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WHAT SHOULD I BELIEVE ABOUT PROVIDENCE?

OPTIONS IN CONTEMPORARY THEOLOGY

John Mark Hicks

Jill and Mary, pictured in the dialogue which opened chapter two of Yet Will I Trust Him represent two options in thinking about how God relates to his world. Mary involves God in the world as a player who is responsible for his actions and is capable of whatever he desires. God can change the flow of the drama or change the next scene. God is sovereign over the drama. Mary believes that God acts through natural events to prevent or relieve suffering. Jill removes God from the world so that he is a spectator and does not enter the fray. He watches the drama. God is the audience. Jill believes that for whatever reason God does not act through natural events to prevent or relieve suffering. 

Between these viewpoints is a third one which believes that God is a player who is limited by the nature of the drama. Carol, to attach a representative to this view, believes God is one of the participants whose inability to "fix things" is part of the drama itself. God, too, as one of the players, must live with the chaos of the world and the choices of the other players. He cannot change the next scene of the drama, much less the plot. Nevertheless, he is a player who seeks to help his people endure suffering through the dynamics of his spiritual work. God may not be able to prevent suffering, but he is nonetheless at work in the spiritual dimensions of existence to provide the strength to endure suffering. This third option believes that for whatever reason God cannot prevent or relieve undeserved suffering even though he would if he could. In other words, God is doing the best he can with the world he has.

The three options outlined in the above paragraphs may be categorized as premodern (Mary), modern (Jill) and postmodern (Carol).
 In general, premodern people believe that God acts or intervenes, at least at times if not in every event, within his world for the sake of his own purposes, while modern people believe that God does not intervene at all and is fundamentally absent from the world except as its ground or original cause. However, postmodern people believe that while God does act within the subjectivity of the human soul, he does not intervene within the natural (empirical) or objective world. These broad understandings of God's relationship to the world may be called "Interventionist" (premodern), "Deist" (modern) and "Personalist" (postmodern). Although there are varying nuances and often substantial differences within each of these categories, the typology is a helpful one for my purpose.

The Modern Deistic View of Reality
Classical Deism arose during the seventeenth century when the age of Science was just beginning. The rise of scientific observation challenged the premodern worldview. Empirical science recognized a regularity in nature that could predict natural events with increasing accuracy (e.g., predicting Haley's Comet). But if what was going to happen could be predicted, how could it be God's direct intervention? Consequently, comets and other explicable natural phenomenon were no longer meaningfully interpreted as warnings from God or having anything to do with God. The natural world was now understood without reference to supernatural intervention. God was no longer the one who stands behind every natural event. As a result, modern people no longer regard as viable, and they immediately dismiss as superstitious, any notion that God is regularly active in the natural world. Acts of nature do not reveal or express the will of God.

Consequently, a new image of God appeared. It was the deistic God who was creating and sustaining, and occasionally tinkering through some supernatural act (though classical Deists rejected miracles). This became the dominant image for the modern world. The world was no longer a place where God acted, but where we act alone. God began the world, and he may have at some point in the past performed a few miracles, and he would eventually bring history to a close, but he is not active within its development. The natural world was just that -- natural. There was nothing supernatural about it. The world was secularized.

The dominant metaphor for Deism has been to compare God to a watchmaker. The universe is a complex machine which God created much like a artisan creates a watch. God fits together all the parts into a perfect machine which has its own inertia, timing and laws. When the machine is completed, it runs without any intervention on the part of its creator just like a watch. Everything that happens within the cosmic machine is consistent with its laws and is explicable in terms of those laws. Everything that happens in the world is natural (though some forms of Deism leave room for some supernatural events, e.g., the miracles of the Bible). There is no divine intervention. There is no special divine providence. There is only the general providence that God sustains the existence of the world. Further, God treats everyone fairly and exactly alike -- he is no respecter of persons. He established unbiased, independent laws of nature. God guarantees those laws by his creative power, but the laws operate on their own without his specific guidance. Yet, they have a marked regularity. Consequently, the natural world is predictable. Divine intervention is neither needed nor expected.

Classical Deism, as it began with Lord Herbert of Cherbury in the early seventeenth century, is easily defined and identified.
 However, twentieth century Deism is more difficult to recognize because most wish to distance themselves from the simplistic views of the early modern period. Nevertheless, Deism is probably the dominant, popular understanding of the world as represented by Jill in the above dialogue. The secular understanding of the world is deistic, if not agnostic or atheistic.

A contemporary example of a revised, late-modern Deism is the work of Langdon Gilkey.
 Writing within the framework of process theology, Gilkey believes that God's providence works through the contingencies and relativity of history, but nothing that actually occurs within history can be called an act of God. Rather, providence means that God is the ground and resource of our being, powers, and actions. God enables his creatures to be free and he grounds their existence, but he does not intervene in history nor determine history nor act within history. Instead, he grounds the possibility of history itself. In other words, God grounds the possibility of tornadoes and free human acts within history, but he does not determine them or guide them. God's role is to provide the set for the drama, but human beings and nature play it out. God's role, while more than a mere audience for Gilkey, is limited by the freedom of humanity and the independence of nature. God cannot intervene because that would violate the freedom of his creatures. God is more like the silent partner who funds the play and makes the drama possible, but is unseen and unheard. God, then, is not a participant in the drama. Gilkey's model is purely naturalistic. The world, though grounded in God, runs on its own as far as how the drama develops. Ultimately, as in classical Deism, Gilkey's God is a spectator who does not interfere or act within the human drama.

The Postmodern Personalist View of Reality
The postmodern person rejects the standard "natural law" advocacy of Deism. Postmodernism has been informed by Einstein's theory of relativity and Heisenberg's uncertainty principle in quantum physics. No longer is it possible to talk about "absolute predictability" and "absolute causes and effects." The relativity theory forces the admission that nothing in the universe is in a fixed or predetermined state. Quantum physics forces the admission that it is never possible to fully comprehend all the factors which would make an event certain. "Natural laws" are superficial descriptions rather than absolute prescriptions. The postmodern view of reality, then, is one in which the ultimate cause of any event is unknown, and in which all events are, from our human perspective, ambiguous. Consequently, God's activity in the world is unseen and we are unable to discern his work through natural causes and effects. "Natural law" does not function as some fixed set of "laws" which regulate God's own activity, as if it were illegal for God to overrule his "natural law." They are merely descriptions of what regularly happens from our limited point of view. Thus, miracles would not be a violation of natural law since we humans do not know enough to formulate "laws" for nature. We are only able to describe what we can see. The most we can say is that miracles do not fit the regular pattern we normally observe. That does not mean they could never happen or ever did happen.

Krumrei, based upon the work of Eigen and Winkler, offers an analogy for understanding the postmodern view of reality.
 Reality is like a game where the events are not predetermined. Krumrei summarizes Eigen and Winkler for us:

Like in a game, the rules set certain limits, but within these limits choice and chance determine the course of the game. Just so, reality has certain limits which are given for man, but within these limits man experiences both freedom to choose and chance. Reality is then an interaction between the highly dependable limits, choice, and chance. When reality is thought of as a game, God is not a player, coach or umpire. God can be thought of as the promoter of "fair-play." By his Spirit and Word, he promotes the victory of love and harmony over and against chaos and evil.

God sets up the rules of the game, but he is not a player. Yet, he is more than the creator of the game. He is more than the Deistic spectator. He is active in the game, not as a player, but as the "promoter" of love and harmony among all the players. God's relationship to his world is not one of cause but of influence. God seeks harmony, love and peace within his world and he seeks to persuade or influence but not determine or cause the events within that world. God's influence is felt in the world when we listen to his voice and cooperate with his intentions. In other words, postmoderns believe that God is active in the world but not through natural causation or intervention. Rather, God is active within the subjectivity of the human soul where God persuades, consoles and encourages his creatures. In this sense, God is always and everywhere at work.

A contemporary representative of this postmodern personalism is E. Frank Tupper.
 He states his case as a middle ground between Gilkey's natural causation, which sacrifices the sovereignty of God and the monarchical premodern interventionism, which sacrifices human freedom and historical realism. He describes his view as one of "engaging transformation" through a model of divine personal agency within the cosmos. He offers this summary:

God actively engages all aspects of creation and every human situation. God not only establishes the possibilities available in any given moment, but God also acts as one agent among others in shaping the specific configuration of a sequence of events. That God participates in the movement of nature and history does not mean that God determines the conclusion of every developmental process or historical progression. On the contrary, God acts alongside other agents amid the variables in a particular situation. . .God's engaging participation transcends the various forms of human participation, a transcending participation that occurs partly through the interconnected activity of God with all events simultaneously on the one side and ultimately as the integrating horizon of every moment of actualization on the other. God is an active agent in every present as one agent among others who contributes to the specific configuration that occurs, and concurrently, God is the horizon of the future who integrates each sequential movement together and unites all historical progression retrospectively.

Thus, God grounds the possibilities of the future, acts alongside his creation in the present, and has the sovereignty to order those events toward a future reality. For Tupper this includes both the free acts of human beings and natural causation. Neither are outside the persuasive activity of God, but neither are determined or caused by God's unilateral interventionist act.

Tupper's view, however, concentrates on God's personal, transformative engagement with human beings. God grounds their freedom and limits his own actions to guarantee that freedom. God is an engaging presence which occasions the possibility of human transformation through our own self-determination. God is an agent who cooperatively works with humans to create history without controlling or determining what that history will be. The future is open, and God personally engages his free creatures in a cooperative effort to promote love, community and harmony in the world.
 

This means, however, that God's purposes may be frustrated by his free creatures because he does not act concurrently in their evil. Given this situation, God is often limited to doing the best he can with what his creatures have given him. "God," according to Tupper, "always works with limits." Given the radical nature of human freedom and the possibilities which God grounds within the world, and given his immeasurable love for his creation, "God always does the most God can do in the specificity of any given situation with its particular limits and possibilities."
 It is not merely, then, that God limits himself, but that God himself is limited by his creatures. God's sovereignty is relative to human freedom rather than vice versa. Human actions limit what God is able to do.

Another contemporary representative of a postmodern perspective is Rabbi Kushner who wrote one of the most popular books of the 1980s entitled When Bad Things Happen To Good People.
 The book was widely heralded as a deeply moving response to undeserved suffering. It was reviewed by popular as well as scholarly journals. From Redbook to McCalls, from Norman Vincent Peale to Art Linkletter, many endorsed the book as a great comfort to the sufferer. It does have many redeeming values and many comforting thoughts. It flows from Kushner's own experience as a sufferer. He lost his son at the age of fourteen due to progeria, "rapid aging." Kushner sensitively tells his story and, in the process, reflects on the problem of undeserved suffering.

While Kushner's book provides some good practical advice, his fundamental theological premises evidence that he no longer lives in a premodern or modern world. Kushner's response to the problem of undeserved suffering is to revise the traditional Judeo-Christian concept of God. God is no longer a premodern monarchical Lord who controls everything with his omnipotence and who sustains the universe in perfect balance. Rather, undeserved suffering occurs primarily because that is the nature of the world and God cannot do anything about it. God has his limits. God "would like people to get what they deserve in life, but he cannot always arrange it," since "it is too difficult even for God to keep cruelty and chaos from claiming their innocent victims."
 Consequently, Kushner denies that apparent random acts of nature are in any sense acts of God: "I don't believe that an earthquake that kills thousands of innocent victims without reason is an act of God. It is an act of nature. Nature is morally blind, without values. It churns along, following its own laws, not caring who or what gets in the way."
 Thus, for Kushner there is a strong disjunction between what nature does and what God does. When acts of nature such as hurricanes, tornadoes or earthquakes kill and destroy, "God does not cause it and cannot stop it."
 God could not have prevented the tornado from hitting Mr. Anderson's house even though he may have wanted to prevent it. His love is overwhelming, but his power is limited. 

Suffering, then, in Kushner's theology, becomes a great random event. It is chaos, chance, bad luck, and without reason. It is useless to try to make sense of suffering because there is no sense in it. There is neither rhyme nor reason to it. Suffering is often purely arbitrary. In fact, Kushner entitled one of the chapters in his book "Sometimes There is No Reason."
 The sufferer only finds meaning in a personal response to suffering. Only in the sufferer's subjectivity can one find a sense of meaning -- a reason to go on living. But the suffering remains meaningless, random and chaotic. It is our response to suffering that is critical, because there is no meaning to the suffering itself.

Kushner takes his final cue from the poetic drama J.B. by Archibald MacLeish.
 J.B. is a modern version of Job whose friends -- the Marxist, the psychiatrist, and the clergyman -- are of little help. The point of J.B. is that human love gives meaning to suffering, and we must learn to forgive God because he is impotent to prevent suffering in his world. To learn to love God despite his faults is the noblest response to suffering. Kushner ends his book on the same note as J.B. with this impressive questioning:

Are you capable of forgiving and loving God even when you have found out that He is not perfect, even when He has let you down and disappointed you by permitting bad luck and sickness and cruelty in His world, and permitting some of those things to happen to you? Can you learn to love and forgive and love your parents even though they were not as wise, as strong, or as perfect as you needed them to be?

God needs forgiveness, according to Kushner. God is limited. He has created a world where sickness, death and cruelty exist. We cannot fundamentally change that reality. But neither can God. He is not the premodern Sovereign Lord of the universe. God cannot alter his world for our sakes, and thus he cannot prevent evil and suffering. Chaos reigns in the world, and God himself struggles against this chaos. Since he cannot act, we should forgive him because we know he cares about our suffering. We must have the maturity to forgive God just as we forgive our parents for their well-intentioned mistakes.

The postmodern vision of God believes that God has created a situation in which he has limited himself or where the situation limits him, and where God works primarily within the subjectivity of the human soul. God is at work in the world persuading and encouraging good in the role of a promoter of "fair-play," much like a relatively powerless Baseball Commissioner. He seeks to create harmony and peace through the actions of his free creatures. But there are boundaries to the game, even for God. Ultimately, God does the best he can with the world his creatures have created through their own freedom. God is hamstrung by the chaos of nature and the freedom of human beings. There are some things God cannot do even though he is always present and active in the subjectivity of the human soul.

The Premodern Interventionist View of Reality
While the modern and postmodern views of reality have their own complexities and diversities of expression, the premodern view, due to its hegemony for sixteen centuries, has at least an equally diverse range of understandings. Further, this diversity within the premodern view has been accentuated by its encounter with its modern and postmodern challengers. Consequently, I have divided the premodern view into three sub-categories, each of which, although different in many respects, holds something in common with the other, namely, that God does act within his world as a cause.
 God is, in some sense, an interventionist.

Causal Determinism

Augustinianism, or more popularly known as Calvinism, affirms that God is the cause of everything that happens in the world by virtue of his decrees. That is, God causes everything because he himself has determined what will happen. By his decree God has ordained every event, including human decisions. An appropriate metaphor for this premodern view is God's monarchical relation to the world. God sits as an enthroned king who rules the world by his decrees and commands. He controls and decides whatever happens in the world. God is not only directly involved in the world, but he has ordered it -- decreed its particulars -- according to his own designs and purposes.

While this view has its historic Christian roots in Augustine, it found a renewed formulation in the Reformation, particularly in the Reformed or Calvinistic tradition. For example, the seventh question of the Westminster Shorter Catechism, the primary catechism of conservative Presbyterianism, asks: "What are the decrees of God?" The answer is: "The decrees of God are His eternal purpose according to the counsel of His will, whereby, for His own glory, He hath foreordained whatsoever comes to pass." A contemporary commentator on the Catechism, G. I. Williamson, explains that this means that "nothing happens -- nothing whatsoever -- that God has not planned." For example, Williamson continues, "the Bible tells us that every decision made by man -- whether a believer or an unbeliever -- is already planned by God from all eternity," including their evil deeds. Every choice that human beings make -- whether good or evil -- is "already predetermined."

Ulrich Zwingli (d. 1531), the first Reformed theologian, advocated a strong version of Augustinian providence and predestination. According to him, there are no contingent events within the world. Rather, everything is done at the command of God.
 God is the only cause of events in the world. He is the only cause of human decisions. Human beings do not even function as secondary causes of their own actions, but they are the instruments of God's own causation. They "are instruments, not causes," for the "one cause" is God alone.
 Consequently, everything which happens, whether good or evil, is directly from God. He even boldly asserted that God was "the author" of David's adultery and that this evil was done "at the instigation and direction of God."
 So, for Zwingli, God did not permit David to sin, he caused David to sin because "nothing is done which is not done and achieved by the immediate care and power of the Deity."
 Zwingli, more so than Calvin,
 advocated a hard Augustinianism which influenced what came to be called Calvinism. This version denied secondary causation to human agents and rejected the theological position of concurrentism (described below).

A contemporary form of this hard Augustinianism is found in Gordon Clark's Biblical Predestination where he asserts that God "plans, decrees, and controls all events."
 Every human decision, as for example the decision of Pilate to execute Jesus, is "eternally controlled and determined by God."
 Consequently, God immediately causes every human action and his will is the reason behind every human choice. Thus, this premodern version of reality believes that every event and decision within creation is the direct expression of God's will. Every event is something that God intended and planned. God is the monarch who reigns through determining every event according to his preordained blueprint for the world. God alone is the ultimate and genuine cause of everything -- whether natural phenomena or human actions.

Concurrentism

Derived from the Latin word concursus, this theological tradition maintains that divine and human efforts (or nature, if we are talking about a natural event) are concurrent in every event within the world. In other words, God is always working within every event, but each event is some kind of cooperative effort between God and his creation. He is always present, simultaneously working in conjunction with a natural or human cause. God, therefore, always is the cause of all things, but he is a cause that works through or alongside other causes both human and natural. Consequently, nothing happens in the world in which God is not somehow involved and where he does not intend that something specific happen. In every event God acts alongside his creatures to accomplish his goal, even if his goal is different from theirs. For example, whereas a human being may intend evil, God may, through that same event, intend good as in the case of Joseph in Egypt (Genesis 50:20). As a result, God and his human agent worked concurrently to produce the event, but with different intentions.

Hard Compatibilism
Some forms of concurrentism are quite strong and hardly distinguishable from the "Causal Determinism" defined above. One such form is what I call "Hard Compatibilism." Compatibilism is a theological tradition which believes that human responsibility and divine determinism are compatible concepts.  Human responsibility is defined as the freedom to act according to one's own nature, that is, the ability to do what one wants to do. Human freedom is not the power of self-causation, where one has the power of contrary choice (e.g., the ability to choose between contrary options, as in to sin or not to sin), but the freedom to act according to one's own desires. Defined in this manner, God may determine the action of an agent and yet that agent may still be free if the action is consistent with the agent's own desires or inclinations. Thus, God determines or causes human actions but at the same time those actions are free since they flow from our own preferences and desires. We choose what we want even though it is determined. Consequently, hard compatibilists argue that providence involves both divine and human causation where humans are responsible for their actions even though they are ultimately and primarily caused by God.

One contemporary advocate of this kind of compatibilism is Paul Helm in his recent book The Providence of God.
 Helm reflects a classic Reformed position that is nuanced to include genuine secondary causation and to exclude the charge that God is the author of sin. Helm, then, is more in the tradition of Calvin than Zwingli.
 When human beings sin, they control their actions because those actions arise out of their nature. Their control is such that they have the power to produce the desired effect. Consequently, they are responsible for their actions. Nevertheless, God has determined their nature and their actions. These two assertions, it is claimed, are not logically incompatible. In addition, since God himself does not perform the action, he is not culpable, and, moreover, God may have had some greater good in mind that offsets the demerits of the evil.
 

God, according to Helm, has a risk-free universe. Everything is under his control and determination. God has determined and ordained what is to come, but this is done in such a way that it is consistent with the freedom of his creatures and does not involve God in moral culpability for evil. Ultimately, however, it is often difficult to distinguish this version from Zwingli and Clark. Indeed, Helm understands that the emphasis on secondary causation is tenuous at best since God's determination must ground the human action. God's determination is the necessary, sufficient and efficient condition of human decisions.
 The bottom line is that Helm's position is still determinism and it involves the following proposition: "God determined that Adam would fall." This is something God decided would happen and it happened necessarily. God "ordained" this evil, that is, he determined that Adam would sin.

Soft Compatibilism
There is a milder form of compatibilism which I call "Soft Compatibilism." Its mildness derives from its insistence on balancing the concepts of divine sovereignty and human responsibility. There is an equal stress on both. Instead of attempting to resolve the tension with some kind of philosophical grid (as Helm seems to do), it confesses the mystery of providence. The most prominent contemporary representative of this position is D. A. Carson, particularly in his two books Divine Sovereignty and Human Responsibility
 and How Long, O Lord? Reflections on Suffering and Evil.
 The strength of this mild form is Carson's attempt to retain or conform to a model of providence that is drawn from explicit biblical theology without engaging some of the more esoteric philosophical questions. He attempts to hold together two propositions, but recognizes the tension between them within the biblical story. The two propositions are:

1. God is absolutely sovereign, but his sovereignty never functions in such a way that human responsibility is curtailed, minimized, or mitigated.

2. Human beings are morally responsible creatures -- they significantly choose, rebel, obey, believe, defy, make decisions, and so forth, and they are rightly held accountable for such actions; but this characteristic never functions so as to make God absolutely contingent.

God is not limited by the choices of his creatures. He is never absolutely dependent upon the response of human beings, and so he is never absolutely contingent or unable to proceed with what he has determined to do. On the other hand, human beings do what they want to do. They choose to do it freely and they are morally accountable for what they choose. But they are not absolutely free -- they are not free to limit God. Their freedom does not delimit God as if their freedom involved boundaries which God cannot or is unable to cross. God's sovereignty is absolute, but at the same time human responsibility is genuine.

Carson believes this tension exists in the biblical materials without explanation. It is assumed, and this is the mystery of providence. This does not mean we cannot explore the relationship between divine sovereignty and human responsibility -- Carson himself seeks to "locate those mysteries more precisely"
 -- but it does mean that we cannot exhaust the ways of God. We cannot sacrifice mystery and neither can we sacrifice explicit biblical statements. As Carson explains,

Some theologians are shocked by and express their bitter reproach against other theologians who speak of God "causing" evil in any sense. At one level, they are to be applauded: everywhere the Bible maintains the unfailing goodness of God. On the other hand, if you again scan the texts cited in this chapter, it must be admitted that the biblical writers are rather bolder in their use of language than the timid theologians!

. . .The problem looks neater when, say, God is not behind evil in any sense. But quite apart from the fact that the biblical texts will not allow so easy an escape, the result is a totally nonmysterious God. And somehow the god of this picture is domesticated, completely unpuzzling.

For Carson, God stands behind evil, but in a mysterious manner -- in a different way than he stands behind good. He "stands behind good and evil asymmetrically." Carson means that on one hand evil does not take place outside of the bounds of God's sovereignty, as if he had no control over it or cannot do anything about it, and yet God is not morally liable for that evil. Rather, the human agents are alone blameworthy. On the other hand, God stands directly behind all the good in the universe in such a way that secondary agents receive only derivative credit for their good acts. He summarizes:

In other words, if I sin, I cannot possibly do so outside the bounds of God's sovereignty (or the many texts already cited have no meaning), but I alone am responsible for that sin. . .But if I do good, it is God working in me both to will and to act according to his good pleasure. God's grace has been manifest in my case, and he is to be praised.

Carson treats the biblical material seriously. Both God's sovereignty over evil and God's credit for good must be affirmed, but that will also yield some tension. Consequently, in contrast to hard compatibilism, Carson gives more weight to the nature of secondary causation (human actions). Without talking about "determinism," Carson speaks more generally of "sovereignty." Rather than saying that God has determined every event, it is better to say that God is sovereign over every event. Every event could have been otherwise had he so decided. God is involved in every event in some manner (e.g., as in the asymmetrical character of God's relationship to good and evil). "The crucial point," Carson writes, "is that his activity is so sovereign and detailed that nothing can take place in the world of men without at least his permission; and conversely, if he sets himself against some course, then that course cannot develop."
 

Further, it is better to say that humans are free and responsible without attributing to them an absolute freedom which limits God's sovereignty. According to Carson, divine sovereignty and human responsibility are compatible within the biblical traditions but they are in tension.
 This is the mystery of providence which defies human metaphysical speculation.
 Nevertheless, even Carson, at bottom, is a determinist though one who is mild in his compatibilism and seeks to balance divine sovereignty and human responsibility.

Non-Compatibilist Concurrentism
There are concurrentists, however, who are not strict compatibilists such as the medieval Catholic theologian Thomas Aquinas.
 These concurrentists are not determinists, but they believe that God is active in every specific event within the world. He is a concurrent cause in the sense that he is active in the event and his action is motivated by a specific intention. Nothing, then, happens by chance or luck. Everything falls within the concurrent activity of God and he has a specific intention for each event. Yet, human beings and natural causes are genuine causes. There is a genuine synergistic relationship between divine activity and creaturely activity. God is active and humanity is active though they may have different intentions and goals with regard to the same action.

Rejecting determinism, this position affirms that there are genuninely contingent events in the universe. Tornadoes are not necessarily planned nor determined by God. They may be the result of natural causes inherent within the natural order. But God may very well plan a tornado for a specific purpose. He may "intervene" at any moment. However, whether planned or unplanned, God is active in every tornado as a concurrent cause. Consequently, God has some specific intent regarding any specific tornado. Nothing, however, is predetermined in the sense that God has some grand blueprint for every specific event in history. Rather, God and humanity, in conjunction with nature, are concurrently creating reality through the process of history. The future remains open even though it is foreknown by God (as defended by Aquinas, for example). God, then, is active in everything and he remains sovereign over everything because at any moment history could be different than it is if God so desired.

Is God, then, a concurrent cause of evil? Here the answer would be similar to Carson's understanding of the asymmetrical relationship of God to good and evil discussed above. Even when a moral agent commits an evil act, God is concurrently working because even though the moral agent might have an evil intent, God may have a good one which may yield a greater good.
 For example, God empowered Satan who in turn destroyed Job's prosperity. Satan intended it for evil, but it may be said that God intended it as a trial and that the trial yielded a greater good. Although God did not determine what Satan would do, he acted concurrently in Satan's activity for purposes and with intentions different from those of Satan. Another example is the evil which Joseph's brothers perpetrated against him. Even though they sold Joseph into slavery and intended evil, God is the one who actually sent Joseph to Egypt and he intended it for good (Genesis 45:8; 50:20).

Occasional Interventionism

What I call "Occasional Interventionism" rejects concurrentism. Instead, it affirms that God has created a world which functions independently of him in a relative manner. God has created and continues to sustain the world in such a way that his constant action is needed to provide the general circumstance in which a relatively independent humanity and nature can function. Thus, human beings and natural agents are genuine causes -- they are self-causing or have their own causation within them -- but they are not absolutely independent of God's sustaining power. God conserves all things in existence so as to create the opportunity for the independent actions of human and natural agents. In this limited sense, it can be said that God concurs in the action in that he is acting in the event to preserve their being. This does not mean, however, that God has any specific intention in the event. Consequently, some natural events happen by chance (that is, the random occurence of natural causes) and are not the specific intention of God. Human beings act in immoral ways and those acts are not the intention of God.
 Nevertheless, God has sufficient control over the world to intervene at any point in order to accomplish his purposes.

Jack Cottrell, in his work entitled God the Ruler, has defended this position in great detail.
 He explains that the key to providence is understanding the fact that when God created he made the sovereign choice to limit himself. God limits himself in order to give his creatures space to exercise their freedom. This space does not undermine God's concurrent sustaining activity because he continues to sustain their being, nor does it undermine his absolute control because God can still act in any manner he pleases. However, God's intent to provide room for his creation to operate freely, that is, without God's predetermination, means that God has sovereignly imposed a self-limitation for his own purposes.
 But it is a self-limitation that is relative to God's sovereignty. God can overrule this limitation whenever he chooses.

Both nature and humanity possess a "relative independence" from God's causation. Cottrell rejects concurrence theories because they fundamentally interfere with this independence. God is not intentionally acting within every event in the natural or human world. Rather, both nature and human beings are genuine, independent causes which do not depend upon the "coaction" of God. For example, God created nature as an independent reality which has its own order, regularity and integrity. Consequently, events arise out of that order and regularity without any specific act on the part of God. God does not necessarily intend a specific tornado. Rather, the "freedom" of nature entails the potential for tornadoes to develop, move and disappear according to the regularities of that order. Nevertheless, whatever happens in nature, happens because God has established that regularity, preserved nature's existence by his power and permitted the natural event to take place (where he could have prevented it had he so desired). Nature's independence is only relative. God is still in control. He is still sovereign and he exercises "superintending care," but God has sovereignly decided to give nature the freedom to proceed according to its own integrity.

Correspondingly, God has sovereignly decided to give humanity the freedom to choose between options without his "interference, coercion, or foreordination." However, this is a "relative independence" since God gives humanity this freedom and preserves their very being, while he "maintains the right to intervene in order to influence and direct human decisions and behavior when his purposes call for it."
 God, therefore, gives humanity freedom but this freedom is exercised under his sovereign control. Nevertheless, human beings have the ability to choose between genuine options, that is, they have the "power of contrary choice." The freedom that God gives to his human creation is the freedom to choose between conflicting alternatives -- to make choices other than the ones they made. Thus, humans may love God or rebel against him. They may choose to sin or not to sin, and this choice arises out of their own volition. God has granted humanity this freedom, and in so doing, he has limited himself from regularly acting to prevent moral evil or sin. God values this freedom so he does not consistently intervene. God does not cause or determine the sinful actions of human beings even though in his sovereignty he may occasionally prevent a moral evil or sin. Thus, God is not morally accountable for moral evil. On the contrary, sin arises out of human freedom.

The relative independence of humanity and nature means that some things happen in this world that God did not intend or specifically will. It may be the chance event of a tornado hitting a house, or it may be the murder of a child. Nature and human beings function with sufficient independence that neither of these may have been intended or caused by God. However, God may intervene at any moment. God has sovereign control over nature and humanity. Their independence is God's sovereign gift, but God may do whatever he pleases for whatever reasons despite that gift. God invented the game, he is a player in the game, and he may take control of the game at any moment. God creates the cosmos with a relative independence but he is always a potential interventionist and sometimes does intervene through special acts of providence.
Conclusion

The premodern view of reality believes that God is in control of his world. He is sovereign over his creation. Though premoderns might disagree about whether this control is deterministic or indeterministic, or disagree on the nature of human freedom and how this relates to divine sovereignty, they do agree that God intervenes, acts and works within his world. God can and does sometimes answer prayer to redirect a tornado. God can and does sometimes protect his people from unknown dangers. God can do what he wants in his world when he wants to do it. Mary's premodern view of God's relationship to the world, then, means that God can change things as he answers prayer. God can cause a tornado to jump over a believer's house who has prayed for protection. Whether that act of God is conceived as deterministic (Clark), concurrent (Helm, Carson, Aquinas) or occasional (Cottrell), God rules his world as the Sovereign Lord of the universe. Premoderns believe that God is active in the world, both in the natural processes of the universe and within the subjectivity of the human soul.

Moderns and postmoderns, however, do not believe God is an interventionist. Moderns remove God from the objective, empirical world. God is absent from his world. Though he observes the world and sustains it, much like a watchmaker observes his creation, God does not involve himself in the daily lives of his people or in the daily workings of his creation. Nature functions somewhat mechanistically, and human beings have an absolute freedom to do whatever they choose to do. Human beings are absolutely autonomous agents. God does not intervene, and it is inappropriate for us to ask him to do so. Postmoderns agree with moderns but they do not think everything is so mechanistic. Rather the world is ambiguous and God's works are hidden. Further, his works are primarily within the subjectivity of the human soul where he encourages, strengthens and promotes godly virtues and a forgiving response to God's own limitations. Consequently, postmoderns do not seek God's intervention within the natural realm, but they do seek his comforting presence within the human soul.

The basic dividing line between premodern on the one hand and the modern and postmodern perspectives on the other hand is that the former believes God acts or intervenes to change things within the world while the latter have no such expectation. The premodern yearns for God's active intervention, but the modern and postmodern neither expect nor ask God to intervene. While the premodern person would pray for protection from the tornado and ask God to redirect it, the modern person believes the tornado is driven by mechanistic laws of nature so that it will go wherever those laws demand. The postmodern person will also pray for God's encouragement. But modern and postmodern people would never expect God to change the course of a tornado. Fundamentally, then, premodern people believe that God is an interventionist, but modern and postmodern people do not. 

For the modern believer, God is absent. For the postmodern believer, God is hidden in the ambiguity of existence though present within the subjectivity of the human soul. For the premodern believer, however, God maintains active control of his world and he will direct its affairs however he pleases.
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