las Vegas Strip was packed and buzzing. Nearly 20,000
people milled about the Route 91 Harvest Festival that October
night, singing with country music star Jason Aldean, the festi-
val's final performer.

High above the crowd, a 64-year-old former auditor,
Stephen Paddock, looked down from the Mandalay Bay Hotel.
He visited Vegas often, living eighty miles northeast of the city,
and casino hosts knew him by name.

Placing “Do Not Disturb” signs on adjacent rooms, the
ex-auditor moved to the windows of the hotel’s thirty-second
floor, smashed them with a hammer, and began spraying bul-
lets into the crowd below.

In the next ten minutes, Paddock pulled the triggers of
twenty guns and fired at least 1,100 rounds. Fifty-eight people
died; 851 were injured. Thousands of survivors are traumatized
long after the deadliest mass shooting by an individual in the
United States.
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Many asked questions in the aftermath. Where was God?
Why didn't God stop the massacre? And does it make sense to
believe God cares for everyone?

Many people think God had the power to prevent the Las
Vegas shooting, its deaths, injuries, and resulting trauma. They
think God could have warned officials, temporarily paralyzed
the gunman, jammed the rifles, or redirected every bullet fly-
ing 400 yards. They assume God has the ability to do just about
anything.

After the shooting, some “explained” why God failed to
stop the tragedy. “There’s a higher purpose in this,” they said.
Others appealed to mystery: “We just can’t understand God's
ways."

The president of the Southern Baptist Ethics and Religious
Liberty Commission, Russell Moore, captured the thoughts of
many. “We do not know why God does not intervene and stop
some tragedies when he does stop others,” said Moore. “What
we do know, though, is that God stands against evil and vio-
lence. We know that God is present for those who are hurting.”

Really?

If God stands against evil and violence, why doesn’t God
stop them? Does God's desire to be “present for those who
are hurting” trump God'’s desire to protect? Does God allow
death and injury because He's needy, desperate for attention,
or wanting to feel useful?

Where is God in the midst of tragedy, abuse, and other evil?

THIS BOOK
Life can wound, abuse, cut, and destroy. I'm not talking about a

bad day at the office or a Facebook argument. And I'm not just
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talking about horrors like the Las Vegas shooting. I'm talking
about genuine evil of various kinds: rape, betrayal, genocide,
theft, abuse, cancer, slander, torture, murder, corruption, in-
cest, disease, war, and more.

Sensible people admit evil occurs. Survivors know the pain
personally.

| wrote this book for victims of evil, survivors, and those
who endure senseless suffering. | wrote it for the wounded
and broken who have trouble believing in God, are confused,
or have given up faith altogether. I'm writing to those who, like
me, are damaged in body, mind, or soul.

This book is also for those who don't call themselves “vic-
tims” or “survivors” but have been wronged. They may not call
what happened “evil,” but they hurt. These people wonder what
God was doing when they were betrayed, personally attacked,
or unjustly laid off work. Where was God when they struggled
through divorce, had miscarriages, were cheated, suffered pro-
longed illness, or had a freak accident?

In light of suffering, we ask challenging questions and seek
believable answers. We want to make sense of evil, love, free-
dom, pain, randomness, healing ... and God.

We want to understand.

You and | aren't the first to ask these questions. But the

answers you'll get in this book are dif-
ferent from what you've heard. It's a WW%W

safe bet, in fact, this book’s ideas will WW be
change you. You'll think differently.

| say this as a theologian, clergy, Wék ¢
and scholar of multi-disciplinary stud- WWW/W

ies who trained at leading institutions _
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of higher education and lectured in prestigious universities on
nearly every continent. | also say this as someone who engages
people in small, out-of-the-way communities among the ev-
eryday living of down-to-earth folk.

| spend most of my time exploring the big issues of life; |
care about what matters most. This means drawing from sci-
ence, philosophy, spirituality, and religion.?2 It means looking
carefully at day-to-day life, both the ordinary and extraordi-
nary. My experiences with diverse people tell me the ideas in
this book will not only strike you as unusual, they'll change the
way you think and live.

I wrote this book for you.

Our stories —yours and mine — matter. They portray the
reality of our lived experience. We must face reality with clear-
eyed honesty if we want to heal, love, and believe. Being honest
about the past can open us to a better future.

| tell true stories in this book. But | sometimes change the
names of survivors and details of their stories to protect their
identities. You probably know similar stories. Perhaps your
story sounds like one | describe.

A word to the conventional, play-it-safe reader: you proba-
bly won't like this book. You'll think these ideas are too

radical, too mind blowing, too auda-

WW W%WW cious. You probably won't understand
WM&WM%‘/’W that taking evil seriously means re-

thinking conventional ideas about
conpenfionad) ideas
God and the world. This book may in-

M W Mﬂe furiate you!
W‘UW This book is for survivors... those

—_ who hurt... those who care... those
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who want to make sense of life... and those who want to heal.
It's for those who want to love, to be loved, and to live a life

of love.

MY FRIENDS ARE HURTING

Survivors tell painful stories derived from personal experience.
Listening to them helps us understand suffering better. Their
pain is often not just physical or emotional. It also includes con-
fusion, hopelessness, and anger at God.

Our stories point to what hangs in the balance: the nature
of love, belief in God, and the meaning of life. There are no
higher stakes!

When we take survivors seriously, we take the questions
of existence seriously. Finding answers requires wrestling with
what life is really like: good and bad. Pretending isn't helpful;
we want and need the truth.

There aren't enough books to record every experience of
tragedy, abuse, and evil. But | want to tell the stories of four

friends. Their experiences help us focus on what's at stake.

Teri - It started in Sunday school. Teri's teacher started touch-
ing her. His orange-red mustache quivered as he fondled her
body, and to this day, she shudders when she sees a mustache
of that color. His fondling led to rubbing. That led to more.... But
she doesn't like to talk about it.

Teri is a #M€Too survivor.

During and long after the nightmare her abuser orches-
trated, Teri lived in shame. She asked the questions many sur-
vivors ask. What's wrong with me? Is this my fault? Should | tell

someone? Will anyone want me now? Is life worth living?
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She also asked questions of faith: Where is God? Doesn’t
God care? If God loves me, why didn’t He stop this?

It's not surprising Teri lost faith in men.
% WW@X In her mind, they were interested only in
P - their own pleasure. It's also little surprise

e Wy il

that Teri has trouble believing in God. Her

}/@WW Sunday school teacher said God was king,

the authority to obey, the one in ultimate

control.
If God exists, Teri assumes her abuse is part of some awful
plan. Or perhaps she's not on His radar. God's definitely not
delivering her from evil, as the Lord's Prayer says.

If God exists, he has an orange-red mustache.

James - As long as he can remember, James struggled with
depression. In periods of personal darkness, he could not leave
bed. His hair fell out and his weight ballooned. His thoughts
fluttered from anger to apathy to suicide.

James tried therapy and medication. He fasted and prayed.
His family did their best to love and support him, but depres-
sion followed him relentlessly.

James knew the Bible better than most. He'd memorized
countless verses, and he taught his children to trust the “good
book.” While he never seriously doubted the Bible or God, he
did have questions.

“Why is this happening to me?” James asked one after-
noon over coffee. Was he paying the consequences of sin? Was
this his parents’ fault? Was his brain damaged in a way God
wouldn't heal? Why did God allow depression?
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An inquisitive mind led James to questions the less coura-
geous dare not ask.
After Christmas last year, James drove to a lake, put a
shotgun to his head, and pulled the trig-
ger. The coroner said he died instantly. A
hunter found him in his blood-splashed PWWM
pickup. oYt
James's family now asks me the ques- —_—
tions he'd been asking. Why didn't God
intervene? Couldn’t God have jammed the shotgun and pre-
vented this atrocity? Is depression a disease God will not heal?
James's wife asked me a particularly difficult question. “If
God has a plan for everyone, was suicide His plan for James?
If God doesn’'t want suicide,” she wondered, “why didn't He

stop it?”

Maria - Maria and Ted desperately want children. Maria's been
doing the right things to make it happen. She cares for her
body, watches her diet, and makes healthy choices. She takes
vitamins and sees specialists but cannot carry a child full term.

Maria’s third miscarriage was especially awful. On that day,
she sat on the toilet and cried for an hour. Ted found her after
coming home from work. He lay on the bathroom floor, curled
up in a ball, and sobbed too.

The people at their church offer plenty of explanations.
“The demons are interfering,” said one elderly man. “You're de-
mon possessed.”

An elder said God allowed miscarriages to make Maria a

better person. “God never gives us more than we can handle,”
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he said, “and this will help you mature.” According to him, mis-
carriages were a divine strategy for building Maria's character.
This alleged divine plan did not work: Maria resents God

and she despises church. Maria grows bitter not better.
Maria and Ted stopped attending church.

]WMX Maria still believes in God, mostly because
she was raised that way. But she has no
w God. Gl o v

» idea how God acts. In fact, she's got no clue
Wt%ykl/&i}‘()jj what God is like. It's a mystery.

“I guess there's a God,” she said to me

recently. “But who really knows?”
Although Maria believes in God intellectually, it doesn’t af-
fect how she actually lives. She'’s got no idea what God does.
Mysteries don't help Maria.

Rashad - One Friday afternoon as a tenth-grader, Rashad came
home to find his father vomiting blood on his black-and-white
checkered shirt. A few trips to the doctor confirmed the fami-
ly's fear: cancer. About a month later, he died.

During that month, everyone prayed. Rashad, his father,
the family, their pastor, and friends. The holiest saints prayed,
fully believing God heals. The family tried every ritual: anoint-
ing with oil, fasting, baptism, and healing ceremonies.

The faithful showed no lack of faith.

At the funeral, Rashad heard an array of “answers” for why
his father died. “God's ways are not our ways,” said some. “Who
are we to question God?" “Give thanks in all things,” said oth-
ers, “God is in control.” “We need evil to realize we need salva-
tion.” And “Everything happens for a reason.”

In the years that followed, the family suffered emotionally,
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financially, and spiritually. Rashad grew timid and insecure. He
mired in crippling uncertainty.

“If this is what God wants,” Rashad said one day, “to hell
with God! He may be strong, but He isn't good. He's a mean ole’

son-of-a-bitch!”

Rashad had been taught that God was %M it ‘UW
a loving Father. But I'll never forget the ; Z@W%

question he asked, “What kind of parent |
allows his child to suffer just to teach him W‘d% W

to seek help... help from the parent who

allowed the suffering in the first place?

That's not the logic of love,” Rashad said, “that's manipulation.”
“If God allows evil He could have stopped, we don't need

Him,” Rashad said. “We need the Child Welfare Agency!”

ANOTHER ANGEL IN HEAVEN'’S CHOIR?

These stories are a tiny sample from millions, perhaps billions
of similar ones. The attempts in them to explain God'’s relation
to evil are typical. None satisfy.

When we encounter evil, it's natural to ask questions: Why
would God cause or allow it? Is God punishing me? If God loves
everyone, why doesn’t God prevent pointless pain? Does God
care? Are God's ways a complete mystery?

I'm not satisfied by the conventional answers: “God needed
another angel in heaven's choir,” “It's all part of God's plan,”
“God wants to make you stronger,” “God’s ways are not our
ways.” “You didn't have enough faith,” “Everything happens for
a reason,” and more.

Well-meaning people say these things, and I'm not ques-

tioning their motives. But these answers don’'t make sense.
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Some include truth, but none satisfy entirely. Appeals to mys-
tery are especially useless.

We need believable answers to the biggest questions of
our lives.

In response to bad answers, some turn to atheism. | under-
stand that. Given the evil in the world, some people no longer
believe a loving and powerful God exists. And that makes a cer-
tain degree of sense. In fact, polls indicate the existence of evil
is the number-one reason atheists cite for rejecting belief in
God. Who can blame them?

Others continue believing but grow timid, insecure, and
fearful. They cannot live with confidence. Some think God is
punishing them. Others think God has abandoned them, be-
ing concerned with more pressing matters. Many believe in
God intellectually but are atheists practically: what they be-
lieve doesn't affect how they live.

More than a few people stop searching for an answer. They
play the mystery card. In fact, some scoff at attempts to solve
the riddle of why a good and powerful God doesn't prevent evil.

FIVE PARTS OF A REAL ANSWER
I think there's a better way. There's a solution to evil that makes
sense.

This better way begins with believing in a God of relentless
love. It makes sense of tragedy and abuse without saying God
caused or even allowed them.

The better way builds on five ideas about God, creation,
and evil. Together, they form a solution to why evil occurs and
a loving God doesn't stop it. And they give a framework to live

well and think clearly.



GOD CAN'T 51

| reveal these ideas in this book. They solve the problem
of evil.

Notice | said, “Solve.” | didn't say, “We

just can't understand God.” Not, “You }M/& t SWW&/
can't prove God doesn’t exist, so | keep W&W%%

believing despite having no answer for @@WV&W
evil.” | don't avoid the hard questions and 60(/ W"W

| won't give standard answers. 7
A real solution. % v f
When taken together, these five W W

ideas direct us to live with zest. Together,

they provide the framework to recon-

struct mind, body, and soul.

GOD ALWAYS LOVES

The big ideas in this book share two assumptions, and | want
to mention them before going further. The first is that God
loves us all, all the time. God loves everyone and everything, all
creatures great and small. God never stops loving, even for one
moment, because God’s nature is love. God listens, feels, and
responds by acting for good.

God wills our well-being, not our woe being.

The standard answers to evil often don't portray God as
loving, at least not what we consider “loving.” Some assume
God's love is altogether different from ours. The phrase, “God’s
ways are not our ways,” is taken to mean, “God’s love isn't
like ours.” What God thinks loving is not what we think. This
sleight-of-hand confuses rather than clarifies.

It doesn't help to say God loves us if we have no idea what

love is!
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Other answers assume God allows harm for some greater
purpose. When victims suffer, some people say, “God’s love is
sometimes rough and tough!” “You've got to go through hell
before you get to heaven.” Or “God knows what's best, so your
rape (or some other evil) must be good.”

Unfortunately, most people think God causes or allows evil.

If divine love does evil, we should resist it! If God's love al-
lows rape and torture, nobody should want God to love them.
Such “love” is no love at all!

By contrast, | believe what God thinks is loving matches
what we think is loving. Our intuitions of love fit God's view of
love. We best define this shared meaning when love is under-
stood as acting intentionally, in response to God and others, to
promote overall well-being. In short, love aims to do good. That
view of love applies to Creator and creatures.

God always loves, and God's love is always good. Every idea

| advocate in this book assumes God is loving.

GENUINE EVIL OCCURS

The five ideas in this book also assume evil is real. Some suf-
fering, destruction, and harm are unnecessary. Some pain is
pointless. Genuine evil makes the world, all things considered,
worse than it might have been.

I'm not saying all pain is bad. We sometimes choose pain for
our good or we self-sacrifice for the good of others. But some-
times pain and suffering are useless, and that's what | mean
by “genuine evil.” Genuinely evil events cause more harm than
the good that could have occurred otherwise.

Many answers to questions of pain and suffering don’t con-

sider evil genuine. They say, for instance, God allows pain and
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suffering for some greater good. In this view, the malevolence
of the past is required for the beneficence of the future. Or at
least God thinks it's better to allow horrors and holocausts than
to prevent them.

If God has allowed all past abuse, pain, and suffering for
some greater good, nothing has ever occurred that God con-
siders genuinely evil. God must have permitted every rape,
torture, betrayal, murder, deception, corruption, incest, and
genocide as part of some good plan. From this twisted per-
spective, evil is good!

| can't believe that. Neither can most survivors | know. We
can't believe all abuse, pain, and tragedy are necessary. Not
everything happens or is allowed for some divinely appointed

reason.

It doesn’t make sense to say a loving %%WTW@
God permits evil. We don't need to say,
seutge Vo gy

mean, “God allowed it.” We don't need to WW%/ 5 t"
believe God allows children to be tortured M evi)

or think God permits cancer. And so on.

“Your rape happened for a reason,” and

We can believe painful experiences and
horrific tragedies make the world worse than it might have
been. And God didn’t want them.

Ultimately, evil is evil ... from God's perspective and ours.

HOW TO READ THIS BOOK

No one of the five ideas in this book is satisfying on its own. But
together they provide a solution to why a loving and powerful
God doesn't stop evil. They provide a way toward healing, love,

and transformation. Together, they give life!
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Because all five play an essential role, don't stop reading
partway through this book. If you do, you won't see clearly
how you can believe in God and love again. You'll miss the big
picture.

Take time to consider each idea carefully. Read slowly. |
provide questions for each chapter to help process the propos-
als. Discuss them with others, or meditate alone with a journal.

New ideas need time to permeate our minds, mend our
bodies, and help us live well.

While no other book provides this five-fold solution, some
address one or more of the ideas. | list some resources online at
GodCant.com, and | update those resources. Look for remind-
ers of the site at the conclusion of each chapter, and explore
those resources when you have time.

Remember: the five ideas work well when taken together.

We need to see the whole to move toward wholeness.

FOR YOU
If you're a survivor, someone who cares about survivors, or
want to answer one of life's biggest questions —why God
doesn't prevent evil — this book is for you.

If you want to believe in God —a God of love, not some

bully in the sky or absentee parent — this
/7 book is for you.
heparne (5
’L@WW If you want to heal, to hope, and to love,

this book is for you.

Prepare to reconstruct.


http://GodCant.com
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Queitioug

—_—

What answers have you heard for why God causes or

allows evil? What do you think of them?

. What experiences of evil — personal or public — have

shaped your view of God?

. Why do some people think all evil is necessary for

some greater good?

. Why does it matter that what God considers loving

matches what we consider loving?

. Why should we think some pain and suffering is

unnecessary or pointless?

. Is it easy for you to believe God is always good? Why

or why not?

. What question do you hope this book will answer?

For resources that introduce the issues of God, love and evil, see
GodCant.com
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CHAPTER ONE

God it Prewsils Gt

Let me get right to the first idea we need: God can’t prevent
abuse, tragedy, and evil. You read it right: God can't.

A loving God simply cannot do some things. Preventing
evil is one of them. God could not have stopped the evil you
and others experienced. We should not blame God for the
evils described in previous pages, because God could not have
stopped them.

To put it more precisely, God can't prevent evil singlehand-
edly. Putting it precisely is important, and I'll explain why as we
move through these chapters. God cannot stop evil by acting
alone.

Notice I'm not saying God won't prevent evil. I'm saying
God can’t. The difference between “won’t” and “can’t” is huge.

Many people feel comfortable saying God won't stop all
evil but does stop some. Those who say God doesn’t always
stop evil usually say God “allows” it. They think God freely
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permits the pointless pain He could singlehandedly prevent.

God chooses not to intervene, they say, or decides not to inter-
rupt evil in progress.

There are big problems with saying God

J;W%% won't stop evil. “Won't" and “allow” imply

God could prevent abuse and tragedy. Saying

WW\%W “God allows evil" either means God doesn'’t

WMX care enough to intervene or the horrors are,

ge e et insome mysterious way, for our good.
I can't believe either is true. | think God

always cares, and genuine evil doesn't make
things better overall. If preventing were possible, a loving God
would prevent the horrific suffering we and others endure.

It makes no sense to say God allows genuine evil.

A LOVING PERSON PREVENTS PREVENTABLE EVIL
The “God allows evil” view prevails in the minds of so many.
So let's explore it more. Asking this question can help: Does a
loving person allow abuse, tragedy, and evil this person could
prevent?

Think about that a moment.

Do we think a loving mother would freely allow an infant
to drown? Do we think loving citizens allow terrorists to torture
innocent children? Would you think your uncle loving if he al-
lowed sex traffickers to kidnap your sister or wife? Do loving
doctors let infants die when they could easily heal them? Do
loving people allow beheadings of the innocent if stopping de-
capitations were possible?

No.

Perfect love prevents preventable evil.
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Despite believing loving people wouldn’t allow the evil they
can block, many believe God allows the evil God can block.
They think God permits needless suffering and avoidable hor-
rors despite being able to stop them. They think God allows
rape, torture, genocide, child abuse, and more. Someone may
have even said God allowed your suffering!

It makes no sense to believe a perfectly loving God allows
the evil this God can stop.

We know from experience, of course, sometimes we can't
stop the evil we'd like to stop. Many things are beyond our abil-
ity. We can't entirely control others or circumstances, so we
don’t blame good people for failing to do what they can’t do.
They're not guilty.

God is different ... at least the omnipotent God most be-
lieve in.

Most believe God could control others entirely. They think
God has the power to do anything. Some say God gives free
will but could override, withdraw, or fail to give that freedom.
God is sovereignly free to do anything, they claim, because God's
power is unlimited.

If God can control evildoers, we should W&?ﬂ/
(
blame God for allowing the atrocities they

commit. The God who fails to prevent pre- W@VM}
ventable genuine evil is morally reprehen- WM@
sible. The God capable of control is at least evil) .

partly to blame for the evils we've endured.

He could have stopped them singlehandedly.

The God who allows evil is guilty.

A guilty person, by definition, isn't perfectly good. Guilt and
goodness stand in opposition. And we can't trust a guilty God



60 THE THOMAS JAY OORD SAMPLER

to love consistently. In fact, a God who allows genuine evil isn't
worthy of our whole-hearted love. We may fear Him, but we
can't worship that God with full admiration.

We shouldn’t trust a God who allows evil.

STOOD BY AND ALLOWED?

Claire sent me a Facebook message last year. In it, she talked
about the sexual abuse she has endured. My heart seized in
my chest as | read the details. No one should experience such
awfulness!

Claire said she didn't think God abused her. She blamed
family members, boyfriends, and a stranger. She also didn’t be-
lieve God was punishing her. To her thinking, sexual abuse is
not divine discipline.

But she had always wondered why God allowed it. If God
is omnipotent and loving, why would He permit men to violate
her body and mind? Why didn't God intervene?

According to her note, Claire found help from my book The
Uncontrolling Love of God. It offered well-reasoned beliefs and
helpful language to make sense of God's love and her pain. She
was relieved to read God couldn’'t stop what happened. God
wasn't permitting her abuse.

I'll never forget one sentence in her note: “l no longer think
God stood by and allowed what happened.”

The God who “won't” prevent evil could have stopped
Claire's abuse. That God stood by and did not rescue. Claire can-
not believe anyone who allows sexual abuse — including God —
is truly loving. How could she trust an abuse-allowing God?

Claire came to believe God cannot prevent evil singlehand-

edly. An uncontrolling God works lovingly to the utmost in
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every situation, even when horrific things occur. But the God
of uncontrolling love cannot control creatures.

To Claire, the difference between “can’'t” and “won't” is the
difference between thinking God couldn’t stop her molesters
or thinking God stood by and allowed them.

WOULD JESUS STOP EVIL?
| wonder what Jesus would have done.

I do my best to follow the ways of Jesus. | try to love like
he loved. So when trying to figure out what love looks like, |
sometimes wonder, “What would Jesus do in this situation?”
WW3ID? Answering that question well and living it every day
are the heart of my life as a Christian.

Christians typically say Jesus offers the clearest portrayal of
God's love. “If you want to know what God is like,” the saying
goes, “look at Jesus.” Jesus reveals God.

Let's imagine what Jesus might do if he were physically
present when Claire was molested. Would he intervene? Can
you imagine Jesus standing by, allowing it? Can you imagine
Jesus a passive bystander to an evil he could prevent?

| can't.

| can’timagine Jesus saying, “I'm here with you, Claire. | could

stop your abuse, but I'll stand by and allow it.”

If Jesus could halt Claire’s horrors, | think %JW
he would. He would stop any sexual abuse he ‘1)9'/06”&/&?

could. Jesus would prevent preventable evil. ”'/509‘1) evil)

why should we think God allows abuse? If veit ;
he would act for good to the greatest extent ‘UW W

possible, why think God does otherwise? —_

If Jesus is our clearest revelation of God,
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If Jesus wouldn't allow evil, neither would God.

If we look at suffering and abuse through the lens of Jesus’
love, we will not think God can stop evil singlehandedly. God
would also prevent preventable evil. We need to rethink God's

power in light of the love Jesus expresses.

EVEN A POWERFUL GOD CAN'T DO SOME THINGS
Saying “God can't stop evil” makes some people uneasy. “But
this is the God who created the universe!” they say. “This is the
Sovereign Lord.” “This is the God of the Bible: the God of mira-
cles, resurrections, and more.” “This is G-O-D!"

| understand these reactions. New ideas take time to ab-
sorb, and the idea God can't prevent evil singlehandedly is new
to most. But the Bible is example number one that God en-
courages us to think in new ways. Personal tragedy and unnec-
essary suffering prompt us to seek beliefs more helpful than
the ones we've been handed.

It would be a mistake to think the God | describe is inactive
or a wimp. The God who can't prevent evil is our Creator. If we
define divine power carefully, this God can rightly be called “al-
mighty.” The God who can’t control others does miracles, heal-
ings, resurrections, and more.3

The God who can't prevent evil is still powerful!

God is not feeble or aloof but strong and active. We should
worship the great, amazing, and mighty God of love who can-
not prevent evil singlehandedly. God is the most powerful
Lover in the universe. | praise this God often!

So why can’t a powerful and loving God prevent evil?

My answer starts with the Bible. It surprises many to dis-

cover that biblical writers say God cannot do some things. “God
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cannot lie,” says Titus (1:2). “God cannot be tempted,” says James
(113). “God cannot grow tired,” says Isaiah (40:28).

| especially like a statement from the Apostle Paul: “When
we are faithless, He remains faithful,” Paul writes, “because
God cannot deny himself” (2 Tim. 2:13).

“God cannot deny himself” presents us a key idea, and I'll
return to it shortly. At this point, | simply want to say the Bible
says God can't do some activities. It's biblical to say God's power
is limited.

It also surprises people when they discover most leading
theologiansin history have said God can't do some things. They
say God can’'t stop existing, for instance,
because God exists necessarily. God can't Wﬂ%"/ﬁ"%
make a rock so big that even God cannot WMWI/T"&?

lift it. God cannot change the past, many WM

theologians say. God cannot sin. And so on.

C.S. Lewis put it this way: “Not even
Omnipotence can do what is self-contradictory.™

These statements —in the Bible and by leading theolo-
gians — assume truths about God's nature. Inspired writers
and wise saints identify actions God cannot take and things
God cannot do because of who God is.

God cannot oppose God's own nature.

GOD IS LOVE
Who we think God is makes an immense difference for what
we think God does.

So ... who is God?

Big question! We might be tempted to say we have no

idea. Who are we to know what God is like? More than a few
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people — from scholars to the average Jane or Joe — avoid spec-
ulating about God. Some claim only to know what God is not.

Fools say they know God fully. An overconfident person
claims to have God figured out. As | see it, God is beyond our
total knowing, and just about every theologian would agree
with me. God cannot be fully comprehended.

We do have some ideas, intuitions, or knowledge of God,
however. Nearly everyone wonders about ultimate questions
and the possibility of an Ultimate Reality most people call
“God.” In our hearts, we have ideas about the divine, even if they
are partial and imprecise. Besides, it makes sense to many that
God would self-reveal, because God likely wants to be known.

We cannot know much with certainty, and we are often
wrong about our views. But we can know God in part, though
our knowledge is foggy and incomplete.

In humility, we should try to understand God better. We
ought to reflect deeply on scripture, our intuitions, our experi-
ences, and what wise people say. We ought to use our heads
and our hearts.

Besides, it makes no sense to say we believe in God but say
we have no idea who God is!

| rely a lot—but not exclusively —on the Bible for my
knowledge of God. The Bible is not a logical system, and it says
many things. We interpret the Bible through our life lens and
try to make sense of it. Saying “l rely on the Bible” doesn't mean
I know everything nor that the Bible tells us everything about
God. But scripture has been a valuable resource for many and
for me as we try to understand.

Unfortunately, some Christians use the Bible as a weapon.

Victims cringe when a Bible thumper quotes a verse to “prove”
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why God causes or allows suffering. The Bible can be a trauma
trigger, and survivors often need a break from self-described
“Bible Experts.” Some texts strike terror in our hearts when not
understood through the lens of love.

Other Christians treat the Bible like a medicine bottle and
its verses like pills. “You've got a problem?” they ask, “Here,
take a scripture pill. It'll cure what ails you.”

Or they treat the Bible like a magic book. Say the right
words — incantations — and presto .. all questions are an-
swered. “The Bible clearly says..." these people begin sentences.

| don't think the Bible works like that. The broad themes of
the Bible help us make sense of God and life. But we must re-
sist thinking the Bible is a weapon, medicine bottle, or magic

book. And it's not a systematic theol-

oginh”rf |t:|m'r|)or.tant to drfll down to %@WW
explore the details, it's more important EWWW

to grasp the major ideas of the Bible.

Above all, the Bible teaches that W o Oovinyy
God is loving. Hurting people like you _
and me need this message. The Old
Testament bears witness to the steadfast love of God, and so
does the New Testament. Jesus most clearly reveals divine
love. We find profound statements about God'’s love through-
out scripture.

Some biblical passages, | admit, describe God as unmerci-
ful. Not every passage paints a picture of pure divine love. Bible
passages that speak of God as unmerciful reflect the frustra-
tion, hurt, or anger of those suffering. They express the cries of
the oppressed. Those passages don't provide an accurate de-

scription of the God who always loves. The majority of biblical
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passages, stories, and statements indicate God loves everyone
all the time. And | accept the majority witness.

In his words, life, death, and resurrection, Jesus reveals di-
vine love most clearly. The children’s song is true: “Jesus loves
me, this | know, for the Bible tells me so.” In fact, Jesus’ life of
love inspires me to follow him.

The witness to God's love comes to a crescendo near the
Bible's end. A simple phrase expresses this: “God is love” (1 In.

4:8,16). Believers interpret the phrase in

ﬁ&ﬂ/@lff\ﬁ*@ various ways, but “God is love” provides

grounds to believe with confidence God

”WW"%% “y always loves everyone. As poet Charles

WM&O% W Wesley puts it, “Thy name and thy nature

aq M% is love.”
% WWL”/ And what is love? Love is purposeful

action in relation to God and others that
@WW aims to do good. Love advances well-be-
_— ing. It fosters flourishing, abundant life,

and blessedness. To put it formally, to love
is to act intentionally, in response to God and others, to promote
overall well-being.

God's love always works for the good, because God is love.

GOD’S NATURE IS UNCONTROLLING LOVE

To make sense of the idea that God can’t prevent evil single-

handedly, we need something more. For various reasons — in-

cluding the needless pain and suffering we experience — it

makes sense to think God's love is inherently uncontrolling.
Love does not overrule or override. It does “not force itself

on others,” to quote the Apostle Paul (1 Cor. 13:5). Love does
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not manipulate, dominate, or dictate in ways that allow no re-
sponse. Love does not control.

When | say God “can't” prevent evil, | mean God is unable
to control people, other creatures, or circumstances that cause
evil. Because God always loves and God's love is uncontrolling,
God cannot control. The God who can'’t control others or cir-
cumstances can't prevent evil singlehandedly.

God's love governs what God can do.

I canimagine the cries of some who read these statements.
“Are you saying God is limited?” they wonder. “Who are you to
limit God?" Despite what I've quoted from the Bible and theo-
logians, the idea God cannot do something strikes many as he-
retical. “I have faith in an unlimited God,” they respond.

It's important to recognize that / am not placing limits on
God. Rather, God's loving nature determines, shapes, or gov-
erns what God can do. External powers, natural laws, or Satan
do not essentially limit God. Constraints to God's power don't
come from outside.

God also doesn’t freely choose to be self-limited. God isn’t
voluntarily deciding not to control others when doing so is
possible. That's the “God won't" view.

Rather than externally limited or volun- W‘? W'/W
tarily self-limited, God's nature of love %@

directs what God does.
Divine love always self-gives and W %Wmf

others-empowers. It gives freedom to @WWW”&?

complex creatures such as you and me.

It gives agency and self-organization to
less complex creatures like organisms and cells. God'’s love is

the source of both the spontaneity and regularity we see in
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nature and the universe. As Creator, God gives existence to all
creation. All these gifts are irrevocable (Rm. 11:29).5

Because God's love self-gives and others-empowers, and
because God loves all creatures from the most complex to the
least, God cannot control. God loves everyone and everything,
so God cannot control anyone or anything. This means a God
of uncontrolling love cannot control evildoers to prevent their
dastardly deeds.

We earlier read the passage from the Bible saying, “God
cannot deny himself.” We now see how this applies to ques-
tions of God’'s power and evil. If God's nature is love and love
never controls, God would have to deny his love to control oth-
ers. But God can't do that.

The limits to divine power come from God'’s nature of love.

I call this view “essential kenosis.” The word “kenosis”
comes from the Bible and has been translated as self-giving or
self-emptying. Jesus’ servanthood and death on the cross pro-

foundly illustrate God's self-giving love
lmfm ooy i (Phil. 2).
Who W %Wﬂ The word “essential” indicates that

self-giving and others-empowering come
had G doey: <9 powering

from God's essence. Loving others is

who God is and what God does. Essential
kenosis says God cannot withdraw, override, or fail to provide
freedom, agency, and existence to creation. God's love always
empowers, never overpowers, and is inherently uncontrolling.®
So God can't control others.

Perhaps you now understand why God can’t prevent evil.
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THE OKLAHOMA CITY BOMBING

On April 19, 1995, Timothy McVeigh and Terry Nichols used an
explosive-laden truck to bomb a federal building in Oklahoma
City. One hundred and sixty-eight people died; nearly sev-
en-hundred were injured; thousands underwent therapy for
the trauma the attack caused.

McVeigh was executed for being the primary terrorist.
Nichols was sentenced to life in prison. But | find most inter-
esting the fate of their friend, Michael Fortier.

Fortier was not present at the bombing. Nor did he help
prepare the bomb. He was not an active participant in this hor-
rendous act of terror.

Michael Fortier knew what McVeigh and Nichols were
planning, however, but did nothing to stop it. Fortier did not
alert authorities or try to prevent this act of terror some other
way. He chose to be a bystander.

Fortier was arrested and charged with the crime of failing
to stop the Oklahoma City bombing. He should have warned
authorities, said the jury. Found guilty, Michael Fortier was sen-
tenced to ten years in prison.

Morally mature people do not think Fortier did the right
thing allowing the terrorist attack. A loving person would not
have permitted this tragedy if he could have prevented it.
Although Fortier did not do this dastardly deed, he failed to
stop it.

He's not an example of love.

Think about it: If Michael Fortier is rightly punished for fail-
ing to prevent preventable evil, why think God failing to pre-

vent evil — if it were possible to stop — is loving and good? If
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it's not loving for Fortier to allow the evil he could stop, why
think it's loving for God?

Everyone thinks God is stronger than Fortier. Most think
God could foresee the Oklahoma City bombing long before it
occurred. If Fortier is worthy of contempt, the God who allows
evil is equally worthy, perhaps more so. If Fortier is guilty for
allowing the bombing, a God who could stop it singlehandedly
is just as guilty.

Anyone who fails to prevent preventable evil is not consis-

tently loving.

NOT SITTING ON A HEAVENLY THRONE

We need one more element to explain why God cannot pre-
vent evil singlehandedly. This idea builds from the traditional
belief that God is a universal spirit.

Believers have for millennia struggled to comprehend
God's form or constitution. Is God located somewhere, no-
where, or everywhere? Can we see, hear, taste, smell, or touch
deity? Does the Creator have a body like creatures do?

The Bible does not clearly answer these questions. The ma-
jority of texts say God does not have a localized divine body.
They say God is a universal spirit present to all creation. And we
cannot perceive this universal Spirit with our five senses.

Every creature is different from God in a crucial way: they
have localized bodies that can exert some measure of bodily
impact upon others. But God has no localized divine body.

As a kid, | remember reading comic books depicting God
as a huge, faceless body. He — and it was always “He" — sat on

heaven’'sthrone and wore a white robe. Beams of light extended
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from all sides. | remember thinking, God must steam-iron his
robe before posing for artists!

I was not impressed by these drawings. How could God
be present to the entire universe if sitting on a throne in the
clouds? | wondered. | also remember reading the words of the
Apostle John: “No one has ever seen God” (1 In. 4:12). Other
Bible verses speak of God being present to all creation, all at
once. Early on, | doubted that God posed stiffly on a heavenly
throne or lounged after hours on a celestial La-Z-Boy.

Many faith traditions insist God has no form. Some even
consider drawings of God blasphemous ... comic books be
damned! Physical objects become idols if we consider them

literally divine. While religious icons

may direct our thoughts toward God, W‘/S’WWM/W
rightly understood they are not deities.

Like most theologians throughout W@WW
history, | think God is a universal spirit WWW
without a localized body. Jesus put it _
simply: “God is spirit” (In. 4:24), and
other biblical texts agree. Theologians often say God is “incor-
poreal,” which means without a body, or “immaterial.” Because
God is a universal spirit, God doesn’t have shape, height, and
weight like we do.

The writers of the Bible use various words to describe the
“stuff” of which God is constituted. Some compare God to breath,
a mind, smoke, or the wind. None of these involve a divine body.

In recent centuries, believers have compared God to grav-
ity, light, or oxygen. These words describe God influencing

creation without having a localized physical form. While most
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Christians believe God, as spirit, was specially incarnated in
Jesus, they don't think God exists essentially as a localized,
physical figure.

God is a bodiless, universal spirit.

A BODILESS SPIRIT

Saying God is a universal spirit plays a crucial role in explaining
why God cannot prevent the evil that creatures can sometimes
prevent.

To put it simply, God does not have a divine body with
which to block evil or rescue creatures. By contrast, creatures
do have bodies to exert bodily impact on others. And creatures
sometimes use their bodies to stop evil.

Imagine you and | are walking along a busy street. Without
looking for traffic, you step off the sidewalk onto the pave-
ment. In doing so, you fail to notice a monster truck roaring
down the street toward you. | see it and pull you from the
truck’s path. Startled and unnerved, you imagine what might
have happened!

Notice in this imaginary scenario, you acted freely when
stepping into the street. No one forced you; no one controlled
you. And notice | was able to thwart your free decision by us-
ing my body (specifically my hand). | saved you from at least
severe injury and perhaps death — a loving act — by stopping
your body from moving in the direction you wanted.

If it's loving for me to prevent you from freely hurting your-
self, wouldn't it be loving for God to do the same? If | can some-
times thwart the free actions of others, why can't God?

Or imagine you're camping with family. One evening

while standing around a roaring fire, your three-year-old niece
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marches toward the flames — of her own free will —in a flam-
mable nightgown. Standing nearby, you grab her by the sleeve,
saving her from extensive burns. Across the fire, her father sees
the whole affair and thanks you profusely.

If it's loving for you to stop your niece from freely hurting
herself, wouldn't it be loving for God to do the same? If we
can sometimes obstruct another person’s free choices, why
can't God?

Here's where “God is a universal spirit without a physical
body” matters.

God has no divine hand, literally speaking, to snatch us
from the path of oncoming cars or grab us before entering a
fire. God has no divine arms and legs to carry people from a
warzone. God has no body to stand between gunmen and po-
tential victims. God has no arms to wrap around a distraught
person to keep her from cutting herself. But because crea-
tures have localized, physical bodies, they sometimes can pre-
vent evil.

A bodiless, universal spirit cannot do what embodied crea-
tures sometimes can. Despite having no body, God is present
and active in all situations. Divine power

is direct but persuasive, widespread but : .
' P P ik v ymivefal
wooing, causal but uncontrolling. God's

loving activity makes a difference with- W Z W e
out imposing control or using a di- WW”&’/W
vine body. W%W evil,

God calls creatures to use their bod-

ies for good. When | pull you from the
path of a truck or you save your niece from the flames, God

was the loving inspiration for this good. When we respond
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appropriately to God, we might say we become God's body.
This isn't literally true, of course. Cooperative creatures extend
God's activity. But they aren't literally divine. We become God’s
representational hands and feet.

Embodied creatures can also refuse to cooperate with
God. Victims know this better than most. Humans and other
creatures can refuse to act as God's hands and feet. We rightly
blame uncooperative creatures for causing or allowing evils
God did not want.

God is a universal spirit and has no localized divine body to
stop evil.

WE'RE NOT ROBOTS
As a loving Creator, God creates uncontrollable creatures.

By “uncontrollable creatures,” | mean God constantly gives
freedom, self-organization, agency, or the power to act, de-
pending on a creature’'s complexity. God creates all things,
continually influences everything, but controls nothing.

To put it another way, God doesn’t create robots.

God creates free creatures, and humans seem to be the fre-
est of all. No one is entirely free, of course. Our histories, bodies,
environments, genes, and other factors constrain and shape
us. Other people and factors expand or decrease our freedom.
Unlimited freedom is a myth.

We can be influenced by others even when we don't want
to be. Sometimes this uninvited influence helps. Infants benefit
from the motherly love they do not freely choose, for instance.
Firefighters sometimes carry unconscious victims from burn-
ing houses. We benefit from the loving sacrifices of ancestors

we've never met.
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But uninvited influence sometimes harms. Assault sur-
vivors know this. So do those who suffer from other forms of
abuse. The sins of our fathers and mothers or strangers — both
in the past and present — harm us in ways we often cannot
avoid. Victims know unwanted violence damages and destroys.

We live amid relationships that help or harm.

The idea that a loving God does not create robots helps us
make sense of God's acting. Bible stories tell of God influenc-
ing humans, donkeys, trees, heavens, and more. Sometimes
God's action is dramatic. But God's action is mostly subtle and
understated.

It's tempting to think the Bible says God alone made
something happen, but the Bible never explicitly says this.
Some think God takes over a creature’s body or controls it for
some purpose, but the Bible doesn't explicitly say this either. If
it were true, God would temporarily make that person a robot.
Automatons are predetermined machines not capable of real
relationships nor able to love freely.

An uncontrolling God neither creates us as robots nor tem-
porarily roboticizes us. From God's special incarnation in Jesus

to activity in the smallest creatures, God

acts without controlling. And this lack %3‘4&0 ety
of control — at all levels of existence — M’MW

makes loving relationships possible.

When complex creatures cooper- WM‘ leue
ate with God, good things happen. Love S/‘SW/'IW ﬁ,ot/w;&evp

flourishes. Peace blossoms. Astonish- -
ing miracles can occur. When complex
creatures fail to cooperate with God, evil happens. Unneces-

sary pain and pointless suffering occur. The demons dance.
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Because a loving God did not make us and others robots,
good and bad are possible.

GOD BATTLED, GOD LOST

Four-year-old Henry developed a brain tumor. In her book,
Lord Willing? Henry's mother, Jessica, describes how she tried
to cope.

Friends and strangers offered typical explanations. Some
said God gave Henry the tumor because it pleased Him to do
so! “Am | truly to believe that God is so limited in creativity and
resources,” Jessica says in response, “that he had to slay my
four-year-old son to bring about good?”

To those who think Henry's pain and death were God's pun-
ishment, Jessica asks rhetorically powerful questions: “Should
we conclude that all suffering is God'’s discipline? What about
nations of starving people? Or millions dying in the Holocaust?
What about when little boys die from big tumors, in their par-
ents’ beds? Could this ever, ever be called love?”

Jessica's explanation for her son’s death makes more sense.
“Henry wasn't healed on Earth,” she says, “but not because a
divine blueprint called for his death. | believe God did every-

thing possible to maximize good and
() W minimize evil as a Vvicious disease

thwarted His loving will.”
balited, and )

) If God did everything possible to help,

W WW why did Henry suffer from this tumor

- and eventually die? “I believe God bat-

tled, and | believe God lost,” says Jessica.

“For whatever reason, in that particular instance, he could not
heal my little boy.”
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God could not heal her son; Jessica believes God can't pre-
vent evil singlehandedly.

“It may sound shocking or off-putting to assert that God
can’t do something,” Jessica admits. “But consider this: if God
could prevent a rape, stop a bullet, or heal a malignant tumor,
but won't, he's failing to demonstrate love.... And if we know
anything about God, it's that he is love."”

Jessica understands the logic of uncontrolling love.

THE SHACK ALMOST GETS IT RIGHT

Paul Young's best-selling book, The Shack, tackles questions
about God, love, and evil. Young is an excellent storyteller, and
he weaves positive themes to offer helpful answers.®

The plot of Young's fictional story revolves around the
abduction and murder of young Missy. The dreadful event
devastates the family, especially her father Mac. He cannot un-
derstand why a loving and powerful God would allow this evil.

One day, Mac receives a mysterious letter with an invitation
to the shack where police found his daughter dead. He accepts
the invitation and returns to the scene only to find no one. In
despair, he nearly commits suicide.

Upon leaving the shack, Mac encounters a young man who
invites him to meet God. Mac accepts and spends several days
talking with God, portrayed as a Trinity of three people. He also
meets Wisdom personified.

The majority of the story depicts Mac in conversations with
God and those who have died. Many of his questions are an-
swered, and Mac begins to transform.

| like The Shack. It portrays God as warm, personable and

loving rather than stern, wrathful, and aloof. When the Trinity



78 THE THOMAS JAY OORD SAMPLER

is present, we find joy, laughter, dancing, understanding, and
openness.

The Shack asks hard questions, and the answers it offers
are mostly helpful. God is not portrayed as evil's cause, for in-
stance. “l work incredible good out of unspeakable tragedies,”
says God. “But that doesn’t mean | orchestrate them.” God is
present with those who suffer: “I'm in the middle of everything,
working for your good.” In response to Mac’s anger over Missy'’s
death, God as Trinity says, “We would like to heal it, if you would
let us.” And when Mac says, “Everyone knows you punish the
people who disappoint you,” God corrects him: “No. | don't
need to punish. Sin is its own punishment.”

The Shack doesn’t answer a question, however, those who
suffer often ask: “Why didn't God prevent the evil | endured?”

Mac asks God, “What good comes from being murdered by
a sick monster? Why don't you stop evil?” He gets no answer.

“God may not do evil,” says Mac, “but He didn’t stop the evil.
How can Papa allow Missy’s death?” Again, no answer.

“You're the almighty God with lim-

Z%ff EW itless power,” Mac says. “But you let my
ﬁ 7 o little girl die. You abandoned her.” God

ignores “let my little girl die” and replies

WW to the charge of abandoning, “l was al-
M@ W?W ways with her.”

@9!@,@7@,/,;62, Mac asks the right question but re-

ceives no answer. Despite the positive

aspects of The Shack, the story offers no
believable reason why a good and powerful God fails to pre-
vent genuine evil.

The Shack fails to answer the primary question victims ask.



GOD CAN'T 79

THE PROBLEM WITH MYSTERY

Several times in The Shack, God says to Mac, “You misunder-
stand the mystery.” At one point, the Spirit says, “You're trying
to make sense of the world looking at an incomplete picture.”
Wisdom questions Mac's ability to judge good and evil, implying
that he's not competent to make such judgments.

People who think God could stop evil often make such ap-
peals to mystery. They rightly say God is smarter than we are.
But they mistakenly think our lack of knowledge is the best
answer.

When it comes to knowing God, we only know in part, so
someignorance is unavoidable. Ourviews of God are never100%
true. We see as if looking through a distorted windowpane.

But appealing to mystery on whether we can judge good
and evil undercuts belief in God's love!

Let me explain. The major idea of The Shack is that we
should accept, deep down, that God loves us. | endorse this
idea, and it's a central theme of this book. In fact, believing God
loves us, others, and all creation is the most important idea of
our lives!

In The Shack, God scolds Mac for thinking he can judge
good and evil. Mac reasons from an incomplete picture, he's
told, so he can’t know what is ultimately loving. But it's disin-
genuous for God to encourage Mac to believe in love and then
question Mac's ability to know what love is. That kind of mys-
tery makes no sense.

If we cannot know what is good, it makes no sense to say
God is good. If we don’t know the difference between love and
evil, we should feel no joy in thinking God loves us. After all, this

love may be evil!
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We should be wary of the God whose
U Je stoutd . Y
love is mystery, because we never know

60 @W 9{%& whom the Devil he may be!
W ‘t)ﬁ/i?f@ Ceve i If The Shack had said God could not

W% W prevent evil singlehandedly, it could

have avoided the mystery card. And it
We ey kvpd) ystery

Wi ZW 9&/"& tion survivors ask. Accepting that God's

@WW nature is uncontrolling love makes a
huge difference!

could have answered the central ques-

A LOVING PAPA

The Shack’s greatest strength may be the picture it paints of an
intimately loving God. The book's characters call God “Papa,”
even though God the Father is depicted as a Black woman and
the Spirit is an Asian woman. Papa often talks about being “es-
pecially fond” of people. | like that!

Depicting God as a loving parent helps us understand
God's persuasive influence as uncontrolling love. Of course, hu-
man parents aren’t consistently loving, and some rarely love at
alll God is different.

Some people mistakenly think if God doesn't control us or
creation, God must not do anything. To them, God's action is
either all determining or nonexistent. In this way of thinking,
God either rules all or influences none.

But there's a middle way between control and absence,
and that's the way of love.

Caring parents — Papas — express loving influence that nei-
ther overrules nor withdraws. Loving mothers and fathers don't

micromanage or rule with an iron fist. They aren't absent or MIA
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either. Loving fathers and mothers guide, instruct, persuade,
call, correct, convince, encourage, nudge, teach, warn, and more.
None of those activities involve control.

Perhaps the best word to describe ongoing parental love is
“nurture.” Nurturing involves cultivating the lives of children by
providing positive experiences, wise instruction, and forgive-
ness. But nurturing implies working alongside the agencies of
others, not controlling them.

Parents who love consistently imitate God's steadfast love.
In fact, Jesus called God “Abba,” a word for an intimately and
consistently loving Father. Abba is Papa.

Children wisely cooperate with parental love. This coop-
eration assumes free obedience to positive influence. When
children cooperate with love, the results are beautiful, mean-
ingful, and constructive. Wise children of God follow Papa's
loving lead.

Children foolishly rebel against loving parents. When any-
one rebels against love, the result is pointless pain, unnecessary
suffering, and genuine evil. Resisting love leads to destruction.

God acts like a loving parent who nurtures children.

A WOOING SUITOR
The courting beau offers another example of uncontrolling
love. In courtship, partners act in ways that lure, entice, or in-
vite without controlling, manipulating, or dictating. Their lov-
ing action is influential without overpowering.

Just as some parents are poor examples of love, some ro-
mantic partners fail to love well. But an amorous relationship
of mutual love is good for everyone. Giving-and-receiving love

promotes well-being.
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The typical marriage proposal highlights this active but un-
controlling love. When | asked my wife to marry me, | acted to
invite her response. For my wish to become a reality, she had to
consent. She had to choose to say, “Yes!”

The successful marriage proposal requires an accepting
response.

God acts like a loving suitor. Nothing can stop God from
inviting us, moment-by-moment, to a loving relationship. God'’s

uncontrolling love is uncontrolla-

”M/WWM ble! But we can choose not to co-
WX operate. We can fail to say, “Yes!”
tove % MWVW%OW When we do not respond appropri-
T ately, the mutual relationship of

love God desired is thwarted. God's
will is not done on Earth as it is in heaven. But “Yes” leads to
abundant life!

Even a successful proposal does not a successful marriage
make. The initial “Yes!” doesn’t guarantee “happily ever after.”
The free cooperation must continue in the marriage. If one
tries to control the other, the relationship becomes unhealthy.
Love cannot be forced. This is true in marriage and true in our
relationship with God.

God acts like a wooing suitor asking for a partner’'s hand

and a spouse pursuing a lifetime of mutual love.

BRAVE
Early in life, my friend Janyne endured sexual abuse. She sup-
pressed this trauma for years, but it eventually surfaced in de-

structive ways. At one point, she nearly threw herself off a cliff!
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In her book, Brave: A Personal Story of Healing Childhood
Trauma, Janyne describes how she and her counselor worked
toward healing. The process was intense and prolonged. It in-
volved coming to terms with childhood memories and com-
prehending how abuse affected her thinking and living.

A major part of recovery came as she changed her view of
God. “The day | realized | had choices was the day | understood
God was not controlling,” writes Janyne. “He did not control
me on the cliff; | chose to turn and live. But so did all those
who hurt me. We all had free will. And | don’t need to say non-
sensical things such as, ‘God allowed my abuse to build my
character.”®

Janyne rejected the idea that God had a predetermined
plan that included abuse. She came to believe God was always
involved, calling her to decisions in light of positive or negative
circumstances. God is a loving guide not a coercive manipula-
tor. And not even God could control Janyne's abuser.

“Outside of an understanding of an uncontrolling God,”
Janyne writes, “there is no potential for truly transcending the
human experience of trauma, living life abundantly, and wor-
shipping freely. The God who controls )
could not be my anchor. But the God W W‘l)ﬁ/&

who loves me, comforts me, brings me W"W\”/XWWM

support by prompting the good actions Wé\f’/ W W/LOﬁ/S’Z/
of others, and guides my choices most

certainly can!”
Janyne found comfort believing God could not have
stopped her abuse alone. A loving God who could have stopped

it should have.
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BELIEF #1— GOD CAN'T PREVENT EVIL
SINGLEHANDEDLY

To make sense of life, we should believe God can’t prevent evil
singlehandedly.

Saying God can't stop evil helps survivors overcome think-
ing God was mad or punishing them. Victims don't have to
think God stood by and allowed their harm. They don't need to
worry God could have stopped their tragedy or abuse.

God can't.

Family and friends of survivors may also find it helpful to
believe God can't prevent evil singlehandedly. They no longer
need to think evil is part of some master plan. They don't need
to wonder why a loving God would allow pointless pain and
unnecessary suffering. They no longer need to recite the tired
and untrue rationalizations why God does not stop suffering.

Of course, most people need time to process the “God
can't” idea. You may be one of them. The idea is new and eas-
ily misunderstood, so I'll return to it throughout this book. We
need time to digest radical ideas.

No single idea is sufficient for solving the problem of evil.
But the idea God can't prevent evil singlehandedly is indis-
pensable. We must believe it to make good sense of our lives
and existence in general.

Thinking God can’t prevent evil singlehandedly clears ob-
stacles to believing in God, understanding love, and moving

toward healing.
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Queitioug

—_—

Why might some people be shocked to hear God

can't prevent evil singlehandedly?

What problems arise when someone says God
“allows"” evil?

Why does it matter that we believe God’s nature is
uncontrolling love?

If you've read The Shack or seen the movie, what did

you like or not like?

Why is it important to believe God doesn't create us

as robots or temporarily roboticize us?

Why should we believe God is a bodiless spirit
who can't prevent evil that creatures like us

sometimes can?

What is helpful about the idea that God acts like a
loving parent or suitor who needs cooperation? And
how can this help us evaluate our family or romantic
relationships?

For resources that address God'’s power in helpful ways, see
GodCant.com
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I wrote this book to offer answers.

God Can’t readers sent me great questions after finishing
the book. Most found the book’s arguments persuasive. Some
readers said the ideas transformed their lives!

For many readers, the book raised additional questions
about God, the world, and their personal beliefs. Some ques-
tions were theological in orientation. Some were practical
and others personal. Nearly every question seemed to have
emerged from careful deliberation about the implications of
God's uncontrolling love.

Answering each question well would require full-length
books. | don't have time to write that many books and you
don't have time to read them. I'm providing chapter-length re-
sponses here. | apologize for not answering every good ques-
tion | am asked. Drop me an email or a note on social media if

you want to ask something | did not address here.
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My tone in this book is conversational. At times, my an-
swers may sound academic, but | try to avoid technical lan-
guage. | intend to be accessible and understandable. | use a
tone typical of a podcast interview or popular lecture.

| hope this book becomes a valuable resource in your on-
going quest to love God, others, all creation, and yourself. As
| see it, love isn't limited to matters of the heart. It involves
the most profound elements of our intellect. In the quest for
wisdom, love integrates reason with the widest array of expe-
riences. Answering our questions well can help us love with
confidence.

I'm interested to see the response to this book. | don't pre-
tend it offers the last word on every subject. There will always
be more to ponder. | don't expect everyone who embraces the
uncontrolling love perspective to agree with what | say in this
book. But I think these ideas can help you and me explore the
implications and applications of God's uncontrolling love.

Thomas Jay Oord
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INTRODUCTION

God Cuill s Hetpry opte

I wasn’t prepared for the impact of God Can't: How to Believe
in God and Love after Tragedy, Abuse, and Other Evils. Reader
responses blew me away!

Several friends urged me to take the idea of God’'s uncon-
trolling love and make it accessible to a wider audience. They
believed many more would find this view of God fruitful. | was
willing to act on their encouragement, because | wanted to ex-
pand and add new ideas. God Can’t was born.

I'm happy to say the book has been an Amazon best-seller
in multiple categories. I'm even happier that the ideas in it are
helping people. Readers frequently send notes thanking me
for introducing them to the uncontrolling love of God perspec-
tive. For some, the ideas have been life changing! Others write
to say the book helped them connect intellectual dots previ-
ously disconnected.

Given the response, it seemed appropriate to begin this
book with a brief look at the readers of God Can't.
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READERS OF GOD CAN'’T
Most responses to God Can’t come through email or social
media. A few are hand-written and given in person or sent
through postal service. Some take me out for coffee to pose
questions. And scholars query me, seeking clarity as they ex-
plore this fresh perspective.

| want to share a few responses. I've focused on those that
offer a taste of the impact God Can't is having. All names have
been changed to protect the authors.

One of the first notes addressed God and sexual abuse. The
writer found helpful the idea God can't stop evil singlehand-

edly. It would be the first of many similar notes...

Let me tell you a bit about my story. I'm a survivor of
sexual abuse, a lot and for a long time by my brother.
In the midst of the worst years of my life, | had a very
vivid dream of God walking over to my bed as | was
being raped. God simply reached out, held my hand,
and cried.

For a few short days, | was elated: God hadn’t left
me after all! Then came the anger. Anger that God was
there, and instead of stopping it, God simply held my
hand and watched!

For a long time, years, | was angry about that. |
prayed for a breakthrough. But | never got it, so | bur-
ied it. Now paging, praying, and contemplating through
your book, | can see more clearly what may have been
happening. God could not stop my brother; God gives

free will. How could God have stopped him?
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The reality is God couldn’t, not that God didn’t. For
me, this is a complete game-changer.

—Monica

Another note addressed how God Can’t helped the reader
think about divine action and childhood cancer. This man told
me about his son...

My three-year-old son died from a particularly difficult
form of childhood cancer. | can no longer believe the no-
tion that “God is in control.” What loving parent would
choose to stand by while their child walked into traffic...
if that parent could stop the child? | know of none.
When it comes to God, there has to be more than

God choosing to allow evil to happen.

—Geoffrey

Many notes addressed the importance of saying God can'’t
rather than God won’t. So many survivors have been told God
sometimes chooses to allow evil, which leaves them with pain-
ful question. Here's one of those notes...

I've always heard people speak of allowing something.
But it never sits well with my soul. If God allows one
thing, where do we stop with how much He does allow
good or bad? If God can control, where do we stop with
that idea?

I've never been able to accept God controls or even

allows, because that would mean God allowed my
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childhood torture. God did not exercise control to stop
it. Unacceptable!

This bad view of God has led me to drift in and out
of a crisis of faith. | thought God was controlling or al-
lowing the harm | endured. | had no other way to con-
ceptualize it. And | was told it's not okay to ask hard
questions.

The idea God can’t stop evil singlehandedly artic-
ulates what | had intuited but had not yet expressed.

—Cami

A pastor sent a note saying God Can’t helped him think
differently about suffering. The note mirrored several sent by

caregivers and spiritual counselors...

As a pastor, I've heard people offer a myriad of ways to
make sense of tragedy. Many attribute tragedy to the
will of God. They focus on the mystery of God'’s ways as
their way of managing more troubling thoughts about
God'’s choice to harm or allow harm.

While | would not presume to tell a survivor how to
make peace with God, many would benefit from the
opportunity to consider the “God Can’t” option. In it,
God neither sent them harm nor stood by and allowed
it to take place when God could have done otherwise.

—Jim

A young woman sent me this letter after an event at which
| spoke. It represents many letters from survivors and victims
who found God Can’t helpful...
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If God could, why would God allow two teenage boys to
tie me up to a tree at age eight to be tortured and mo-
lested? Then | was told | was defiled, and God couldn’t
love me anymore.

Why would this God allow that same child to en-
dure an attempted abduction at age 12? Then allow
her to be stalked and raped by a man in her church?

| just can’t see a God who allows children to go
through all of this. | can’t see God allowing a woman to
be taken into sex slavery, for instance, or allow children
to die from horrific diseases.

After reading just part of your book, | can see the
God who “allows” these things is not a God of total love.

—Angie

Finally, another note from a pastor:

I finished your book last night, and | just can't stop
thinking about it. Thank you for this amazing book!
It's a mind-blowing, game-changing book about God'’s
uncontrolling love.

As a cancer survivor and someone who struggles
with chemo-induced pulmonary fibrosis, I've tried to
make sense of why God allows illnesses. I've struggled
with why God heals some people and doesn’t heal oth-
ers. Or why God allows evil and abuse. And so on.

This book provides the first explanation that I've
resonated with. | highly recommend it to those who
have faced tragedy, abuse, and other evils!

—Pablo

99
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These excerpts are just the tip of the iceberg. God Can't is
making a powerful impact. As | write this follow-up book, it's
been about a year since God Can’t was published. | fully expect

the ideas to help many more people!

SUMMING UP

To set the stage for this book, Questions and Answers for God
Can't, let me briefly review key ideas in God Can't. This review
will help me as | answer questions in the upcoming chapters.

Let me recap.

God Can’t uses true stories to explain why we need a view
of God different from what most of us have learned. The book
rejects the typical answers to why a good, loving, and powerful
God would not prevent evil.

The problem of evil is the primary reason most atheists say
they can't believe in God. And | suspect God'’s relation to evil
and suffering is the number one question asked by those who
do believe in God.

| often say in God Can’t that God loves everyone and ev-
erything. | define “love” as acting intentionally, in relational re-
sponse to God and others, to promote overall well-being. This
definition applies to the love both creatures and God express.
Those who imagine they've solved the problem of evil by say-
ing God's love is entirely different from ours haven't solved the
problem at all. Such love is utterly incomprehensible, and such
absolute mysteries don't bring us closer to making sense of life.

| also believe genuinely evil events occur. A genuinely evil
occurrence makes the world, all things considered, worse than
it might have been. Evil events do not make our lives better

overall.



QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS FOR GOD CAN'T 101

Some people reject the idea of evil. But we all act as if we
think genuine evils occur. We all act as if some things make
the world worse than it might have been. Besides, it's hard
to look at horrific events and say they're not genuinely evil.
The Christian tradition assumes some events make the world
worse, and it calls at least some of them sinful.

God Can'’t Prevent Evil

The first and probably most controversial point of the book
comes in Chapter One: God can’t singlehandedly prevent evil.
It's important to distinguish between saying God can’t prevent
evil and God won'’t prevent evil. Many people will say God won't
always prevent evil. They're uncomfortable saying God can't
singlehandedly stop it.

A loving person prevents the evil that person is capable of
preventing. To think a loving God stands by and allows genuine
evil runs counter to what love is really like. It runs counter to the
love Jesus expressed. Saying “love allows evil” makes no sense.

I'm not the first theologian to say God can’t do some things.
The majority say God can’t do what is illogical. God can't make
2 + 2 =387. God can't make a married bachelor. And so on.

Many theologians also say God cannot contradict God's
own nature. If it's God's nature to exist, God must exist. If it's
God'’s nature to love, God must love. God simply can't actin an
evil way or cease to exist.

Biblical writers sometimes mention actions God cannot
take. My favorite example comes from the Apostle Paul's letter
to Timothy. “When we are faithless,” writes Paul, “God remains
faithful, because God cannot deny himself” (2 Tim. 2:13).

My purpose in saying that God must do some things and

can't do others says God's love is inherently uncontrolling.
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Divine love is self-giving and others-empowering. Because
God necessarily loves everyone and everything, God must self-
give and others-empower. This means God can’t control any-
one or anything. Uncontrolling love comes first in God'’s nature.

Saying God can't make round squares, can't stop existing,
or can't control others leads us to wonder if God is limited. The
uncontrolling love view seems to describe a God with limited
powers, at least compared to how most people think of God.

Most people have an incoherent view of God. They say or
think God can do things inherently impossible for loving be-
ings to do. Incoherent theology does not appeal to thinking
people.

In chapter one, | also explore an idea most Christians, Jews,
and Muslims affirm: that God does not have a localized body
like we do. Instead, God is an omnipresent bodiless spirit. God
is incorporeal, to use the classic language.

Saying God is bodiless helps us understand why we some-
times can use our bodies to thwart evil, but God can’t thwart
them. We can sometimes grab someone from falling into a pit,
for instance. But God doesn't have a divine hand to grab falling
people.

All good ultimately stems from God, because God is the
source of good. When we use our arms to rescue people from
pits, we can say God inspired our bodily actions. We act as
God's metaphorical hands and feet. This doesn’t mean we're
literally gods or literally divine. But when we respond to the
Spirit and do something loving, we can believe God was the
inspirational source of our actions.

| also briefly address the role of mystery in the first chap-

ter of God Can’t. Many believers play the mystery card when
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the questions of God and evil emerge. “God's ways are not our
ways,” they say. Or “We don’'t understand why a loving God
doesn't stop evil.”

| don't play this mystery card, meaning | don’t appeal to
mystery rather than rethinking my view of God. | don't think
I know God completely. And what | think | know about God, |
don’t know with absolute certainty. In that sense, even | have a
role for mystery. But that role is different from playing the mys-
tery card instead of rethinking our fundamental ideas about
God. That's an idea we'll return to in future chapters.

Some who see the title, God Can’t wonder if I'll be describ-
ing a God who watches from a distance. Or a God who does
nothing at all. But the God | describe is active throughout all
existence, and we all rely upon God's moment-by-moment
activity.

God Feels Our Pain

The second big idea in God Can't says that God feels pain.
God empathizes with those who suffer. “The Golden Rule” says
we should do to others, as we would have them do to us. What
I call “The Crimson Rule” says we should feel with others, as we
would have them feel with us.

God is the fellow sufferer who understands. God is moved
with compassion and affected by the ups and downs of our lives.
God empathizes with us better than any friend could. We see
this empathy most clearly in the person of Jesus of Nazareth.

Most Christian theologians have said God does not suffer.
Most say God is impassable or non-relational. But the God | see
described in Scripture, in Jesus, and active in the world not
only influences us but is also influenced by us. God engages in

giving and receiving relationships.
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To solve the problem of evil, it's not enough to say God suf-
fers with us. Some contemporary theologians affirm the idea
God empathizes, but they offer, “God suffers with us” as their
only answer to the problem of evil.

It's important to believe God suffers with us, but we should
also believe God can't prevent evil singlehandedly. Without
both ideas (and others in God Can’t), we can't offer a believable
explanation for unnecessary suffering, tragedy, abuse, and
other evils.

| close Chapter Two of God Can’t by listing ways we might
feel God's love. | mention six such ways. One involves the min-
istry of human presence. For this, | recommend therapy and
counseling. The second way is through communities of care.
| readily acknowledge some faith communities don’t love and
care, so | recommend searching for those that do. The third
way we might feel God's love is through practices like med-
itation, mindfulness, and prayer. Some of these activities are
classic and well known; others may be new to you. Fourth, we
sometimes feel God's presence in nature. | often hike in parts
of the world that inspire me. The fifth way we sometimes expe-
rience God's love is through art, music, and movies. Finally, the
sixth is our love for or from children, a powerful means to feel
God's loving presence.

God Works to Heal

The third big idea in God Can’t offers a framework of ideas
to understand healing. God works to heal, but healing does not
always occur. To reconstruct our views of healing, | offer four
general beliefs.

First, God is always present to all aspects of creation. God

never intervenes, as if coming from the outside. As one present
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to all creation, God always works to heal to the greatest extent
possible, given the circumstances. God is the source for all
healing that occurs.

Second, God works alongside people, their bodies, aspects
of creation, and other entities. God works with healthcare
professionals, nurses, pharmacists, medical specialists, nutri-
tionists, and so on. God works alongside people with unique
healing gifts, communities of faith, and commonsense folk
wise in the ways of living. God also works alongside cells, or-
gans, blood, muscles, and other body entities.

Third, although God always works to heal, God can’t heal
singlehandedly. God's healing work is always uncontrolling,
because God always loves and never controls. Creation must
cooperate. This does not mean those not healed did not have
enough faith. People often have plenty of cooperative faith and
work with the Great Physician. But their bodies or other factors
are not conducive to God's healing work. Circumstances in our
bodies and beyond them present both opportunities and chal-
lenges. Because God can't overpower or bypass agents and
entities, God can't singlehandedly heal. Healing comes when
creatures or entities cooperate or when the inanimate condi-
tions of creation are conducive to healing.

Fourth, some healing must wait until the afterlife. | be-
lieve in continued subjective experience beyond bodily death.
While there is much speculation in Scripture and among seri-
ous thinkers about what happens in the afterlife, | argue that
our personal experience continues without our present bodies.

God Squeezes Good from Bad

The fourth big idea says we don't have to think God wants
evil for good to emerge. We can believe God always works for
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good despite pain, torture, and traumas. God works with us,
our bodies, smaller entities, and the larger society to squeeze
whatever good can be squeezed from the bad God didn't want
in the first place.

We don't have to believe everything happens for a reason.
We don't have to believe God allows suffering to improve our
character. We don’t have to think God sends pain to punish us
or teach us a lesson. Instead, we should believe God works to
wring a measure of wellness from the wrong God didn’t want.

God is not an outside force predetermining the course of
our lives. God moves through time with us and the future is yet
to be decided. When rotten things happen, God doesn’t give
up on the situation. God works with us and other agents, pos-
sibilities, circumstances, and data to bring whatever good can
be brought from bad.

God doesn't punish. But there are natural negative conse-
quences that come from sin and evil. Sometimes those who
experience negative consequences are not the ones who failed
to love. In an interrelated universe, the harmful actions of one
can hurt others more than the harming actor. Evildoers and
the unrighteous sometimes seem to be better off, at least in
the short term.

When our suffering produces character, helps us learn
a lesson, or provides wisdom, we don’t have to believe God
caused or allowed it to bring about good. Instead, we can say
God worked to squeeze something good out of the evil God
didn't want in the first place.

God Needs Our Cooperation

The final idea in God Can’t says God needs cooperation

for love to win. Instead of believing God can singlehandedly
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establish the ways of love, we should believe in what | call “in-
dispensable love synergy.” This synergy says God calls and em-
powers our responses of love.

Conventional theologians say God doesn't need us. The
conventional God is like the preschool teacher who tells her
kids to clean up a playroom and says they won't go home un-
less the room is clean. But when the children don’t cooperate,
she does the job herself. Traditional theologies portray God as
condescending to ask us to participate in what God can do
without our help. They imply our lives don't ultimately matter.

By contrast, the God of uncontrolling love needs us. Our
choices, our lives, our decisions are ultimately important. God
does not need us for God to exist; God will exist no matter what
happens. God's needs are the needs of love. If love is relational
and the results for which love aims rely upon our responses,
God's needs are based on love.

We need not fear the God of uncontrolling love. God never
harms us or others. We should work with God to protect our-
selves and others, as God calls us to protect the weak, vulnera-
ble, and defenseless.

Near the end of chapter five, | offer what | call the “relent-
less love” view of the afterlife. It says that God never gives up in-
viting us to relationship in this life and the next. We can always
say no to love. But God never gives up inviting us to abundant
life. I'll spend an entire chapter in the present book exploring
the afterlife in more detail.

In sum, the five key ideas of God Can’t provide an actual
solution for why a loving and powerful God does not prevent
genuine evil. These ideas, taken together, present a loving God

whom we can trust without reservation.
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GOD’'S NATURE OF LOVE

Many readers of God Can’t ask questions that directly or in-
directly deal with my view of God's uncontrolling love. In my
more academic book, The Uncontrolling Love of God: An Open
and Relational Account of Providence, | call this view “essential
kenosis.” It wrestles with how we might best understand God's
nature of love.?

Even some professional theologians avoid speculating
about God's nature. Some say we should only talk about how
God acts in the world. But | think it's natural to wonder who
God is when we see actions we think are God-inspired.

The Bible can help us ponder God's nature. The revelation of
God we find in Jesus is particularly illuminating. When we spec-
ulate about God’s nature, we draw wisdom from the Christian
tradition, contemporary experiences, sages and saints, science,
the humanities, our own reasoning abilities, and more.

Our vision of God's nature will always be partly obscured
and ambiguous. And we should be humble and tentative. But
we have good reasons to believe we can make progress in un-
derstanding God, even if we can't be certain.

| believe love comes logically first in God's nature. By “first,”
| don't mean God’s attributes line up like dominoes, and love
is the first in line. | mean we should think about God's other
attributes in light of love. Love should come first conceptually
as we think about God.

God has other attributes, and they're important. But when
our views of those attributes clash with love, we need to refor-
mulate them in ways that harmonize with love.

When some hear me place conceptual priority on love,

they'll say, “Why not make God's attributes equal, so none has
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priority?” Some theologians have tried to do this. But if we ex-
amine their theologies, we find they (at least implicitly) privi-
lege some divine attributes over others.

For instance, some theologians say God's love and power
are equal. But then they'll claim God has the power not to love.
Or they'll say God could decide to stop loving someone. These
claims reveal such theologians actually think God's power of
choice comes logically prior to love. By contrast, | think love
comes logically before power.

I'm not the first theologian to say love comes first in God's
nature, although this view is in the minority. Nor am | the first
to say God must love, although this strikes many people as un-
usual. | don't know anyone else, however, who adds the partic-
ular content | do when saying love comes first in God's nature.
It's this content | call “essential kenosis” or “uncontrolling love”
theology.

We interpret the Bible well when we use essential keno-
sis as our interpretive lens. This view says God cannot override,
withdraw, or fail to provide the power of freedom, agency, or
existence to creaturely others. Consequently, God can’t control
creatures or creation.

Most kenosis theologians think God voluntarily chooses to
self-give power and freedom to creation. Most say God self-lim-
its voluntarily and decides to allow space for creatures to act
freely. JUrgen Moltmann is a good representative of this view
of divine kenosis as voluntarily self-limiting. But the God who
voluntarily self-limits could choose to un-self-limit at any time.
In theologies like Moltmann's, sovereign choice to self-limit
comes first in God’s nature.® So victims and survivors wonder

why God didn’t un-self-limit to rescue them singlehandedly!
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By contrast, essential kenosis says God is involuntarily
self-limited.* God is self-limited in the sense that no outside
force, power, or authority limits God. God'’s loving nature limits
God's action. Consequently, God can't control others. The God

who cannot control others cannot prevent evil singlehandedly.

JOHN WESLEY SAYS GOD CAN'T

| conclude this chapter by looking briefly at words from John
Wesley, one of my theological heroes. It surprises even some
Wesleyan scholars that Wesley claimed God could not do some
things. In his sermon “On Providence,” he wrestles with how to

say God acts. He writes:

“Were human liberty taken away, men would be as
incapable of virtue as stones. Therefore (with rever-
ence be it spoken), the Almighty himself cannot do
this thing. God cannot thus contradict himself or undo

what he has done.”

Notice Wesley says God cannot do these things. He doesn't
say God chooses not to do them. Some activities are simply not
possible for an almighty God.

Wesley makes three claims in this quote. First, he says (as
I do) God can't take away freedom. Secondly, he says (as | do)
God can't contradict himself. And third, Wesley claims (as | do)
God can't undo what has been done.

Many Christian theologians accept that God can't take
away freedom. They may say God can’t undermine the free-
dom God gives. | make the stronger argument that God must

give freedom to complex creatures, because God's loving
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nature requires it. And | argue God necessarily gives agency
and self-organization to smaller creatures and entities. These
gifts of love are why God can't withdraw, override, or fail to
give freedom, agency, or self-organization to creatures and
creation.®

The second idea in Wesley's quote says God can’t contradict
God's own nature. This fits nicely with my essential kenosis the-
ology. We might say God can’t decide not to be God. This idea is
central to Christian theologians who say God's essence comes
prior to God's will. We'll look at this more in later chapters.

The third idea in Wesley's quote refers to God's inability to
change what has already occurred. What's done is done; re-
verse causation is a myth. God works to redeem the past, but
that’s not the same as changing it. Wesley seems to make a
claim about God's relation to time. Although he was not an
open theist in the contemporary sense of that label, he en-
dorses a view about God's relation to time that open theists
like me appreciate. | suspect that if Wesley were living today,
he'd identify as open and relational.

I mention John Wesley not to indicate that I'm merely pre-
senting ideas he previously offered. There are similarities. But
I'm making some bolder moves than Wesley made. While I'm
not the first theologian to say God can’t, my contributions ex-
plain how a particular view of God's nature resolves the prob-

lem of evil.

CONCLUSION
In this book, I'm widening the conversation. | will show how the
uncontrolling love view resolves perplexing questions and con-

cerns. Readers will probably be surprised at how my answers
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are both radical and yet compatible with beliefs held by every-
day people.

The advantages of saying God can't do some activities
because divine love is uncontrolling are wide ranging. I've
addressed some in God Can’t and The Uncontrolling Love of
God. Other writers explore the view's benefits in a book called
Uncontrolling Love: Essays Exploring the Love of God with
Introductions by Thomas Jay Oord.®

Many questions remain unanswered... or at least not an-
swered as sufficiently as they could be. So... let’s get to those
questions. That's the purpose of this book!

| begin each chapter with a question that, in some form, has
been posed to me. Some questions come from the Facebook
group “The Uncontrolling Love of God Conversations” and
other online discussion groups. Some come from lectures,
as I've traveled across the U.S. and Europe. Some come from
emails, social media, podcast interviews, conversations at cof-
fee shops, and more.

| strive to keep each chapter short. And | try to write as
plainly as possible. | hope you'll see how the uncontrolling love
of God perspective you encountered in God Can’t answers

many other important questions!
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CHAPTER ONE

W God) canil conlnt;
T

I often hear this chapter’s question. Readers of God Can’t ask
it in emails. | hear it from live audiences and podcast hosts.
Many wonder what implications the uncontrolling love view
has for prayer.

| appreciate this question. It shows that readers take seri-
ously these theological ideas and want to explore their conse-
guences. Many readers want to integrate God Can'’t ideas into
their devotional lives and ways of living.

Prayer takes many forms, of course. The question framing
this chapter falls under what many call “petitionary prayer.”
This involves asking God to do something. If God can't single-
handedly control others to fix some problem or grant some
wish, we might wonder why we should ask.

| spend most of this chapter exploring petitionary prayer.

But near the end, | talk about what it means to pray in thanks,
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praise, and worship. The uncontrolling love of God view has

positive implications for these forms of prayer too.

A CONTROLLING GOD AND A CORONAVIRUS VICTIM
Before answering this chapter’s question, let me look at two al-
ternative views of God and prayer. Each has negative implications
for understanding petitionary prayer believers seldom realize.

To help us see what these alternative views of prayer en-
tail, let's take the hypothetical case of Tim. As | write this book,
Coronavirus/COVID-19 is killing hundreds of thousands of peo-
ple and causing widespread harm. Let's suppose Tim has con-
tracted the virus and wants us to pray for his health.

What prayers make sense?

Some people believe God controls absolutely everything.
This is the “All God"” view | mentioned in God Can't. It claims
God does everything, because God is the omnicause. “God is
sovereignly in control,” say people who embrace this view.

The All God view rejects the idea we're genuinely free. God
predetermines every moment of every creature. Most All God
advocates believe God predestined all things from the foun-
dation of the universe. And the God who predestines can fore-
know everything that will happen.

So...if a person believes God controls everything, what does
this mean we should say when praying for Tim?

The All God view says God caused the Coronavirus. It's
God's will. Most who affirm this view believe God predestined
the Coronavirus to kill, wreak havoc in the world, and sicken
millions. Before the foundation of the world, God decided the
virus would sicken Tim in particular. It's all part of God’s metic-

ulous blueprint.
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If | believed the All God view, | could not bring myself to
petition God. | would not pray for Tim. Here's why...

Petitionary prayer involves asking God to do something in
the future. But the God who predetermined everything can't
respond to such prayers. The future is already settled, and what
will occur has already decided. If God predetermined Tim to
contract the virus, my prayers make no difference to helping
him. Asking God to do something new makes no sense.

In fact, my request for Tim's healing seems to oppose God's
will. From the All God perspective, after all, God wanted Tim
to be sick. And acting against God's will is, by definition, sin.
Praying for Tim would be sinning!

I can't get inspired to ask something of a God for whom my
actions make no difference. Besides, if the All God view is true
that God wills everything, God wills that | can't get inspired to
pray for Tim!

THE CONVENTIONAL GOD AND CORONAVIRUS VICTIM
Most people | know don't believe the All God view. Most be-
lieve they act freely, at least sometimes. Most think the future
has not been predestined, even if they say God (mysteriously)
knows everything that will occur. This leads to our second view
of God and prayer.

The second view assumes what | call the “Conventional”
view of God. People who believe in the Conventional view think
God singlehandedly fixes things from time to time. But they
think God usually allows the free processes of existence and
free creatures to exert influence too.

Many people who identify as “classical Arminians” em-

brace this view of prayer. It says God can and sometimes does
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singlehandedly bring about results, cure people, stop evil, and
so on. God foreknows everything that will ever occur without
determining all of it. This God doesn’t control everything but
sometimes controls some things.

So, does this view make sense when praying for Tim?

Not really. The Conventional God is allegedly perfectly loving,
has controlling power, and knows in advance everything that
will ever occur. This God could heal Tim without our prayers, co-
operation, medicine, or creaturely influences. And yet... this God
rarely heals. Tim suffers from a virus the Conventional God fore-
knew and could stop singlehandedly but has refused to do so.

Conventional theology implies God sometimes requires
prayer to get him off his butt and do what's loving. Believers
must beg, plead, or twist God’'s arm to get good results. But if
Tim is not healed, he'll wonder if God has abandoned him, is
punishing him, or this allows evil to teach a lesson. It's confusing.

If God loves everyone and everything and can singlehand-
edly fix anything, why do we need to ask for help? Wouldn't
this God automatically fix what is fixable? And if God fore-
knows with certainty what will occur, petitionary prayer can-

not change an already foreknown and therefore settled future.

MY DAUGHTER IS DROWNING
To explain why petitionary prayer makes little sense if the
Conventional view is true, let me give an illustration.

Suppose I'm out with my family at a lake, and we're enjoy-
ing a scorching summer afternoon. | look up from reading and
see one of my daughters in the lake. In just a few seconds, |
realize my daughter is drowning! Her head is bobbing up and

down, and her arms are flailing. She's gasping for air!
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Suppose | could jump in and rescue my daughter. I'm a de-
cent swimmer, and it's likely | could save her life. But suppose
| say, “She hasn't asked for help. She's not crying out, ‘Help me,
Dad.’ So, | won't rescue her until she asks.” Or suppose | say,
“I'm not seeing anyone else begging me to save her. Unless 10
people ask, | will not leave the beach!”

No one would think | was a loving father if | could have res-
cued my drowning daughter but refused because | didn't hear
her ask. No one would say, “She didn't ask for help, so he didn't
help. That was the loving thing to do.” Nor would anyone think
I was loving if | waited for 10 people to ask me to help.

The Conventional view portrays God as having the abil-
ity to rescue singlehandedly but not always doing so unless
we ask. It portrays God as metaphorically sitting back, arms
folded, waiting for us to pray, or pray enough, before jumping
in to help. Or it portrays God as waiting until a prayer chain of
enough people intercede.

The Conventional God could singlehandedly heal Tim, pre-
vent his iliness, and fix just about anything. But for some mys-
terious reason, this God sometimes needs to be asked.

The Conventional view can't portray God as consistently
loving. The God who could singlehandedly prevent evil but
waits for us to ask is not a God of perfect love. A loving God who
can save singlehandedly wouldn’t require us to beg, plead, or
petition 352 times before healing Tim.

PETITIONARY PRAYER AND THE UNCONTROLLING GOD
Petitionary prayer makes more sense in the uncontrolling love
perspective. It assumes a relational view: God gives and re-

ceives in a relational world with relational creatures.
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To many people, it's obviously true that creation influences
God. That's the general view of God portrayed in the Bible, and
it fits what many believers think today. The God who isangry at
sin or blessed by praise is One whom creatures affect.

It surprises many to discover theologians of yesteryear dis-
agreed. These thinkers believed God was unaffected by what
happens in our lives and in the world. They said God was “im-
passible,” to use the classic language. This means God is not
compassionate in the way we understand compassion. It also
means our prayers make no difference to God, because accord-
ing to this view, God is not relational.

The uncontrolling love perspective fits the way most peo-
ple pray, because most believe their prayers may affect God.
God not only affects us and influences all creation moment
by moment, we and all creation affect God. From the uncon-
trolling love view, petitionary prayer affects God. This is the first
point for understanding prayer in a God Can’t perspective.

The idea creatures are relational is the second important
aspect for understanding petitionary prayer from a God Can't
perspective. Creation is interconnected; action in one place af-
fects those in others. My actions affect you; your actions affect
me. Those actions may primarily be physical or mainly mental.
But everything we do — including our prayers — affects our-
selves and the world.

In the past, | would need to illustrate the idea creation is
interconnected. But nearly everyone acknowledges this reality
today. Our decisions affect our bodies, friends and family, soci-
eties, and the environment. Praying is an activity.

When we combine the idea that prayer affects God with

the idea prayer affects ourselves and others, we can see how
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prayer makes a difference to an uncontrolling God and to the
world.

Added to this is the truth that life moves on moment by
moment. The past is complete, the present is becoming what
it will be, and the future is open. God relates with us moment
by moment as the Living Lover of history.

Our prayer in one moment influences what is possible in the
next. And the God who is present to all receives our actions each
moment. This means our prayers open up new avenues for God
to work. Fresh opportunities emerge each moment because we
prayed. Prayer generates new relationships, data, forces, factors,
and information for God to respond to when deciding how to
act in the next moment. Because we pray, God may have alter-
native paths to operate in, new cooperative agents to work with,
and new opportunities to influence us and others.

Prayer changes history.

When | say prayer influences God and the world, I'm not
saying prayer controls others or creation. I'm not saying our
prayers guarantee the results we want. And I'm not saying
prayer allows God to control. Petitionary prayer doesn’t “turbo-
charge” God to determine results singlehandedly. Our prayers
are not coins in a vending machine that automatically dis-
penses the drink we want.

Prayer makes a difference, but it doesn’t control.

This point is so important that | want to emphasize it. An
uncontrolling love view says petitionary prayer makes a differ-
ence without fully determining others. It says our prayers affect
God without saying prayers make it possible for God to deter-
mine others fully. It says praying opens new possibilities God

can use in the next moment, without saying those possibilities
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guarantee the rescuing, healing, or blessing we seek. Prayer
can be a factor in the good that occurs, but it doesn’t guaran-
tee it.

In one sense, the uncontrolling love view fits what most be-
lievers think about God's response to their prayers. Most doubt,
for instance, their prayers force God to control. Few pray, “Dear
God, force Uncle Joe to become loving.” Few pray, “God, control
Jennifer to make her become a Christian.” Most people think
God is uncontrollable, so our prayers don't force God to do any-
thing. | agree.

I think God is both uncontrollable and uncontrolling. We
can't control God, and there's no sense trying. God is uncon-
trollable. But God can't control us, others, or anything in cre-
ation. God is uncontrolling. God loves everyone and everything,
so God can't control anyone or anything.

“Controlling love” is an oxymoron.

PRAYING WITH TIM

Let's return to Tim, the Coronavirus victim. | want to spell
out concretely what petitionary prayer might look like in his
case.

Let's imagine Tim hospitalized by Coronavirus symptoms,
and I've been asked to pray with him. What should | say? How
might | pray in a way that makes sense if | believe God can't
control?

Acknowledge Suffering

After taking the necessary precautions, | approach Tim to
pray. Typically, my first thought is to vocalize the problem. | ac-

knowledge Tim's suffering. | might say,
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Loving God, we are in this hospital because Tim is suf-
fering. You know the pain and struggle he endures,
and we know it too. This virus is wracking Tim's body

and affecting him negatively in so many ways.

Before moving to the second part of my prayer, let me an-
alyze the first. Acknowledging Tim's suffering doesn’t inform
God that Tim is sick, as if God was previously unaware. God
knows the situation better than Tim and | do, in fact, even bet-
ter than physicians and nurses. God isn't clueless.

Acknowledging this suffering aloud is doing something
new, however. Tim is presumably listening. Often part of the
healing process is knowing others empathize with us, see
us, hear us, or have some understanding of what we endure.
Something powerful can occur when sufferers know others
perceive their pain and suffer with them.

In addition, Tim’s mind influences his body. Humans have
a psychosomatic unity, which means the mental affects the
physical, and the physical affects the mental. My words of
acknowledgement and empathy not only influence Tim's
thought patterns, they influence his ill body. My words and
their influence provide God extra causal factors God might use
in future work with Tim. My prayer, in other words, is already
making a difference.

Acknowledge God’s Work to Heal

The second aspect of my prayer acknowledges God’s activity.

We acknowledge your efforts to heal Tim. We believe

you are the Great Physician. You are working right now
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to the greatest extent possible to bring about healing.

Thank you for your healing activities.

Let's analyze this second aspect. If the uncontrolling love of
God view is correct, God always works to heal to the greatest ex-
tent possible (for details on this, see chapter three of God Can't).
My saying, “We acknowledge your efforts to heal” isn't telling God
something new about what God has been doing. It's not like God
thinks, “Oh, so that's what I've been up to lately. Who knew?!”

Acknowledging God's work to heal does something new
at this moment, however. My prayer tells Tim something new
or reminds him of something he's known: God wants to heal.
God doesn't sit around twiddling thumbs waiting to be asked.
God wants to heal everyone and everything, and God always
works to heal to the greatest extent possible. Acknowledging
God as a healer is important for Tim's mental state. His mental
state affects the state of his body. So, my saying God is already
working to heal may provide new possibilities and avenues for
God in the healing process.

Acknowledge Opposition to Healing

Let's move to the third phase of my prayer.

We know you, God, are facing forces and factors —
specifically, a virus — opposing the healing you want.
We know principalities and powers of various types
sometimes run counter to the good you want in our

lives and in creation.

Let's analyze this third phase. In this, I'm acknowledging

aloud God doesn’'t have the power to erase all opposition by
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absolute fiat or decree. I'm endorsing the uncontrolling love
view and assuming God can't singlehandedly prevent evil.

Tim might interpret “forces, factors, principalities, and
powers” as a reference to demonic beings. He might think
these words refer to natural causes. | specifically identified the
virus, but his interpretation depends largely on his worldview.
| probably won't engage Tim on whether demonic agents or
natural factors caused the virus.? But | want to put in his mind
the idea that God works to heal but faces obstacles, opposition,
and resistance.

This third aspect of the prayer is crucial. | don't want Tim
to think God has the controlling power that many claim. Many
believers pray in ways that imply God can singlehandedly fix all
problems. People who suffer like Tim, therefore, expect unilat-
eral healing... but are often not healed.

Most of us know firsthand the problems that come with
thinking God can singlehandedly heal. We who are ill, injured,
abused, or suffering may wonder if God truly loves us. We won-
der if God is punishing or has abandoned us. We wonder if, in
some mysterious way, our pain and suffering are an unfortu-
nate part of some divine plan. And so on.

It's crucial to believe God cannot singlehandedly overcome
opposition to God's healing work.

Commit to Cooperating with God

Let's move to the fourth phase of my prayer for Tim. In this

phase, | pray words of commitment:

At this moment, God, we commit ourselves to coop-
erate with your healing work. Tim does, and so do |I.

We commit to following what we believe is best in this
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situation, such as heeding the counsel of physicians,
nurses, and health care workers. We want to sleep well
and drink fluids. We commit to cooperating with you to

fight this illness.

In our analysis of this fourth phase, it should be clear these
words are explicit commitments to cooperate with God’s heal-
ing. We're not just providing new information. We're com-
mitting to do our part in the healing work. Commitment to
cooperate doesn’'t guarantee instantaneous healing or even
healing at all. But Tim’'s present promise and future actions
have an actual effect on his body and mental state.

I've already mentioned the psychosomatic interaction be-
tween Tim's mind and body. In future chapters, | will offer a
philosophical framework for making sense of this. Here | sim-
ply want to say Tim's mind doesn’t control his body. A commit-
ment to cooperate with God’s healing doesn't mean Tim's cells,
organs, and other bodily members will automatically reject the
virus. Commmitments to cooperate bring instantaneous healing
on only the rarest of occasions. And when they do, it wasn't the
person’s cooperation alone that cured the iliness.

Our minds affect our bodies, and our bodies affect our
minds. But no aspect of ourselves controls other aspects.
Sometimes our minds cooperate with God fully, and yet our
bodies do not. Sometimes external factors cause us harm
that neither our bodies nor minds can resist. And sometimes
our bodily members cooperate with God when we mentally
do not cooperate. We are complex creatures in a complex

world.
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Asking God for Help
I'm now to the part of the prayer we normally consider pe-

tition. At this point, | might say,

Help us know how we might cooperate with your heal-
ing work. Give us insight. We also ask that you comfort
Tim as much as is possible in this fight for healing. We

seek your guidance.

These words present requests of God. But the previous as-
pects of my prayer have also been making a difference to God
and creation. In one sense, all prayer is petitionary, if we under-
stand “petition” as “having an impact upon” God. All of life is
petitionary prayer, in that sense, because everything we do in-
fluences God's experience. | think about this when pondering
the Apostle Paul's recommendation to “pray without ceasing”
(1 Thess. 5:17).

We usually think of petitionary prayer as a series of specific
requests. The specific requests I'm making for Tim pertain to
what he needs. I'm asking God to give us wisdom and insight
on how to cooperate with God's healing work. And I'm asking
God to comfort Tim. | could add additional petitions, depend-
ing on the situation. God responds to all our requests by calling
various agents, factors, and forces to join in God's work.

When petitioning God, | don't assume giving wisdom,
comfort, insight, inspiration, and so on involves God controlling
us and others. I'm not asking God to do activities only possi-
ble for a controlling God. God'’s responses to petitionary prayer

involve creaturely causes. Not only can we humans cooperate
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with the Spirit, other creatures and entities can too, given their
abilities.

Acknowledge God'’s Love

I conclude my prayer by thanking God for loving Tim:

Whether in sickness or health, in sorrow or joy, we be-
lieve you love Tim. You love all creation. And in love, you
work for our good in all things, God. Thanks for your
loving kindness and compassion.

Amen.

When | leave the hospital, | want Tim to realize God cares
deeply about him. The uncontrolling love of God view of prayer
places love first. It says God desires and acts for Tim's well-be-
ing and the well-being of all creation. And that involves God's
compassionate care.

| also want to leave the hospital knowing | did not give Tim
the impression God can singlehandedly cure him. His partner-
ship with God can make a difference, as well as the cooperation
of other people, factors, and actors. This collaboration doesn't
guarantee healing, because other factors may oppose God's
work for Tim's health. But cooperation makes a difference in

the work of healing.?

THANKSGIVING

| turn now from petition to prayers of gratitude. The God Can’t
view has positive implications for how we think about thanks-
giving. If this view is correct, thanking an uncontrolling God
makes sense.
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Let's take the Thanksgiving holiday meal as a case study for
prayers of gratitude.

Each November, Americans gather with family or friends
to celebrate the Thanksgiving holiday. Words of thanks some-
times enter the public news or get expressed at civic gather-
ings. It's natural to wonder what people believe when they say,
“Thank you, God.”

One group of people doesn’t believe in God. Many of them
feel thankful, but their Thanksgiving language has no ultimate
Referent. In their view, no Divine Being exists to which their
gratitude ultimately points. Giving thanks to God may a way
to admit they've been recipients of goodness. Although these
unbelievers may say, “Thank you, God,” their disbelief a Being
exists to whom they should be grateful makes their statement
confusing.

Those who say God controls everything —the All God
people — express gratitude at Thanksgiving. The God they
believe in directly or indirectly controls everything. In their
Thanksgiving prayer, they can say, “Thank you, God, for ___"
and insert any event. Such events might be supremely joyful
or utterly horrific. The God who controls everything is respon-
sible for every act of respect and rape, for peace and pain, for
havens or holocausts. Most All God prayers focus on the good.
Reminding All God advocates that their God causes evil damp-
ens the holiday spirit!

Conventional theology advocates also pray at Thanksgiving.
They usually reject the idea God causes evil, but they claim God
allows it. When they're giving thanks, they try to sidestep the

theological problems that come with saying God allows evil.
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They'll blame free agents or natural forces and ignore the
question of why a God who can singlehandedly stop evil per-
mits unnecessary suffering. The God who can control others
failed to prevent the dastardly deeds we endure.

When people who accept the Conventional view of God
pray at Thanksgiving, they could insert any event into “Thank
you, God, for

." The God of Conventional theology gets ul-
timate credit or blame for causing or allowing all things.

Thanksgiving prayers make more sense in the uncon-
trolling love of God perspective. Advocates of this view thank
the God who always gives freedom, agency, or existence to
creatures and creation. God presents a spectrum of possibili-
ties to each creature in each moment.

God is the gracious source for all that's good.

The uncontrolling God actively loves, moment by moment,
by providing, inspiring, empowering, and interacting with cre-
ation. And this God calls all creatures to respond in love. The
genuine evil in the world results from the responses creatures
make contrary to God's calls, or from the natural accidents and
free processes of reality.

In her Thanksgiving prayer, an advocate of the uncon-
trolling love view can say every good and perfect gift originates
in God. An active but uncontrolling God is the source of good-
ness and blessing but can't singlehandedly prevent evil. The
good we enjoy involves creaturely responses to God's gracious
action.

The uncontrolling love view supports our urge to thank
creatures at Thanksgiving. Most believers thank one another
from time to time, as if they intuitively know creatures join
with God to do good. It's right to thank God for acting as the
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ultimate source of goodness, but we should also thank those
who cooperate with God. We can thank God and the cook!

The more we realize how interrelated the universe is and
how much God loves in an uncontrolling way, the more we un-
derstand how widely we are indebted. A Thanksgiving meal
is possible because of God's action, a chef or chefs, farmers,
those who transport food, those who make the plates, tables,
and homes we use when celebrating, and so many more. God
inspires goodness throughout all creation.

We have many reasons to be thankful... and many to thank!

PRAYERS OF PRAISE AND WORSHIP

| conclude with a few comments on prayers of praise and wor-
ship. These activities have been the center of how believers
understand God's activity. Believers express prayers of praise
and worship both corporately and individually. A perfectly
loving, powerful, and beautiful God is worthy of praise and
worship!

Unfortunately, many prayers of worship or songs of praise
place priority upon God's power to the detriment of God's love.
God is powerful, but | often hear language that frames God'’s
love in light of power rather than the opposite. | could point to
examples in “low church” worship choruses and in the “high
church” prayers of praise.

Many worship songs stress sovereignty when speaking of
God's glory. “God is in control,” they proclaim. “God orches-
trates every lightning strike and falling leaf.” Some songs
ask God to “take my will” or say God's ways are “irresistible.”
Taken literally, many worship songs assume God is or could be

controlling.



132 THE THOMAS JAY OORD SAMPLER

I can't worship a God who could singlehandedly control but
chooses not to prevent evil. By “worship,” | mean give whole-
hearted trust and devotion. | can't whole-heartedly trust a God
who could prevent evil but chooses not to do so. | can't be en-
tirely devoted to an inconsistently loving deity. It's more than
an intellectual inability. My inability to worship a controlling
God is visceral!

The idea we should praise controlling power is deeply in-
grained in most of us. When some hear that | can't worship
a controlling God, they respond in shock. Some wonder, “Is a
God who can’t control even worth worshipping?”

I respond to this rhetorical question by saying my worship is
unreserved and whole-hearted. | worship without qualms a God
who loves everyone and everything but can’t control anyone or
anything. Without crossing my fingers, | stand in amazement.
As | see it, God's glory derives primarily from God's steadfast love.

The question of worship has implications for ethics. A full
exploration, like many of these topics, requires a book-length
response. But let me say a few words.

What we think God is like affects how we think we ought
to live. If we think God is uncontrolling and loves at all times
and places, this can motivate us to imitate God by loving in an
uncontrolling way at all times and places. If we think God is in
control, calls the shots, and is in charge, it's natural to think we
ought at least sometimes to be in control, call the shots, and
be in charge. Trying to control others leads to ruin, however. An
ethics of uncontrolling love says we ought to influence others
for good without controlling them.*

The uncontrolling love perspective has powerful implica-

tions for how we ought to act!
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IF GOD CAN'T CONTROL, WHY PRAY?

Prayer comes in many forms. We should engage in petitionary
prayer, because it affects God and creation. Our prayers open
new possibilities and opportunities for God and others. Prayer
neither controls God nor makes God able to control others. We
can't control an uncontrollable God, and an uncontrolling God
can't control us. But prayer makes an actual difference to the
Creator and to creation.

The uncontrolling love of God perspective provides a sat-
isfying overall framework to understand prayer. I'm motivated
to pray when | believe God cannot control but lovingly influ-
ences all. My inclination to pray in thanks and praise makes
sense from a God Can'’t perspective. It makes far less sense if
God can or does control others.

As | prayed this morning, | used a breathing exercise. |l imag-
ined breathing into my lungs God'’s loving presence. | inhaled.
| then imagined breathing out love for others, God, myself, and
all creation. | exhaled. | inhaled God's empowering love and
exhaled my response of love. This is a symbolic expression of
what | think literally occurs, as God loves moment-by-moment
and calls for response.

| hope this view of an uncontrolling God influenced by our

petitions inspires you to pray.
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The Essential Kenosis Model of Providence

We began our efforts to make sense of life by looking at true
stories of genuine evil. In each account, aspects of randomness
and free will were present. We also encountered unsatisfying explana-
tions for why a loving and powerful God did not prevent these hor-
rific events. We need persuasive answers to life’s puzzling questions.

Genuinely random, chance and accidental events occur often in the
world. From quantum events to genetic mutations to human interac-
tions and beyond, existence bubbles with randomness. We also find
structure, order and consistency in creation. Lawlike regularities persist
in everyday life and the world explored by science. Existence as we
know it depends upon regularities. Neither absolute randomness nor
absolute regularity, however, reigns absolutely. The lawlike regularity of
the world combined with spontaneous randomness provides a context
for both creative novelty and faithful reliability.

Humans (and perhaps other complex creatures) act freely although
all creaturely freedom is limited. Most if not all humans have libertarian
free will, even if some deny it. We may not find full-blown freedom
among simpler entities and less complex organisms, but we do find self-
organization and in some a measure of agency. Freedom and agency
used wrongly cause genuine evil. But evils can also have random causes.

Life is not all about evil. We encounter much good in life too. It
makes sense to me and to many others that a good God is the source
of goodness. Explanations of existence that include a prominent role
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for God are more satisfying overall. In fact, it makes sense that God
uses creaturely free choices and random events in ongoing creating
and providential activity. However, believers are right to wonder why
this good God fails to prevent genuine evils that free choices and
random events cause.

Those who believe in God offer various theories—models of prov-
idence—to account for divine action. Providence models that deny
randomness and freedom do not correspond with life as we know it.
Models that say God is impersonal, uninvolved or unaffected by cre-
ation cannot account well for religious experiences, goodness and
love, or sacred Scripture. Models that say God sometimes entirely
controls others or, in principle, could do so fail to provide plausible
answers to the problem of evil. Models of providence appealing to
utter mystery or an inscrutable divine will are especially unhelpful.
Although we will never understand God completely, we need a plau-
sible model of providence if we are to make sense of reality.

Open and relational theology offers helpful answers to life’s ques-
tions. It affirms genuine randomness and lawlike regularity. This the-
ology embraces self-organization, agency and libertarian free will.
Open and relational theology believes that values are real, including
genuine evil; that good God is good; and that it is possible for crea-
tures to do what is good. The active and relational God of this per-
spective knows all that can be known, but the future remains authen-
tically open to both Creator and creatures.

Even though open and relational theologies are attractive, unre-
solved questions remain. One of the most thorough expositions of
open and relational theology to date, for instance, fails to solve the
problem of evil. This version of open and relational theology fails
largely because it says God permits pointless evil. It considers sover-
eignty, rather than love, to come first logically in God’s nature.

In previous chapters, I promised a version of open and relational
theology I call essential kenosis. I said this theology would answer
remaining questions and provide a model of providence that includes
randomness and regularity, free will and necessity, goodness and evil,
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and more. This model would emphasize that God loves all creation
steadfastly because God’s nature is uncontrolling love. And it would
offer a plausible solution to the problem of evil.

It is time to make good on my promise.

KENoOSIS

Let’s begin with Jesus Christ and kenosis. The verb form of kenosis
appears about a half dozen times in the New Testament. One of the
most discussed appearances comes in the apostle Paul’s letter to be-
lievers in the city of Philippi. The text is powerful for what it says
about God, Jesus and the way we ought to live.

Here is the Philippians text, including the verses surrounding
kenosis, to provide context for help in finding its meaning:

Let each of you look not to your own interests, but to the interests of
others. Let the same 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 [ekendsen = kenosis],
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.
Therefore God also highly exalted him
and gave him the name
that is above every name,
so that at the name of Jesus
every knee should bend,
in heaven and on earth and under the earth,
and every tongue should confess
that Jesus Christ is Lord,
to the glory of God the Father.
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Therefore, my beloved, just as you have always obeyed me, not only in
my presence, but much more now in my absence, work out your own
salvation with fear and trembling; for it is God who is at work in
you, enabling you both to will and to work for his good pleasure.
(Phil 2:4-13)

This passage begins with Paul’s ethical instructions: look to the in-
terests of others, not your own. He points to Jesus Christ, who divinely
acts as the primary example of someone who expresses other-oriented
love. Jesus’ love is evident, says Paul, in his diminished power and his
service to others. The weakness of the cross is an especially powerful
example of Jesus acting for the good of others.! God endorses Jesus’
other-oriented love, and God enables those who follow Jesus’ example
to pursue salvation. Paul tells readers to pursue salvation earnestly.

All Scripture requires interpretation. Theologians interpret this
passage in various ways and apply it to various issues. When consid-
ering the meaning of kendsis, theologians in previous centuries typi-
cally focused on the phrase just prior to kendsis in this passage:

“[Jesus] did not regard equality with God as something to be exploited”
(Phil 2:6). They believed it provides clues for explaining Jesus’ hu-
manity and divinity.

At a fifth-century meeting in Chalcedon, Christian theologians
issued a statement saying Jesus Christ has two natures “communi-
cated to” one person. Jesus is the God-human, said many who at-
tended the meeting. He is fully divine and fully human. These early
church leaders arrived at this view after rejecting other options for
understanding Jesus as the Christ.

Theologians thereafter pondered which divine attributes Jesus re-
tained in human life and which, apparently as a result of self-emptying,
he did not. The Chalcedonian creed offers little to no help in an-
swering the specifics of this issue. Theologians today still ponder how
Jesus is both human and divine.?

Tiirgen Moltmann has become well known for this idea, and he explains it in The Crucified God
(London: SCM Press, 1974).
20On the historical debate of kenosis and Jesus’ two natures, see David Brown, Divine Humanity:
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In recent decades, however, discussions of kenosis have shifted.’
Instead of appealing to kenosis in the debate over which divine at-
tributes Jesus possesses, theologians today use kenosis primarily to
describe how Jesus reveals God’s nature. Instead of imagining how
God may have relinquished attributes when becoming incarnate,
many now think Jesus’ kenosis tells us who God is and how God acts.

The contemporary shift to thinking of kenosis as Jesus revealing
God’s nature moves theologians away from phrases in the passage
preceding kenosis. Following the lead of some biblical scholars, many
theologians now read kendsis primarily in light of phrases such as
“taking the form of a slave,” “humbled himself” and “death on a cross”
These phrases immediately follow kendsis, and they focus on Jesus’
diminished power and service to others.* They suggest that God’s
power is essentially persuasive and vulnerable, not overpowering and
aloof. We especially see God’s noncoercive power revealed in the
cross of Christ, which suggests that God’s power is cruciform (see also
1 Cor 1:18-25).” Phrases in the Philippians passage describe forms of
other-oriented love.

Kenosis and the Construction of a Christian Theology (Waco, TX: Baylor University Press, 2011);
and Thomas R. Thompson, “Nineteenth-Century Kenotic Christology: Waxing, Waning and
Weighing of a Quest for a Coherent Orthodoxy,” in Exploring the Kenotic Christology: The Self-
Emptying of God, ed. C. Stephen Evans (Vancouver: Regent College, 2006).

3Among recent helpful texts on kenosis, see Brown, Divine Humanity; Peter ]. Colyer, The Self-
Emptying God: An Undercurrent in Christian Theology Helping the Relationship with Science
(Cambridge: Cambridge Scholars, 2013); C. Stephen Evans, ed., Exploring Kenotic Christology:
The Self-Emptying of God (Vancouver: Regent College, 2006); and John C. Polkinghorne, ed.,
The Work of Love: Creation as Kenosis (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2001).

4See the work of biblical scholars such as John Dominic Crossan and Jonathan Reed, In Search of
Paul: How Jesus’s Apostle Opposed Rome’s Empire with God’s Kingdom (San Francisco: Harper-
SanFrancisco, 2004), p. 290; James D. G. Dunn, Christology in the Making: An Inquiry into the
Origins of the Doctrine of the Incarnation, 2™ ed. (London: SCM Press, 1989), p. 116; Michael
J. Gorman, Inhabiting the Cruciform God: Kenosis, Justification, and Theosis in Paul’s Narrative
Soteriology (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2009), chap. 1; Donald Macleod, The Person of Christ,
Contours of Christian Theology (Leicester: Inter-Varsity Press, 1998), p. 215; Ralph P. Martin,
Carmen Christi: Philippians 2:5-11 in Recent Interpretation and in the Setting of Early Christian
Worship, rev. ed. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1983), p. 170; and N. T. Wright, The Climax of the
Covenant (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1993), p. 84.

°For the relation between God’s holiness and cruciformity, see Michael Gorman, “You Shall Be
Cruciform for I Am Cruciform’: Paul’s Trinitarian Reconstruction of Holiness,” in Holiness and
Ecclesiology in the New Testament, ed. Kent E. Brower and Andy Johnson (Grand Rapids: Eerd-
mans, 2007), pp. 148-66.
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I follow the contemporary trend of interpreting kenosis primarily as
Jesus’ qualified power, other-orientation and servant love. This inter-
pretation seems more fruitful overall than discussions about what
might be communicated between Christ’s two natures, although I think
such discussions have their place. My interpretation also helps us con-
sider God’s essential power, in light of God’s loving nature and orien-
tation toward creation. Consequently, I refer to kenosis to talk not so
much about how God became incarnate as to understand God’s nature
in light of incarnate love. For as the writer of Hebrews puts it, Jesus is
the “exact representation of [God’s] nature” (Heb 1:3 NASB).

We can know something about God’s nature in the light of Jesus’
kenotic love.

Theologians also debate how best to translate the word kendsis.
While most believe it tells us something true about God, no one
knows precisely what the word means. Kendsis sits in the midst of
what biblical scholars believe to be a poem or hymn, and this genre
allows for an especially wide range of interpretations. Scholars in-

» «

terpret kendsis variously as “self-emptying,” “self-withdrawing,” “self-
limiting” or “self-giving”

Some of these translations are less helpful than others. “Self-emp-
tying,” for instance, does not make much sense if taken literally. To
say God is emptied sounds like deity is a container whose contents
pour out. This is not the personal language of love, and love seems
the central point of the passage. Biblical scholar Gordon Fee, for in-
stance, says the idea that God self-empties is at best metaphorical
because “the suggestion that Christ ‘emptied himself” of something is
quite foreign to Paul’s own concern.”® Kenosis is not “a divestiture
of something,” says biblical scholar Michael Gorman.” Relational
language, rather than container language, is more helpful if kenosis

pertains primarily to love.

SGordon D. Fee, “The New Testament and Kenosis Christology,” in Exploring Kenotic Christology:
The Self-Emptying of God, ed. C. Stephen Evans (Vancouver: Regent College, 2006), p. 29. See
also Gordon D. Fee, Paul’s Letter to the Philippians (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1995), p. 210.

’Gorman, Inhabiting the Cruciform God, p. 22.
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Jiirgen Moltmann sometimes uses “self-withdrawing” to describe
kenosis. God “withdrew himself into himself in order to make room
for the world,” says Moltmann. In kenosis, God “distances himself”
from the world “to concede space for the presence of creation”® In
this, says Moltmann, “the omnipotent and omnipresent God with-
draws his presence and restricts his power”® This involves “a re-
striction of God’s omnipotence, omnipresence, and omniscience for
the sake of conceding room to live to those he has created"

Moltmann’s intent is laudable because he seeks to account for
divine love and creaturely freedom." But self-withdrawing language
is problematic for several reasons. Saying God withdraws from space,
if taken literally, implies God is no longer omnipresent. Saying God
self-restricts knowledge suggests God does not know all that is
knowable, which negates omniscience. Saying divine power is self-
restricted suggests God is not doing all God could do, which opens
self-withdrawing theology up to the criticism that it promotes a deity
not fully engaged with creation. Understanding kenosis as with-
drawing introduces serious complications.

Perhaps the most common understanding of kenosis is that God,
out of love, voluntarily self-limits for the sake of others. Jeff Pool
describes this view of kenosis as “volitional divine self-limitation” be-
cause “God restricts the divine self”’? Vincent Briimmer affirms
voluntary self-limitation and says God’s power does not derive from
a “limitation or a dependence which is imposed on God from
outside”™ Polkinghorne says “divine power is deliberately self-

8Jiirgen Moltmann, “God’s Kenosis in the Creation and Consummation of the World,” in The Work
of Love: Creation as Kenosis, ed. John C. Polkinghorne (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2001), p. 146.

%Jiirgen Moltmann, God in Creation (London: SCM Press, 1985), p. 87.

1"Moltmann, “God’s Kenosis,” p. 147.

""Moltmann often unites his understanding of kenosis with the notion of zimzum, a concept he
explores in several books. Zimsum is God withdrawing into Godself. It’s is God’s self-limitation
for the other (God in Creation [San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1985], p. 86). See Anna Case-
Winters’s critique in Reconstructing a Christian Theology of Nature (Burlington, VT: Ashgate,
2007), chap. 7.

2Jeff B. Pool, Divine Vulnerability and Creation, vol. 1 of God’s Wounds: Hermeneutic of the
Christian Symbol of Divine Suffering (Cambridge: James Clarke, 2009), p. 139.

3Vincent Briimmer, What Are We Doing When We Pray? A Philosophical Enquiry (London: SCM
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limited.”™* Notice that self-limitation in each of these cases is thought
to be voluntary. God essentially retains the capacity to control others,
but God willingly self-restricts.

Several problems emerge when we think of kenosis as God’s vol-
untary self-limitation, and we have mentioned these in previous chap-
ters.”” The primary one is that voluntary self-limitation says God does
not always use for good the power God essentially possesses.* We see
this plainly when, for instance, Polkinghorne spells out what vol-
untary self-limitation means for questions of evil. “God does not will
the act of a murderer or the destructive force of an earthquake,” he
says, “but allows both to happen in a world in which divine power is
deliberately self-limited to allow causal space for creatures”"”

Theologians who understand kenosis as voluntary self-limitation
believe God voluntarily chooses not to prevent genuine evil.’® In-
stead, God permits it. We are right to think, however, that the God
who voluntarily self-limits ought to become un-self-limited, for the
sake of love, to prevent genuine evil. In other words, kenosis under-
stood as voluntarily self-limitation leaves God culpable for failing to
prevent genuine evil. Kenosis as voluntary self-limitation fails to
make good sense in light of genuine evil.

These three interpretations of kenosis—self-emptying, self-
withdrawing or voluntary self-limitation—present significant problems.
Some don’t match relational notions of other-oriented love, which
seem the overall point of the passage. Others imply that God is not
present in all places or not as influential as God could be. And each

Press, 1984), p. 67.

“John C. Polkinghorne, “Kenotic Creation and Divine Action,” in The Work of Love: Creation as
Kenosis, ed. John C. Polkinghorne (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2001), p. 102.

!>The voluntary divine self-limitation approach aligns with the voluntarist rather than the intel-
lectualist/nature tradition of philosophical theology. I explored these traditions briefly in chap-
ter two.

18Anna Case-Winters argues similarly in God’s Power: Traditional Understandings and Contem-
porary Challenges (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox, 1990), p. 204.

!7Polkinghorne, “Kenotic Creation and Divine Action,” p. 102.

30ne of the better scholarly examinations of divine power in relation to evil is Atle Otteson Sevik,
The Problem of Evil and the Power of God: On the Coherence and Authenticity of Some Christian
Theodicies with Different Understandings of God’s Power (Oslo: Unipub AS, 2009).
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leaves the problem of evil unresolved. These portrayals of kenosis
offer little help for understanding the relation between God’s power
and love in the face of evil.

Although no translation is perfect, the most helpful rendering of
kenosis may be “self-giving” Interpreting kenosis as self-giving and
therefore others-empowering love has the advantage of fitting well the
opening context of the Philippians passage, which emphasizes acting
for the good of others. It also fits well the culmination of the passage,
which says God enables creatures to follow Jesus’ example by living lives
of love. Enabling involves the self acting to empower others.

Kenosis translated as “self-giving, others-empowering love” corre-
sponds well with passages found throughout Scripture. Readers often
find passages saying God’s action is necessary for creaturely life and
love, for instance. I could offer many examples, but the John puts it
plainly: “We love because he first loved us” (1 Jn 4:19). John also says,

“apart from [God] you can do nothing” (Jn 15:5), which implies that
we rely on God’s gift of agency. Although in a flair of hyperbole, Paul
illustrates this when he says, “I can do all things through [Christ] who
strengthens me” (Phil 4:13). God’s creating, life-giving and love-
empowering presence is required for all creation, says Paul, for in
God “we live and move and have our being” (Acts 17:28). This love is
revealed most profoundly in the cross. As Victor Furnish puts it, “the
saving power of God revealed in the cross is the power of God’s self-
giving love”® A major advantage of understanding kenosis as self-
giving, others-empower love, in fact, is that the theme appears in
various forms throughout the Old and New Testaments, even if the
word kendsis is not used.

Kenosis as self-giving, others-empowering love must be clarified,
however. Divine self-giving does not mean creatures actually become
divine. When self-giving, God does not bestow divinity upon crea-
tures thereby making them deities. While humans can become
Christ-like and can bear the divine image (2 Pet 1:4), they remain

YVictor Paul Furnish, The Theology of the First Letter to the Corinthians (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1999), p. 74.
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creatures. God’s self-giving does not convert creatures into gods.

Understanding God to possess self-giving, others-empowering
love also does not mean God loses the divine self after loving others.
Self-giving does not make God literally selfless. This point seems im-
portant to mention because when creatures become “imitators God,
as beloved children, and live in love” (Eph 5:1-2), they retain their
selves in this loving. Buddhists, not Christians, seek the literal loss of
self. God doesn’t lose the divine self when giving.

Kenosis as self-giving, others-empowering love is also supports
healthy self-love. Self-giving love only sometimes involves self-
sacrifice. Some Christians have unfortunately believed that self-giving
love opposes acting for one’s own well-being. By contrast, kenosis
as self-giving love supports the truth that self-love has a legitimate
place in Christian ethics. Love decenters self-interest, but it does not
destroy it.

The context in which we find kendsis shows Paul’s concern that his
readers promote what many call “the common good.” Self-giving
kenosis promotes overall well-being. In addition, those who imitate
Christ’s actions to promote well-being ultimately glorify God. Jesus’
kenotic life and death reveal that God engages in self-giving, others-
empowering love. To put it differently, Jesus’ kenosis reveals that God
self-gives to promote overall well-being.?® The Philippians passage
concludes by indicating that God’s kenotic love empowers us to
promote good as we live out our salvation.?!

ESSENTIAL KENOSIS AND THE PRIMACY OF LOVE

Having clarified what we might mean by kenésis, we need to explore
the essential in essential kenosis. Essential kenosis considers the self-
giving, others-empowering love of God revealed in Jesus Christ to be
logically primary in God’s eternal essence. In God, love comes first.

2Some distinguish between kendsis and plerosis. The latter word expresses the fullness of giving,
while some interpret kendsis in terms of withdrawing. My understanding of kendsis as self-
giving, others-empowering love overcomes the need to complement kendsis with plérosis.

effery E Keuss explores some dimensions of this in Freedom of the Self: Kenosis, Cultural Iden-
tity, and Mission at the Crossroads (Eugene, OR: Pickwick, 2010).
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Essential kenosis says God’s love is a necessary and eternal attribute of
God’s nature. “[Godss] steadfast love endures forever,” as the psalmist
puts it (throughout Ps 136), because God’s loving nature is eternal.

To say kenosis is a necessary, eternal and logically primary attribute
of the divine nature means that God expresses kenosis inevitably.
Doing so is part of what it means to be God. John’s three-word sen-
tence, “God is love” (1 Jn 4:8, 16), can be easily interpreted as sup-
porting this view. “God is love” means love is the necessary expression
of God’s timeless nature. God relentlessly expresses love in the quest
to promote overall well-being (shalom).

God must love. To put it as a double negative: God cannot not love.
Kenotic love is an essential attribute of God’s eternal nature.”? God
loves necessarily. The love creatures express is sporadic, occasional
and contingent because creatures do not have eternally loving natures.
But God’s eternal nature is love, which means God could no more
stop loving than stop existing. God’s love is uncontrollable, not only
in the sense that creatures cannot control divine love but also in the
sense that God cannot stop loving. To use a phrase popular among
some believers, love is the “heart of God”

Because God must act like God, God must love.

This brings up an important point about the relation between God’s
love and freedom. God is not free to choose whether to love because
God’s nature is love. Essential kenosis agrees with Jacob Arminius
when he says, “God is not freely good; that is, he is not good by the
mode of liberty, but by that of natural necessity.” For “if God be freely
good, he can be or can be made not good” In fact, Arminius con-
sidered blasphemous the idea that God is freely good.? Similarly,
essential kenosis says God’s loving goodness is a necessary aspect of
God’s unchanging nature. It is impossible for God to be unloving
because being so would require God to be other than divine.

22Frank Macchia makes a similar point in Baptized in the Spirit: A Global Pentecostal Theology
(Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2006), p. 259.

ZJacob Arminius, “It is the Summit of Blasphemy to Say That God Is Freely Good,” in The
Works of James Arminius, trans. James Nichols (1828; repr., Grand Rapids: Baker Books,
1991), 2:33-34.



154 THE THOMAS JAY OORD SAMPLER

Essential kenosis says, however, that God freely chooses how to
express love in each moment. God is free in this important sense. In
each moment God freely chooses to love one way instead of another
because multiple options are available. God is free when choosing
among possible ways to promote shalom.

A significant virtue of open and relational theology is that says God
loves necessarily. But because it affirms an open future the actual
events of which God cannot know until they occur, it also says God
freely chooses how to love among various possible loving actions.* A
God who necessarily loved and foreknew a completed future could
not act freely. Although “the steadfast love of the LORD never ceases,”
it is freely “new every morning” (Lam 3:22-23)!

God necessarily loves, but God freely chooses how to love in each
emerging moment.

We creatures differ from God in many respects, and Christians
have believed it important to stress these differences. Although
created in God’s image, we are not divine. We can avoid idolatry, in
part, by emphasizing God’s unique status as the One worthy of our
worship. God is God, and creation is not.

Creation differs from God in that free creatures are free both in
deciding whether to love and in deciding how to express love. They
do not have eternal natures in which love is preeminent and necessary.
Because of this, for instance, creatures can choose sin and do evil.
God’s nature is love, however. This means God can neither sin nor do
evil. But God can both want to love us and love us necessarily because
love is essential.®

Love is God’s preeminent attribute. God’s kenotic love logically
precedes divine power in the divine nature. This logical priority qual-

24This argument is crucial for overcoming the legitimate criticism William L. Rowe makes
against non-open and relational theologies in which a good God necessarily creates the best
of all possible worlds. See Rowe’s argument in Can God Be Free? (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2004).

2T am grateful to Nicholas Carpenter for his discussion that led me to realize that God loving
necessarily does not exclude God wanting to love others. Because God’s nature is love, God can
both want to love creatures and necessarily love them.
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ifies how we should think God works in and with creation. As John
Wesley puts it, love is God’s “reigning attribute,?® because as his
brother, Charles, sang, “God’s name and nature is love”” We should
agree with C. H. Dodd: “to say ‘God is love’ implies that all His ac-
tivity is loving activity. If He creates, He creates in love; if He rules, He
rules in love; if He judges, He judges in love. All that he does is the
expression of his nature, which is—to love”®® God’s attributes—es-
pecially power—are best understood in the light of love.

To say love is logically paramount in God does not mean that we
disregard other divine attributes, such as sovereignty, omniscience,
everlastingness or omnipresence. Nor should we consider the other
attributes unimportant. But the way we talk about God reveals how
we explicitly or implicitly prioritize these attributes. We saw evidence
of this in the previous chapter when various statements from John
Sanders reveal that he implicitly affirms God’s sovereign choice as
logically prior to love.

The vast majority of theologians, in fact, fail to take uncontrolling
love as God’s logically preeminent attribute. We see the logical pri-
oritizing of sovereign choice, for instance, when theologians say God
is free to choose whether to love. Choosing whether to love implies
that choice logically comes first for God. If divine love logically pre-
cedes divine choice, God necessarily loves because loves comes first.
Essential kenosis is exceptional when it says uncontrolling love is
logically preeminent in God’s nature.

Essential kenosis says love comes first in God.

Essential kenosis stands between two related views of God’s love
and power. One view says God voluntarily self-limits. God could
control others entirely but (usually) chooses not to do so. As we have
seen, the voluntary-self-limitation view cannot answer well why God
does not un-self-limit, in the name of love, to prevent genuine evil.

%John Wesley, Explanatory Notes upon the New Testament (Salem, OH: Schmul, 1975), p. 637.

YCharles Wesley, “Wrestling Jacob,” in A Collection of Hymns for the Use of the People Called
Methodists, vol. 7 of The Works of John Wesley (Nashville: Abingdon, 1983), pp. 250-52.

C. H. Dodd, The Johannine Epistles (London: Hodder & Stoughton, 1946), p. 112.
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But there are other problems with this view.

The voluntary-self-limitation view also implies that love is not the
logically primary aspect of God’s nature. Consequently, the view faces
additional problems. If love is not the logically primary attribute, we
have no reason to believe that God does not sometimes choose to hate
us. If sovereign choice precedes self-giving love, we have no reason to
think that God will not sin. If God’s nature is not first and foremost
love, nothing prevents deity from choosing to break bad. Numerous
problems arise when we believe divine will logically comes prior to
divine love. Most theologians appeal to mystery when faced with
these problems.

We can only trust unreservedly the God in whose nature love is
essential, eternal and logically primary.

The other view standing near essential kenosis says external forces
or worlds essentially limit God. This view gives the impression that
outside actors and powers not of God’s making hinder divine power.
Or it says God is subject to laws of nature, imposed upon God from
without. God is caught in the clutches of exterior authorities and do-
minions, and these superpowers restrict sovereignty.

This view seems to describe God as a helpless victim to external
realities. Some criticize this view as presenting a “finite God” be-
cause outside forces or imposed laws curb divine activity. Many
wonder how this God can be worthy of worship. While I think we
have good reasons to think God’s power is limited in certain re-
spects, this view places God under a foreign authority. This God is
too small.?

Essential kenosis stands between these two views. It rejects both vol-
untary self-limitation of God and the view that external powers, gods,
worlds or laws limit God. Essential kenosis says limitations to divine
power derive from God’s nature of love. The Creator does not volun-

2One of the better books on the quest to find a right-size God is John B. Cobb Jr. and Clark H.
Pinnock, eds., Searching for an Adequate God: A Dialogue Between Process and Free Will Theists
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2000). Essayists and respondents include David Ray Griffin, William
Hasker, Nancy Howell, Richard Rice and David L. Wheeler.
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tarily self-limit, nor does creation rule its Maker. Instead, God’s self-
giving, uncontrolling love is a necessary, eternal and logically primary
aspect of the divine nature. And God’s actions originate in love.

God’s expressions of love takes many forms.*® Divine love is full-
orbed, and Scripture tells us this in various ways. For instance, God
expresses agapé by repaying evil with good and doing good even to
those who act unjustly. Agapé promotes shalom in response to that
which promotes sin, evil and the demonic. God forgives and loves
even those who disobey. As our “Father in heaven,” God lovingly
sends good gifts of sun and rain to all, even to the unjust (Mt 5:45).
Agapé loves in spite of others who do not love. We should imitate
God’s agapeé by turning the other cheek (Mt 5:39) and responding to
curses with blessings (Lk 6:28).

God expresses philia by partnering with all creation, but espe-
cially the more complex creatures, to promote the common good.
God is a friend who suffers with us and “daily bears us up” (Ps 68:19).
Philia promotes well-being by coming alongside to establish col-
laborative friendships. We can be God’s partners and co-conspir-
ators by following the Spirit’s lead. God’s collaborative love seeks all
who want to work for well-being, which is God’s purpose (Rom
8:28). In love, God calls us to be “fellow workers” and “co-laborers”
(1 Cor 3:9; 2 Cor 6:1).

God expresses eros by inspiring and appreciating the beauty of cre-
ation and calling creatures to enhance or increase it.*! God creates the
world and calls it “good” (Gen 1:4, 10), and this good creating continues.
Despite the evil that sometimes occurs in that world, God continues to
appreciate and create beautiful things from the dust. Divine eros creates
and enhances good in others. We should express eros not only by
thinking on what is true, honorable, pleasing and excellent; we should
express eros by doing these things (Phil 4:8-9). The Spirit works in wild

See argument for the diversity of forms of love in Daniel Day Williams, The Spirit and the Forms
of Love (New York: Harper & Row, 1968); and Nicholas Wolterstorff, Justice in Love (Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 2011), chap. 9.

31Elaine Padilla argues this forcefully in Divine Enjoyment: A Theology of Passion and Exuberance
(New York: Fordham University Press, 2015).
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and wonderful ways to love a world created good.

God promotes overall well-being through full-orbed love.

Divine love gives and receives, empowering creatures to live, live
better and live well. God takes into account the context and relation-
ships of each creature when acting for its good. This involves God
offering forms of life, possibilities, opportunities and various other
ways of existing. While God always loves to the utmost, the forms of
divine love vary depending on the situation, entity or creature. God
is intimately involved, and divine love is pluriform.

Loving diverse others requires diverse actions from deity. God is
not a steady-state force or impersonal iceberg. Instead, essential
kenosis affirms that divine action varies because God is personally
involved in giving and receiving relations with all creatures. The
heavenly vision for well-being prompts diverse divine actions of love.
While God’s love is unwavering and wholehearted, the way God loves
varies from moment to moment, creature to creature.> Only a per-
sonal God loves in such reciprocal relationships.

Divine love is tailor-made for each creature in each instant.

In all of this, God seeks shalom, also known as the kingdom of God.
Because God loves the world (Jn 3:16) and desires to redeem all cre-
ation (Rom 8:19-22), all creatures are recipients of divine love. God
acts variously to establish the reign of love throughout all creation as
the Great Lover of us all. This work of love involves promoting overall
well-being in its widely diverse and multiple dimensions.”> God’s
providence promotes the ways and power of love. The love of God is
shed abroad because the Spirit cares about each creature and the
common good (Rom 5:5). Abundant is the love God lavishes upon
creation (1 Jn 3:1)!

2] explore this set of ideas in “Testing Creaturely Love and God’s Causal Role,” in The Science and
Theology of Godly Love, ed. Matthew T. Lee and Amos Yong (DeKalb: Northern Illinois Univer-
sity Press, 2012), pp. 94-120.

31 address the dominant forms of love, including defining these forms, in Defining Love: A Phil-
osophical, Scientific, and Theological Engagement (Grand Rapids: Brazos, 2010), chaps. 2, 6; and
throughout The Nature of Love: A Theology (St. Louis: Chalice, 2010). These books also delve
into issues of divine love and the meaning of well-being.
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EssENTIAL KENOSIS AND EvVIL

The preceding sets the stage for explaining how essential kenosis
answers the primary question thwarting efforts to make sense of
life: why doesn’t a loving and powerful God prevent genuine evil?
The essential kenosis model of providence offers one principal
answer, although it includes various dimensions. Let me state this
answer simply:

God cannot unilaterally prevent genuine evil.

For some people, to say “God cannot” is to blaspheme. In their view,
God’s power has no limits whatsoever. Those who embrace the omni-
cause model of providence, for instance, cringe when they hear the
phrase “God cannot” They will not reconsider their belief that God
controls all things, even in light of God’s self-giving, others-empow-
ering love. To them, God’s sovereignty requires unlimited omnipotence.

Most theologians and theistic philosophers throughout history,
however, have said we cannot understand God’s power well if we be-
lieve it unconditionally unlimited. God cannot bring about all con-
ceivable states of affairs.>* There are limits to God’s power.

Most scholars say, for instance, that God cannot do what is illogical.
God cannot make a round square, cannot make 2 + 2 = 5 and cannot
simultaneously make a man both married and a bachelor. God cannot
make us free and not free at the same time.* These activities would
require God to do what is logically contradictory, and as Thomas
Aquinas says, “whatever involves a contradiction is not within the
scope of [God’s] omnipotence.”*®

Most Christian scholars say God cannot do other things. God
cannot change the past, for instance. God cannot now make Martha
Washington the first president of the United States because George
was actually first. God cannot now prevent the Nazi holocaust because

34For a concise summary of the issues of God’s limitations in relation to omnipotence, see Joshua
Hoffman and Gary Rosenkrantz, “Omnipotence,” in A Companion to Philosophy of Religion, ed.
Philip L. Quinn and Charles Taliaferro (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 1999), pp. 229-35.

*One of the more influential defenses in response to charges that theism is logically incompatible
with evil is Alvin Plantinga’s work in God, Freedom, and Evil (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1977).

3Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1963), 1.15.3, pp. 163-64.
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those days are (thankfully!) over. God cannot change the outcome of
Super Bowl XLII to give the New England Patriots a perfect season.

The belief that God cannot change the past arises from the com-
monsense view that backward causation is impossible. Aquinas is
again helpful: “Some things . . . at one time were in the nature of pos-
sibility . . . [but] now fall short of the nature of possibility” Conse-
quently, “God is not able to do them, because they themselves cannot
be done*” Reverse causation is impossible even for God.

Many scholars also say God cannot act contrary to God’s own
nature. “{God] cannot deny himself;” as Paul puts it (2 Tim 2:13), or
change the divine essence, as James says (Jas 1:17). Scripture mentions
other things God cannot do because of God’s unchanging nature. For
instance, God cannot lie (Heb 6:18; Tit 1:2), cannot be tempted by evil
(Jas 1:12) and cannot become exhausted (Is 40:28). The Bible explicitly
says God cannot do some things.

Most scholars also say God cannot do other things.*® For instance,
God cannot decide to be 467 parts instead of triune, cannot sin,
cannot self-duplicate and cannot self-annihilate. These limitations
derive from God’s own nature, not from some outside force or factor.

“When we make such assertions as these,” says Jacob Arminius, “we
do not inflict an injury on the capability of God” We must beware,
says Arminius, “that things unworthy of Him not be attributed to his
essence, his understanding, and his will.”** As C. S. Lewis puts it, “not
even Omnipotence can do what is self-contradictory*® God cannot
do some things because they are inherently impossible for deity.

Absolute sovereignty is absolutely unbelievable.

3Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica (New York: Cosmo, 2007), 1.25.4, p. 139. Jonathan Ed-
wards puts it this way: “In explaining the nature of necessity, that in things which are past, their
past existence is now necessary” (Freedom of the Will, [New York: Leavitt & Allen, 1857], p. 10,
§12). See also Alvin Plantinga, “On Ockham’s Way Out,” Faith and Philosophy 3 (July 1986):
235-69. I am grateful to James Goetz and Frank Macchia for alerting me to some of this material.

*Jacob Arminius offers a long list of things God cannot do in “Twenty-Five Public Disputations,”
in The Works of James Arminius, trans. James Nichols (1828; repr., Grand Rapids: Baker Books,
1991), 1:135.

*Tbid.

“C. S. Lewis, Miracles: A Preliminary Study (New York: HarperCollins, 2001), p. 9.
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Essential kenosis endorses these limitations on God’s power. But it
adds an important limitation to the list by identifying another set of
actions not possible for God. This additional set of actions is not pos-
sible because uncontrolling love is the logically preeminent attribute
of God’s nature.

Essential kenosis says God’s self-giving, others-empowering nature
of love necessarily provides freedom, agency, self-organization and
lawlike regularity to creation. Because love is the preeminent and
necessary attribute in God’s nature, God cannot withdraw, override
or fail to provide the freedom, agency, self-organizing and lawlike
regularity God gives. Divine love limits divine power.

God cannot deny God’s own nature, which necessarily expresses
self-giving, others-empowering love.

When giving freedom, agency, self-organization and lawlike reg-
ularity to creation, the gifts God gives are, to use the Paul’s language,

“irrevocable” (Rom 11:29). Out of love, God necessarily gifts others
in their moment-by-moment existence, and God cannot rescind
these endowments. To do so, says essential kenosis, would require
God to deny the divine nature of love. And according to Scripture,
that’s not possible.

This aspect of divine limitation makes it possible to solve the
problem of evil.! It also allows essential kenosis to answer other
perplexing questions of existence.*? Essential kenosis explains why
God cannot prevent the genuine evil that creatures cause, including

“'My full solution to the problem of evil involves five aspects. I am mainly addressing the theo-
retical aspect in this book, which revolves around reconceiving divine power. The other as-
pects pertain to divine empathy, pedagogy, healing and strategic activism. I sketch out those
dimensions in my essay “An Essential Kenosis Solution to the Problem of Evil,” in God and
the Problem of Evil, ed. James K. Dew Jr. and Chad Meister (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity
Press, forthcoming).

“2For instance, essential kenosis explains why God cannot totally control creatures to provide
crystal-clear, unambiguous and therefore inerrant revelation. It also explains why God cannot
entirely control situations so that just and equal distribution of goods and services is provided
to all. And it can be part of an overall theory of initial creation that avoids the pitfalls of creatio
ex nihilo. For my thoughts on this latter issue, see “God Always Creates out of Creation in Love:
Creatio ex Creatione a Natura Amoris,” in Theologies of Creation: Creatio ex Nihilo and Its New
Rivals, ed. Thomas Jay Oord (New York: Routledge, 2014), pp. 109-22.
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the genuine evils we encountered when reading the true stories in
chapter one. Here are some reasons why:

First, this model of providence says God necessarily gives freedom
to all creatures complex enough to receive and express it. Giving
freedom is part of God’s steadfast love. This means God cannot
withdraw, override or fail to provide the freedom a perpetrator of evil
expresses. God must give freedom, even to those who use it wrongly.

John Wesley describes this aspect of essential kenosis well. When
explaining providence, Wesley says, “Were human liberty taken away,
men would be as incapable of virtue as stones. Therefore (with rev-
erence be it spoken) the Almighty himself cannot do this thing. He
cannot thus contradict himself or undo what he has done”* God
must give and cannot take away free will.

Essential kenosis applies this to all life. But it especially helps to
make sense of intense suffering and atrocities caused by free choices.
By acting alone, God cannot thwart evil freely done by those exer-
cising divinely derived freedom. Consequently, this model of provi-
dence allows us to say God is not culpable for failing to prevent the
dastardly deeds free creatures do.

Because of God’s immutable nature of self-giving, others-empowering
love, God cannot prevent genuine evil.

For instance, as God immediately became aware of the Tsarnaev
brothers’ plans, God could predict they would plant bombs alongside
the route of the Boston Marathon. But because God necessarily gives
freedom, God could not unilaterally prevent the bombing. To do so
would require removing free will from the brothers, which a loving
God who necessarily gives freedom cannot do. Therefore, God could
not have prevented the Boston Marathon bombing by acting alone.

Because God necessarily gave freedom to those who raped Zamuda

#John Wesley, “On Divine Providence,” sermon 67, in The Works of John Wesley, ed. Albert C.
Outler (Nashville: Abingdon, 1985), pp. 534-550, § 15. Wesley also says that God does not “take
away your liberty, your power of choosing good or evil” He argues that “[God] did not force
you, but being assisted by [God’s] grace you, like Mary, chose the better part” “The General
Spread of the Gospel,” sermon 63, in The Works of John Wesley, ed. Albert C. Outler (Nashville:
Abingdon, 1985), 2:281, emphasis original.
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and killed her family, God could not have prevented this tragedy by
acting alone. God’s love is uncontrolling, and in kenotic love God
provides freedom to others, including Zamuda’s torturers. Conse-
quently, God is not culpable for failing to prevent Zamuda’s pain and
the death of her family.

It is important to distinguish between God being influential when
giving freedom and God being morally culpable for failing to prevent
evil. Essential kenosis affirms God’s pervasive influence but denies
that God can control others. Because God providentially gives
freedom to creatures complex enough to express it, God gives freedom
that creatures use for good or evil (or morally neutral) activities. God
acts as a necessary, though partial, cause for all creaturely activity.

Because God must give freedom and cannot override the gift given,
we should not blame God when creatures misuse freedom. An un-
controlling God is not culpable when creatures oppose what this
loving God desires. Creatures are blameworthy.

Parenting illustrates this. The parents of a rapist are causally re-
sponsible for bringing him into the world. Their sexual union made
possible his existence. Assuming these parents did an adequate job of
teaching their son right and wrong, we would not consider them
morally culpable when their son freely chooses rape. We blame the
rapist and regard him as culpable, not his parents, although the
parents are necessary causes for his existence.

Analogously, God creates and gives freedom to do good or ill in
each moment. But God’s self-giving, others-empowering love means
God cannot withdraw, fail to provide or override the freedom God
necessarily gives. Consequently, we are wrong to blame God when
genuine evil occurs. God is not culpable.

God’s love necessarily gives freedom.

Second, essential kenosis explains why God doesn’t prevent evil
that simple creatures with agency cause or even simpler entities
with mere self-organizing capacities cause. God necessarily gives
the gifts of agency and self-organization to entities capable of them
because doing so is part of divine love. God’s others-empowering
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love extends to the least and simplest of these.

God cannot withdraw, override or fail to provide agency and self-
organizing to any simple organism or entity that causes genuine
evil. The kenotic love of God necessarily provides agency and self-
organization. God’s moment-by-moment gifts are irrevocable. Con-
sequently, God is not culpable for failing to prevent the evil that basic
entities, organisms and simple creatures may cause.

For instance, cellular or genetic mutations and the malfunction of
simple structures in baby Eliana Tova apparently caused her debili-
tating condition. Because God necessarily gives agency and self-or-
ganization to the entities and organs of our bodies, God could not
unilaterally prevent Eliana Tova’s ailments. To prevent them would
require God to withdraw, override or fail to provide agency and self-
organization to her body’s basic organisms, entities and structures. A
loving God who necessarily self-gives and others-empowers cannot
do this.

Realizing that God cannot unilaterally prevent suffering caused by
simple entities helps us make sense of suffering caused by natural
malfunctions or disasters. This means, for instance, we should not
accuse God of causing or allowing birth defects, cancer, infections,
disease, hurricanes, earthquakes, tsunamis, or other illnesses and ca-
tastrophes. The degradation brought by such calamities does not rep-
resent God’s will. Instead, we can blame simple structures, various
natural processes of the world, small organisms or creation gone awry.
Because God’s self-giving, others-empowering love makes agency and
self-organization possible, God is not culpable for the evil that less-
complex entities cause.

In the previous chapter, we looked briefly at the free-process re-
sponse to evil. Although I criticized one form of the free-process re-
sponse, essential kenosis affirms an alternative form. Because es-
sential kenosis says God gives agency and self-organization to creation
and this giving derives from God’s loving essence, it overcomes
problems that arise in versions of the free-process defense that imply
God’s gifting is entirely voluntary. According to essential kenosis, the
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dynamic, sometimes chaotic and partially random universe with its
various systems and processes emerges from God’s necessarily cre-
ative and kenotic love. The free process of life is an essential expression
of divine grace.

God’s love necessarily gives agency and self-organization.

Third, essential kenosis helps us make sense of the random muta-
tions, chance events and accidents that cause evil. While some ran-
domness is beneficial, other randomness is devastating and fails to
make the world as good as it could have been. We should not blame
anyone or anything for randomly generated misfortunes. They are
indiscriminate, unplanned and unforeseen. But essential kenosis ex-
plains why God doesn’t prevent them.

Preventing evils caused by random events would require God to
foreknow and control these events occurring at whatever level of
complexity we find them. Controlling randomness would require
God to withhold the simple power to become and exist with stable
regularity. To control randomness, God would need to foreknow
random events were about to occur and then interrupt the lawlike
regularities of existence that make them possible. But to do so, says
essential kenosis, God would have to “deny himself,” to use biblical
language. God cannot do this, because the gifts of lawlike regularities
are irrevocable, and God does not know which possibilities for ran-
domness will become actual.

God’s universal and steadfast self-giving love has the effect of es-
tablishing lawlike regularities throughout creation as God lovingly
makes existence possible. The spontaneity present at all levels of ex-
istence derives from God’s gift of existence. Kenotic love necessarily
imparts lawlike regularities as God creates and interacts with crea-
tures. The lawlike regularities of the universe derive from God’s loving
expressions, which themselves are grounded in God’s nature of un-
controlling love.

In chapter two, we explored Euthyphro’s dilemma in light of
lawlike regularities or what many call the “laws of nature” We noted
problems with saying that God created these laws. We also noted
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problems with saying that natural laws are external to God. I briefly
offered a third way.

Essential kenosis says that lawlike regularities in creation derive
from God’s persistent and loving activity. These regularities are
neither entirely voluntary nor do they transcend God from the
outside. Rather, God’s loving activities reflect the eternally un-
changing divine essence of love. Consequently, God’s loving nature is
the ultimate source of creation’s lawlike regularities, and the God who
loves necessarily cannot interrupt the love expressed to all. Rather
than being an external watchmaker, God’s ongoing, ever-influential
love conditions all creation as the One in whom all things live and
move and have their being (Acts 17:28).

Lawlike regularities affect all creation. But they especially regulate
the simplest entities and aggregate systems of existence. Simple en-
tities have far less flexibility. Aggregates—like planets, pebbles and
paper—are not self-organizing agents. Interrupting lawlike regular-
ities would require God to fail to provide existence to portions of
creation. But God cannot do this because of steadfast love.

Regularities of existence—so-called natural laws—emerged in evo-
lutionary history as new kinds of organisms emerged in response to
Gods love. The consistency of divine love creates regularities as crea-
tures respond, given the nature of their existence and the degree and
range of agency they possess. God’s eternal nature of love both sets
limits and offers possibilities to each creature and context, depending
on their complexity. In this, God’s love orders the world. And because
God’s nature is love, God cannot override the order that emerges.

On this issue, I agree with John Polkinghorne when he says that

“the regularities of the mechanical aspects of nature are to be under-
stood theologically as signs of the faithfulness of the Creator** Es-
sential kenosis adds, however, that the Creator’s faithfulness derives
from that Creator’s loving nature. In fact, it is in the context of the
apostle Paul emphasizing divine faithfulness that we find the biblical

“In Thomas Jay Oord, ed., The Polkinghorne Reader: Science, Faith and the Search for Meaning
(Philadelphia: Templeton Press, 2010), pp. 124-25.
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claim about God’s inherent limitations: “[God] remains faithful,” be-
cause God “cannot deny himself” (2 Tim 2:13).

Polkinghorne also says that the regularities described by physics
“are pale reflections of [God’s] faithfulness towards his creation. ... He
will not interfere in their operation in a fitful or capricious way, for
that would be for the Eternally Reliable to turn himself into an oc-
casional conjurer”® I agree with Polkinghorne here as well. But I
would say that God cannot interfere with these lawlike regularities,
not just that God will not interfere.

The processes and regularities in life derive from God’s nature of
essentially kenotic love.

For instance, God could not have unilaterally prevented the rock
that killed the Canadian woman whose story we encountered earlier.
Because God necessarily gives existence to all creation—including
rocks—and because existence is characterized by lawlike regularities,
God alone could not have averted this tragedy. To prevent unilaterally
the rock killing the woman, God would need to forgo loving inter-
action with some portion of creation. Contradicting God’s nature and
thereby failing to love creation—even failing to love rocks by not en-
dowing them with existence—is something a necessarily loving God
cannot do.*®

Additionally, God could not have foreknown this specific ac-
cident. Although God would have known it was possible, various
random factors and the free will of both drivers mitigate against
God’s foreknowing that an errant rock would cause this tragic death.
God’s ongoing presence in all moments of time is time-full. Essential
kenosis takes the time-full reality of existence and God’s time-full
existing as crucial for understanding why God cannot foreknow or
prevent genuine evils such as this. Divine love necessarily compels
God to act in ways that generate lawlike regularity.

“John C. Polkinghorne, Science and Providence: God’s Interaction with the World (West Con-
shohocken, PA: Templeton Press, 2005), p. 30.

“SFor one of the better explorations of God’s love and power in relation to all of creation, especially
nonhumans, see Christopher Southgate, The Groaning of Creation: God, Evolution, and the Prob-
lem of Evil (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox, 2008).
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GoD Is AN OMNIPRESENT SPIRIT

While we should say God cannot prevent genuine evil because doing
so requires nullifying the divine nature of uncontrolling love, another
important set of issues remains. These issues are part of fundamental
claim of essential kenosis that God acting alone cannot prevent
genuine evil. Let me begin to address these issues with this question:
if we creatures sometimes thwart a planned terrorist attack or some
other act of evil, why can't a loving God?

For instance, if we can step between two combatants intent on
throwing punches and thereby prevent evil, why can’t God do the
same? If parents can sometimes stop one child from injuring another,
why can’t God? If we can build a dam and thereby stop a flash flood
from wreaking unnecessary havoc, why can’t God prevent evil this
way? And if creatures can marshal others to use tools or instruments
to prevent genuine evil, why doesn’t God do the same? We don’t need
foreknowledge to prevent such evils. Why can’t a God without ex-
haustive foreknowledge do what we sometimes can?

To answer these questions, we need to look at a fourth way that
essential kenosis says God is limited. This answer affirms the tradi-
tional Christian view that God is a loving, omnipresent spirit. Those
who affirm this traditional view, however, often fail to think through
its implications. Believing God is an omnipresent spirit has conse-
quences for answering well why God cannot prevent evil in ways we
sometimes might.

Being an omnipresent spirit affords God unique abilities and
limitations.

To say God is a loving spirit is to say, in part, that God does not
have a divine body. God’s essential “being” or “constitution” is spir-
itual. The classic language is “incorporeal” Jesus says, “God is spirit”
(Jn 4:24), and Scripture is replete with similar statements about God’s
being. Essential kenosis affirms the common Christian view that God
is essentially an incorporeal and omnipresent agent.

Because God is spirit, we cannot perceive God directly with our
five senses. We cannot literally taste, touch, see, hear or smell God.
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Christians have proposed various theories, however, to explain how
God’s spiritual presence exerts causal force upon creation.*’ The de-
tails of these theories deserve a fuller explanation than possible here.*
But I am attracted to theories that conceive of God as a spirit whom
we directly perceive through nonsensory means.* I also believe we
can infer God’s actions indirectly by perceiving what God has made,
including the created world in general, other creatures and ourselves.

The second divine attribute typically neglected in discussions of
evil is God’s universality. God is present to all creation and to each
entity because God is omnipresent. Rather than being localized in a
particular place in the way creatures are localized, the Creator is
present to all.

To say that God is an omnipresent spirit does not need to mean
that God has no physicality whatsoever. I believe there is always a
physical dimension to the divine presence although we cannot per-
ceive it with our five senses. Describing God’s omnipresence and
physicality in God has always been difficult for Christians because
God is not locally situated and not perceptible by our five senses.

Attempts to describe the Creator using creaturely comparisons are
partly helpful. There is a venerable tradition within Christian the-
ology, for instance, that says God is like a mind. The Hebrew word
ruakh sometimes refers to God and can be translated “mind”” This
analogy is helpful because although we cannot perceive minds with
our five senses, we believe they have causal influence. Minds also have
a subjective unity, which allows them to make decisions and act pur-
posively. God’s spiritual being is like a mind in these ways.

Saying God is like a mind, however, has several weaknesses. For
instance, creaturely minds are not omnipresent whereas God is om-

47See Thomas Jay Oord, “The Divine Spirit as Causal and Personal,” Zygon 48, no. 2 (2013): 466-
77-

8] propose one solution in Thomas Jay Oord, “A Postmodern Wesleyan Philosophy and David
Ray Griffin’s Postmodern Vision,” Wesleyan Theological Journal 35, no. 1 (2000): 216-44.

“T have been influenced toward this view by theologians like John B. Cobb Jr., who speaks of
“nonsensory perception of God” and “nonsensuous experience of the divine presence in our
lives” (Grace and Responsibility: A Wesleyan Theology for Today [Nashville: Abingdon, 1995],
p. 75). But other theologians propose theories to account for divine causation by the Spirit.
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nipresent. Creaturely minds, say most people, have a beginning. By
contrast, God is everlasting. And depending on what mind-body
theory one affirms, we may wonder if the mind has a physical di-
mension, although I think it does.

I particularly like the analogy that says God’s spiritual being is like
air or wind. This description appears many places in Scripture. In
fact, the New Testament word for “spirit”—pneuma—is also the
word for “wind” or “air” And the biblical word ruakh can be trans-
lated “breath” Wind has a physical dimension although we cannot
see it. Wind also exerts causal force. We see the effects of the wind,
sometimes by observing tiny particles as they are whisked about.

Just as we cannot see wind, we also cannot see God. Despite not
being observed, we attribute at least some effects in our world to
divine causation (Jn 3:8). Many of us believe ourselves influenced by
this unseen Friend, for instance. And some biblical passages suggest
that air—breath—is God’s creating presence. As Job puts it,

The spirit of God has made me,
and the breath of the Almighty gives me life. (Job 33:4)

The wind analogy also has limitations, of course. Wind is not om-
nipresent, which means it can flow, move from one place to another
and be absent in some things. Air also has no will so it cannot make
decisions or act purposively. Wind possesses no subjective experience.

All analogies between God’s spiritual being and something crea-
turely fail in some way. My main point in exploring God’s being as a
loving omnipresent spirit, however, is to help us think about why God
cannot by using a divine body to prevent genuine evil.

As an omnipresent spirit with no localized divine body, God cannot
exert divine bodily influence as a localized corpus. This means God
cannot use a divine body to step between two parties engaged in a
fight, for instance. God doesn’t have a wholly divine hand to scoop a
rock out of the air, cover a bomb before it explodes or block a bullet
before it projects from a rifle. While we may sometimes be blame-
worthy for failing to use our bodies to prevent genuine evils, the God
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without a localized divine body is not culpable.

God cannot prevent evil with a localized divine body because God
is an omnipresent spirit.>

God can, however, marshal through persuasion those with lo-
calized bodies. They can exert creaturely bodily impact in various
ways. God can call a teacher to stand between a bully and the bully’s
victim. God can call the firefighter to reach through a burning window
to grab a terrified toddler. God can even call lesser organisms and
entities to use their bodily aspects, in whatever limited way, to
promote good or prevent evil. In all this, says essential kenosis, God
acts without having a localized divine body and without totally con-
trolling others.

Of course, creatures and organisms may not respond well to God’s
call. God may want to prevent some evil and call a creature to use its
body for that purpose. But creatures may fail to respond well, disobey
and sin. Humans above all other creatures know well the reality of
using their bodies for evil ends. Most believers call this sin.

The omnipresent Spirit is not culpable for the evil that results when
creatures fail to love. God may want groups to intercede, but these
groups may ignore God’s commands. When we fail to respond well
to God calls, we are to blame. The loving and omnipresent Spirit
without a localized divine body is not guilty.

Thankfully, creatures sometimes respond well to God’s call. They

“listen” to God’s call to prevent some impending tragedy or stop an
ongoing conflict. When creatures respond well, we might even say that
God prevented that evil. This should not mean that God alone pre-
vented it. Creatures cooperated, playing necessary roles by using their
bodies to fulfill God’s good purposes. Our saying God did it should be
interpreted as expressing the belief that God played the primary causal
role in the event or is the ultimate source of this positive activity.

*Depending on one’s view of the incarnation, of course, one may think Jesus is an exception to
the view that God does not have a localized divine body. That discussion requires another book.
But I agree with many theologians who distinguish between God’s essential and eternal being
and God’s temporary incarnation as a localized human, Jesus of Nazareth.
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Creaturely cooperation inspired the statement “we are God’s
hands and feet” It also inspired the saying “the world is God’s body”
because we can act as members of the body of Christ (1 Cor 12:15-19).
These statements only make sense, however, if we do not take them
literally. We do not literally become divine appendages; the world
is not literally a divine corpus. God remains divine, and we are
God’s creations.

When creatures respond well to God’s leading, the overall result is
that God’s will is done “on earth as it is in heaven.” When God’s loving
will is done, we might credit, praise and thank the Creator. “Thanks
be to God!” This oft-spoken phrase is appropriate. But we can also
rightly acknowledge creaturely cooperation required for establishing
what is good. Creatures can be God’s co-workers, ambassadors and
viceroys.”® God gets the lion’s share of the credit for good, but it is
also appropriate to thank creatures who cooperate with their Creator.
A thankful pat on a neighbor’s back does not rob God of glory.

A CoEeRCIVE GOD OF LOVE Is FICTIONAL

In the previous chapter, I said the God whose preeminent attribute is
uncontrolling love could not create controllable creatures. If God’s
love cooperates rather than controls, never forces its way on the be-
loved and risks rather than imposes guarantees, love as the logically
preeminent attribute prevents God from entirely determining others.
An essentially loving God who could totally control others does not
exist because God’s love cannot control. To illustrate my argument, I
said the idea that a loving God could control others is as fictional as
the idea that mermaids could run marathons.

Essential kenosis explains why the God whose logically preem-
inent attribute is love cannot control others. If God were to coerce
others by withdrawing, overriding or failing to provide freedom,
agency or self-organization, God would need to renounce the divine
nature of self-giving, others-empowering love. If God were to

*IFor the biblical justification of this view, see 1 Cor 3:9; 2 Cor 5:20; 6:1; Eph 6:11-12; 2 Tim 2:3-4,
12; Rev 5:10; 20:6; 22:5.
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prevent random events by interrupting the lawlike regularities of
existence, God would need to renounce the divine nature of uncon-
trolling love. But God cannot contradict God’s own nature, so divine
coercion is impossible.

In light of essential kenosis, we might rephrase the mermaid illus-
tration: the idea that God, whose logically preeminent attribute is
self-giving, others-empowering love, could override, fail to provide
or withdraw freedom, agency or self-organization or could interrupt
the lawlike regularities of existence is as fictional as the idea that mer-
maids could run marathons. Mermaids cannot run marathons, and a
kenotic God cannot coerce.

A controlling God of love is fictional.

A number of people take it as obvious that, as John Sanders put it,

“love does not force its own way on the beloved They agree with

Sanders when he says God’s love “does not force [creatures] to
comply”®® In these statements, Sanders expresses the common view
that love never coerces, in the sense of controlling others entirely or
forcing its own way. To people with this view, it is a fundamental
given—an a priori truth—that love does not withdraw, override or
fail to support the freedom, agency or self-organization of others.
Love does not control.

Let’s call this common view “love by definition is noncoercive”
This view arises from the deep intuition that love never controls
others entirely. In relation to the God whose nature is love, this view
entails that God cannot control others entirely. If love is inherently
uncontrolling and God loves necessarily, God is incapable of coercion.

The claim that God cannot coerce, however, is especially vulnerable
to misunderstanding. Coerce has multiple meanings. In everyday lan-
guage, we often use the word in its psychological sense. In this sense,
to coerce is to place intense psychological pressure on a creature or
group to motivate it to act in a particular manner. To those being

*2John Sanders, The God Who Risks: A Theology of Providence, rev. ed. (Downers Grove, IL: Inter-
Varsity Press, 2007), p. 193.
1bid., p. 174.
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pressured, this may feel like bullying, a serious threat or extreme force.

In the psychological sense of coerce, the person being coerced re-
tains free will. Threats and emotional pressures do not deprive their
subjects of freedom. The person may yield to the pressure and thereby
avoid negative consequences or gain positive ones. The person may
freely choose not to yield and thereby reap negative consequences.
Coercion, in the psychological sense, doesn’t entail total control of
others because those involved retain some measure of free will.

Others equate the word coerce with violence. Those wanting to
reduce violence in the world (which includes most people) may say
they want to reduce coercion. Actions that these people label as co-
ercive include violent acts of war, domestic altercations, interpersonal
conflict and acts of terror. For them, to act violently is to coerce. In
such cases, violence involves bodies or other localized physical ob-
jects wreaking destruction.

A growing literature explores whether it makes sense to say God is
violent or ever calls us to use our bodies or other objects violently.>*
Some in this discussion also use coerce to mean “act violently” Often
at the center of this debate is how to interpret particular scriptural
passages suggesting divine violence and the apparently violent ac-
tions of Jesus. Sometimes the question is whether we ought to use
violent force when acting in relation to others.

A third way some use coerce pertains to the use of bodies to
impact other bodies. The parent who picks up a screaming two-
year-old and puts the child in a crib may be said to coerce or control
the two-year-old. The child may not want to be in the crib. But the
stronger and bigger body prevails. We might call this the bodily
impact sense of coerce, because it involves bodies exerting force
upon other bodies and things in the world.

I am not using coerce in the psychological, violence or bodily
impact senses. I am using it in the metaphysical sense. In the meta-

**The number of important books on this subject is large. One of the better contributions is Eric
A. Seibert, The Violence of Scripture: Overcoming the Old Testament’s Troubling Legacy (Phila-
delphia: Fortress, 2012).
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physical sense, to coerce is to control entirely. This involves unilateral
determination, in which the one coerced loses all capacity for cau-
sation, self-organization, agency or free will. To coerce in this meta-
physical sense is to act as a sufficient cause, thereby wholly controlling
the other or the situation. To coerce is to control.

Love does not coerce in the metaphysical sense because it never
controls others. Applied to God, the inability to coerce in the meta-
physical sense means God cannot control others or situations. God’s
love is uncontrolling.” Essential kenosis says God cannot coerce, in
the sense of acting as a sufficient cause or unilaterally determining
others. In addition, God is not a bully and God does not act violently.
Because God does not have a localized physical body with which to
exert direct bodily impact, God does not use divine bodily impact.”®

Divine love is uncontrolling, which means God cannot coerce.

Some people, however, are not convinced that love never forces its
way or controls others. They admit love usually invites cooperation
or contribution. They may think love typically does not overrule or
overpower. But they think love might at times require coercion in the
metaphysical sense. Therefore, they think God sometimes coerces.

These people can imagine instances in which, if it were possible, a
loving person ought to control another person or situation to guar-
antee a positive outcome or avoid an evil one. For them, love is not by
definition uncontrolling. When it comes to God, these people believe
divine love sometimes involves coercion, in the metaphysical sense
of completely controlling others or situations.

To those unconvinced that love, a priori, never forces its way, a
robust a posteriori argument exists for why God’s love never coerces.
In other words, there is compelling evidence for why we should think

*>Catherine Keller endorses this view in God and Power: Counter-Apocalyptic Journeys (Minne-
apolis: Fortress, 2005).

*Essential kenosis is neutral on whether God ever calls creatures to act violently. There are good
reasons, however, to interpret biblical texts, broadly speaking, as advocating nonviolence. On
this, see C. S. Cowles, Show Them No Mercy: Four Views on God and Canaanite Genocide (Grand
Rapids: Zondervan, 2003); Gregory Love, Love, Violence, and the Cross: How the Nonviolent God
Saves Us Through the Cross of Christ (Eugene, OR: Cascade, 2010); and Seibert, Violence of
Scripture.
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God cannot control others entirely. Using abductive argument, it
makes sense to say God cannot coerce based on this evidence. In
short, the evidence suggests God cannot coerce.

Few explore this view adequately. Perhaps those who know it are
reticent to rethink their assumptions about God’s power. Many may
not feel comfortable thinking God has limitations, even if those lim-
itations originate from God’s nature. Some may believe reconceiving
God’s power opposes traditional theological views. Some may worry
about political or social implications should they rethink their view
of God’s power.

The idea that the evidence suggests God cannot coerce begins
with a common view of divine love. It says the God who loves per-
fectly would want to prevent all genuine evil. God’s care would
entail thwarting horrors and tragedies if doing so were possible.
Many believers affirm this way of thinking about divine benevo-
lence. To many, in fact, “perfect love” (1 Jn 4:18) seems to require it.
God would want to prevent every event that, all things considered,
makes the world worse than it might have been had another pos-
sible event occurred instead.

The argument from evidence affirms that God seeks to establish the
kingdom of love, to use biblical language. Among other things, this
means promoting overall well-being, flourishing or shalom. Our
loving Heavenly Parent, like loving earthly parents, wants to promote
good and prevent genuine evil because God abhors evil and desires
the common good. God cares for all.

Jesus Christ is primary evidence for most Christians that God seeks
well-being through noncoercive means. Although Jesus can be angry
or even exert strong force on occasion (e.g., clearing the temple), Jesus
never acted coercively in the sense of controlling others entirely. The a
posteriori evidence of the life of Jesus, whom Christians believe reveals
God better than any other person, suggests that God does not coerce.

The argument from evidence also affirms that genuinely evil events
occur. Evil is real. Our fundamental intuitions tell us that some events
make the world worse overall, and at least some such events could
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have been avoided. Genuine evils need not have occurred. We en-
countered examples of genuine evils in chapter one. But we could
point to countless others.

We not only find evidence for genuine evil in what we encounter;
we also act as if genuine evil occurs. As we saw in earlier discussions,
this is one of life’s experiential nonnegotiables. Our natural reactions
demonstrate that we know evil happens, even if some people deny it
in what they say or write. The way we live our lives reflects our fun-
damental intuition that genuinely evil events occur.

Upon affirming that a loving God wants to prevent genuine evil
though genuine evils occur, the argument from evidence concludes
that a loving God must not prevent genuine evil because God cannot
control others or situations. In other words, the evidence indicates or
suggests that God cannot coerce. To put it differently: because genuine
evils occur and God always loves, we are right to infer that God must
not be able to coerce to prevent genuine evil. This abductive argument
is straightforward. But preconceived notions of God’s power often
prevent many from taking it seriously.

The argument from evidence, of course, is susceptible to counter-
arguments. Reasoning from evidence is never airtight, and abduction
involves interpretation. In previous chapters, we explored some of
those counterarguments, but none proved convincing.”’

There is one counterargument to the claim that the evidence of life
suggests God cannot coerce, however, that I find more robust. Rather
than appealing to mystery, this argument says we do have evidence
that God sometimes coerces, in the metaphysical sense of the word.
Sometimes God does control others or situations. In other words, this
argument also appeals to evidence.

"The main counterargument given for why a God of love would not prevent genuine evil is not
really an argument at all. It’s an appeal to mystery. Implicitly or explicitly, many say we cannot
know whether the events we consider genuinely evil actually are so. Many people say God has
some immediate reason or future plan that requires suffering. In some mysterious way, God
preventing suffering would be worse than allowing it. Mystery appeals cannot provide satisfying
answers to our most fundamental questions, especially those related to God’s providence in light
of good and evil, randomness and regularity. The mystery card spoils the deck.
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Those who say God sometimes controls entirely point to unusual,
astonishing or baffling events that are good. They claim God entirely
controlled the situation or individuals required to make these events
possible. In fact, this is how some people define a miracle: a supernatural
act in which God totally controls an individual or situation or interrupts
natural causes to bring about an unusual but positive outcome.

Those who make this argument often point to miracles in the Bible
or their own lives. Such miracles may involve healings, serendipities,
exorcisms, transformed lives or even resurrections. They claim these
unusual events provide evidence that God sometimes controls others
or situations. In their view, God would have to coerce for these events
to occur.

I think this argument is worth exploring. After all, I also believe in
miracles. I think an adequate model of divine providence needs to
account for miracles—miracles in Scripture and those we encounter
today—if it can make sense of life. Miracles matter.

I believe we can affirm miracles we consider authentic, however,
without also claiming God controls others entirely or interrupts
natural laws. To explain my view, I explore miracles in the final
chapter. My exploration accounts for miracles in light of essential
kenosis. I believe that an all-loving and almighty God acts providen-
tially and sometimes miraculously through self-giving, others-em-
powering love. But this never involves control because God’s love is
uncontrolling.
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A Theology of Pluriform Love

THE PRIMACY AND MEANING OF LOVE

A theology of pluriform love makes sense of God, scripture, and
our existence. The arguments I've been making support this claim.
Perhaps a summary can bring this into focus.

Few theologians consider love their orienting concern. Despite
its prominence in the Bible, love has often not functioned as theolo-
gy’s prominent theme. The reasons for this vary. Some scholars seem
worried that popular ideas about love are so deeply ingrained that
promoting a proper view of love is impossible. Others hold to views
of God’s predestining, self-centeredness, damnation, and absolute
independence that make their love proposals implausible. An idea of
divine sovereignty — understood as God controlling or capable of
control — conceptually precedes love in many Christian theologies.

Although scripture talks often about love, points to its many
forms, and makes a myriad of love claims, biblical writers never de-
fine love. At least not concisely or well. This lack of clarity leads to
confusion. To make matters worse, the same scriptures that say God
is love sometimes portray God as unloving. Some passages say God
wants violence, revenge, and genocide; others say God may with-
draw the love that is supposedly steadfast.
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The biblical witness to love is powerful, but not entirely consistent.

I offer a definition of love I think fits the dominant biblical
witness. This definition aligns with love as we know it in personal
experience and is consonant with contemporary science. In my defi-
nition, to love is to act intentionally, in relational response to God
and others, to promote overall well-being. This definition applies
both to creaturely love and God’s love.

Love acts. This action involves deliberation, motives, and free-
dom, although in varying degrees. Love is relational. Lovers in-
fluence others and are influenced by others. God is the relational
source of all love, and creatures can love because God first loves
them moment by moment. While love often, if not always, includes
emotions and desires, it is more than either. Love seeks overall
well-being, which means acting for the common good. Love pro-
motes flourishing.

I argue an adequate definition of love proves crucial for con-
structing an adequate theology of love. Without a good definition,
confusion reigns. Without clarity about love’s meaning, we cannot
identify well the forms of love in scripture and love we express in
everyday life.

A clear definition of love proves crucial for understanding cen-
tral claims of love in the Christian tradition. Statements such as “God
loves the world,” “love one another;” or “love God and neighbor as
yourself” require some idea of what “love” means. We also need a
definition to make sense of what it means to love enemies, strangers,
ourselves, and all creation. Without knowing what love is, we would
have no reason to be happy God loves us, and no idea what it means
to love like Jesus.

Although love takes various forms, I show each shares the goal of
promoting well-being. This means, for instance, that God’s love for
creation is action that seeks to promote creation’s well-being. Loving
one another, neighbors, enemies, ourselves, strangers, and all cre-
ation means acting to promote overall well-being.

Love’s meaning is uniform, but its expressions are pluriform.
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IN SPITE OF OBSTACLES AND DIFFICULTIES

Among Christians, agape is the best known biblical word for love.
It’s the word New Testament writers use most when speaking of love,
human and divine. But agape has several meanings in scripture, and
it takes many forms. Despite this variety, New Testament writers
overwhelmingly use agape to describe positive or beneficial action.
Love has good motives and aims to promote well-being.

According to scripture writers, love builds up and is generous.
It spurs us to humility, patience, and peace. Love nourishes and
cherishes; it is kind and forgiving. Love opposes idolatry. It shares
with those in need, practices hospitality, feeds the hungry, and
gives drink to the thirsty. Love rejoices with those who rejoice and
mourns with those who mourn. It blesses instead of curses and tries
to live in harmony with others. Loving people will associate with
those in low position. Love encourages, helps, and consistently seeks
well-being.

We can express love through many practices, according to scrip-
ture. We can show love at meals, with kisses, and by warm greetings.
Love washes dirty feet and shares with others. It cares for brothers
and sisters, the hurting and harmed, for strangers and enemies.
Marriage partners should love one another, according to scripture;
parents should love children and children should love parents. Love
characterizes exemplary leaders and healthy communities. It moti-
vates us to seek healing and to be healing agents for others. Love
casts out evil spirits and helps the mentally unstable. Love liberates
the oppressed.

Listing every form love takes would be impossible. Writers of
scripture could not include every form in their time, and we could
not list every form today. Besides those mentioned, we could add
others. We can see that love engages in activism, for instance, in the
sense of trying to change social patterns and overcome practices that
harm. Love encourages artistic expression in many forms. Love tries
to protect the vulnerable; it lives in harmony with creation. Love
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expands our vision of the good life and prompts us to learn how life
works. It encourages practical wisdom and self-realization that pro-
motes overall flourishing. And so much more.

To identify agape with a general form of love, I suggest it does
good in response to enemies, harm, or foreigners. Agape does not
turn the stranger away but takes the risk of welcome. It does not take
revenge; it overcomes evil with good. Agape turns the other cheek
and responds to curses with blessings. Agape promotes, extends, or
attempts to establish shalom in response to that which promotes sin,
evil, and the demonic.

Agape is “in spite of” love, because it seeks good in spite of ob-
stacles and difficulties.

D1VINE AND CREATURELY ACTION

Our exploration of Anders Nygren’s theology made clear that the-
ologies of love make claims about who God is, how God acts, and
the God-creation relationship. Nygren’s theology, however, fails to fit
well the biblical witness to love. It also fails to fit our deep intuitions
and experiences of love. This is particularly apparent in how Nygren
describes divine and creaturely action.

Nygren’s failures come partly from his approach to scripture. In
his quest to identify agape as distinctively Christian, he disregards
much of the Old Testament’s witness to love. He does not embrace
New and Old Testament passages that speak of God’s desires and
needs. Instead, he considers God absolutely independent and thinks
creatures are without intrinsic value. Consequently, Nygren does not
embrace biblical statements that say God wants relational friendship
with creatures and finds them valuable.

Nygren thinks God controls creatures. In his view, they have
no independent power alongside God and make no free choices re-
garding love. As he sees it, humans are predestined. They are pas-
sive tubes through which God loves rather than partners with whom
God gives and receives. But if love requires free actions in relation to
others, Nygren’s theology fails to account for love.
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Despite his theology’s problems, Nygren affirms that God’s na-
ture is love. I say we make best sense of this by saying love is an
essential attribute of the divine nature. Love comes logically first in
God, which means God must love and we should understand God’s
other attributes in light of love.

Divine love is unconditional, in the sense that God loves by na-
ture. It is conditional, however, in the sense that divine love takes
various forms, depending on the situation and the recipients. God
necessarily loves, but freely chooses what forms divine love takes. I
call this God’s “essence-experience binate,” because God’s essence of
love is unchanging, but God’s loving experience changes.

God initiates loving relationship with everyone, all the time.
Rather than electing some and predestining others to damnation,
God lovingly offers everyone opportunities to love. Creatures can
love in any moment because God first loves them.

A theology of pluriform love assumes God is the source of the
love creatures express. But being love’s source is not the same as be-
ing the only one capable of love. Nor is it the same as forcing creatures
to love. Instead, divine love empowers and inspires through persua-
sion, and creatures can freely choose whether to love in response.

God loves by nature; creatures choose whether to love.

FoR OUR SAKE AND GOD’S

Any Christian theology of love should address the thought of
Augustine, because his ideas have most affected the development
of Christian theology. Augustine considers love primarily as de-
sire, however, not primarily as promoting well-being. Because only
God can satisfy our desires, he says, only God deserves our love.
We should enjoy and use creatures as means to enjoying the Creator
rather than treating them as ends in themselves.

I point out that most Christians overlook or fail to realize the
problems that arise when defining love as desire instead of as pro-
moting well-being. There is nothing wrong with desires, of course,
and we should prioritize them. But a pluriform theology of love
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affirms both divine and creaturely desires, and it says love’s primary
aim is promoting well-being.

One problem with thinking of love as desire emerges when
Augustine interprets Jesus’ love commands. For Augustine, loving
our neighbor as ourselves means loving God through our neighbors
rather than loving neighbors as ends in themselves. Augustine thinks
humans should orient themselves to the unchangeable and perfectly
good, which is God, rather than toward what is changeable and not
perfectly good. This means, he says, we should not love neighbors or
ourselves for our sakes; we must love them for God’s sake.

The pluriform theology of love I propose says Jesus two love
commands call us to promote the well-being of neighbors, our-
selves, and God. We enjoy and help them for their own sakes, not
merely as means to something else. When we love, we can enhance
the well-being of God, others, ourselves, and creation.

Problems with Augustine’s theology deepen when he explains
God’s love for the world. God does not love creatures, he says, in
the sense of enjoying them. Creatures have nothing valuable to en-
joy that God doesn’t already have. So God uses creatures, Augustine
says, although this is not use as we understand it. He thinks God
has no needs, so creatures have nothing God needs to use. When we
understand love as desire and conceive of God as only desiring the
ultimate good, God cannot love creation in the sense of enjoying,
using, or desiring it. God only loves Godself. After looking carefully
at Augustine’s theology in Teaching Christianity, 1 say Christians
should reject his views of love, creaturely and divine.

A pluriform theology of love should adopt eros, however, as a
particular form of love. Rather than defining eros as desire, we might
think of it as a form of love that promotes well-being when appre-
ciating what is valuable, worthwhile, or beautiful. Eros not only
“thinks on” true, honorable, pleasing, and excellent things, it “keeps
on doing these things” (Phil. 4:8, 9). Understood this way, God and
creatures can express eros.

Eros is “because of” love, because it promotes well-being when
appreciating values.
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ANALOGIES OF LOVE

At the root of Augustine’s problems are 1) his view that love is desire
rather than action to promote well-being and 2) his doctrine of God.
Both problems have strong ties to philosophical ideas common in
Augustine’s day and that still influence Christian theologians now.
Many call the tradition Augustine exemplifies “classical theism.
Among other claims, classical theists say God is timeless, immutable,
impassible, and simple.

The theology of pluriform love I propose rejects classical the-
ism. Instead of saying God is timeless, it says God experiences the
flow of time everlastingly. This makes better sense of God’s love as
particular divine actions expressed moment by moment. A theol-
ogy of pluriform love says God’s essence is unchanging, but God’s
experience changes moment by moment. God always loves, because
it’s God’s nature to do so, but God’s love influences creatures and
creatures influence God in response. God is relational rather than
impassible. A theology of pluriform love says God is unified rather
than simple in the sense that God’s actions, attributes, and existence
are identical.

Classical theism’s assumptions make it difficult, if not impossible,
to talk about God as loving. It considers divine love entirely different
from creaturely love. Because of this radical dissimilarity, classical
theism cannot support analogies between God and creation. The
classical God shares no likeness with creatures, has no relations with
self or others, and does not act in any way creatures know as acting.
The classical God has no emotions in relation to creation and needs
no one.

Classical theism’s claims about divine love often, if not always,
end up in appeals to absolute mystery. While we will never under-
stand love fully, appeals to absolute mystery are not supported by
biblical claims about God’s love. Saying “God loves the world,” “God
is love,” or that we should imitate God’s love makes absolutely no
sense if God’s love is absolutely mysterious.

God’s love cannot be altogether different in kind from our love.
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I suggest seven analogies that point to similarities and differ-
ences between the love God and creatures express. These analogies
align with themes in scripture and provide language to talk coher-
ently about love. I suggest both Creator and creatures give and re-
ceive in loving relationship, but only God does so perfectly, and only
God relates to all others. Both Creator and creatures love in the on-
going flow of time, but only God loves everlastingly. Both Creator
and creatures love by promoting overall well-being, but only God
promotes well-being directly to everything in the universe. Both
creatures and Creator love as experiencers, but only God feels the
emotional tones of every creature. Both Creator and creatures love
freely, but creatures can choose not to love. God necessarily loves.
Both creatures and Creator have needs, but to exist, God does not
rely upon creatures, whereas creatures rely upon God for their ex-
istence. Both Creator and creatures are valuable in themselves, but
God is supremely valuable.

These analogies of similarity and difference provide grounds to
say God transcends creation in some ways but is immanent in oth-
ers. If God were altogether transcendent, claims about divine love
would be meaningless. If God were altogether immanent, claims
about divine love would not difter from claims about creaturely love.
To make sense of love in scripture and our experience, an adequate
theology points to differences, but also similarities between Creator
and creatures.

THE PROMISE OF OPEN AND RELATIONAL THEOLOGY

Open and relational theology offers a helpful framework for a theol-
ogy of pluriform love. Although diverse, this theological movement
embraces the idea that God gives and receives in relation to creatures
and creation. So conceived, God moves through time like creatures
do, experiencing moment by moment. Open and relational theo-
logians typically embrace creaturely freedom, the intrinsic value of
creation, experience as fundamental, love as central to God’s nature,
and love as the aim for creatures.
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Clark Pinnock offers a winsome version of Christian open and
relational theology. His views not only align with the broad biblical
witness, but also account for relational themes present in human ex-
perience. God inspires free creatures to love, says Pinnock. Rather
than being immobile and impassible, the God Pinnock describes en-
gages in mutually influencing relationships with creation. I believe
that those constructing a Christian theology of love should adopt
most of PinnocKk’s views.

But besides embracing open and relational views about God and
creation like Pinnock’s, my theology of pluriform love focuses es-
pecially upon Jesus. Jesus reveals divine love in powerful ways. In
his life, teachings, ministry, death, and resurrection, Jesus enacts the
way of love. He healed the sick, preached good news, was a friend
to sinners, ministered to the poor, wept over the dead, encouraged
the downhearted, partied with celebrants, and showed compassion.
His death highlights God’s suffering and that God wants to save all.
Jesus’ resurrection provides hope of continuing life and love after
bodily death.

Christians would be wise to follow Jesus” example. This not only
means loving in communities of common cause, but it also means
loving strangers, enemies, themselves, all creation, and God. Jesus’
life inaugurated new ways of existing and new communities of fol-
lowers. In him are light and life and love.

Jesus Christ is the center of a Christian theology that makes love
central.

Jesus’ kenotic love provides a solution to the problem of evil.
His love was not overpowering or coercive; it was self-giving and
others-empowering. Jesus was humble, servant-like, self-sacrificial,
and looked not only to himself but also to the common good. He
embodied kenosis.

Jesus’ revelation of love suggests God is essentially kenotic. I
argue that rather than being deliberately self-limiting, God essen-
tially self-gives and others-empowers. I call this “essential kenosis.” It
claims that because God loves everyone and everything, God cannot
control anyone or anything. Divine love is uncontrolling.
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ESSENTIAL KENOSIS AND EVIL

Most Christian theologies fail to address well the primary reason
many people do not think God loves perfectly or does not exist at all.
That reason: the evil we experience personally and witness every day
in the world. People rightly wonder why a powerful and loving God
doesn’t prevent pointless pain and unnecessary suffering.

The usual answers given to the problem of evil fail. They may
contain a kernel of truth, but they do not answer well our central
questions. I believe it’s impossible to portray a God of perfect love if
we also say God could prevent genuine evil but fails to do so. A God
who wants, causes, or even permits pointless pain is not a God who
loves everyone and everything all the time. Skeptics rightly reject
theologies of love that do not solve the problem of evil.

Traditional views of divine power are the root of most failures to
account for evil. But we can solve the prominent dimensions of the
problem of evil if we embrace essential kenosis. This view says God
necessarily self-gives to and others-empowers everyone and every-
thing, which means God cannot control anyone or anything. The
God who cannot control cannot prevent evil singlehandedly.

Rethinking God’s power as uncontrolling allows a theology of
pluriform love to say that God is not culpable for causing or allowing
evil. This uncontrolling God suffers with those who sufter, however,
and works to heal creatures and creation. God does not abandon
the harmed and hurting, but works with them to squeeze something
good from bad. God calls creatures to join in the work of overcom-
ing evil with good through indispensable love synergy.

The God of uncontrolling, pluriform love opposes evil.

Classical theism’s grip on Christian theology is so strong that
claiming God’s love is uncontrolling will strike many as unorthodox.
To many Christians, a God who cannot control must be limited. But
biblical writers and leading theologians say there are many things
God cannot do. Essential kenosis adds that divine love is uncon-
trolling. But this does not mean God is limited in any coherent way,
any more than other types of limitation we already accept.
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Christian theologies that make love a priority require new con-
ceptions of divine power. These concepts should fit the primary wit-
ness of scripture and Jesus’ witness to kenotic love. Both witnesses
suggest God is neither omnipotent nor impotent. I recommend say-
ing God is “amipotent:” divine power is the power of love. As One
mightier than any other, exerting might upon all others, and the
source of might for all others, God’s almighty influence is uncon-
trolling love.

ESSENTIAL HESED AND UNFAITHFULNESS

The Old Testament’s witness to love is powerful. Although scholars
translate several Hebrew words as love or something similar, aha-
vah and hesed are the most prominent. Ahavah usually describes the
care, attachment, and affection lovers show to others. According to
biblical writers, God expresses ahavah for creatures and creation.
This biblical witness aligns with open and relational theology’s view
that God is relational, has desires, and experiences emotions.

Biblical scholars translate hesed in various ways, including “cov-
enantal love,” “loyal faithfulness,” and “steadfast love” According to
scripture, God expresses hesed by helping, being generous, and doing
good. Those faithful in covenant enjoy health, meaningful life, and
well-being. The covenantal love of hesed fits the open and relational
vision, because it assumes God is influenced and does not know with
certainty what creatures will do in response to covenant.

“The steadfast love of the Lord endures forever” is a recurring
theme in the Old Testament. God’s everlasting love provides well-be-
ing. God makes covenants with particular persons, Israel, other
nations, and all creation. Because divine hesed is everlasting and uni-
versal, we can count on God’s faithful goodness.

We have good reasons to say hesed is essential to God. Divine
hesed is unconditional, in the sense that God loves, and creatures did
not earn this love. This corresponds with the idea God is essentially
loving. How God chooses to express hesed varies, however. This is
another way to affirm God’s essence-experience binate.
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Creatures are not always faithful. But God is no creature; God
cannot be unfaithful. I call this “essential hesed.” It says God is nec-
essarily faithful, which means God cannot leave us, cannot forsake
us, always suffers with us, always empathizes, always accepts, and is
essentially for creation.

Essential hesed says the covenantal God faithfully loves.

A pluriform theology of love offers hope and security to people
who feel hopeless and abandoned. The always present, always caring,
and faithful Friend can be counted on to do good and never desert
us. The God of essential hesed is everlastingly faithful to everyone
and all creation.

It’s difficult to worship a God who loves half-heartedly. We can’t
worship a God whose love makes no sense. A being like this would
be neither perfect nor praiseworthy. But the God of essential hesed
and essential kenosis loves uncontrollingly, wholeheartedly, and
faithfully. We can trust a God who is in no sense culpable and always
seeks well-being.

It makes sense to connect love and worship if our actions can en-
hance God’s well-being. We can desire God, in the sense of wanting
God’s direction and appreciating God’s glory, and we can love God,
in the sense of blessing God in praise and adoration. Our praise and
worship enhance our well-being and God’s; creation and Creator
benefit.

We can worship without reservation the God of uncontrolling love.

GoD, IN LOVE, EVERLASTINGLY CREATES IN RELATION TO
CREATION

If God steadfastly loves creation forever, there must always be cre-
ation to love. We should reject the idea God once existed alone and
reject the idea God creates from absolutely nothing. As we have seen,
the Bible does not explicitly endorse those ideas. Rejecting them al-
lows us to say God never used controlling power and cannot create
from nothing to prevent genuine evil.
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The doctrine of creatio ex nihilo directly and indirectly renders
God culpable for evil. The God who created our universe from noth-
ing would be responsible for the possibilities of evil. This God could
instantaneously create from nothing obstacles to evil in the present,
but doesn’t do so, leading to moral incoherence.

Creatio ex nihilo also implies God is essentially solitary and not es-
sentially related to creation. A God not essentially related to creatures
does not essentially love them; that God is independent by nature. If
we want to say love for creation is God’s nature and the steadfast love
of the Lord endures forever, we need an alternative creation doctrine.

In the name of love, we should reject creatio ex nihilo.

I propose a new creation theory that says God, in love, everlast-
ingly creates out of or in relation to creation. We might render it in
Latin as creatio ex creatione sempiternalis in amore. God’s motive for
creating is love, and God uses materials God previously created. God
always creates alongside creatures, who are created co-creators. And
God never controls when creating, because divine love is necessarily
uncontrolling. A theology of pluriform love places love as the center
of its doctrine of creation.

New theories are often misunderstood. To clarify, my theory does
not say our universe is eternal. It had a beginning, likely as a Big Bang,
but another universe preceded it. Nor does my theory say creaturely
“stuft” predates God. God creates all creatures and creations. Creatio
ex creatione sempiternalis in amore does not make God’s existence de-
pendent upon creation. God exists necessarily and necessarily creates
alongside others. My theory denies an eternal dualism between good
and evil and denies God creates out of Godself. It does not say God sim-
ply rearranges what already exists; God always creates something new.

We might call the God who always, in love, creates out of what God
previously created the “Ever Creator.” Creating is an aspect of God’s
essential nature. But an open and relational God freely chooses how
and what to create, given creaturely conditions and God’s own nature
of love. Unlike the God of classical theism, creating is what the God
of essential hesed always does, because it's God’s nature to be Creator.
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ALONGSIDE OF LOVE

An open and relational theology of pluriform love emphasizes
themes of collaboration, cooperation, and mutuality. Love’s aims re-
quire both Creator and creatures. The reign of love is not possible
by divine fiat, nor is it possible through creaturely effort alone. Love
requires co-operating and co-laboring.

The relational dimensions of hesed fit nicely with philia, a Greek
word New Testament writers sometimes use to describe both divine
and creaturely love. As a form of love, I say that philia acts intention-
ally, in relational response to God and others, to promote overall
well-being through cooperation and friendship. It co-labors in seek-
ing good. Philia is companion love.

I call philia the “alongside of” form of love. This alongside of
dimension, over time, leads to the qualities we identify with friend-
ship. Creatures can enjoy friendship love with their Creator and
other creatures, which means God’s experience and the experience
of creatures can be enhanced. The God of essential hesed consistently
expresses and seeks philia as creation’s everlasting Friend.

God’s inability to control creation and the reality of an open fu-
ture mean that for love to win, God relies upon creatures. This reli-
ance means creatures and creaturely choices really matter. Classical
theologies assume the end has already been determined or God can
determine it unilaterally. In such scenarios, our lives and choices
don’t ultimately count. But a theology of pluriform love says God
can’t control, and it provides a foundation to affirm ultimate signifi-
cance for creaturely lives and actions.

What we do makes a difference to God and to the future.

PLURIFORM LOVE

Most Christian theologies restrict divine love. According to many,
God only expresses agape. According to others, God only expresses
eros. Some theologies may say God expresses hesed but cannot affirm
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divine ahavah. Other theologians mix and match loves, depending
on their philosophical and theological assumptions.

The theology I propose says God expresses agape, eros, philia,
kenosis, ahavah, hesed, and more. Divine love is pluriform. The bibli-
cal witness, the history of creation, and our lives bear witness to God
at work in wild and wonderful ways. Our imitating God requires
that we express pluriform love. The diversity of love forms to which
God calls fills a lifetime of enjoying and sharing abundant life.

To illustrate visually how I understand the definition of love as
uniform but its expressions as pluriform, I offer the figure below.
Note that some forms mentioned are quite broad, while others are

fairly specific.
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There are millions more forms of love than I list. And many
forms mix with others. For instance, I can both love my daughter
appreciating her value and love her by expressing my disappoint-
ment that she made an unhealthy decision. I can act for my nation’s
well-being in collaboration with others while actively opposing pol-
icies the majority seem to adopt. And so on. God’s love is mixed too.
God both loves by appreciating the value of creatures while loving in
anger when they abuse one another.

Rather than one-dimensional, God’s love is pluriform.

God loves creation in at least three primary ways. First, God acts
for creation’s good, even when creatures harm themselves and oth-
ers. God loves even when we are unfaithful to God and sin. God’s
love takes the form of acting for good in spite of the negative that
creatures have done. As a forgiving lover, God expresses agape.

Second, God acts for creation’s good when encountering its
intrinsic value. This form of divine love does good because of the
beauty, worth, and importance of creation. The world God created
and creates is good. As an artistic lover, God expresses eros.

Third, God loves by coming alongside creatures in the work of
promoting well-being. God empowers and seeks collaboration from
creation for the common good. As a loving friend, God expresses
philia.

Each broad form of divine love takes various expressions. But in
each, God seeks to promote well-being.

RELENTLESS LOVE

If the steadfast love of the Lord endures forever, it does not end when
we die. God loves us in the afterlife too. Divine love is relentless.!

In the opening chapters, I said an adequate theology of love de-
nies that a loving God sends anyone to hell. A loving person would
not condemn another to eternal conscious torment. Divine love,

'T explain my view of the afterlife and relentless love in several books. See, for instance,
Questions and Answers for God Can't, ch. 8.
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as the Apostle Paul puts it, “always hopes” and “never ends” (1 Cor.
13:7,8), even after we leave these mortal coils.

A loving God doesn’t suddenly take up coercion in the afterlife,
of course, or force everyone to experience heavenly bliss. God’s love
remains uncontrolling in the afterlife too. God continues to invite
every creature capable of responding to enjoy the well-being love
provides. God is the everlasting beckoner.

Creatures who cooperate with God’s invitation flourish. They
enjoy the natural positive consequences that come from embracing
God’s gift of well-being. But creatures now and in the afterlife can
choose not to cooperate. When they do, they suffer the natural neg-
ative consequences that come from choosing something other than
well-being. As the Apostle John puts it, we pass “from death to life
because we love one another” But John adds that “whoever does not
love abides in death” (1 Jn. 3:14). I take “death” here to point to nega-
tive natural consequences and “life” to positive ones.

A loving God doesn’t punish, and God always forgives. But crea-
tures who choose something other than love choose something other
than well-being. They hurt themselves and others.

The God of relentless love never gives up. Ever. While creatures
can say “No” to God now and in the afterlife, God everlastingly
invites all to live lives of love. Because of relentless love, we have
grounds to hope all will eventually say “Yes” Everlasting persuasive
love makes it possible for everyone to experience everlasting bliss.

Relentless love reminds us that love for creation isn't a temporary
experiment on God’s part. Love for creation is God’s heart, nature,
or essence. And because of divine amipotence, we can imagine the
Apostle Paul’s vision — that all creation be redeemed (Rom. 8:20-
22) — becoming a reality.

CONCLUSION

I began this book by saying it's not hard to argue love stands at the
center of the biblical witness. Consequently, I argued, love should be
the center of Christian theology. In the chapters that followed, I've
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pointed to obstacles that prevent Christians from embracing love.
I've provided a theology that makes scripture’s witness to love central
and that takes seriously our own experiences of love.

“...and the greatest of these is love,” says Paul to conclude his love
hymn (1 Cor. 13:13b). By defining love, exploring influential theolo-
gians, and identifying loves forms, I offer a Christian theology of
pluriform love.

Immediately after saying, “the greatest of these is love,” Paul tells
his readers to “pursue love” (1 Cor. 14:1a). A conceptual framework
for making sense of love, in general, and for understanding God’s
love, in particular, helps us acknowledge love’s preeminence and
pursue love with joy.

Thanks to God’s pluriform love, we can receive and express pluri-
form love.
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