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From hi-tech warfare and interna-
tional finances right through to
entertainment and family communi-
cations, the cyber-world is an integral
part of our way of life in the 21st cen-
tury. So it is appropriate that the
church and theology are also making
profitable use of this tool—you can
take your Bible to church on a hand-
held computer, or even ‘do church’
over the internet, although most
usages are likely to be far more ordi-
nary—and more fruitful—than
these!

In this issue we highlight some
aspects of this new environment.
Andrew Lord, for example, discuss-
es the concept of ‘virtual communi-
ties’ which result from cyber-com-
munication in relation to mission,
concluding that, while there are no
doubt problems of restricted scope
and isolation, yet there is an inclu-
sivism and openness to the future
about them which is appealing. Mark
H. Senter investigates the way theo-
logical education might be affected
by cyber-technology, with an
emphasis on conceptual and practi-
cal changes resulting from the fluidi-
ty of information and ease of com-
munication. However, Paul Dekar
thinks that computers ‘present us
with a grave spiritual challenge’ and
so raises the ethical issues implicit in
the widespread use of modern tech-
nology, focusing on matters related
to scholarship, piety and justice.

At a wider level, Lee Wanak’s
report of the findings of a study
group on theological education in

Asia urges seminaries to examine
their ‘total learning experiences’, not
merely the individual elements in
their curricula, if they want to remain
relevant and effective in the emerg-
ing context. By discussing such ten-
dencies as contextualization/global-
ization, generalization/specializa-
tion, and cooperation/ insular devel-
opment, he points out the impor-
tance (and difficulty) of maintaining a
dynamic balance in the curriculum,
and thus achieving equilibrium
between divergent but valid needs.

The cyber-world is not just a mat-
ter of technology and communica-
tions, but it also impacts our concep-
tual world. So it is not surprising that
our very notion of the nature and
person of God should come up for
re-examination in this new age—
most notably in the form of open
theism. Amos Yong’s major paper
tackles the hermeneutical, theologi-
cal and philosophical presupposi-
tions of the debate, realizing that
although it has stimulated ‘fresh
study of the Bible’ there may also be
a tendency to close off discussion
prematurely for less than satisfactory
reasons. John J. Davis’ concerns for
‘new paradigms’ in economics and
business ethics can be seen as a
counterpart to this quest in a parallel
area, which taken together with the
other matters in our pages, serves to
emphasize just how much theologi-
cal work is required in the cyber-age.

David Parker, Editor.

Editorial
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Andrew Lord worked for the Church Mission
Society before undertaking his current stud-
ies in Cambridge and has extensive experi-
ence in the computer industry. His original
qualifications are BSc (Warwick, UK) and MA
in Mission Studies (Birmingham, UK). Recent
publications in the area of charismatic missi-
ology have appeared in the Journal of Pen-
tecostal Theology and the Asian Journal of
Pentecostal Studies. More general articles
on mission have appeared in ANVIL and ERT.

standing of community has changed
as society has changed. One key
change over the last hundred years
has been the increasingly mobile
nature of society arising out of devel-
opments in transport.4 This has
weakened the link between physical
location and community. Looking
forward, one of the key changes for
the next century appears to be the
development of ‘virtual communi-
ties’ in cyberspace. This is the culmi-
nation of the development of the
internet over the last 25 years.

The aim of this paper is to exam-
ine the nature of virtual communities
in the context of current mission
thinking. To do this we will need to
start by examining our understand-
ing of the term ‘community’, both in
general and in terms of current mis-
sion thinking. Then we will trace the

1 David Bosch, Transforming Mission: Para-
digm Shifts in Theology of Mission (New York:
Orbis, 1991), pp. 368 f.

2 Bosch, Transforming Mission, p. 472.
3 Robert Warren, Being Human, Being Church

(London: Marshall Pickering, 1995).
4 Warren, Being Human, pp. 167-71; David

Harvey, The Condition of Postmodernity (Oxford:
Blackwell, 1989), pp. 240 ff.
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Virtual Communities and
Mission

Andrew M. Lord

Keywords: Community, mission, internet, Trinity, church,
postmodernism

1. Introduction
The role of the community has
become increasingly central in
understanding mission. This has
been, in part, motivated in reaction
against the individualized mission of
the ‘missionary era’, in a recognition
of the hunger for relationships found
in western societies, and in an
awareness of the key role of com-
munity in non-western society.1 In
thinking about how best to further
the church’s mission, various defini-
tions and characteristics of church
communities have been explored.
So we find the World Council of
Churches (WCC) project on the ‘mis-
sionary structure of congregations’2
and Warren’s work on ‘missionary
congregations’.3

At the same time, the wider under-



development of virtual communities
and their definitions. We will then be
in a position to explore virtual com-
munities from the perspective of mis-
sion.

2. Communities
Sociologists have developed many

definitions of community. These def-
initions have been divided into three
groups: descriptive definitions, value
definitions and active definitions.5

Communities are an example of a
social group: ‘a number of people
who interact with each other on a
regular basis’. Such regularity of
interaction tends to weld participants
together as a distinct unit with an
overall social identity. Members of a
group expect certain forms of behav-
iour from one another that are not
demanded of non-members.’6 Such
groups come in primary and second-
ary forms differentiated by the level
of emotional involvement.7

In this article I am interested in
descriptive definitions of primary
Christian communities which are
designed to enable mission.
Although most authors do not give
precise sociological definitions of

5 Accounts of social forms, structures and inter-
actions that can be observed; statements about how
people ought to relate; and definitions related to the
process of community development. Greg Smith,
Community-Arianism, Chapter 1: Introduction,
web book (<http://www.communities.org.uk/greg
/chap1.html>, 1996), 1. Smith’s particular interest
is in communitarianism, ‘a 1990’s political philoso-
phy stressing the importance of community and
shared values for social order and stability’; Tony Bil-
ton, et al., Introductory Sociology, (Basingstoke:
Macmillan, 1996), p. 504. Smith puts this interest
within a much wider context.

6 Anthony Giddens, Sociology, (Cambridge:
Polity Press, 1993), p. 285.

7 Giddens, Sociology, pp. 285-86.

such communities, I want to suggest
here that they have particular ele-
ments to their social identity, behav-
iour and forms of interaction. As a
part of their overall social identity,
such communities will obviously
have a shared commitment to the
Christian faith, although understand-
ings of that faith may differ from one
community to another.8 Within this,
Jesus is the central character around
whom the community revolves.
9They will be a community charac-
terized by praise and hope, two fea-
tures largely lacking in modern soci-
ety.10 Through modelling what is
needed but absent from society, the
social identities of such communities
will point forwards towards a new
social order and act as a witness to
those outside.

This social identity will be seen in
the behaviour of individual members
of the community. Their behaviour
will be characterized by love, follow-
ing the ‘great commandment’, the
work of the Spirit, the self-giving
Christ, and the wider life of the Trin-
ity. As Warren points out, ‘In this
work of community building the
church participates in the Trinity, for
the dynamic of a missionary congre-

8 This article will not delve into definitions of
‘Christian faith’ but assumes a general definition
such as those given by the historic creeds.

9 In line with recent New Testament thinking on
Jesus as the key to the redefinition of Israel; N.T.
Wright, Jesus and the Victory of God, Christian
Origins and the Question of God, Vol. 2 (London:
SPCK, 1996), p. 317.

10 Lesslie Newbigin, The Gospel in a Pluralist
Society (London: SPCK, 1989), p. 227; Esther D.
Reed, ‘Community of Hope’ in Essentials of Chris-
tian Community, David F. Ford and Dennis L.
Stamps (eds.) (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1995), p.
281.
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gation living in the image of God
expresses the nature of the God
revealed in Christ—giving, celebrat-
ing, creative and love-in-communi-
ty.’11 It is a love that enables people
to look outward in confidence for the
future. This behaviour displays a
commitment to live for others, par-
ticularly those outside the communi-
ty and especially the poor.

Individuals’ behaviour is shaped by
various interactions within and out-
side the community. Relationships
between people are sustained by for-
giveness and affirmation in an
atmosphere of vulnerability that
gives a greater ability for people to
work together in mission.12 The
community will also interact with
God in worship, particularly through
word and sacrament. Further, ‘A
congregation which experiences
worship in these ways will undoubt-
edly have something to say to a
needy world.’13 It is important to
note that such interactions are
expected to take place largely when
people are gathered together in par-
ticular locations, which is an impor-
tant difference from virtual commu-
nities, as we will see.

Christian communities should be
seen as ‘the primary bearer of mis-
sion’.14 Such communities will, I sug-
gest, be characterized by certain
interactions between its members
and with God. These will form the
behaviour of individuals and give a

11 Warren, Being Human, p. 124.
12 Warren, Being Human, p. 91.
13 Michael Nazir-Ali, From Everywhere to

Everywhere (London: Collins, Flame, 1990), p.
205.

14 Bosch, Transforming Mission, p. 472.

social identity which points the way
forward for society. Key to such
communities is the impetus to look
outwards to the needs of those out-
side the community and towards
God.

3. Virtual communities
The internet has grown from 1000
to 10 million users over the last 25
years.15 It developed on the back of
computer developments and was ini-
tially aimed at facilitating informa-
tion exchange between defence and
research staff. Computers have been
seen as enabling society to focus on
information rather than on the mate-
rial goods that were a focus of the
industrial revolution. Hence recent
western society has been termed an
‘Information Society’ with the com-
puter being the defining key symbol.
16However, the advent of the inter-
net goes beyond information to com-
munity.

The first development from infor-
mation exchange to community
came as a result of a Bulletin Board
(BBS) in 1978, and users of the sys-
tem were heralded as ‘agents of a
new kind of social experiment’ with
the first message being ‘We are as
gods and might as well get good at
it.’17 This developed into news-

15 Howard Rheingold, The Virtual Communi-
ty: Finding Connection in a Computerized World
(London: Secker & Warburg, 1994), p. 8.

16 David Lyon, The Information Society:
Issues and Illusions (Cambridge: Polity, 1988), pp.
x, 16, 123.

17 Alluequere Rosanne Stone, ‘Sex and Death
Among the Disembodied: VR, Cyberspace, and the
Nature of Academic Discourse’ in The Cultures of
Computing, Susan Leigh Star (ed.) (Oxford: Black-
well, 1995), p. 247.
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groups on the internet of which
there are now more than five thou-
sand ,involving in excess of 2.5 mil-
lion people.18 In such groups the
exchange of information leads to a
clearly defined social identity based
on key community members and
subject foci. In a related, but sepa-
rate, development the World Wide
Web has grown and simulates a
world-wide community, each mem-
ber having their own ‘shop front’
web pages. This has led one sociolo-
gist to claim that the internet has
moved us from a ‘culture of calcula-
tion’ to a ‘culture of simulation’.19

Virtual communities are a prime
example of this change.

Virtual communities come in many
different forms, often denoted by let-
ters: WELL, MUDs, BBS, Usenet,
IRC and, of course, good old news-
groups. These form a whole ‘ecosys-
tem of subcultures’. We can broadly
see two types of virtual communities:
those linked with real-life and those
based on assumed identities. An
example of those based on real-life is
WELL20 conferencing system.
Rheingold describes this as a com-
munity of people he has come to
care deeply about, a community that
develops over time and meets the
practical needs of daily life. Turkle
comments on how one person
involved in WELL reflected how ‘one
ceases to believe in a self independ-

18 Nancy K. Baym, ‘From Practice to Culture on
Usenet,’ in The Cultures of Computing, Susan
Leigh Star (ed.) (Oxford: Blackwell, 1995), p. 31.

19 Sherry Turkle, Life on the Screen: Identity
in the Age of the internet (London: Weidenfeld &
Nicolson, 1996), p. 19.

20 Whole Earth ‘Lectronic Link

ent of the relations in which he or
she is embedded’.21

An example of communities with
assumed identities is one inspired by
the TV series Star Trek: The Next
Generation. You choose an identity
‘as close to or as far away from one’s
“real self” as one chooses’ and enter
into the Star Trek environment,
building the rules of social interaction
as you go. Such simulations offer
‘parallel identities, parallel lives’ and
are derived from the fantasy role-
play games of the 1970s.22 Both of
these forms of community are (cur-
rently) text based, with community
members communicating via written
sentences or letters.

Thus in virtual communities ‘we
participate with people from all over
the world, people with whom we
converse daily, people with whom
we may have fairly intimate relation-
ships but whom we may never phys-
ically meet’.23 This is in line with the
general compression of spatial and
temporal worlds that is a characteris-
tic of postmodernism.24 Virtual com-
munities provide a sense of fulfil-
ment, answers to our questions and
support for one another—the ‘col-
lective goods’ that Rheingold sug-
gests define a community. For many
people virtual and real-life communi-
ties are mixed together in their
minds:

Not only do I inhabit my virtual
communities; to the degree that I carry
around their conversations in my head and

21 Turkle, Life on the Screen, p. 257.
22 Turkle, Life on the Screen, pp. 11-14.
23 Turkle, Life on the Screen, pp. 9-10.
24 Harvey, The Condition of Postmodernity,

pp. 240 ff.
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begin to mix it up with them in real life, my
virtual communities also inhabit my life.
I’ve been colonized; my sense of family at
the most fundamental level has been
virtualised.25

Virtual communities affect both
our expression of society and our
individual self-identity. They can help
develop self-identity in a positive
way. But, particularly with simulation
communities, they pose the problem
of how people can have multiple
identities and yet remain sane.
Turkle suggests an answer to this
based on Lifton’s concept of a ‘pro-
tean self’ capable of ‘fluid transfor-
mations but is grounded in coher-
ence and a moral outlook. It is multi-
ple but integrated. You can have a
sense of self without being one
self.’26

In all of this the internet medium
has developed to a level far beyond
what its creators envisaged. Rather
than just serving us by providing a
means of exchanging information, it
begins to be a basis from which our
self-definition comes. Turkle argues
that ‘Computers don’t just do things
for us, they do things to us, including
our ways of thinking about ourselves
and other people’.27 Future under-
standings of self and community
need to take account of this impact
computers have.

The debate still continues as to the
sense in which virtual communities
are communities in sociological

25 Rheingold, The Virtual Community, p. 10.
26 Turkle, Life on the Screen, p. 258.
27 Turkle, Life on the Screen, p. 26.

terms.28 However, I want to suggest
a definition for virtual communities.
For any one community the interac-
tion between individuals can be seen
to be characterized by four factors:
(1) interactions are between

geographically dispersed
individuals;

(2) they use text-based
communication;

(3) communication is one-way with
delayed responses; and

(4) members may assume identities
not their own.29

It is hard to generalise on the actu-
al content of such interactions with-
out reference to particular communi-
ties; this goes beyond the scope of
this essay.

It is harder to identify how such
interactions affect the behaviour of
individuals. It is clear that virtual
communities can stimulate their
members to care for one another
and understand the needs and views
of those from different cultural back-
grounds, as Rheingold illustrates.
Yet, I suggest, there is a tendency to
look no further than the virtual com-
munity. Edwards argues that virtual
communities can become ‘closed
subjective worlds’ and as such can
lead to a disconnection with the real

28 Greg Smith, Community-Arianism, Chap-
ter 8: Community Connections in an Information
Society, web book (<http://www.communities.org
.uk/greg/chap8.html>, 1996), p. 5.

29 It is useful to compare these with communi-
ties formed through the technological advances of
telephone and ham radio. They are similar except
for the use of voice and not text and less delayed
responses. This also, perhaps, makes it harder for
individuals to assume other identities in those medi-
ums.
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world.30 Rheingold argues that virtu-
al communities could revitalize wider
social democracy, which in one
sense illustrates an outward looking
attitude. This view is based on includ-
ing more people in virtual communi-
ties rather than building links
between virtual and non-virtual com-
munities. The counter example to
these is where communities are able
to include those usually excluded
from other communities, such as the
ill or disabled.

The social identity of virtual com-
munities is highly relational and
based on particular shared interests.
They are characterized by mutual
encouragement and exploration of
new ideas and ways of being society,
through simulation and use of alter-
native identities. But we need cau-
tion because many virtual communi-
ties are fluid and transitory and so
will have changing identities.31

4. Virtual communities and
mission

Before we look at virtual communi-
ties from the perspective of mission,
there are a number of issues that
need clarifying. When we look at the
definition of virtual communities it is

30 He uses the example of how a US Air Force
surveillance centre during the Vietnam war gave
people the cosy view of great victories, belied by the
failure on the ground. A closed computerised world
cuts people off from the real events they were sup-
posed to be affecting. Paul N. Edwards, ‘Cyberpunks
in Cyberspace: The Politics of Subjectivity in the
Computer Age,’ in The Cultures of Computing,
Susan Leigh Star (ed.) (Oxford: Blackwell, 1995),
pp. 70-71.

31 See Smith’s review of virtual communities in
the light of Etzioni’s criteria of community. Smith,
Community Connections, p. 6.

clear that there is a difference
between them and the use of the
internet in ‘networking’, which
focuses more on information
exchange. Much has been done in
using the internet in networking
amongst world mission agencies,
and Siewert gives a comprehensive
review of these.32 Less thought has
gone into virtual communities, which
are our concern here.

In comparing virtual and non-virtu-
al communities we need to bear in
mind that they are not distinct, and
each influences the other; there is a
constant interplay between ‘technol-
ogy’ and ‘society’.33 We also need to
be aware that virtual communities
exist in a time of change, and so fur-
ther changes can be expected. In
particular, Lyon has noted that ‘the
expanding diversity of channels and
commodities within the “electronic
culture” is leading, paradoxically, to
less rather than more choice. That is
to say, choice is increasingly circum-
scribed by commercial criteria.’34

Microsoft’s attempts to dominate the
internet browser market illustrate
this pressure, and show that a possi-
ble result is the setting up of new lim-
its to virtual communities.

I want to suggest that the appear-
ance of virtual communities reflects
the missio dei of the creator God. It
has been widely noted that comput-
er users have suffered a common

32 John A. Siewert, ‘Information Technology
and the Communication of the Gospel’, paper pre-
sented at Congress on the World Mission of the
Church (Luther Seminary, Minnesota, 1998).

33 Lyon, The Information Society, p. viii.
34 Lyon, The Information Society, p. 129.
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pattern of addiction and isolation.35

Where there is isolation we could
expect God to be at work bringing
community, for God did not create
us to be alone (Gen. 2:18) and later
went about forming the communities
of Israel and the church. Virtual com-
munities offer new forms of commu-
nity particularly appropriate for
computer users. These should be
approached in a positive light as a
part of God’s working. That is not to
say that they cannot be used for ill as
well as good, and neither is it to deny
that human responsibility is impor-
tant.36 As more people use comput-
ers we may expect the importance of
virtual communities to increase, but
as yet their application is limited by
the level of computer knowledge that
users have.

Comparing the definitions of
Christian mission and virtual com-
munities, we see the important need
for virtual communities to be direct-
ed outwards if they are to be a vehi-
cle for Christian mission. It is not suf-
ficient to talk, as Rheingold does,
about ‘collective goods’ as if commu-
nity is all about goods received from
others. The desire to include others
in virtual communities is a step along
the way to looking outwards, but it is
a step that finds it hard to include
people if they are unable or choose
not to join the virtual community.
This contrasts with Christian mission

35 See, for example, the sociological work of
Turkle quoted by I. Barbour, Ethics in an Age of
Technology, The Gifford Lectures 1989-1991, Vol.
2 (London: SCM, 1992), p. 158.

36 see Barbour, Ethics, pp. 175-76 for a sum-
mary of the good and bad uses of computer tech-
nology, although he writes without reference to the
internet.

which does seek to incorporate peo-
ple into a Christian community
through evangelism, but which seeks
to serve others even if they don’t
respond to the evangelistic out-
reach.37

The pressure against looking too
far outwards is inherent in any
emphasis on community in this post-
modern era. Harvey notes that one
response to the time-space compres-
sion is to find ‘an intermediate niche
for political and intellectual life which
spurns grand narrative but which
does cultivate the possibility of limit-
ed action. This is the progressive
angle to postmodernism which
emphasises community and locality,
place and regional resistance, social
movements, respect for otherness,
and the like.’ He argues that it is hard
to stop this approach sliding into
parochialism, with the risk of narrow
and sectarian politics.38 Christian
mission needs to challenge this ten-
dency in virtual communities in order
to look beyond the narrow views and
self-understanding of such a commu-
nity.

Looking outwards with a commit-
ment to the poor is a key emphasis
for Christian communities in mis-
sion, most often seen in liberation
theology and Base Christian Com-
munities.39 This commitment is
more than just intellectual under-
standing; it is about working to
change the conditions that keep

37 The distinction between evangelism and mis-
sion is important here, as outlined by Bosch, Trans-
forming Mission, pp. 411-12, with mission being
the wider call of the church sent into the world.

38 Harvey, The Condition of Postmodernity,
p. 351.

39 Bosch, Transforming Mission, pp. 432 ff.
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people poor. It is difficult to see how
virtual communities can be commit-
ted to the poor, especially since tech-
nology is usually seen as increasing
the divide between rich and poor.
Barbour comments on how comput-
ers increase the divide in terms of
information and hence power.40

Smith expresses the cultural exclu-
sion that comes from the internet
with its bias towards educated Eng-
lish speakers.41 People such as
Rheingold suggest the need is to
encourage more and more people to
join the internet, and yet this is
meaningless for the poor who may
not even have a radio, let alone a
computer.42

The centrality of Jesus to mission
communities suggests the need for
an incarnational approach which
connects a virtual community with
people where they are. One
approach would be to establish
explicit links between a virtual com-
munity and a community of the poor.
An example along this way is the
newsgroup of the Christian Peace-
makers Team in Israel-Palestine.
They work amongst the poor and
oppressed and distribute news of the
people they work with, using the
newsgroup, in a way that helps the
virtual community to enter into the
suffering of others, face the chal-
lenges and then to act.43

We need to be careful that this

40 Barbour, Ethics, p. 175.
41 Smith, Community Connections, p. 3.
42 Lyon, The Information Society, p. 14.
43 <http://www.prair ienet .org/cpt/>.

Although not a true virtual community in that it does
not usually include interaction from outside Israel-
Palestine, I believe it points a way forward.

approach does not degenerate into a
‘church-for-others’ rather than a
‘church-with-others’; it would then
be easy to divide between ‘us’ (in the
virtual community) and ‘them’ (the
poor).44 But inclusion of the voices of
the poor into the virtual community
and the communication of the dis-
cussions of the virtual community
with the poor could work towards
wider understanding and involve-
ment. They can offer the poor a
greater voice than we often find with
existing mission links around the
world, where the perspective often
comes from letters by a western mis-
sionary edited by a western media
department.

It is difficult to identify the general
content of virtual community inter-
actions, but if the community is to act
as a witness in mission then these
interactions need to be characterized
by forgiveness, affirmation and a
sense of working together. By doing
so they will reflect the life of the Trin-
ity.

Various people have noted the rel-
evance of the Trinity in a postmod-
ern world,45 but I think further reflec-
tions on virtual communities over the
internet will provide new models for
understanding the Trinity. That is not
to say that we can reduce God to the
exchange of ‘bits’ of information, but

44 I am using the terms as does Bosch, Trans-
forming Mission, p. 436, although I am aware, for
example, that Bonhoeffer uses the phrase ‘church
for others’ in a way that corresponds to Bosch’s
‘church with others’. The important issue here is that
an incarnational approach implies a level of identifi-
cation with others that goes beyond charity at a dis-
tance.

45 For example, P. Sheldrake, Spirituality and
Theology, Trinity & Truth Series (London: DLT,
1998), pp. 3-18.
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the model of diversified communica-
tion represented by the internet may
lead to a more complex understand-
ing of Trinitarian life. It is a life com-
prised of a multitude of communica-
tions happening at once which
encompasses a world of different sit-
uations and interests simultaneous-
ly.46 This may lead to an understand-
ing of God that is more attractive
evangelistically in this postmodern
age and one which also fits with the
‘everywhere to everywhere’ under-
standing of mission currently under-
lying the work of many mission
agencies.47

This reference to the life of the
Trinity signals the need to ensure
that virtual communities interact
with God. The reliance on text by vir-
tual communities suggests the poten-
tial importance of Scripture in the
definition and mission of such com-
munities. This could end up being
reduced to the passing round of Bible
texts, but the simulation opportuni-
ties of virtual communities suggest a
more creative way forward. In Ignat-
ian spirituality, the ‘Exercises’ work
at enabling people to enter into bib-
lical stories in order to encounter the
God behind the story.48 This often
involves imagining being a character
in the story and thinking about the

46 Compare with the more strict understanding
of Trinity represented by S. Pickard, ‘The Trinitarian
Dynamics of Belief’ in Essentials of Christian Com-
munity, David F. Ford and Dennis L. Stamps (eds.)
(Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1996), pp. 63-75, or S.
Chan, ‘Sharing the Trinitarian Life’ in On the Way
to Fuller Koinonia, Thomas F. Best and Gunther
Gassmann (eds.) Faith and Order Paper, no. 166
(Geneva: WCC, 1994), pp. 85-90.

47 Nazir-Ali, From Everywhere.
48 Gerard W. Hughes, God of Surprises (Lon-

don: DLT, 1985).

reaction of such characters to what is
happening, and where they sense
God at work in this.

This process is not so different
from assuming a different identity
and entering into a simulated world.
It would be a challenging way for-
ward to simulate a world based on
the biblical text and the stories con-
tained within it, and then to ask peo-
ple to enter into that world, experi-
ence situations in that world and
through that encounter God. Such
an approach has much to commend
itself in the work of mission, enabling
people to enter into a Christian
world-view, pose their questions,
gain a greater understanding of God
and thus re-evaluate their identity. It
is an approach which combines dia-
logue with evangelism—two aspects
which are often found in tension in
mission.

Worship is another requirement if
virtual communities are to interact
with God and be characterized by
praise. A recent survey of US
teenagers and adults suggests that
‘by 2010 we will probably have 10%
to 20% of the population relying pri-
marily or exclusively upon the inter-
net for its religious input’.49 Thus this
issue is likely to become more cru-
cial. The most obvious way forward,
given the textual nature of the medi-
um, is to consider the inclusion of
liturgical worship into the life of vir-
tual communities.50 The internet

49 Barna Research Group, ‘The Cyberchurch is
Coming’ web page (<http://www.barna.org/Press
CyberChurch.htm>, 1998).

50 It may also be possible to include graphics
such as icons which are an important part of worship
for many.
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vastly increases the number of
sources for liturgical worship and
allows more easily the construction
of locally appropriate (contextu-
alised) liturgies.51

However, worship needs to be
linked in with a historical and theo-
logical tradition if it is to form a part
of the worship of the Christian com-
munity world-wide and through the
ages. It also needs to be enriched
from cross-fertilization with other
areas of the Christian faith such as
doctrine and social justice.52 Again
we are encountering the danger of
virtual communities becoming cut off
from the wider communities, which
are essential to their growth and
vitality.

However, I would argue that if wor-
ship is encouraged then these other
things will follow. As White states,
we ‘must take the power of worship
seriously…[it] has the power to
shape individuals and communities;
to provide a vision of the world as
God intends it to be; to inculturate
the biblical values of justice, peace
and the integrity of creation’.53 We
must let virtual communities be
shaped by the experience of God,
bringing hope for the future.

Virtual communities offer a signifi-
cant challenge to church communi-
ties in many different ways. For
example, they arise in the context of
the internet, which is often linked
with the postmodern culture54 and

51 Susan J. White, Christian Worship and
Technological Change (Nashville: Abingdon,
1994), pp. 48-49.

52 White, Christian Worship, p. 58.
53 White, Christian Worship, p. 124.
54 Smith, Community Connections, p. 2.

are perhaps more in touch with
some people outside the church, and
more contextualised, than are tradi-
tional Christian communities. In this
they challenge the church to look
outwards to include those of other
cultures who have little church con-
tact. Virtual communities also break
down some of the barriers between
countries and peoples and make
communication and understanding
possible. This raises the question of
the extent to which the world-wide
church has broken down the barriers
between its members in different
countries and enabled them to
understand situations and cultures
very different from their own. I sus-
pect there is much work to be done
in this area, and mission agencies
have only just begun to address the
issue.

Virtual communities also allow
great freedom of expression without
censorship by authorities. This is a
challenge to the church leadership
who may want to control who speaks
and what they speak about. Young
people, for example, often feel
excluded from leadership and
expression.55 At another level virtual

55 There are two down-sides to this freedom of
expression. Firstly, the internet gives as much valid-
ity to fringe groups as to ‘main-line’ groups, so it is
possible to get an unequal say; it is not possible to
evaluate how many people hold to an expressed view
by the number of web pages or communities devot-
ed to the view. I owe this observation to Bill Damick
of Trans World Radio. Secondly, this freedom can
lead to expressions which the majority of people
would find morally unacceptable, such as communi-
ties encouraging child pornography. More work
needs to be done in the area of ethics and virtual
communities.
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communities challenge the church in
the way that they give personal sup-
port that the local church pastoral
system may not be able to match.

5. Conclusion
Virtual communities will continue to
grow and develop, becoming an
increasing part of the identity of
many people. They are a vehicle for
both good and ill, and the challenge
for the church is to find ways of using
them for good. If we are to use virtu-
al communities as a vehicle for mis-
sion, then we need to challenge their
tendency towards narrowness and
find ways of directing them out-
wards. Ways need to be found of
linking virtual communities with real-
life communities, especially those of
the poor and oppressed. They also
need to be linked with an experience
of the Trinitarian God through wor-
ship and Scripture. Despite their lim-
itations, virtual communities are
managing to include people who
often feel excluded from institutional
church life, and the church needs to
learn about contemporary postmod-
ern culture from the contextualisa-
tion inherent in virtual communities.
The possibility of new theological
and missiological insights must be
pursued. Some progress has been
made in these directions, but more is
required.56

56 This essay illustrates some of the progress
made in the very helpful suggestions given to the
author by members of the Lausanne research com-
munity. Particular thanks to Dave Nesmith, Bishop
Brian Carrell, John Roxborogh, James Craig, Bill
Damick, Greg Smith, John Siewert and Tony Whit-
taker. I may not have taken all their comments on
board, but they helped me see new angles on the
subject.
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Where is the Life we have lost in
living?

Where is the wisdom we have lost
in knowledge?

Where is the knowledge we have
lost in information?
T. S. Eliot, Choruses from ‘The

Rock’

Introduction1

Historically, appraisals of twenty-
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first century technology and tools
such as computers differ. Some see
technology as entirely good, the
beneficent basis of higher living stan-
dards and the benign source of solu-
tions to problems. Others eschew
technology. Warning that the tools
of change threaten, inter alia,
human freedom, and lead to cultural
genocide and the mechanization of
human life, they point to increased
alienation and the undermining of
earth-keeping values. Others assert
technology is morally neutral. Its
impacts vary according to context
and use.2

My angle of vision falls in the third
grouping. Technology needs to be
approached with caution and



applied with wisdom. Like all forms
of technology and like any tool, com-
puters have the potential to be used
in constructive or destructive ways. If
we are to benefit from the former
and not succumb to the latter, we
need to be conscious of the potential
dangers inherent in accepting tech-
nology unquestionably.

In terms of various theories of jus-
tice, I am concerned with an ethics of
consequences and responsibility.3

The ultimate question of responsibil-
ity has to do with life itself. In this arti-
cle, I write of justice as a matter of
creating a society that meets basic
human needs and looks beyond to
ensure that all people live well.

A central tenet of the thought of
French theologian Jacques Ellul is
that one cannot take the good parts
but leave the bad. The two faces are
inextricably linked. Like Ellul, I am
shaped by a Reformed Tradition that
accents the right use of God’s gifts.
We are to use the good things of life
in so far as they help us to promote
the common good and do not
become ends. It is idolatry to value
earthly things disproportionately.4

I am also shaped by the social fer-
ment of the period when I came to
adulthood. From 1961-65 I attended

3 Paul R. Dekar, ‘Towards a Theology of
Responsibility’, Theodolite 7 (1987):11-19. The
thought of H. Richard Niebuhr, Reinhold Niebuhr
and John Rawls shaped my perspective.

4 Calvin, Institutes 3.10.1-6. Jacques Ellul, The
Technological Society (New York: Vintage, 1964);
idem, The Presence of the Kingdom (New York:
Seabird, 1967); idem, The Ethics of Freedom
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1976). For a discussion
of Enlightenment thought as exacerbating the prob-
lem of humans over-valorizing human reason, see R.
G. Collingwood, The Idea of History (Oxford:
Clarendon, 1946).

the University of California at Berke-
ley. The campus simmered with the
fervour of the Civil Rights, the Fem-
inist, the anti-Vietnam War and the
Free Speech movements. On
December 3, 1964 as I prepared to
enter Sproul Hall, the main adminis-
trative building on campus, Mario
Savio concluded a speech with these
words:

There is a time when the operation of the
machine becomes so odious, makes you so
sick at heart, that you can’t take part; you
can’t even passively take part, and you’ve
got to put your bodies upon the gears and
upon the wheels, upon the levers, upon all
the apparatus, and you’ve got to make it
stop. And you’ve got to indicate to the
people who run it, to the people who own
it, that unless you’re free, the machine will
be prevented from working at all!5

These days, such warnings about
the extent to which machines and
bureaucracies were invading our
lives seem especially prescient.
While the euphoria of the 1960s has
faded, positive values of the move-
ments of the period, for example
community and justice, continue to
lead me and others to wrestle with
basic questions about technology. I
work against war, injustice and eco-
logical degradation. Technologies
contribute to each and vice versa. In
terms of technology, Nazi Germany
was a highly advanced country.
Technology helped perpetuate geno-
cide. Today, many toxic chemicals
pose a threat to human life and to the

5 <http://fsm-a.org>. To recall the period, I
read material in my personal files. Highlighted arti-
cles in the May 1965 issue of Fellowship (six deal
with moral and technological implications of peace
on earth) and the April-May 1970 issue of Motive on
the environmental crisis suggest their influence on
me at the time.

ASKING QUESTIONS ABOUT TECHNOLOGY AND COMPUTERS 209



ability of the earth to clean up after
us. At the same time, the struggles to
prevent genocide and to clean up the
environment have birthed new tech-
nologies and modified others in the
service of the common good.6

New technologies and tools quick-
en change. For example, in ancient
Egypt the invention of papyrus stim-
ulated a shift from a primarily oral-
aural society to one based on writing.
In China, the invention of gunpow-
der in the ninth century contributed
to the unification of the country.7 In
Europe, the invention of the printing
press in the fifteenth century fuelled
an increase in literacy.

At least in highly industrialized
countries, computers are central to a
revolution that influences almost all
aspects of our lives. In the United
States, word processors, E-mail and
Automated Teller Machines invade
our living. We are sometimes scarce-
ly aware of how our lives, to say
nothing of the world at large change
as a result. Computers that under-
stand speech, read script and per-
form tasks previously carried out by
humans foreshadow an age in which
many industries are automated,
including banking, insurance and
tourism. The three main institutions
driving economic globalization (the
World Trade Organization, the Inter-
national Monetary Fund and the

6 Stephen G. Greene, ‘Technology Helps Small
Environmental Group Get Big Results’, Chronicle of
Philanthropy, January 11, 2001 http://philanthro-
py.com.

7 ‘War, Technology of’, New Encyclopedia Bri-
tannica, 29:541-2. The Arab Muslim world and
European countries benefited even more from this
advance of technology. Whether this was good is
another question.

World Bank) extend corporate pow-
er structures of the highly industrial-
ized countries to the far reaches of
the world, often to the detriment of
local communities and relatively self-
sufficient national economies.8

The startling rapidity and perva-
siveness of cultural transformation
that computers foster is remarkable.
Modern technology, including the
world of computers, is not simply an
extension of humans making things
through the power of improved sci-
ence but a new way of knowing and
making. While it is too early to know
what impact the computer will have
on human thought, we seem to be
dealing with a co-penetration of sci-
ence and technology that defines life
in North America, and perhaps
world-wide in unique ways.9

Technology critic Neil Postman
warns that computers threaten to
impose on us the ways they are used.
‘The fundamental metaphorical
message of the computer … is that
we are machines—thinking
machines, to be sure, but machines
nonetheless…. It subordinates the
claims of our nature, our biology, our

8 Herman E. Daly and John B. Cobb, Jr., For
the Common Good. Redirecting the Economy
toward Community, the Environment, and a Sus-
tainable Future (Boston: Beacon, 1994); Jeremy
Rifkin, The End of Work. The Decline of the Glob-
al Labor Force and the Dawn of the Post-Market
Era (New York: Putnam’s, 1996); Michael Zweig,
ed., Religion and Economic Justice (Philadelphia:
Temple, 1991).

9 Michael Heim, Electric Language: A Philo-
sophical Study of Word Processing, Foreword by
David Gelernter (2d. ed., New Haven: Yale Univer-
sity Press, 1999).
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emotions, our spirituality.’10

Is he serious? Yes, as evidenced by
recent discussion in which serious
thinkers suggest that cyberspace
knows no boundaries. For some,
cyberspace is an out-of-control place
in which any attempt to impose real
world laws would be akin to an
attempt to impose new laws on a
conquered or colonized people. This
perspective suggests that computers
have potential constructive or
destructive use when placed in the
hands of sinful humans.11

Computers give rise to a new enti-
ty, the virtual reality. Overwhelmed
by images on television, computer
screens and videos, people withdraw
to a private world and refuse to
accept responsibility, to acknowl-
edge that doing things face to face
and doing things in cyberspace are
not the same. Can we educate peo-
ple to tell when people are real? Lau-
rie Anderson writes, ‘When I’m
working with computerized voices, I
have the illusion that I’m in touch
with another intelligence. On bad
days — when everything crashes —
I start yelling at my computer.’ Patri-
cia Volk states, ‘Technology Makes
Me Mad: First there was breast-feed-
ing. Then there was formula. Now

10 Neil Postman, Technopoly. The Surrender
of Culture to Technology (New York: Knopf,
1993), p. 111. George Parkin Grant, Technology
and Justice (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame
Press, 1986) expands on this point.

11 Bill Joy, ‘Why the Future Doesn’t Need Us’,
Wired Archive 8.04-April 2000
<http://www.wired.com>. As an example of anti-
technology rage, Joy cites Theodore Kaczynski and
his dystopian vision. See also Chris Wood, ‘Dealing
with Tech Rage,’ Macleans, March 19, 2001,
<http://www.macleans.ca>.

there’s patent No. 5,571,084, a
micro-processor-controlled breast-
pump vested with a programming
chip that vacuums out milk for your
baby without human contact. Why?
So you can answer more E-mail?’12

We are discussing something more
troubling than doublespeak or Mur-
phy’s Law (anything that can go
wrong will). New computers are
powerful. In addition to good uses of
this technology, we are subjected to
new abuses such as hacking and the
disabling of entire communications
networks by the transmission of
‘viruses’. The same technology that
enlarges access to data can be used
to spawn complex surveillance and
information systems such as nan-
otechnology. We must address ethi-
cal concerns raised by twenty-first
century computers.

Futurist Alvin Toffler describes an
experiment he conducted with high
school students. He gave them index
cards and said, ‘Write down seven
things that will happen in the future.’
They said things like there will be
war, or we will all drown in ecologi-
cal sludge. He noticed that very few
used the word ‘I’ but that changed
when he gave them another set of
index cards and asked them to write
down seven things that would hap-
pen to them. The responses were
much more personal: I will marry; I
will graduate; I will die; and so on.
Toffler concluded that there was a
large gulf between the world that
they were seeing out there and their
own. ‘[T]he image of reality that

12 New York Times Magazine, September 28,
1997, pp. 68, 116.
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they’re getting from the media is one
of high-speed rapid change, and the
image that they’re getting in the
classroom is one of no change at
all.’13

Another scholar tried the experi-
ment at a private school in 1996.
The conclusion drawn from 127
responses was the same. The school
then spent in excess of $300,000 to
install and update technology in the
classroom. No follow-up study has
been requested. The effort to bring
technology into the school was not
designed to raise student knowledge
or skills. The school long enjoyed the
reputation that all graduating seniors
had full scholarships to major univer-
sities. Technology was the answer to
falling enrolment, not student
achievement or improvement. This
does not make the administrators
guilty of unethical or immoral acts.
The survey results revealed some
very important determinants of how
we avoid responsibility and how we
continue to teach this avoidance to
the next generation, even to students
who learn technology from an early
age.14

I replicated Toffler’s simple survey
at Memphis Theological Seminary
and discovered a similar disjunction
between the world in which we live
our private lives and the world at
large. This has led me to explore
implications of introducing comput-
ers into Memphis Theological Semi-
nary and the wider community it
serves.

13 Wired magazine 1.05 November 1993,
<http://www.wired.com>.

14 Carrie Beverly, personal correspondence.

What is Technology?
Technology is ‘the application of
organized knowledge to practical
tasks by ordered systems of people
and machines’.15 The word in Eng-
lish has origins in two Greek words,
techne (which means an art or craft)
and logia (which means the system-
atic treatment of). Hence, classically
technology may be understood as
the systematic study and application
of arts, crafts and the practical or
industrial arts.

Technology is an applied science.
The distinction between theoretical
and applied science is crucial. When
Albert Einstein advised President
Franklin D. Roosevelt that in the
light of modern discoveries of
physics, atomic weapons could be
built, and that the United States
should do it, he was making the case
that the pure science of physics
should be directed towards political
and social ends. President Roosevelt
might have decided not to proceed
from theory to application. Urgent
practical considerations of the day
led to the decision to develop and use
nuclear weapons.

Is there ever a time when, if we can
build it, we should not? I think there
is, at least when technology has
advanced faster than ethical reflec-
tion on that technology. (However
important the following case studies
are, they require examination that is
impossible in this article.) For exam-
ple, in my view we should have
refused nuclear weaponry. In the
light of Three Mile Island (1979) and
Chernobyl (1986), the jury is still out

15 Barbour, II:3.
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in relation to nuclear energy.
Arguably we should not move ahead
in the area of cloning. A recent head-
line announces, ‘Defiant trio of
researchers insist they’ll clone chil-
dren.’16 In the arena of climate
change and global warming, Art Bell
and Whitley Strieber argue that self-
conceived and designed machines
are needed if humanity is to survive
the ‘coming global superstorm’. If
we do, it will be because machine
intelligence is superior to human
intelligence.17

I am suspicious of claims that cele-
brate technology mindlessly, without
a cautionary tale. An old French rid-
dle for children told to a meeting of
the Club of Rome, a group of
respected bureaucrats, educators,
industrialists and scientists, describes
the human predicament:

Suppose you own a pond on which a
water lily is growing. The lily plant doubles
in size each day. If the lily were allowed to
grow unchecked, it would completely
cover the pond in 30 days, choking off the
other forms of life in the water. For a long
time the lily plant seems small, and so you
decide not to worry about cutting it back
until it covers half the pond. On what day
will that be? On the twenty-ninth day, of
course. You have one day to save the
pond.18

Many challenges confront us. In

16 Memphis Commercial Appeal, March 10,
2001.

17 Art Bell and Whitley Strieber, The Coming
Global Superstorm (New York: Pocket, 2000).

18 Donella H. Meadows et al, The Limits to
Growth (New York: New American, 1974), p. 37.
Meadows argues a sustainable society is still attain-
able. Maturity, compassion and wise policies are
required more than economic growth or technologi-
cal fixes. Donella H. Meadows et al, Beyond the
Limits. Confronting Global Collapse. Envisioning
a Sustainable Future (White River Junction:
Chelsea Green, 1992).

itself, each is serious. Together, these
worries combine to make the situa-
tion more intense. Like the water lily,
together they gather momentum
exponentially. Our pond, planet
earth, has reached the twenty-ninth
day in terms of the carrying capacity
of earth, a subject that animates the
work of the Club of Rome.

Is it true with computer technolo-
gy? I will examine this question in
two ways. First, I will identify areas
that are good in computer technolo-
gy and those that elicit concern. I will
then articulate criteria by which to
address the issues raised.

What is Good about
Computers?

I am not a neo-Luddite.19 A modern
person, I am grateful for advances in
transportation, medicine and other
areas. I use computers all the time.
To prepare this article, I have down-
loaded material from the World Wide
Web and used search engines to
identify books not available in the
Memphis Theological Seminary
library. Word processing has enabled
me to produce this article efficiently.

19 In early 19th century England, introduction of
machinery for textile production led to unemploy-
ment and poorer conditions for those still working.
Under a real or imaginary leader named King Ludd,
organized bands of men known as Luddites smashed
the machines and burnt down factories to draw
attention to their plight. They carefully avoided
attacking people until one employer responded with
force. Severe repression followed. At a mass trial in
1813 at York, many Luddites were hung; others
were transported to Australia. Supporting their
cause, poets Byron (1788-1824) and Shelley (1792-
1822) ridiculed the militarist policies of the govern-
ment. For an introduction, ‘Luddites and Friends’,
Canadian Broadcasting Corporation Ideas, 17, 24
February 1997, Transcript 9706.
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Two computer breakdowns have not
led me to return to my typewriter. To
elicit feedback on my ideas, I can for-
ward this article as an attachment to
friends by E-mail and receive helpful
critique.

As with most other technologies,
the potential effects of computers
are mixed. Let me cite one area in
which computers have proved enor-
mously helpful. A major justice issue
concerns the gap between the infor-
mation-rich and the information-
poor. E-mail and the Internet have
increased access to information, at
least in the United States and else-
where. Let me illustrate how tech-
nology can make information avail-
able to increasing numbers of peo-
ple. In East Africa, civil wars, human
rights violations and the HIV-AIDS
epidemic have decimated Uganda’s
population. For three decades Mak-
erere University, Uganda’s principal
medical faculty, has not had funds to
purchase books or journals. Ease of
communications through the ‘elec-
tronic highway’ makes crucial med-
ical knowledge widely available and
mitigates the need for the university
library to upgrade library holdings.20

Computers are relevant to health
when used in medical research. They
can also aid medical understanding
on the part of ordinary individuals as
well as medical professionals.
Recently, technology empowered a
friend, who accessed medical infor-
mation through his personal com-

20 Graeme MacQueen, Rick McCutcheon and
Joanna Santa-Barbara, ‘The Use of Health Initiatives
as Peace Initiatives’, Peace and Change 22 (April
1997):175-97. Conversation with Dr. Charlie
Clements.

puter, to take a more active role in
his treatment for a medical condi-
tion. In Hamilton, Ontario, Barbara
Patterson runs an eighteen hundred
member discussion group on the
Internet about Parkinson’s Dis-
ease.21 Readers can multiply such
examples of positive uses of com-
puters when combined with the judg-
ment of physicians and plain com-
mon sense.

Three Baskets of Concern
The mission statement of Memphis
Theological Seminary states that we
seek to cultivate a love for scholar-
ship, piety and justice. Let me artic-
ulate concerns within each basket.

Scholarship
The first is scholarship. The comput-
er has entered the world of higher
education. Is this beneficial? And to
whom? Are we rightly using this gift of
God? My response to these questions
is mixed. I use computers and other
tools of the technological revolution.
In my twenty-seven years of teaching,
I have always used slides, overheads
and a wide variety of teaching tech-
niques. Now, on occasion I do so with
the aid of powerful tools such as Pow-
erPoint. I welcome experimentation
in distance learning.22

21 Hamilton Spectator, May 12, 2000.
22 I have encouraged projects that seek to bridge

the information divide such as Jericho Road and
Cooperative Computer Ministries. I have encour-
aged use of computers in the church. I have seen val-
ue in offering a limited number of courses such as
that taught by former dean Donald K. McKim,
‘“Cyber” Barth’, Teaching Theology and Religion
1, 3 (1998):183-6. I am designing a course to be
offered as an experiment in distance learning set-
tings two continents apart. I am aware of logistical
issues and possible losses as well as potential gains.
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In his work with the Fetzer Insti-
tute, a nonprofit foundation that sup-
ports research, education and serv-
ice programmes exploring the inte-
gral relationships between body,
mind and spirit, teacher Parker
Palmer names a malaise that perme-
ates education as the pain of discon-
nection. Faculty members are dis-
connected from colleagues, students
from their own hearts. To address
this pain and infuse learners with
confidence that our search for ways
to love and serve God is purposeful,
Palmer calls for a spirituality of learn-
ing that establishes an intimate link
between loving, community and
knowing. So to teach is to create
space in which obedience to truth is
practised.23

I have long yearned to be part of
truth seeking, truth telling servant
leadership communities that Palmer
describes. Inescapably, we humans
need to have a sense of life’s final
meaning and to come into relation-
ship with that meaning. Our life as
God’s beloved children is centred
around not a body of doctrine but a
Person who calls us to himself, in
whom we find meaning and whose
hands and feet unite with ours. Edu-
cation is one context in which we
grow in our knowledge and love of
Jesus.

As I reflect upon my own experi-
ence I am awed by the richness of
theological education as a resource,
indeed an ideal locale in which to

23 To Know as we are Known, Education as a
Spiritual Journey (San Francisco: Harper, 1983);
The Courage to Teach. Exploring the Inner Land-
scape of a Teacher’s Life (San Francisco: Jossey-
Bass, 1998).

realize Palmer’s agenda. For exam-
ple, at Memphis Theological Semi-
nary, one can seek and be found by
God. Truth and Light can seize one.
One can practise obedience to the
truth. As a teacher in this setting, I
feel freedom to pursue God. I have
developed courses intended to facili-
tate self-directed, problem-solving,
action-oriented learning. I have
encouraged students to identify their
own goals and objectives for each
class. I have sought to encourage
creativity and the use of arts. I have
moved from content-based to
process-based learning.

As an illustration, I once offered a
course on the history of spirituality.
As I developed lectures on move-
ments and theologians, I discovered
that what students and I myself
wanted was neither history, nor doc-
trine. We wanted to grow in Christ. I
transformed the course into one
highlighting spiritual formation.
Every other year I offer Memphis
Theological Seminary students ‘Mer-
ton, Monasticism and Religious Plu-
ralism’. It includes a week’s retreat at
the Trappist Abbey of Gethsemani in
Kentucky. Students often comment
that it is the course of mine from
which they benefit most.

Reflecting on my practice of teach-
ing, I am convinced that good peda-
gogy cannot be reduced to techno-
logical innovation. In every class I
offer, my ability to connect with stu-
dents depends less on the methods
that I use, and more on my vulnera-
bility, my willingness to be a guide,
my commitment to free students to
make connections between my sto-
ry, course themes and their journeys.
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The entry of computers at every lev-
el of education will intensify two
adverse trends that already exist in
higher education.

One is turning education into an
agency of corporate society. A stu-
dent jumps through hoops as a
means of getting a job or letters
behind her or his name on a calling
card. She or he comes to value edu-
cation as a ticket to some earthly par-
adise. According to Palmer, this
leads to a ‘divided life’.

A number of critics have called
attention to the other trend, named
variously as the alienating, deskilling
or dumbing down of students.24 Like
television, the computer becomes
entertainment. It stupefies people.
At least, it does not hinder stultifying
of people. The presence of personal
computers in the lives of students at
an earlier and earlier age is not nec-
essarily bad, but computers are not
being used to teach children to think
in sound ways.25 Creativity is

24 David Nobel is a major proponent of the
deskilling thesis. In Forces of Production: A Social
History of Industrial Automation (New York:
Knopf, 1984) and other books, Nobel argues man-
agement supports automation to replace highly
skilled unionized workers. A ‘friend’ of seekers of
truth, Ivan Illich updates his analysis of educational
practice, Deschooling Society (New York: Harper,
1971), in a recent series, ‘The Corruption of Chris-
tianity. Ivan Illich on Gospel, Church and Society’,
Canadian Broadcasting Corporation Ideas, Janu-
ary 3-7, 2000, Typescript 2000. Other critics
include Sven Birkerts, The Gutenberg Elegies. The
Fate of Reading in an Electronic Age (New York:
Fawcett Columbine, 1994); John Taylor Gatto,
Dumbing Us Down. The Hidden Curriculum of
Compulsory Schooling (Philadelphia: New Society,
1991); Grant, ‘Faith and the Multiversity,’ Technol-
ogy and Justice; Theodore Roszak, The Cult of
Information. The Folklore of Computers and the
True Art of Thinking (New York: Pantheon, 1986).

25 Shelley Emling, ‘Children Are Losing Cre-
ativity, One Click at a Time’, Atlanta Journal-Con-
stitution, February 11, 2001 is one study.

reduced to technique. Wisdom is
reduced to a bottomless well of data
accessed, manipulated, regurgitated
but rarely reflected upon. This is a
product or side effect of forces that
pre-date the entry of computers in
education, but computers may inten-
sify the problem.26

Piety
The second basket of concern
involves the life of the Spirit. We live
in a consumer society. Greed has
become a norm. Amidst the noise of
advertisers hawking their wares, it is
difficult to accept that there are any
limits to commercialism. It takes a
special consciousness to counter the
many advertisements that tell us,
‘You cannot be happy unless you buy
this’ or ‘You are a nobody unless you
own this.’ It is difficult to put things
in right perspective. What we are
grateful for, we cherish. As a whole,
North Americans are preoccupied
with money. We are people in a
rush. We are people addicted to size.
We are people who exalt youth. Yet
we are people experiencing the
breakdown of community, the
degradation of the self-worth of peo-
ple and the apotheosis of things.
Despite material prosperity and a
boom in religious activity, a malaise
of modernity infects many individu-
als.

Among most insightful recent
analyses of life in the United States is
Bowling Alone by the sociologist
Robert Putnam.27 The title derives

26 When I used ‘technology and justice’ as key
words, a search engine produced 951,000 titles!

27 Robert D. Putnam, Bowling Alone. The Col-
lapse and Revival of American Community (New
York: Simon & Schuster, 2000).
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from finding that from 1980-1993
in the United States, league bowling
decreased by 40% while the number
of bowlers increased by 10%. This is
not trivial. Eighty million Americans
went bowling at least once in 1993,
nearly a third more than voted in the
1994 congres-sional elections and
roughly the same as claim to attend
church regularly.

For Putnam, people bowling by
themselves signals the decline of life
in connection or association, seen as
the heart of civic culture in the Unit-
ed States since Alex de Tocqueville
reported on Democracy in America
in the 1830s. By every measure Put-
nam details, we are becoming more
individualistic, less committed to the
common good and even less toler-
ant. Sustained by massive documen-
tation, Putnam shows we have
become a collection of objects with-
out a sense of responsibility to the
greater whole.

Why has this happened? Changes
in family structure, time pressure,
suburban sprawl and, especially, tel-
evision are the main culprits. Putnam
discounts residential mobility (steadi-
ly declining for the last half century)
and computers as a primary cause.
The trend towards loss of communi-
ty, compassion and civic culture pre-
dates Internet! The pervasiveness of
the computer revolution may intensi-
fy the trend. On the other hand, the
primary effect of widespread owner-
ship of home computers will be to
strengthen existing social networks,
as the telephone has done, or to pro-
vide a glorified television. It is too
early to ascertain.

My experience is mixed. I use E-

mail to keep in touch with family and
friends. I use the Internet to access
information and support farsighted
causes.28 But these same computer
technologies threaten to overwhelm
me. Am I being socialized to sanction
an enormous expansion of an
already frenetic pace of life? Am I
unconsciously coming to accept
homogeneity and mindless con-
sumption? Am I being anesthetized
by a phenomenon that is at once
dehumanizing and enslaving? I hope
not, but I agree with Putnam that it is
now past time to begin to reweave
the fabric of our communities.

In reflecting on my own experi-
ence, I am aware of the warning not
to practise one’s piety before others
(Mat. 6:1). Still, God calls us to live
holy lives as participants in the
Divine Nature as persons who bear
God’s image and likeness restored by
Christ (2 Pet. 1:4). This is done in
community. The Body of Christ
knows no solitary individual. Chris-
tianity is incarnational. Just as God
became one of us in Jesus, we share
Jesus by making him manifest in our
lives as we bless, encourage, give tes-
timony, heal, listen, love, strengthen
and practise compassion.

By contrast, a group of editors of
the religious press once sought to
explain why guides to contempla-
tion, meditation, prayer and other
spiritual practices flood the market.
They discovered their readership of
how-to books on spirituality comes
almost entirely from the upper
income bracket of society. Their

28 With a click of the mouse, hunger, rain forest
and other web sites contribute to good causes.
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readers had virtually no interest in
social justice. Similarly, National
Public Radio recently reported a vast
increase of religion web sites and
chat rooms precisely due to their
anonymity. These findings suggest
that some forms of modern spiritual-
ity reinforce individualism and isola-
tion and do not assist believers to
order their lives in the light of God’s
concern for the marginalized and the
lost.

Justice
A third basket of concern has to do
with justice in several spheres: eco-
nomic, social and political. With
computers have come automation,
the electronic office and homework-
ing. The record is mixed. Computer
technologies are often introduced in
the name of efficiency and the elimi-
nation of repetitive work. Many jobs
have been lost. The loss of jobs is
serious, but jobs have also been cre-
ated, especially in such areas as com-
puter science, electronics and
telecommunications.

Since the Industrial Revolution,
some individuals have accumulated
enormous personal power through
their control of resources and
engines of change: communications,
transportation and tools of mass
destruction. We may be in the midst
of another ‘revolution’, the transition
to a so-called information society.
Might the arrival of the new worker-
less, information society replicate
patterns of the Industrial Revolution
with vast accumulation of wealth on
the part of a very few? Does this por-
tend realization of a massive substi-
tution of machines for human
labour? Clearly, it is too early to say.

The recent legal battle involving the
United States Department of Justice
and Microsoft recalls earlier struggles
to restrain the ‘barons of industry’.

The bitter experience of blue collar
workers, African-Americans and
women is one of massive technolog-
ical displacement. Many of those laid
off have not been retooled for the
new economy and find employment
in low-income, low-creativity service
jobs. Computers do not specifically
‘cause’ this phenomenon, but they
do strengthen the power of the eco-
nomically privileged. Studies on the
face of poverty reveal a growing gap
between those that have access to
technology and those that do not.
Computers have a disproportionate
high presence among information
élites while those that are traditional-
ly marginalized continue to fall
behind.

A focus on gender reveals structur-
al barriers for women. Some women
cannot afford to purchase computer
equipment or to pay for Internet
services. This is especially true in the
Two-Thirds World, but it is also the
case in the United States, where the
full impact of welfare reform legisla-
tion is yet to be felt. Approximately a
third of the population is poor. So-
called welfare reform has erected
new obstacles to gaining public assis-
tance, including job training for the
new economy. As a result, women
coming off welfare are unable to
attain a level of income needed to
live independently. Women also face
a structural barrier in the schools,
where women experience anti-gen-
der bias in computer education. In
short, while cyberspace may yet
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prove to be an equalizer where race
and gender disparities disappear, for
now, ‘electronic apartheid’ reigns.29

Is there any sign of change in the
direction of social justice? A number
of the studies accent the role of the
third sector (churches, non-profit
organizations, neighbourhood-based
organizations and the like; govern-
ment and business are the other two
sectors). The latest technological
innovations are providing some indi-
viduals with increased freedom by
making more time available for cre-
ative pursuits, community service
and family, to say nothing of other
good ends. The high tech/high
touch formula holds out the promise
that new technologies will empower
individuals to build strong, self-sus-
taining communities able to with-
stand the forces that made the last
century so destructive.30

Another justice concern arises in
the area of environmental ethics.
Many tout computers as creating a
paperless society. This is not true for
me; if anything, I have experienced a
tremendous increase of paper. I
acknowledge that this may be a

29 Gisèle-Audrey Mills, ‘Online Democracy’,
Other Side 33, 3 (1997): 41. For a local study,
David H. Ciscel, What Is a Living Wage for Mem-
phis? (Memphis: Center for Research on Women,
University of Memphis, 1999). Marsha Siefert,
George Gerbner, Janice Fisher, The Information
Gap: How Computers and Other New Communi-
cation Technologies Affect the Social Distribution
of Power (New York: Oxford University Press,
1989); Kimberly Marie Mackay, ‘The Effects of Anti-
Gender Bias Instruction on the Attitudes of Student
Perceptions Regarding Computers,’ Master of Tech-
nology in Education thesis, University of Dayton,
2000.

30 John Naisbitt, Megatrends. Ten New Direc-
tions Transforming our Lives (New York: Warner,
1982).

product of upbringing and prefer-
ence. I like to touch what I read!
Moreover, I acknowledge that com-
puters have made possible, econom-
ically and technologically, a less
harmful relation of humans to the
natural world, for example through
recycling or through accessing infor-
mation on appropriate and sustain-
able technologies. For example, I am
part of a Mission Group of the Mem-
phis School of Servant Leadership
that is developing a place of retreat.
We envision building a house of
prayer using solar energy, informa-
tion about which we have accessed
by computer. I can network with
organizations such as The Nature
Conservancy and Sierra Club. More
broadly, I can use the tools of tech-
nology and the wisdom of our elders
to open self and others to cast a
more ‘loving eye’ on the natural
world about me, including that in the
damaged lands of our cities, and
struggle against the mass estrange-
ment from things natural.31

Yet another justice issue has to do
with the potential abuses of commu-
nication and information technolo-
gies, including Internet. Examples of
questions raised include the follow-
ing:

• security risks: credit card num-
bers have been stolen, grades in uni-
versity records changed and erro-
neous information placed in con-
sumer credit reports. The problem is
not unique to computers, and we

31 Robert Michael Pyle, The Thunder Tree.
Lessons from an Urban Wildland (New York:
Lyons, 1993); Sallie McFague, Super, Natural
Christians. How We Should Love Nature (Min-
neapolis: Fortress, 1997).
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may yet find ways to protect our-
selves better.

• intellectual property rights: how
can the work of artists, writers or
scholars be protected?

• regulation: access of children to
pornography has been restricted.
Are there limits of freedom? When is
censorship appropriate?

• privacy and electronic monitor-
ing: computerized personal databas-
es store vast amounts of informa-
tion. Every time one uses a credit
card, makes a phone call, sends an
E-mail, logs on to the Internet, bor-
rows a book from the library, pays a
bill, personal details are recorded.
Why are such details stored? Who
should have access this to this infor-
mation? What controls should exist?

• identity theft: the capacity of
communication and information
technologies to stimulate new
images has raised concern about the
apparent malleability of identity A
New Yorker cartoon pictures Peter
at the gate of paradise interviewing a
prospective candidate for admission.
‘You’re not coming up on my com-
puter. How long did you say you’ve
been dead?’32

A final justice concern is the mili-
tary use of computers. Since the
Vietnam conflict, the United States
has come to depend on ground-
based and on-board computers in
ballistic missile guidance systems, air

32 New Yorker, 21 April 1997. David Lyon,
The Silicon Society (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
1986); idem, ‘The Internet: Beyond Ethics?’ Science
and Christian Belief 9, 1 (1997):35-45; idem, The
Electronic Eye: The Rise of Surveillance Society
(Cambridge: Polity Press, 1994) and, with Elia
Zureik, Computers, Surveillance, and Privacy
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1996).

defence systems and the exploration
of space. Some seventy percent of all
government research and develop-
ment funds goes to defence and
space programmes (which are inter-
connected). While there are civilian
spin-offs, most military applications
are highly specialized and have little
commercial potential. The end of the
so-called cold war promised a peace
dividend. Instead, military personnel
and the public alike could watch the
action in two modern conflicts in the
Gulf and former Yugoslavia from a
distance, scarcely aware of the cost,
the potential failing of technical sys-
tems and the continued massive
deployment of nuclear, biological
and chemical means of ruin.

What Criteria shall be used to
Assess Technology?

Are these areas a few glitches yet to
be fixed? Or are we on the cusp of an
ethical revolution commensurate in
scale with the scope and scale of
technological change? In household
economics, I am discerning when
faced by decisions about a purchase
or use of innovation. ‘Do I need
this?’ ‘What are the hidden costs
(externalities)?’ ‘Will this purchase
contribute to somebody’s loss of a
job?’ ‘How will it effect my life?’ Such
questions are the sorts of criteria by
which to assess computers.

If we want human community to
flourish and cohere within the com-
mon weal, we need to be concerned
about the impact of technological
change on the members of that com-
munity. The computer should not
replace or disrupt anything good,
such as family or community. If
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‘labour saving’ computers under-
mine the local economy or lead to
massive unemployment, these exter-
nalities may not be worth the cost.
Thus, when computers are intro-
duced, costs and benefits should be
measured on the basis of the premi-
um we place on human interaction
and human labour. For example,
computer automation may be
deemed beneficial if it frees people to
spend more time with people, or if it
is cheaper and better than whatever
or whomever the computer replaces.
The computer should be purchasable
near to home. The computer should
be durable so that our land fill sites
are not overwhelmed with our
garbage. People of ordinary intelli-
gence should be able to maintain
them.33

Criteria by which I or any individ-
ual may assess the relative contribu-
tion for good or ill of an individual
technology such as the computer dif-
fers from the wider arena of ethical
reflection on technology as such.
Like most other technologies, the
effects of computers are very mixed.
The consequences for earth require
reflection and wisdom that goes
beyond technology. Technologies
that raise few ethical problems are
those that serve us on a human scale,
allow us to take responsibility for our
choices and consequences, protect
the integrity of creation, ease the
burden of work, facilitate communi-
cation, protect confidentiality and

33 Wendell Berry, Another Turn of the Crank
(Washington, D. C.: Counterpoint, 1995), pp. 19-
21; idem, ‘Why I Am Not Going to Buy a Comput-
er’, What Are People For? (New York: North Point,
1990).

privacy, enhance social justice and
brighten our day. Memphis Theolog-
ical Seminary is developing guide-
lines through which technologies are
responsibly admitted, acquired and
used. Some serious work lies
ahead.34

Summary
Technological change is a reality.
The consequences for humanity,
especially in terms of meeting basic
human needs (not simply survival
and security needs, but the need to
belong, the need for self-esteem and
the need for realizing one’s potential)
depend on choices made in the cre-
ation, development and use of these
powerful new tools. It remains to be
seen whether technological change
in the area of computers will prove
appropriate to or beneficial in every
circumstance.

New technologies and tools have
given some persons great power.
Will the consequences lead to a bet-
ter world? The possibility exists, but
only, in my view, if we show restraint
and humility. Christian apologist C.
S. Lewis warned in 1943, ‘What we
call Man’s power is, in reality, a pow-
er possessed by some men which
they may, or may not, allow other
men to profit by … what we call
Man’s power over Nature turns out
to be a power exercised by some
men over other men with Nature as

34 Carrie Beverly, ‘Ethics of Technology in Edu-
cation’, http://rgfn.epcc.edu and Lester J. Pourci-
au, ed., Ethics and Electronic Information in the
Twenty-First Century (West Lafayette: Purdue Uni-
versity Press, 1999). The American Academy of
Religion and Society for Biblical Literature offers
workshops on the ethics of technology.
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its instrument.’35

The computer presents us with a
grave spiritual challenge. To pro-
mote the common good, I pray that

35 C. S. Lewis, The Abolition of Man. Or
Reflections on Education with Special Reference
to the Teaching of English in the Upper Forms of
Schools (Glasgow: Fount Paperbacks, 1978), pp.
34-5.

we may connect the potential and
good of tools like the computer with
our own fundamental intelligence
and spiritual nature as well as with
the wisdom of traditions and com-
munities of which we are a part. Wis-
dom goes beyond technical knowl-
edge. Let us think carefully about the
consequences and limits of technolo-
gy, including computers.
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Let’s put educational technology and
theological education into context at
the beginning of the new millenni-
um. ‘Of the 332 million people
online in the world, less than 1 per-
cent are in Africa. Developing coun-
tries as a whole contain fewer than 5
percent of the computers connected
to the internet.’1 While the world
wide web and its availability to theo-
logical schools around the world is

not the totality of educational tech-
nology, computer mediated educa-
tional systems are shaping educa-
tional design and availability. So why
should we put energy into exploring
applications of educational technolo-
gy to theological education? I would
suggest three reasons:

First, theological education has
become the domain of the wealthy.
Most theological schools are to one
degree or another tuition dependent.
Few schools accredited by ICETE2

related associations draw tuition dol-
lars from governmental sources.
Fewer still have sufficient endow-
ments to provide scholarships to
worthy students from disadvantaged
backgrounds. Therefore only those
people with access to large amounts
of money can obtain the type of edu-
cation that is comparable to the
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training of other leaders in their var-
ious countries.

Second, theological education is
done outside the context in which
leaders will minister. One Southern
Baptist leader in Chicago bemoaned
the fact that emerging African-
American leaders had to be sent to
Louisville, KY (300 miles, 480 kilo-
meters) for a seminary education
because the contrast in culture
between Black, urban, northern
Chicago and Caucasian, small town,
southern Louisville were so great. If
this is true within the United States
where many other factors would
appear to be so similar, how much
greater the problem in the nations
represented in this convocation.

Finally, theological education is
being provided for the wrong peo-
ple. A look at a list of the graduates
from your school in 1980 might be
very revealing. How many of those
people are in leadership positions in
the church twenty years later? How
much of the Christian impact in your
country came from those graduates?
Fortunately we have shining exam-
ples of effective ministry in evidence
at this convocation. But if your coun-
try is anything like mine, many of the
most gifted leaders are like the
description of the Peter and John—
‘unschooled and ordinary men’ (Acts
4:13). Their learning came outside
the schooling system understood by
the religious leaders of the day.

So we turn our attention to educa-
tional technology to help theological
schools address these problems. Yet
the pursuit of educational technology
in theological education is not with-
out risks. An uncritical use of educa-

tional technology for the purpose of
theological education is likely to cre-
ate a cyber-colonialism in higher
education. To appropriate G.K.
Chesterton’s famous quotation
about the church, ‘Educational tech-
nology in theological education has
not been tried and found wanting,
but found difficult and not tried.’

All Christian ministry is local.
Growing churches in all cultures are
rediscovering this principle. Similar-
ly, the training of Christian ministry
leaders must be local. Unfortunately,
schools specializing in pastoral train-
ing appear to be late in coming to
terms with this reality. The challenge
before this collection of leaders is
how to use the tools of the twenty-
first century to prepare the church
for a century of challenges to her
very survival in the increasingly com-
plex cacophony of cultures in our
world.

One myth must be put to rest at the
outset. According to Daniel O.
Aleshire, Executive Director of the
Association of Theological Schools,
addressing the faculty of Trinity
Evangelical Divinity School last
month, theological education medi-
ated through educational technology
is not likely to save schools money in
either the short or long term. The
savings will be realized by students
rooted in communities who no
longer have to relocate in order to
expand their biblical and theological
knowledge and skills. Perhaps this
reason more than any other should
drive theological education to pursue
the benefits of educational technolo-
gy.

Whether we rush to embrace edu-
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cational technology or not, we need
to be aware that computer mediated
education is already changing the
manner in which Theological educa-
tion happens. Napster, Moody Bible
Institute, and Christianity Online
represent fundamental changes in
theological education as the twenty-
first century begins.

Napster—shared curriculum
Sixteen months ago, Napster, a
small online company, began pro-
viding a service by which people
could ‘share’ music through the
internet. As of last month, Business-
week Online reports that 20 million
people had traded copyrighted
music—free.3 Despite legal ongoing
challenges based on alleged copy-
right infringement, Napster has left
an imprint on the world of intellectu-
al property. ‘Whether Napster wins
or loses is highly irrelevant’, said
Mark Mooradian, an analyst with
Jupiter Communications. ‘What
everybody should be looking at is
who’s going to be smart enough to
create a business model based on this
service.’4

Like Christian publishers and theo-
logical schools, the record industry
has a fierce commitment to intellec-
tual property rights and expects
emerging theologians to be ethical in
their use of texts, books and curricu-
lar materials. Yet the laws have not
caught up with cyber-ethics. Arising
theologians may have their own set

3 Spenser E. Ante, ‘Inside Napster’, Business-
week Online, 14 August 2000, p. 1.

4 Jim Hu, ‘Record firms learn Napster lesson
slowly’, CNT News.Com, 2 August 2000, p. 1.

of ethical issues with kingdom peo-
ple who increase their net wealth
based on intellectual property rights.

With more and more theological
schools placing curricular materials
on the internet or in digital formats,
it may not be long before all of these
materials will be available to students
who will merely ‘copy each other’s
notes’ via the world wide web.
Though ‘fair use’ rules limit the
extent to which professors can dis-
tribute materials for classroom pur-
poses, student to student collabora-
tion is not affected in the same way.
All that is needed is an index of peo-
ple who have digital curricular mate-
rials and in time word will spread.
Students from all over the world will
have relatively free access to the
finest of theological courseware with
total freedom to contextualize apart
from the classroom influence of a
western professor.5

Implication: Professors and educa-
tional institutions need to rethink the
issue of intellectual property rights of
books and course materials lest they
find themselves in embarrassing
legal suits that serve as a scandal to
the Body of Christ.

Moody Bible Institute—tuition
free

Since its founding, Moody Bible
Institute has provided tuition paid

5 On February 14, 2001, a three judge panel of
the 9th U.S. Circuit Court of Appeals held Napster
liable for copyright infringement, in effect shutting
down the on-line service that allows free sharing of
files containing music. Despite this fact, the technol-
ogy remains in place and will be used by others in
much the fashion that copying machines have
allowed copies of articles and even books to be
made.
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undergraduate education. While stu-
dents must pay for room and board,
donors and other sources of revenue
provide the income to cover tuition
costs. As the Institute seeks to
expand undergraduate educational
offerings through the Department of
External Studies, the question arises,
‘Should not external education be
free as well?’ While currently at a
modest $120 per semester hour of
credit, that is $120 more per hour
than residential students pay.

Radio was the ‘e-commerce’ of the
1920s. When WMBI went on the air
in 1926, the Institute made a com-
mitment to be commercial free. The
bills would be paid by listeners who
could afford to give and program-
mers who had the option to appeal
for support over their broadcasts.
That policy is still in effect today.

Perhaps the future of theological
education lies, not in tuition driven
strategies, but in tuition paid
approaches that are free to students.
The question is ‘how?’ In the pre-’e-
commerce’ days, options were few.
Appeals for donations and effective
stewardship departments constituted
the primary approach.

E-commerce may have provided
an entirely new approach to funding
theological education. The Encyclo-
pedia Britannica provides an inter-
esting parallel to schools who have
not chosen to follow the example of
Moody Bible Institute. Just at a time
when the standard of the encyclope-
dia industry appeared ready to go out
of business, the decision was made
to put its massive resources on line—
free. Links to other web sites, prod-
ucts, and banners (advertising) pro-

vide a revenue stream that should
keep the publisher profitable.

The key to free on-line theological
education is an ability to attract peo-
ple a web site constructed like
www.britannica.com. To my way of
thinking, the three organizations
that have the best possibility of cre-
ating a critical mass for such a ven-
ture are Moody Bible Institute, Focus
on the Family and Christianity
Today. With James Dobson’s hesi-
tancy to commit to theological posi-
tions, only two agencies appear posi-
tioned to lead the way to tuition paid
theological education funded
through e-commerce.

Christianity Online—
alternative curriculum

One of the most fascinating changes
in education in general and theolog-
ical education in particular, is the
move from pre-service to in-service
training. Peter Drucker, writing in
Management Challenges for the
Twenty-first Century, comments:

The center of gravity in higher education
(i.e., postsecondary teaching and learning)
may shift to the continuing professional
education of adults during their entire
working lives. This, in turn, is likely to
move learning off campus and into a lot of
new places: the home, the car or the
commuter train, the workplace, the church
basement or the school auditorium where
small groups can meet after hours.6

Educational technology is at the
heart of this shift. In May, Christian-
ity Online, the cyber arm of Chris-
tianity Today, opened a web site at

6 Peter F. Drucker, Management Challenges
for the Twenty-first Century (New York: Harper-
Business, 1999), p. 101.
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www.preachingtoday.com. The
response has been overwhelming.
Pastors have a seven day cycle in
their life long learning programme.
Each Sunday they must have taken
another step in their education as
they step into the pulpit with new
perspectives on the timeless truths of
Scripture. Even before the web site
had their bugs worked out, five thou-
sand pastors had paid $50 a piece to
have full access to the resources pro-
vided. Admittedly, the most popular
feature has been fresh sermon illus-
trations, yet the idea of pastor-
defined rather than school-defined
(or accrediting association defined)
in-service educational programmes
may provide a profound shift in the-
ological education.

Perhaps the most profound shift in
theological education may come as a
result of in-service education. If the-
ological education can re-frame itself
as life long learning, serving Bible
school and seminary graduates as
well as established leaders who have
no formal educational credentials,
educational technology in its various
forms will prove to be an essential
tool. Graduates of traditional Bible
colleges and seminaries may soon
find their greatest benefit from their
alma mater is the continuing educa-
tion they receive through the inter-
net after graduation.

Conclusion
If time would permit, I would love to
discuss the manner in which e-books
could make textbooks and even
libraries, obsolete. Already the tech-
nology is in place for an instructor to
personalize a textbook for classroom

use (see www.digitlearn.org). The
range of options is endless as the
instructor is permitted to insert
his/her own notes as well as links to
helpful web sites on the world wide
web. Discussion questions and chat
rooms in which to explore the issues
raised in class, further enable the
instructor to serve the students.

For those unable to access the
internet, e-books and CD ROMs will
become live options as prices fall and
‘obsolete’ models become available
to schools in the regions represented
by the constituents of this confer-
ence. For example, it is already pos-
sible to load an entire semester’s
worth of text books onto a single e-
book the size of the popular Palm
Pilot7. If licensing agreements could
be worked out with publishers of the-
ological works and e-books, devices
already obsolete in technologically
advanced countries could be provid-
ed in a manner similar to that by
which pharmaceutical companies
provide medicines to less affluent
nations, then textbooks could
become available for minimal costs
each semester. The same e-text
books could be reloaded with new
texts at the beginning of each semes-
ter throughout the educational
process. At graduation, the e-text
books could be returned to the
school for the next class of incoming
students.

While these and many other ideas
may seem unrealistic for theological
education in the portions of the
world where they might be the most
useful, the question is not one of
technical possibility, it is a question
of vision and facilitation. Just as bil-
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needed is a champion from the tech-
nology sector to become the advo-
cate for theological education in the
countries represented within this
convocation.

lions of dollars worth of medical
products annually are provided to
mission agencies with minimal
charges, so theological books could
be similarly distributed. All that is
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What will be the shape of theological
education in Asia five or twenty-five
years from now? What will be its var-
ied forms and patterns? What events
and issues will shape theological edu-
cation? Schools want to pursue a bal-
anced path in developing curriculum
for theological education in the 21st
century. However, balance in one
context may be imbalance in anoth-
er. Each institution and organization
needs to determine its own curricular
equilibrium. Curriculum is more than

just course listings. It includes the
total of learning experiences (formal,
informal and nonformal) offered by
an institution or organization.

An often-overlooked component
of the curriculum is school culture.
This is where important, but not nec-
essarily apparent, nuances of the
curriculum are expressed. Organiza-
tional culture is the system of values,
symbols and shared meanings of a
group including the embodiment of
these values, symbols, and shared
meanings into material objects and
ritualized practices. Culture governs
what is of worth for a particular
group and how group members
would think, feel, and behave.1

School culture brings out the
nuances of theological education.
For example, does the atmosphere
of the school teach holiness or legal-
ism? Does it develop mature critical
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thinking or mere conformity? Refor-
mulating curriculum requires us not
only to examine course listings but
also to address the effect school cul-
ture has on students.

As we look to shaping the 21st
century, there are at least six issues
in formulating the total learning
experiences of our charges. During
the Curriculum Design workshop at
the Asia Theological Association Tri-
ennial General Assembly in August
2001, in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia,
120 theological educators were
asked how they would address the
following questions related to devel-
oping theological curricula in Asia.

1) How do we balance the forces
of globalization and contextualiza-
tion in theological education curricu-
la?

2) How do we balance classical
and contemporary theological
emphases in the curriculum?

3) How do we balance generalist
and specialist emphases in the cur-
riculum?

4) How do we balance experien-
tial learning in the field with the the-
oretical learning in the classroom?

5) How do we balance inter-
school cooperation with insular
development?

6) How do we lead curriculum
change for the 21st century, appro-
priately balancing the forces and
counter forces of the theological
school?

Many of the practical principles in
this paper are a result of the insight-
ful work of the General Assembly.

The operative word ‘balance’ in
the above questions needs some
explaining. Any particular balance is

not to be viewed as universal across
schools and cultures, and neither
should it be viewed as timeless. Cer-
tainly, there are universal and time-
less principles to be taught in theo-
logical education, but not necessarily
in regard to these six questions.
These questions require practical
wisdom which is strong in addressing
specific contexts at a point in time.
Thus arriving at balance is not a stat-
ic once-achieved exercise. Rather it
is dynamic, requiring constant
adjustment, like a tightrope walker
achieving new positions of balance
every step along the way.

Contextualization and
Globalization

First, how do we balance the forces
of contextualization and globaliza-
tion in theological education curricu-
la? How do we determine if our cur-
ricula is too global for the local good
or so localized that the school
becomes an educational ghetto? We
often think of contextualization in
theological terms. However, the
three other means of contextualiza-
tion articulated by the Theological
Education Fund Commission of the
World Council of Churches should
already be well known to us. Missio-
logical contextualization asks if our
message and ministry fit our people.
Structural contextualization asks if
the forms and structures of our insti-
tutions are appropriate for our con-
text. Pedagogical contextualization
seeks to develop a type of theologi-
cal training that is liberating and cre-
ative. It seeks to close the wide gap
between the academic and the prac-
tical.
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The term ‘globalization’ means to
extend worldwide. Current usage
has emerged out of the international
expansion of business and com-
merce in the post-colonial era. Inter-
national business interests discov-
ered that if they attended to cultural
differences they enjoyed greater pro-
ductivity.2 Globalization in theologi-
cal education, however, takes on
some new meanings. North Ameri-
can seminaries and especially the
Association of Theological Schools
in North America, have, ‘sought to
develop a new global context crystal-
lized under the banner of globaliza-
tion during the 1980s’.3

Based on the concept of the uni-
versal reign of God, globalization
refers to:

1) the church’s universal mission to
reach the world;

2) ecumenical cooperation;
3) dialogue with other religions,

and
4) the need to address the inequal-

ity, human rights, and justice issues
in the world.4

It is common for Asian schools to
be wary of globalization and, given
the abuses of the colonial era, there
is good reason to resist globalizing
forces. Yet, J.R.R. Tolkien’s Fellow-
ship of the Ring gives some sober-
ing counsel. The leader Gildor says
to a timid Frodo, ‘The wide world is
all about you: you can fence yourself

2 Alice Frazer Evans, Robert A Evans and David
A Roozen (eds.) The Globalization of Theological
Education (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis 1993), p. 123.

3 Evans, Globalization of Theological Educa-
tion, p. 5.

4 Evans, Globalization of Theological Educa-
tion p. 35.

in, but you cannot forever fence it
out.’5 The use of the internet as a
curricular tool is an important exam-
ple. Virtually every country in the
world has internet access (Myanmar
and North Korea are current excep-
tions). The internet, dominated by
the West, is clearly a globalizing
force. Nevertheless, Asia is develop-
ing Web sites at a fantastic rate. The
contextualizing power of the internet
in Asia will be harnessed in the years
to come. The growth of theological
education in Asia will also become a
globalizing force toward the West.

What are some practical principles
in addressing contextualization and
globalization? Workshop partici-
pants pointed out that these forces
are not mutually exclusive, but poles
of a continuum. Though we have a
timeless message in Scripture, spiri-
tuality and consequently the Christ-
ian life must be reshaped in each
context and era. This requires
unpacking and repacking our under-
standing of both text and context.
Balancing contextualization and
globalization requires knowledge of
marketplace issues and religious plu-
ralism in modern life. We must
address how to contextualize the
Christian faith in the midst of Asian
religions. Globalization, urbanization
and modernity create many ethical
challenges.

Theological curricula must
embrace these challenges rather
than avoid them by silence. We teach
our students by what we don’t
address as well as what we do. The

5 J.R.R. Tolkien, Fellowship of the Ring (Bal-
lentine Books: New York, 1965), p. 123.
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computer is quickly becoming an
essential connection to the world
around us. Like illiteracy, the inabili-
ty to utilize this powerful tool is a
form of ghettoization. Our schools
need both to supply the tools and
teach the skills of computer literacy.
Faculty development is important,
not only in terms of computer litera-
cy but also in developing and deliver-
ing a 21st century theological cur-
riculum.

The theological curriculum does
not just reside on paper, but rather it
is expressed in engagement and
interaction, particularly between fac-
ulty and students. At its deepest lev-
el it is not knowing things, but engag-
ing ourselves, our world, and our
Creator in a community of learning.
The theological school, more than
ever, will have to wrestle with bal-
ancing the forces of contextualiza-
tion and globalization in the 21st
century.

Classical and Contemporary
Curricular Patterns

Second, how do we balance classical
and contemporary theological
emphases in the curriculum? Classi-
cal theological curriculum stresses
mastering the best thinkers through-
out the history of Christendom. For
Evangelicals an important emphasis
is given to a historic, authoritative
Word of God. Contemporary cur-
riculum stresses mastering the skills
of doing theology and practising
ministry in specific contexts—an
important emphasis in light of our
mandate to minister.

Another way of looking at the clas-
sical/contemporary dyad is Pluedde-

mann’s split rail fence analogy of
theological education. How do we
determine if theological education
should be primarily upper rail,
addressing rational values and the
realm of ideas, or lower rail, address-
ing practical values and the realm of
life and ministry?6 Again, we see
poles of a continuum. Classical
upper rail theological curriculum
focuses on the historic faith, while
contemporary lower rail curriculum
aims at doing theology in the pres-
ent. The former can be true but pre-
sented in an irrelevant manner. The
latter can address contemporary
issues, such as ministering to AIDS
victims, but lay a weak biblical-theo-
logical foundation. One 118-unit
Master of Divinity programme this
author reviewed was very strong in
contemporary theologizing but
included only four units of Bible. This
raises the dual questions: How do we
decide what classical theological edu-
cation elements we should maintain
and what contemporary issues we
should address?

Workshop participants identified
several guiding principles. Evangeli-
cal theological education must be
Bible-based. To neglect the Word is
to neglect the very heart of our faith.
We must see the contemporary con-
text through the lens of Scripture.
Our teaching should bear fruit in the
equipping of the church for worship
and ministry in the contemporary
world. It should address the needs of

6 James E. Plueddemann, ‘The Challenge of
Excellence’ in Robert L. Youngblood, Excellence
and Renewal: Goals for the Accreditation of The-
ological Education (Flemington Markets:
WEF/Bookhouse, 1989), p. 2.
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the believing community ministering
in the context of the wider popula-
tion. Theological curriculum devel-
opers need to consider the learning
styles of students. Some are strong in
the realm of rational ideas, others in
the realm of experience and prac-
tice.

Although our intention should be
to expand the toolbox of student
learning skills, we must begin with
their present learning abilities. Par-
ticipants pointed out that many Chi-
nese and Indian students can be very
philosophical and metaphysical. Stu-
dents from other people groups may
have a bent toward the practical.
Finally, we must remember that clas-
sical theology was shaped around
contemporary issues. It is the task of
the theological educator to recapture
that context and utilize the classical
in resolving issues of contemporary
life.

Generalist and Specialist
Emphases

Third, how do we balance generalist
and specialist emphases in the cur-
riculum? Should we maintain the tra-
ditional large-core, four-part curricu-
lum consisting of biblical studies, the-
ological studies, church history and
practical theology? Or should we
increasingly emphasize large majors
in professional areas such as mis-
sions, pastoral studies, Christian
education, counselling, urban min-
istry and lay studies. Should theolog-
ical education in the 21st century
focus on the development of these
specialized roles or should it focus on
Christian thought and ministry skills
which can be generalized across spe-

cialized areas? How do we nurture
the unique interests, gifts and talents
of students in these specialized areas
and still lay a proper theological
foundation?

Participants expressed a need for
greater specialization, stating that,
‘We must respond positively to the
trend towards specialization, but
resist the tendency to embrace it
uncritically or wholeheartedly.’ In a
more diversified curriculum with sev-
eral specializations, it is important to
reach consensus on core elements
essential for all students. These may
be expressed through foundational
courses. Coursework should be inte-
grative in nature, tying academic
learning to specific roles and issues
that graduates will face.

Another principle is that of lifelong
learning. It is impossible to teach stu-
dents all they need to know through-
out life. In order for learning to be
ongoing and self-directed, students
need to develop lifelong learning
skills. The ideal minister is someone
who is always growing and maturing,
always learning new perspectives
and ideas. This ideal cannot be
achieved by spoon feeding students
with material to be memorized and
regurgitated in objective examina-
tions. The self-directed learner is
self-disciplined, reflective, analytical,
curious, open, motivated and confi-
dent. He has a love for learning and
has information-seeking and
retrieval skills as well as problem
solving skills. Whether the curricu-
lum is more generalist or specialist in
nature, these attitudes and skills must
be intentionally developed in the cur-
riculum and present in our faculty if
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students are to be growing and
maturing ministers.

Understanding the giftedness and
life station of learners is also impor-
tant. Learners already in ministry will
tend toward development of their
specific roles. They will learn what
they will use. A generalist curriculum
may not provide the specific kinds of
learning experiences they are seek-
ing. Younger students need help in
assessing their gifts and guidance in
developing those propensities.

How do we know we are at the
right place on the generalist-special-
ist continuum? Maintain an ongoing
dialogue with graduates and other
significant voices in the church and
society. Ask them if the knowledge,
attitudes and skills they acquired in
theological school prepared them
adequately for their calling. Sincere-
ly ask them in what ways they think
the ethos of the school and the
nature of the curriculum should
change.

Field and Classroom
Integration

Fourth, how do we balance experi-
ential learning in the field with theo-
retical learning in the classroom?
How do we use the classroom to
strengthen current practice in the
field, and the field to rethink our the-
oretical positions? How do we
demonstrate that experiential learn-
ing is as important as theoretical
learning? What teaching methodolo-
gies will enhance creative and critical
thinking needed for the challenges of
the 21st century?

Brian Hill asks the question, ‘The-
ological education: is it out of prac-

tice?’7 Often in theological educa-
tion, there is significant disjuncture
between classroom and field. Korn-
field identifies three levels of field
education: Skill Development, The-
ology to Practice and Practice as
Locus of Pastoral Theology.8

Skill Development: Field education
is to develop practical ministry skills
usually based on social science theo-
ry rather than theology.9 Kornfield
sees this as an unacceptable but
common arrangement whereby the
student studies theology and practis-
es ministry but does not integrate the
two. This occurs through a lack of
intention in the curriculum and
school culture to link theology and
practice. Either the goal of integra-
tion is not properly thought through
or the actualities of the programme
thwart the goal.

Theology to Practice: A one-direc-
tional approach whereby field edu-
cation is ‘the application of theology
to the practice of ministry’.10 Theo-
logical learning occurs only in the
academic setting. Theology is not
critiqued in light of experience, but
rather applied only to the field. Expe-
rience must conform to theology.
The social sciences may be seen as a
threat. The goal is to guide the stu-
dent in relating the classical cate-
gories of theology to experience.

7 Brian V. Hill, ‘Theological Education: Is it Out
of Practice?’ Evangelical Review of Theology 10:2
(1986) pp. 174-182.

8 David Kornfield, ‘Seminary Education Toward
Adult Education Alternatives’, in Harvie M. Conn
and, Samuel F. Rowen (eds.), Missions and Theo-
logical Education in World Perspective, (Farming-
ton, Mi.: Associates of Urbanus, 1984), pp. 180-
181.

9 Kornfield, ‘Seminary Education’, pp. 180-181.
10 Kornfield, ‘Seminary Education’, p. 180.
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Practice as Locus of Pastoral The-
ology: Kornfield sees this as a two-
directional approach whereby theol-
ogy and practice are in dialogue,
each mutually enriching the other.11

Reflective practice is to enlighten
theology just as theology is to inform
practice. The action of God is
explored in experience as well as in
the Christian tradition. The goal is
that the student will become a skilled
and critical overseer of the dialogue
between one’s Christian tradition
and Christian experience.

Only in the last model is there a
proper integration of pastoral theol-
ogy and practice. Although many
would agree that our practice of
Christian ministry is less than per-
fect, it is more difficult to recognize
imperfections in our theology. Af-
firming a two-directional approach
allows students (and faculty) to inte-
grate theology and practice in ways
that strengthen both.

How can the seminary better inte-
grate theology and practice? Partici-
pants stated that, ‘Professors are the
key to integration’. Encouraging fac-
ulty to participate in varied ministry
experiences will provide the experi-
ential depth necessary for a dialogue
between theology and ministry. It is
not enough to hire a field education
director; faculty should embrace,
advocate and participate in an inte-
grative field education programme.

Another principle stated was that
students’ field experiences are to be
taken seriously even to the point of
changing the academic curriculum.
Simply put, ministry cannot be

11 Kornfield, ‘Seminary Education’, p. 181.

learned in the classroom. Learning
must be extended beyond the acade-
my and academics integrated with
ministry experiences in the church
and life in general. This may require
removing some precious content
courses in favour of experiential
learning approaches. It will require
culture change in some schools. Par-
ticipants identified the need for a
‘learning environment that encour-
ages such thinking’. Both faculty and
administration need to value practice
as the locus of pastoral theology if
the school is ever to develop an inte-
grative curriculum.

Cooperation and Insular
Development

Fifth, how do we balance inter-
school cooperation with insular
development? How can inter-school
cooperation enhance the 21st cen-
tury curriculum without losing indi-
vidual school uniqueness and identi-
ty? How can we learn to trust each
other enough to make cooperation
easier?

Evangelicals sometimes operate
like isolated islands. Even schools
within proximity of each other main-
tain only cordial relations. We are
fond of saying we have organic unity
in the body of Christ but do little to
express it in cooperative theological
education. Participants asked them-
selves, ‘Why do we need to cooper-
ate?’ Generally our schools are small
and our size affects the quality, depth
and breadth of our programs. Coop-
erating with local schools will
improve our ability to contextualize.
Cooperating with distant schools will
improve our ability to globalize.
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Beyond these practical reasons,
cooperation is an expression of the-
ological maturity. Participants called
it, ‘maturing to a kingdom mentali-
ty’, as opposed to creating our own
little kingdoms.

Theological schools would greatly
benefit by sharing innovations,
resources and faculty and allowing
cross-enrolment. In smaller schools
faculty are often assigned to teach in
areas outside of their discipline. Fac-
ulty exchange programmes would
reduce this problem. Perhaps the
minimum size for theological schools
to operate a full curriculum is 500
students. Outside of Korea, few
schools approach this size.

Working together, schools can
offer a variety of programmes that
are tailored to the special needs of
students. Possibilities include: diver-
sified music programmes; adequate
libraries with fulltime librarians; ade-
quately supervised field education;
multiple levels and sections of course
offerings; specialized course offer-
ings such as, Theology of Suffering
for the Persecuted Church; special-
ized student groups; guidance and
counselling programmes; effective
orientation programmes; evening
programmes; and tutorial and reme-
dial classes. Combining individual
resources into effective cooperative
structures, schools could offer a sig-
nificantly improved learning environ-
ment.

Developing a spirit of respect and
cooperation is more fundamental
than structures. We need to accept
differences, recognizing that there is
often more than one mature Christ-
ian perspective on any given issue.

This provides breadth of theological
interpretation for our students. Par-
ticipants stated that we need to,
‘imbibe generosity’ between our
schools. ‘Give, and it will be given to
you. A good measure, pressed
down, shaken together and running
over, will be poured into your lap.
For with the measure you use, it will
be measured to you’ (Luke 6:38).

When these attitudes are present,
we will be able to take mutual advan-
tage of each others’ strengths, par-
ticularly in the area of curricular spe-
cializations. For example, we may
have a missions programme but not
counselling or urban ministry. Devel-
oping specific specializations among
cooperating schools is one way we
can offer a full curriculum to our stu-
dents.

Participants suggested that this
could be accomplished by students
spending two years in one school and
a third year concentrating on a spe-
cialization in another school. Schools
could work together in developing
specializations such as Islamic Stud-
ies. Participants noted that the key is
to cooperate without losing school
identity and uniqueness.

School mergers may result in at
least one of the institutions losing its
identity, but there are several forms
of cooperation that maintain the
identity and uniqueness of individual
schools. Schools may enter a con-
sortium where they participate in
forming a new institution with
degree granting rights, or where the
individual schools retain degree-
granting rights. Boards, personnel
and resources remain with the indi-
vidual schools which make required
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(e.g. dues) and voluntary (e.g. office
space, personnel) contributions to
the consortium as stated in a consor-
tium agreement.

Schools may also enter into a net-
work of voluntary cooperation in
such areas as interlibrary loan, cross
enrolment, faculty exchange, disser-
tation committee work, student men-
toring, theological forums, journals
or yearbooks, research projects, and
representation to the government.
Individual Boards may determine
their school’s areas of cooperation.
Personnel voluntarily participate in a
joint network committee to guide the
network and to carry out its work as
stated in a joint agreement.
Resources are raised as needed
through dues.

Schools may enter associations
such as the Asia Theological Associ-
ation in which a broad-based group-
ing of theological institutions join for
the purposes of accreditation and
mutual enrichment. Personnel vol-
untarily participate in a Board or
joint committee to guide the associa-
tion and to carry on its work as stat-
ed in association documents.

Other cooperative arrangements
include ‘niche institutes’ which offer
special subjects, such as missions,
across a variety of schools. ‘Piggy-
back schools’ are arrangements
whereby a smaller school ‘rides on
the back’ of a larger school in a long-
term relationship. Partner schools
have an arrangement whereby a new
school partners with an established
school for a given period. Coopera-
tive Internet schools work together
in providing internet courses that all
participating schools use. Validation

programmes, where younger
schools participate with such schools
as the University of Wales, allow for
the recognition and granting of
degrees.

The words of Solomon are very
helpful in considering cooperative
arrangements. ‘Though one may be
overpowered, two can defend them-
selves. A cord of three strands is not
quickly broken’ (Ecc. 4:12).

Leadership in Curriculum
Evaluation and Revision

Finally, how do we lead curriculum
change for the 21st century, appro-
priately balancing the forces and
counter forces of the theological
school? Barriers to change in theo-
logical curricula are significant. In
some institutions, the existing cur-
riculum has become a second canon
as sacred as Scripture itself. We
sometimes become overdependent
on specific curricula, texts and mate-
rials. Our boards, administration,
constituency and even our own lead-
ership may be too conservative and
traditionalistic to allow for significant
change. We allow dysfunctional
interpersonal relations that inhibit
change to continue. Under these
conditions, our change systems are
insufficient, evaluation is lacking,
and we tend not to reward innova-
tors. These barriers need to be over-
come if curricular change is going to
take place.

There are four key roles in curricu-
lum change: the Chief Executive
Officer (CEO), the Chief Academic
Officer (CAO), the Heads of Depart-
ments (HOD) and the Chief Financial
Officer (CFO). Participants empha-
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sized that the ‘CEO is the key in the
entire process’. His task is to cast
new vision throughout the school
regarding revision outcomes. He
approves the extent of evaluation
and encourages the process of
change. He promotes and models
the mission, values, and goals of the
institution in relation to the curricu-
lum by using its primary documents
as the guiding force in the revision
process. The CEO ensures that eval-
uations of outcomes are based upon
these documents. If these documents
are not properly formulated for a
21st century curriculum, he is to lead
the school constituency in reformu-
lating them. The CEO makes sure
that an appropriate timetable is set,
that there is adequate follow-
through, and that the overall work is
done well and with integrity. He net-
works with his board and the CAO
on the evaluation and development
process; makes certain that adequate
resources are available; pastors the
personnel involved; and communi-
cates relevant outcomes to the
school publics.

The CAO organizes and orches-
trates the evaluation and revision. He
ensures that primary documents as
well as notations of the regional
accreditation association, govern-
ment standards, and university stan-
dards are reflected in the process. The
CAO champions the examination of
important issues (e.g. social issues,
such as urban poverty or curricular
issues, such as excellence) in relation
to the curriculum as indicated by pri-
mary documents. The CAO provides
an understanding of curriculum theo-
ry, foundations, design and engineer-

ing. He supervises the utilization of
review instruments (e.g. faculty and
course evaluations, applies research
skills such as survey, document analy-
sis and interview to the review
process, and guides appropriate
reflections on findings. Relationally
the CAO networks with the CEO,
HODs and faculty. He must demon-
strate authenticity (genuine, having a
self-examining, open orientation)
throughout the process; and must uti-
lize relational/political skills needed to
bring diverse parities together. Finally,
the CAO sustains continuous evalua-
tion of the various aspects of the cur-
riculum as well as a major evaluation
every four to five years.

HODs maintain a listening ear to
what students and other stakehold-
ers are saying. They utilize evalua-
tion reports in relation to depart-
mental work and curricula and make
recommendations to the CAO and
academic committee after gaining
consensus in departmental discus-
sions. The HODs ensure that pri-
mary documents as well as notations
of the regional accreditation associa-
tion, government standards, and uni-
versity standards are implemented
through the revision and develop-
ment process. Finally they oversee
implementation of departmental
changes, explain changes to stu-
dents and other publics related to the
department, and champion excel-
lence within the department.

The CFO plans a budget for cur-
riculum evaluation and development.
He asks what needs to be done
before, during, and after the process.
He plans a budget around four ques-
tions: What internal and external
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personnel need to be involved? How
long will they be needed? What will
be the actual cost? How much will be
the out-of-pocket expenses?

Leadership of curricular change
should be seen as a corporate task
where people and their ideas are val-
ued. Creating an atmosphere of trust
and compromise will help curriculum
innovations move forward.

Seven Key Questions to Ask
There are certain essential questions
to ask in preparing to evaluate and
revise theological curricula. These
questions, presented by Dr. Ng Peh
Cheng, keep the evaluation and revi-
sion process focused on the big pic-
ture of what the curriculum is to
accomplish.

1. What is the ultimate purpose of
the church?

2. What is the mission of the insti-
tution?

3. What will be the context of the
institution and learner in five or
twenty-five years?

4. What will be the ‘levels’ of
workers needed?

5. What qualities should workers
possess?

6. How can the institution devel-
op these qualities?

7. How should the institution
administer and implement the deci-
sions made?

Conclusion
Theological curriculum change is a
difficult but essential process in the
life of the school. Avoid this process
for too long and your institution will
become moribund and irrelevant.
Pursue it periodically with an ear
toward your constituency and an eye
on the world around you and your
students will become more capable
ministers of the gospel.
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The Silent God
In a noise-filled world we frequently misinterpret silence.
Polluting our moments with relentless prattle, we struggle to fill

the internal void;
A hollow cacophony masks insubstantial existence, and shrewdly

protects us from our desperate emptiness.
Terrified of the word, we fiercely complain of divine absence to

insulate ourselves from the risk of hearing.
Content with our muted deity, we are safe from that comprehension

beyond words, and the exacting demands of communion;
Until that voiceless emptiness within reveals the listening silence at

the very heart of God;
And we discover the sacramental word, and the sacramental

silence.
Garry Harris, Adelaide, South Australia (used with permission)
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arguments on ‘what the Bible says’
even as they have not ignored other
issues. As with other long-standing
theological disputes, however, nei-
ther side appears to have a knock-
down biblical argument. I propose,
therefore, to inquire into the inter-
pretive presuppositions—herme-
neutical, theological and philosophi-
cal—operative in both the classical
and openness accounts of the doc-
trine of divine omniscience.

Hermeneutical issues include
operative root metaphors regarding
the God-world relationship, notions
about the nature of biblical language,
and commitments to various

1 My thanks to members of the audience at the
Evangelical Theological Society annual meeting in
Nashville, Tennessee, in November 2000 for their
responses and questions. I am grateful to Gregory
Boyd and Tyler DeArmond for their critical reading
of an earlier draft.
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Introduction1

In recent years, the efforts of open
theists to revise the classical under-
standing of the nature of the future
about which God knows has revived
an ancient controversy over the doc-
trine of divine omniscience. Evan-
gelicals thinkers on both sides of the
debate have naturally centred their



hermeneutical paradigms. Theologi-
cal issues include the essential nature
of God, divine omnipotence, and the
meaning of divine freedom. More
philosophically oriented issues
include the problem of theodicy, the
meaning of creaturely freedom, and
the nature of the relationship
between God, time, and eternity.
Rather than being a detailed explica-
tion of these issues, my paper focus-
es instead on showing how intuitive-
ly made decisions in each of these
areas impacts how one reads the
Bible.

My purposes are threefold: a) to
show the complex web of beliefs—
both presuppositional and doctri-
nal—that go into the formulation of
a single theological doctrine; b) to
identify the range of historical and
contemporary methods on each
issue that informs and underwrites—
both consistently and inconsistent-
ly—attempts to articulate a coherent
doctrine of God’s knowledge of the
future; and c) to raise the question
about whether or not there is a hier-
archy of doctrines about God, and if
so, where the specific doctrine of
God’s knowledge of future contin-
gents fits into that hierarchy.

I also need to be clear, however,
that this paper does not aim to be an
exhaustive analysis of all the presup-
positions that go into reflection on
the doctrine of omniscience. This
non-exhaustiveness should be read
in at least four ways. First, my focus
here is on the debate within evangel-
icalism, i.e., between classical theism
and open theism. I do not even con-
sider this debate in the larger histor-
ical and contemporary Christian

context.2 Second, there are just too
many presuppositional issues to fully
enumerate, much less consider. One
philosophical presupposition that I
do not mention here but which I dis-
cuss at length elsewhere is the issue
of the nature of possibility and how
that relates to what God does and
knows.3 Third, even my treatment of
the various issues I do engage
remains on the surface in that I do
not, because of space constraints,
detail the arguments as developed by
either side. I assume readers who are
generally familiar with the overall
contours of the debate will either
affirm or deny that my at-times gross
generalizations have hit their intend-
ed mark. Finally, I should also add
that my interests are methodological
rather than strictly theological in that
I do not set out to resolve the current
debate.4 My feeling is that the issues

2 For an example of what would be entailed if
this restriction were lifted, see how I develop the brief
sub-section here on the question of God’s relation-
ship to time and eternity into a full article that sur-
veys some of the most prominent responses in the
history of Christian thought to this question: ‘Divine
Knowledge and Relation to Time’, in Thomas Jay
Oord, ed., Philosophy of Religion: An Introduc-
tion to Issues (Kansas City: Beacon Hill/Nazarene
Publishing House, forthcoming). It goes without say-
ing that even a full article does not begin to do justice
to the complexity of the question.

3 See Yong, ‘Possibility and Actuality: The Doc-
trine of Creation and Its Implications for Divine
Omniscience’, The Wesleyan Philosophical Soci-
ety Online Journal [http://david.snu.edu/~brint.fs
/wpsjnl/v1n1.htm] 1:1 (2001).

4 In some ways, I am doing for the debate on
omniscience what Kelly James Clark did a short
while ago for the debate on divine impassibility
between those represented then on the traditionalist
side by Richard Creel and on the progressive side by
Nicholas Wolterstorff; see Clark’s ‘Hold Not Thy
Peace At My Tears: Methodological Reflections on
Divine Impassibility’, in Kelly James Clark, ed., Our
Knowledge of God: Essays on Natural and Philo-
sophical Theology (Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic
Publishers, 1992), pp. 167-93.
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involved, even if restricted as here to
the intra-evangelical debate, are
extremely complex, and that those
who attempt to settle the issues in
the scope of a single paper do not
represent the art and craft of theo-
logical reflection well. With these
caveats in hand, on with the argu-
ment.

I. Hermeneutical
Presuppositions

It is certainly the case that what I call
theological and philosophical pre-
suppositions (sections two and three
below) also serve as hermeneutical
presuppositions in so far as they
inform and influence the ways in
which we read the Bible. In this sec-
tion, however, my focus is on the
principles of interpretation them-
selves. The question here revolves
around how Scripture is read and
understood by classical and open
theists. I want to broach that ques-
tion by examining how root
metaphors for the God-world rela-
tionship function, how understand-
ings of biblical language influence
interpretation, and how the idea of
hermeneutical paradigms plays a
central role in the present debate.

Root metaphors for the God-
world relationship
The Bible presents God as genuinely
related to the world. However, this
relationship is also depicted in a vari-
ety of ways, each of them reflecting
various aspects and serving diverse
functions. For our purposes, consid-
er that God is creator, judge and sov-
ereign on the one hand, and saviour,
lover and friend on the other. There

5 This is evident in the collection of essays pub-
lished in response to the openness position; see
Thomas Schreiner and Bruce Ware, eds., The Grace
of God and the Bondage of the Will, 2 vols. (Grand
Rapids: Baker Book House, 1995); cf. also Paul
Helm, The Providence of God (Downers Grove:
InterVarsity Press, 1994).

is no question that each triad is clear-
ly portrayed in Scripture, so neither
side can accuse the other of being
‘extra-biblical’ in this regard. Yet,
each triad also communicates dis-
tinct aspects of God’s relationship
with the world. As creator, judge and
sovereign king, God’s omnipotence
and purposiveness regarding cre-
ation is emphasized. As saviour,
lover and friend, God’s omni-benev-
olence and genuine responsiveness
to creation in general and to human
beings more specifically is accentuat-
ed.

At one level, the debate between
classical and openness theists turns
on which triad of metaphors about
God’s relationship to the world is
dominant. On the classical side, the
latter set is subservient to the former
at least conceptually if not rhetorical-
ly. In other words, while classical the-
ists do not deny God as saviour, lover
and friend, logical priority is placed
on God as creator, judge and sover-
eign. The result is that God’s inter-
action with the world is subordinated
to God’s intentions for the world.
Another way of saying this is that
classical theism emphasizes God’s
power, God’s purposes and God’s
glory to the (unintentional) neglect of
the more personalistic attributes of
divinity. Classical theists are con-
vinced that if one should err, it should
be on this side rather than on the
other.5
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Open theists, however, are not
persuaded. As with the classical strat-
egy, open theists certainly do not
deny the creating, judging and ruling
aspects of God’s relationship with
the world. However, these aspects
are subordinated—clearly in this
case rhetorically, but perhaps even
as clearly conceptually—to the sav-
ing, loving and befriending aspects
of that relationship. The result is that
God’s interaction with the world is
understood much more in terms of a
robust or mutual relationality as
opposed to the more one-way or
asymmetrical relationality in the clas-
sical paradigm. Another way of say-
ing this is that open theists empha-
size God’s love, compassion and per-
sonableness with regard to God’s
relationship to the world in general
and to human beings more specifi-
cally. This last point is especially
important since the human experi-
ence of interpersonal relationships
enables human beings to understand
what it means to affirm God as per-
sonal. Open theists are convinced
that because God is a saving, loving
and personal God, if one should err,
it should be on this side rather than
the other.6

Now it is important to remember
that both sides will resist any sugges-
tion that they either deny or con-
sciously subordinate one triad to the
other. My thesis, however, is that
this subordination takes place
hermeneutically at the level of root
metaphors. Root metaphors func-

6 Representative of the relational emphasis in
open theism is John Sanders, The God Who Risks:
A Theology of Providence (Downers Grove: Inter-
Varsity Press, 1998).

tion underneath full consciousness
at the worldview level and define
what is considered axiomatic, valu-
able and criteriological.7 This en-
ables the resolution of tensions in
the biblical text. Thus, classical the-
ists read God’s saving work in the
light of God’s creating work, while
open theists understand God as cre-
ator in light of God as saviour. The
tension between God’s power and
God’s love is resolved by classical
theists in the former direction and
by open theists in the latter direc-
tion. Put another way, the divine-
human relationship is understood ei-
ther as predicated on God’s initia-
tive (the classical emphasis on divine
sovereignty and graciousness) or as
being genuinely interactive (the
open theist emphasis on divine love
and relationality). For both sides, the
questions raised by the triad of
metaphors on the ‘other’ side is ex-
plicated in terms of what the Bible
says about the root metaphors on
their own side. The question at this
level, then, is whether God is first
and foremost sovereign, etc., or
friend, etc. Which serves as the set
of root metaphors that founds one’s
worldview and that shapes one’s in-
terpretive intuitions?

The nature of biblical language
A second set of hermeneutical
assumptions operative in the current
debate concerns the nature of bibli-
cal language. One of the most hotly
debated points is the question of

7 On the concept of root metaphors, see
Stephen Pepper, World Hypotheses: A Study in
Evidence (Berkeley: University of California Press,
1942).
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when language about God is anthro-
pomorphic and when it is not. Both
sides agree that the Bible contains
anthropomorphic language on the
one hand, but also includes clearly lit-
eral predications about God on the
other. Thus references to God’s
wings (e.g., Ruth 2:12 and Ps. 17:8)
or God’s eyes (e.g., 2 Chr. 16:9 and
1 Pet. 3:12) are of the former type,
and statements such as ‘God is love’
(1 Jn. 4:8) and ‘God is light’ (1 Jn.
1:5) are of the latter type. But what
about statements regarding God
coming to find something as if it
were new to him (e.g., Gen. 18:21,
22:12 and Deut. 8:2) or having
incorrectly anticipated the ways
things would turn out (e.g., Jer. 3:7,
19:5 and 32:35), or cases where
there is a change in the divine mind
about specific actions (e.g., Ezek.
20:21-22, Amos 7:1-6 and Jon.
3:10)? Historically, these also have
been read as anthropomorphisms,
and contemporary classical theists
insist on following the lead of the
ancients.8

The response of open theists,
however, has been ‘Not so quick!’
Rather, these kinds of statements not
only tell us something about God, but
they also tell us something about the
future, namely that the future is
open; some things are determined,

8 Thus Bruce Ware has defended the classical
view, and in the process offered to clarify the defini-
tion of anthropomorphism: ‘A given ascription to
God may rightly be understood as anthropomorphic
when Scripture clearly presents God as transcending
the very human or finite features it elsewhere attrib-
utes to him’ (‘An Evangelical Reformulation of the
Doctrine of the Immutability of God’, Journal of the
Evangelical Theological Society 29:4 [1986] pp.
431-46).

but other things, specifically that
connected to what free creatures
have yet to determine, are not. What
has formerly been understood
anthropomorphically is now, in the
open theist scheme of things, literal-
ly predicable of God.

The question that arises is why one
party retains the classical notion of
anthropomorphism in these cases
and the other party does not. I would
like to explore the controversial the-
sis that one’s notion of biblical lan-
guage plays an important role in
determining how one feels about
anthropomorphisms. Let me sug-
gest that the centrality of the doc-
trine of analogy to classical
hermeneutics is a key factor. This
doctrine emphasizes that while the
same property signified of God and
of human beings is the same, it is
also different in some significant
way(s). Thus, God is good, but God’s
goodness is not exactly similar to
ours (the difference being expressible
only in negative terms). Alternatively
put, there is an ‘excessive’ dissimilar-
ity whereby God is infinitely and per-
fectly good in contrast to our finite
and imperfect ‘goodness’. The result
is not only that our knowledge of
God’s goodness is analogical to our
experience of finite goodness, but
also that our knowledge of goodness
itself is imperfect.

Important implications follow.
First, the analogical conception of
biblical (and religious) language
means that while God is therefore
revealed to human beings in some
(analogical) way, yet God remains
hidden from human beings to the
same extent that the language of rev-
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elation assumes similarities-in-differ-
ences. The apophatic strand deep
within Christian orthodoxy from
Augustine through Aquinas, Luther,
Calvin and Kierkegaard testifies to
the classical claim to both know God
and yet not know God simultaneous-
ly. Second, the doctrine of analogy
underwrites an allegorical, spiritualist
or typological hermeneutic that
understands the biblical text to com-
municate in multiple layers appropri-
ate to the level of the reader or lis-
tener of the Word of God. If God is
not fully revealed but remains par-
tially hidden in the language of reve-
lation itself, allegorical and especial-
ly spiritualistic interpretations of the
text are required in order to keep us
from being deceived that we have ful-
ly understood what is ultimately
incomprehensible.9

Finally, might it not also be seen
that the doctrine of analogy thereby
supports one’s intuition that anthro-
pomorphisms permeate the biblical
portrayal of God? If in fact there is a
chasm between God in Godself and
our human selves that is not com-
pletely bridged by biblical revelation,
does it not make sense to assume
that the scriptural text both reveals
and conceals the essential reality of
God? Would not anthropomor-
phisms then be the rule rather than
the exception? After all, God would
need to be revealed in human
terms—anthropomorphically—in
order for humans to grasp the divine

9 For the connections between an allegorical
hermeneutic and the apophatic tradition, see
Andrew Louth, Discerning the Mystery: An Essay
on the Nature of Theology (Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1983), esp. chs. 5 and 6.

reality.
The alternatives to an analogical

conception are to understand bibli-
cal language either equivocally or
univocally. To opt for the former is
to opt for a thoroughgoing via neg-
ativa. Because this means that we
do not really know what predicates
for divinity mean after all, it has not
been a live option for evangelical
thinkers. The notion of biblical lan-
guage as univocal, however, has had
its evangelical advocates. Following
Scotus and Ockham, univocal lan-
guage means that we are applying
predicates to God and intending
them in the same sense although
without the imperfections attached
when applied to human beings.
Evangelicals who are committed to
truth as propositional find this alter-
native attractive.10 It enables them
to make fairly literal assertions about
God without the uncomfortable feel-
ing that things really aren’t that way,
or that something else remains hid-
den and shrouded in obscurity (as in
the doctrine of analogy). Typologi-
cal interpretations and reliance on
anthropomorphisms are less ap-
pealing in this framework.

Open theists do not deny there are
anthropomorphisms. They only

10 The connection between a commitment to
biblical and religious language as univocal and what
is now known as the openness position was antici-
pated by the British philosophical theologian,
Richard Swinburne. In his The Coherence of The-
ism (orig. 1977), Swinburne opted for Scotus’s doc-
trine of univocity in order to preserve the argument
for God as personal (rev. ed. [Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1993], pp. 51-73). While his role in the pres-
ent debate has been minimal because of his confes-
sional and geographical location, I suggest that the
argument for univocity operates as a hermeneutical
assumption underlying openness theology.
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wish to avoid the tactical temptation
to hide behind appeals to mystery
when pushed, a strategy that
appears at least at first glance to be
substantiated by the anthropomor-
phic principle. Instead, the Bible’s
statements, stories and narratives
are genuinely and directly revelatory
about God. The cash value of this
position is that it encourages and
even requires us to face up to what
the Bible does say about God, at least
on the surface of things—i.e., God
does come to find out something
new, incorrectly anticipate how
things turn out, or change the divine
mind. For open theists, then, the
issue in the debate thus turns not on
how the Bible reveals God (i.e.,
anthropomorphically), but on our
having accurate conceptions about
the nature of the future.

Paradigm changes in
hermeneutics

I wish to take this question of
hermeneutical presuppositions to
the next level and ask about the con-
stellation of interpretive principles
themselves. Both the relationship of
root metaphors to hermeneutic pre-
suppositions and concomitant con-
victions about the nature of religious
language can be fruitfully explored
not only with regard to where they
derive from (the tensions of the bibli-
cal texts), but also with regard to the
kind of hermeneutical framework
they underwrite. For our purposes, I
propose a heuristic exercise of dis-
tinguishing between the classical and
the openness interpretive paradigms
as following after the ancient Alexan-
drian and Antiochene schools of

interpretation respectively.11

I suggest that classical theism is
intrinsically wedded to what could be
called the medieval or Augustinian-
Thomistic synthesis, and this, in
turn, could be traced back to the
Alexandrian school of hermeneutics
originating in the work of Philo and
Clement and Origen of Alexandria.12

This interpretive framework was
founded on and sustained by the
ancient and medieval political mod-
els of kingship, aristocracy, and serf-
dom. It is, principally, an elitist
hermeneutic developed by social,
political, and ecclesial hierarchies. It
is supported by a doctrine of inspira-
tion connected with the ecstatic
experiences of poets in the ancient
Greek world and prophets in the
Hebrew tradition. This leads, natu-
rally, to an emphasis on Scripture as
primarily the Word of God and only
secondarily as, in or through human
words.

The result is a rather authoritarian
structure and fairly strict dependence
on the citation of tradition. Readers
are more or less passive recipients of
the divine message as mediated

11 David S. Dockery, Biblical Interpretation
Then and Now: Contemporary Hermeneutics in
the Light of the Early Church (Grand Rapids: Bak-
er Book House, 1992), provides an excellent
overview of the Alexandrian and Antiochene schools
of interpretation against the background of patristic
hermeneutics as a whole.

12 In opposition to open theism, Norman
Geisler retrieves and reaffirms the classical para-
digm, especially in its Thomistic forms; see Geisler,
Creating God in the Image of Man? The New
‘Open’ View of God—Neotheism’s Dangerous
Drift (Minneapolis: Bethany House Publishers,
1997); and Geisler and H. Wayne House, The Bat-
tle for God: Responding to the Challenge of
Neotheism (Grand Rapids: Kregel Publications,
2001).
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through scripture. Alexandrian
hermeneutics in the first millennium
and the medieval synthesis of the
second millennium CE can thus be
said to proceed from above to below,
prioritizing God over the world, priv-
ileging Scripture as first and fore-
most the Word of God rather than as
human words, and emphasizing the
side of the (divine) author of the text
rather than that of the reader.

On the other side, open theists
may in large part be correct when
they claim classical hermeneutics to
be dependent on a Hellenistic world-
view (along with its attending meta-
physics and ontology), but this does
not in and of itself mean their critique
is also right. This is not only because
guilt does not occur simply by histor-
ical association, but also because
open theists themselves partake of
and derive from an historically locat-
able hermeneutical and methodolog-
ical tradition. This is the Antiochene
school associated with Diodore of
Tarsus and Theodore of Mopsuestia,
and mediated to us through develop-
ments during the Renaissance and
the early modern period.

Whereas Alexandrians drew their
inspiration from Platonic and neo-
Platonic categories, Antiochenes
were drawn toward Aristotle’s
emphasis on empirical reality. The
Alexandrian emphases on allegory
and the spiritual sense were down-
played in Antioch in favour of the
text’s historical and literal sense
understood against the backdrop of
the author’s and original audience’s
context. Care was thereby taken to
determine the historical contexts of
Scripture’s origins, its canonical

development, and its transmission,
all of which concerned and involved
humans. Antiochene hermeneutics
can thus be said to have proceeded
from below in recognizing the
human aspects of Scripture, even
while attempting to maintain the
conviction that the fully human
words of the Bible nevertheless com-
municated the word of God.

During the Renaissance and mod-
ern periods, the Antiochene model
was taken up and expanded by vari-
ous schools associated with Eras-
mus, Spinoza and Schleiermacher.
With regard to theology and
hermeneutics, this marked a number
of movements intrinsic to Antioch-
ene principles: movements from elit-
ism to democracy, from tradition to
autonomous rationality, from cere-
bralism to experientialism, from tra-
ditionalism to individualism, from
institutionalism to personalism, from
conservatism to inquiry, from hierar-
chicalism or the ‘house of authority’
to mutual dialogue.13

However, whereas the patristic
Antiochenes identified the Bible as
both the word of God and the word
of human beings, modern
hermeneuticians have de-empha-
sized the former and subordinated
it—sometimes to the point of deny-
ing the divine element altogether—
to the latter. Recognition of the
human dimensions of the biblical text
has resulted in a change of empha-

13 The ‘house of authority’ language is Edward
Farley’s; see his phenomenological-historical analy-
sis of the modernity’s movement away from author-
ity and reliance on tradition in theological method in
Ecclesial Reflection: An Anatomy of Theological
Method (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1982), Part 1.
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sis. Whereas the patristic Antioch-
enes focused on the text’s author(s),
modern hermeneuticians focus on
the text’s readers. Instead of seeing
the message of Scripture as a mono-
logue whereby the Bible speaks in a
unidirectional manner to readers,
moderns are much more conscious
not only of what readers bring to the
text experientially but also of the
communalistic, personalistic, and
dialogical dimensions of authorship,
reading and inquiry. Thus can be
seen the influence of what has come
to be known as the Wesleyan quadri-
lateral on hermeneutics and theolog-
ical method. While not denying the
normative priority of the Bible,
Scripture is interpreted in light of
community and tradition, divinely
constituted reason, and personal
experience.

The implications of this paradigm
shift in hermeneutics can now be dis-
cerned with regard to the debate at
hand. In former generations, evan-
gelicals recognized the sole sufficien-
cy of Scripture for doctrinal and the-
ological purposes. Classical
hermeneutics continues to insist on
the importance of right interpreta-
tion for theological understanding,
and limits such interpretative meth-
ods and strategies to the elite who
have had the requisite theological
education.

Openness hermeneutics, on the
other hand, fully accepts the demo-
cratic principle of Bible reading. It
advocates what could be known also
as a hermeneutics of the laity: the
Bible speaks plainly to all persons
and is to be understood simply and
literally in what it affirms. Whereas

classical hermeneutics limits the
Reformation doctrine of the priest-
hood of all believers to personal
piety, openness hermeneutics
extends that doctrine to biblical inter-
pretation and theological reflection
as well. And, while classical
hermeneutics remains firmly com-
mitted to the authority of the tradi-
tion of Christian orthodoxy, open-
ness hermeneutics subordinates tra-
dition not only to the Bible but also
(and this is important) to reason and
experience. The latter, of course, is
not just the sophisticatedly under-
stood ‘experience’ of the theological
elite, but the practical and unpreten-
tious experience of every man,
woman, boy and girl, forged in daily
life and supported by a web of other
beliefs and practices ranging from
assumptions about how God acts in
the world to the value and impor-
tance of prayer.14

While I will return to these points
later, yet it needs to be mentioned at
this juncture that openness
hermeneutics is just as socially and
historically conditioned as is classical
hermeneutics. If open theists insist
that the latter is guilty by association
with Hellenism in general and
Alexandrian hermeneutics more
specifically, then they should confess
their own guilt by association with
the patriarchs of Antioch and one
tradition of hermeneutics in the
modern era.

I have no space here to adjudicate

14 Exemplary of the openness hermeneutic in
each of these respects is Gregory A. Boyd, God of
the Possible: A Biblical Introduction to the Open
View of God (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House,
2000).
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either the hermeneutical or method-
ological issues.15 However, my point
in this section is to bring to the sur-
face the hermeneutical presupposi-
tions underlying the contemporary
debate on divine omniscience
between classical and open theists.
The former insist on God’s exhaus-
tive foreknowledge of future contin-
gents and appeal to a traditional, elit-
ist reading of Scripture that affirms
the principle of anthropomorphism
and emphasizes certain root
metaphors for divinity. The latter
deny God’s knowledge of future con-
tingents as actual and appeal to a lay,
democratic reading of Scripture that
prioritizes the literalness of biblical
language and emphasizes other root
metaphors. These generalizations
will be qualified as well as explicated
as we turn to the theological and
philosophical presuppositions that
are also interrelated with these
hermeneutical ones.

II. Theological Presuppositions
The foregoing hermeneutical pre-
suppositions are intricately connect-
ed with theological assumptions. As
will be seen, commitments made at
the level of hermeneutics predispose
one in certain directions on the the-
ological matters to be discussed. At
the same time, however, theological
inclinations also shape and influence
hermeneutical intuitions. Again, for
heuristic purposes, however, I wish

15 I develop a postmodern hermeneutic that
bypasses the classical-modernist debate in my Spir-
it-Word-Community: Theological Hermeneutics
in Trinitarian Perspective, New Critical Thinking in
Biblical Studies and Theology series (Aldershot, UK,
and Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2002).

to isolate certain theological issues
for discussion. Most pertinent to the
subject at hand are views concerning
the nature of God, divine omnipo-
tence, and the meaning of divine
freedom.

The nature of God
I hypothesize here that if God’s
essence is conceived of in terms of
the patristic and medieval doctrines
of divine simplicity and aseity, then
classical theism’s constructs are sus-
tained. However, if God is conceived
of in social trinitarian and, especial-
ly, relational terms, then the central
openness convictions take on further
plausibility. Many, however, will rec-
ognize that this question about the
internal life of God belongs to the
realm of philosophical theology
rather than biblical exegesis or theol-
ogy. That is why I treat it as a pre-
suppositional factor in the current
debate on divine omniscience.

The options here are to follow the
lead of the Jewish shema and Augus-
tine on the one hand or of the Cap-
padocians on the other. The former
begins with the oneness of God—
God as spirit and thereby indivisi-
ble—and works out to the three per-
sons. In the process, the doctrine of
divine simplicity is adopted wherein
the actions of God are understood to
be unified and indistinguishable from
the divine attributes.

Certain theological implications
follow. First, emphasis remains on
the one God rather than on any of
the three persons; anything done by
each of the persons is the common
activity of all three persons. Second,
any action of the one God is only ver-
bally and logically distinguishable
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from other actions of God but not
ontologically so. The actions of God
are ontologically one since there are
no discursive moments to the divine
intellect, nor can there be sequential
operations predicated to the divine
life. Finally, and most importantly for
our purposes, neither God’s inten-
tions nor God’s actions can undergo
change from one status to another.
Any change that we would wish to
attribute to God derives from
changes that we experience as
human beings rather than from
changes in divinity.

This is why the patristic theolo-
gians spoke about the eternal begot-
tenness of the Son and the medievals
about God as actus purus. From the
divine and eternal perspective, there
is no point that marks a shift between
the Son as being unbegotten to the
Son as begotten, nor is there a point
where God who is not a creator
becomes a God who is. Both doc-
trines point to the conviction that the
actions of God are one and eternal,
even if their effects are temporal—
i.e., the incarnation in space-time or
the creative and providential work-
ings of God.

If one begins with the Cappado-
cians, however, one emphasizes the
three persons and works from there
toward the oneness of God. In this
framework, God as irreducibly triune
means that the differentiation
between the three persons is safe-
guarded and the distinctiveness of
their actions is preserved. Now cer-
tainly it is the case that the Cap-
padocian model did not require
abandonment of the doctrine of
divine simplicity, at least as far as the

history of theology is concerned. Yet
it is also the case that Cappadocian
trinitarianism is far more conducive
to the development of a social doc-
trine of the Trinity than is the
monism of the Augustinian tradition.
Contemporary social trinitarianism
in the work of Jürgen Moltmann,
Cornelius Plantinga, Jr and others
rely on the trinitarian framework of
the Cappadocians.16 The result, in
Moltmann for example, is to under-
score the intra-trinitarian relationali-
ty between the three persons. Theo-
logical implications follow. First,
recognition of the give-and-take of
authentic interpersonal relationships
requires the internal life of God to be
reconceived in dynamic terms. Sec-
ond, the intra-trinitarian relationality
serves as a model for the God-world
relationship. God is involved in a per-
sonal and dynamic relationship with
the world, especially with free crea-
tures. Finally, the give-and-take
between God and free creatures
must be open-ended in order to pre-
serve its veritability. This transforms
the path toward the eschaton from
one that is a fixed, divinely-intended
blueprint to one that is open, shift-

16 Moltmann’s social trinitarianism has been
developed over the past few decades. For a succinct
statement, see his ‘Some Reflections on the Social
Doctrine of the Trinity’, in James M. Byrne, ed., The
Christian Understanding of God Today: Theolog-
ical Colloquium on the Occasion of the 400th
anniversary of the Foundation of Trinity College,
Dublin (Dublin: Columba Press, 1993), pp. 104-
111. Cf. also Cornelius Plantinga, Jr., ‘Social Trini-
ty and Tritheism’, in Ronald J. Feenstra and Cor-
nelius Plantinga, Jr., eds., Trinity, Incarnation, and
Atonement: Philosophical and Theological Essays
(Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press,
1989), pp. 21-47, and John L. Gresham, Jr., ‘The
Social Model of the Trinity and Its Critics’, Scottish
Journal of Theology 46 (1993) pp. 325-343.
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ing, and dynamic.
Each of these trinitarian moves

can be seen as operative presuppo-
sitions in open theism. Openness
theologians privilege the Cappado-
cian over the Augustinian model of
the Trinity. Their tendency to accept
social trinitarianism is driven, at
least in part, by their conviction that
the medieval doctrine of divine sim-
plicity cannot be profitably retrieved
for today. And they certainly are re-
lational theists who understand the
dynamic give-and-take as central
not only to the intra-trinitarian life of
God but also to God’s relationship
to the world and to free creatures.
When it comes to God’s knowledge
of the future, then, their conclusion
that the future is open comes as no
surprise. Only a genuinely open fu-
ture is able to preserve the dynamic
nature of the God-world relation-
ship.17

Divine omnipotence
The conceptual frameworks under-
girding either the doctrines of divine
simplicity or social trinitarianism do,
as we have seen, have consequences
for understanding the attributes of
God, at least as traditionally con-
ceived. The doctrines of divine ase-
ity, immutability, omnipotence, and
necessity, etc., seem to hang togeth-

17 I realize that the statements in this paragraph
can be challenged on a number of fronts. But see the
underlying relational metaphysics and social doc-
trines of God in the work of Gregory Boyd, Trinity
and Process: A Critical Evaluation and Recon-
struction of Hartshorne’s Di-polar Theism
towards a Trinitarian Metaphysics (New York:
Peter Lang, 1992), Clark Pinnock, Flame of Love:
A Theology of the Holy Spirit (Downers Grove:
InterVarsity Press, 1996), and John Sanders, The
God Who Risks.

er, and to conceive of their doing so
remains the task of philosophical
rather than biblical theology. In this
sub-section, I want to pursue this line
of inquiry further, specifically with
regard to the omnipotence of God.

The Bible clearly witnesses to an
almighty God who has the power
over all things and for whom nothing
is impossible. This ‘nothing,’ howev-
er, has been qualified both morally
and logically in the classical theist
scheme of things. As good, God can-
not do evil; as the source of rational-
ity, God cannot do something irra-
tional, like make square circles or
rocks so big that they cannot be lift-
ed even by God. Positively stated,
God has the power to bring about all
logical possibilities consistent with
the divine nature and will. God there-
fore unilaterally intervenes (better:
acts) in the world to bring about the
divine purposes, both proximately
and eschatologically. The alternative
scenario is unthinkable in the classi-
cal scheme of things because of the
unambiguous eschatological mes-
sage of the Bible. If God is not
omnipotent then the divine will can
be frustrated and biblical eschatology
cannot be guaranteed.

I will return to the question of crea-
turely freedom below. At this point,
however, I want to connect the ques-
tion of divine omnipotence with
divine omniscience. Given the classi-
cal assumptions for the moment,
God’s exhaustive knowledge (even of
things which are future to temporal
beings) both follows from and sus-
tains the doctrine of divine omnipo-
tence. In the former case, how can
God not know (or foreknow, from a
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creaturely perspective) what God has
eternally chosen to do (or will do,
from a creaturely perspective)? In the
latter case, how can God not bring
about (eternally from the divine per-
spective, but temporally from the
point of view of creatures) what God
has eternally known—i.e., decided
upon or willed? The doctrine of
divine simplicity guarantees that
there will be no discrepancy between
what God knows and what God
does. To say that God does not know
the future of free creatures is to say
that God may not be able to bring
about what God wishes. It would also
require that God’s plans for the
future of free agents be adjustable,
allowing God to respond appropri-
ately and in a timely manner to the
dizzying number of temporal devel-
opments. But if in fact this is the
case, then the assurance the Bible
gives with regard to God’s eschato-
logical plans is apparently mislead-
ing.

And, unsurprisingly so, one of the
most sustained objections classical
theists posit against open theists lies
precisely on this score: that open
theology cannot logically or theolog-
ically guarantee the eschatological
plan revealed in scripture since
God’s power to bring about such
ends is limited by what creatures
choose to do.18 Open theists, how-
ever, respond along a number of

18 See Steven C. Roy, ‘God as Omnicompetent
Responder? Questions about the Grounds of Escha-
tological Confidence in Free Will Theism’, unpub-
lished paper presented at the annual meeting of the
Evangelical Theological Society, Danvers, Massa-
chusetts, 17-19 November 1999, and Bruce Ware,
God’s Lesser Glory: The Diminished God of Open
Theism (Wheaton, IL: Crossway Books, 2000).

lines, two of which I will mention
here.19 First, the doctrine of omnipo-
tence itself has been revised in con-
formity to the moral vision of human
beings and the laws of logic. Why
should the doctrine of omniscience
be exempt from revision when
demanded by similar moral and logi-
cal considerations? Second, why
should the doctrine of omniscience
follow the doctrine of omnipotence
in the face of obvious conceptual dif-
ficulties? Why not the other way
around? Better yet, why not revise
both in order to present a doctrine of
divine attributes consistent with the
plurality of the biblical witness with
regard to what God both does and
knows?20

The meaning of divine freedom
This last point of the open theist
response is a call for conceptual clar-
ity and systemic consistency. I
believe that both classical and open-
ness theologians believe their sys-
tems to be internally coherent even
while they deny that of the other
side. At the same time, however, it is
precisely because both systems are

19 For more in-depth responses to specific clas-
sical theistic charges with regard to eschatology, see
John Sanders’ ‘The Openness of God and the Assur-
ance of Things to Come’, in David Baker, ed., The
Proceedings of the 1999 Evangelical Theological
Society (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 2000).

20 This is the suggestion of the British philo-
sophical theologian, John Lucas: ‘[W]e need to con-
strue the the [sic] omni of omnipotence and omnis-
cience, not in terms of some inconsistent, absolute
all, but negatively, as contrasting with various forms
of non-omnipotence and non-omniscience’ (The
Future: An Essay on God, Temporality, and Truth
[Oxford and New York: Blackwell, 1989], p. 225).
Lucas, like Swinburne, also anticipates the openness
position even if he is far removed confessionally and
geographically from the current debate.
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not fully coherent that there is a
debate. The tensions within each
system are evident when the doctrine
of divine freedom is examined.
Questions here include the follow-
ing: What kind of freedom does God
have? What are the constraints, if
any, on the divine freedom? Is God
free to change the divine mind?

The doctrine of divine freedom in
classical theism follows from and
supports the other divine attributes.
As previously seen, God is transcen-
dent, independent, and immutable.
Yet the divine freedom is a compli-
cated matter in the classical account.
First, a distinction is made between
the necessary will of God with regard
to the intrinsic properties and attrib-
utes of divinity, and the accidental
will of God with regard to non-essen-
tial properties and attributes. Sec-
ond, God’s willing should be distin-
guished typologically as a) the
absolutely necessary willing of God-
self; b) God’s logically or morally nec-
essary willing with the resulting out-
comes being contingent; and c)
God’s free willing of contingencies.
(A) means that God cannot will not to
be God, while (b) means that as
essentially good, God cannot will
morally evil actions. At the heart of
the Christian understanding of God’s
freedom, at least as understood in its
plain sense, is (c). This leads to the
classical doctrine of the freedom of
God to either create or not create a
(our) world. God did not have to cre-
ate any world, much less this world.
That is why we recognize this world
to be contingent, and our existence
in it as well.

The counter-question, however, is

how one can truly speak of God’s
freedom if, in the classical account of
divine simplicity and eternal cre-
ation, one cannot discern at least
logical, if not ontological, moments
in the divine life which mark out
God’s choice to create a (this) world.
The assumption is that unless there
is at least the moment that logically
distinguishes the before and after of
the exercise of the divine prerogative
to create, then to speak of the divine
freedom is less than sincere. The
question is whether or not God real-
ly had options about creating any
world—not about what kind of world
to create, but whether to create at
all—or perhaps to do something
else. Alternatively, the question
might be put this way: did God delib-
erate first and foremost about creat-
ing anything?21 If God did not, then
what does it mean to say God exer-
cised choice and freedom with
regard to creating this world? If God
did, then two implications follow.
First, a conceptual distinction is
made with regard to the before and
after of God’s deliberation which is
suggestive of an ontological (and per-
haps) temporal distinction in the
divine life. This requires, in turn, a re-
examination of the doctrine of divine
simplicity. Second, genuine delibera-
tion certainly means God is free,

21 Bruce Reichenbach, ‘Omniscience and Delib-
eration’, International Journal for Philosophy of
Religion 16 (1984) pp. 225-36, poses a similar
question in asking whether or not God can act inten-
tionally if omniscient. He suggests first that since not
all intentional acts require deliberation, God can act
intentionally without deliberating. His conclusion
finally that God cannot deliberate but might specu-
late and even infer seems to me to be incoherent.
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even to change the divine mind on
‘previous’ decisions. But this raises
questions about God’s exhaustive
foreknowledge of future contingents,
at least with regard to choices that
God would make which are depend-
ent on the ‘previous’ decisions of the
divine will.

Open theism argues from the bib-
lical strand that emphasizes God as
fully personal. Such a God interacts
with free creatures, in part respond-
ing to their choices and actions as
appropriate and in part luring and
directing their actions as appropri-
ate. Such a God anticipates, deliber-
ates, repents, and relents of divine
intentions (Ex. 32:14, 1 Chr. 21:15,
Ps. 106:45, Jer. 26:19, Amos 7:3-
6) even while exercising prerogatives
in relationship to the world. And, of
course, if God genuinely responds to
the actions of free creatures, then
God knows what God will decide to
do in terms of possibilities rather
than actualities. But counter-counter
questions arise. What is the basis of
the deliberations of the God of open
theism? How does God decide on
what actions to take to begin with?
The classical answer is that God’s will
is determined by God’s nature. Yet
the fully relational theology of open
theism begs the question of whether
or not God’s nature can be abstract-
ed from God’s relationships, specifi-
cally with the world and with free
creatures. Given the reality of the
world in the openness framework,
the options present to God are cer-
tainly demarcated by the world’s
‘otherness’ either over-and-against
or internal to (depending on which
metaphor the open theist prefers)

God.22

Another way of posing the differ-
ences, however, is to say that two dif-
ferent conceptions of divine freedom
are driving the classical and open-
ness projects. The former is predi-
cated on the freedom of God to cre-
ate any world. The latter begins with
the freedom of God to respond to
the created order in general and to
free agents more specifically. Both
sides assume that what is most
important about the divine freedom
is what they emphasize—i.e., God’s
freedom to create or not, or God’s
freedom to genuinely interact with
free creatures. The result is that clas-
sical theists are able to preserve the
contingency of the world, but end up
with a notion of freedom removed in
some ways from common human
experience (in terms of the arbitrari-
ness of creation). On the other side,
open theists are able to articulate the
freedom of God in more personal
terms even if the divine choices are
finally constrained by the choices
and actions of free creatures.

The important of defining ‘free
creatures’—something that has not
yet been done—should be evident

22 If the ‘nature’ of God in the open theist frame-
work is fully interconnected with the world’s, then to
say God deliberates on how to respond to the world
is to say that God-in-relationship-with-the-world
deliberates on how God will relate to the world—a
circular notion. Gregory Boyd attempts to escape
this circularity by beginning with a dispositional and
social trinitarianism (Trinity and Process). But given
the world, God’s nature is intricately bound up with
the world’s, bringing along with that all of the attend-
ing problems that were supposedly solved by posit-
ing a primordially dispositional and social Trinity.
See further my more intensive engagement and
assessment of Boyd’s dispositional and trinitarian
theology of creation in ‘Possibility and Actuality’
(note 3).
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from the foregoing. At the same
time, the discussions of God’s will
and God’s freedom also raises the
spectre of theodicy. But both of
these issues—concerning freedom
and the justification of theism in the
face of evil—bring with them other
more strictly philosophical ques-
tions.

III. Philosophical
Presuppositions

This section is as much an effort in
philosophical theology as was the
preceding section. However, I am
making a distinction in terms of the
starting points of the discussion. In
the former section, we began with
theological axioms: the nature of
God, of divine omnipotence, and of
divine freedom. Here, we begin with
problematics framed primarily by
philosophical categories: the reality
of evil, the nature of freedom, and
the relationship between time and
eternity. Granted, hermeneutical
decisions and theological views both
inform and undergird what one
decides philosophically in these
areas. But that would further prove
my point: that a complex web of
hermeneutical, theological and
philosophical presuppositions holds
both classical and open theist sys-
tems together.

The problem of theodicy
The questions raised concerning the
divine attributes discussed in the pre-
vious section come to a head on the
issue of theodicy. Simply stated, the
problem of evil arises with the con-
junction of three premises:

(a) God is all powerful

(b) God is wholly good
(c) there is evil in the world
The thesis I wish to explore in what

follows is that classical theists define
(b) and (c) in terms of (a) while open
theists define (a) in terms of (b) and (c).

Given the root metaphors opera-
tive in classical theism and its pre-
suppositions about God’s omnipo-
tence, the reluctance of the classical
theist to qualify (a) is understandable.
Classical theists consider divine
omnipotence non-negotiable. This
leaves either (b) or (c). Now classical
theists certainly do not deny (b), but
they do negotiate its meaning, and
they do this in ambiguous directions.
Scripture itself, after all, clearly
affirms God’s goodness on the one
hand, but also indicates that God is
the author of both light and darkness
(Is. 45:7) on the other. Thus God is
good, but in the infinite divine good-
ness, wisdom, and power, God does
some things which human beings
misunderstand as impugning God’s
goodness because they are incapable
of discerning the larger purposes of
God. Or, God is good, but the good-
ness of God is manifest in two wills,
a revealed will and a hidden will.23

Or, God’s goodness combined with
divine omnipotence means that God
is responsible for evil, but only in
some weaker sense; furthermore,
this is without moral culpability since
God’s purposes for ordaining evil dif-
fer from those who actually perpe-

23 John Piper, ‘Are There Two Wills in God?’ in
Thomas R. Schreiner and Bruce A. Ware, eds., Still
Sovereign: Contemporary Perspectives on Elec-
tion, Foreknowledge, and Grace (Grand Rapids:
Baker Books, 2000), pp. 107-31.

DIVINE OMNISCIENCE AND FUTURE CONTINGENTS 255



trate evil and commit evil actions.24

Ultimately, then, it appears that God
is beyond good and evil, not in the
pejorative Nietzschean sense, but in
the Augustinian/Calvinist sense
wherein the fallen and sinful state of
human beings does not allow us to
understand what goodness really is,
especially when applied to God. To
the age-old dilemma of philosophical
ethics—is something good because
God ‘says’ it is good, or is God good
because God’s actions conform with
an ‘external’ standard of good-
ness?—classical theists would tend to
lean in the former direction, and do
so by following Paul’s response to
those who attempted to hold God
accountable to ‘external’ (human)
moral standards (Rom. 9:14-24).

Yet this series of moves affects how
one understands evil as well, and at
least in two ways. First, if God
ordains evil in order to achieve divine
purposes which are beyond our com-
prehension and which demand that
we trust God that those purposes are
indeed best for all involved in the
long run, then the ‘evil’ one experi-
ences is ultimately good, at least in
the sense that God is bringing about
ultimately benevolent intentions
through it. Second, if our fallen and
sinful nature does not really allow us
to understand what divine goodness
really is, then neither can we truly
understand what evil really is either.
It turns out, then, that evil either is
not or may not be so bad after all. In
other words, evil’s reality has been

24 This is the position of the Calvinist, Paul
Helm, Eternal God: A Study of God without Time
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1988), pp. 144-70.

transposed such that (c) is either
denied or its reality redefined.

A post-holocaust theology, howev-
er, does not allow one to deny or
redefine (c) very easily, and open the-
ists are much too sensitive to the
modern experience of radical evil to
be enticed by either move.25 At the
same time, open theists also do not
believe that redefining (b) resolves
the issue of theodicy since too many
unanswered questions remain. They
are fully committed to the goodness
of God understood in a fairly univo-
cal sense with human goodness since
to deny this univocity raises insoluble
questions about human morality and
theological ethics. This conviction
together with their understanding of
a fully personal God derived in part
from their root metaphors leads
them to re-negotiate (a) instead, a
move that we have already seen
them willing to make. Again, it is not
as if they are denying (a), but that
they are re-defining it within an
openness framework. God is
omnipotent, but the power of God is
limited not only by the divine nature
and will and by logical constraints,
but also by the free acts of moral
agents.

25 Augustine took the former route: there is no
positive evil, only the privation of the good. Dualis-
tic cosmologies take the latter route: evil is an eter-
nal aspect of the world, therefore the theodicy ques-
tion is misplaced in asking, not recognizing evil as an
ultimate principle. My focus here, however, is on the
classical-openness responses to this question, and if
the primary literature of open theists conveys a prop-
er sense of what is important to them, it is evident
that the recognition of the reality of evil is a driving
concern. See Clark Pinnock, et al., The Openness
of God: A Biblical Challenge to the Traditional
Understanding of God (Downers Grove: InterVarsi-
ty Press, 1994), pp. 168-71.
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In effect, the open theist solution
to the problem of evil amounts to a
free will theodicy.26 Evil exists
because either God’s power is limit-
ed by the power of free moral
agents, or God has intentionally
restricted the divine power in order
to make room for creatures to act
freely. Evil happens because of the
intentions and actions of free moral
agents—human beings and demonic
spirits—over whom God has greater
or lesser degrees of control, but not
absolute control. The biblical lan-
guage of God regretting human
actions (Gen. 6:6, 1 Sam. 15:11,
35) and of demonic powers causing
misery, suffering, and pain (Jn.
10:10, 1 Jn. 5:19, Rev. 12:8-17) is
understood in that light. It is usually
affirmed that this lack of absolute
control is itself under the control of
God: God may elect to and does
intervene more or less directly in
human and demonic affairs at any
time. Further, God is infinitely wise
and resourceful in terms of respond-
ing to any and every possible act of
perpetrating evil against the divine
will and intentions. However, in prin-
ciple, God’s initial creating of a world
of free moral creatures leads God to
respect their autonomy—thus the
widespread experience of evil, pain,
suffering and tragedy. Our response
is to follow God’s lead in Scripture
and to fight against all forms of evil.
Biblical passages that highlight both
this ongoing war against evil, the

26 Thus David Basinger, The Case for Freewill
Theism: A Philosophical Assessment (Downers
Grove: InterVarsity Press, 1996), pp. 83-104.

devil and his minions, and the human
obligation to participate in it are thus
central to open theist theodicies.27 In
any case, open theists accept the full
implications of the reality of evil and
generally resolve the trilemma of
theodicy by recognizing the reality of
evil and preserving God’s goodness,
both at the expense of God’s power.

So, on the one side, one begins
with the power of God and then pro-
ceeds to redefine the nature of good-
ness and overwhelm the problem of
evil with the divine majesty, glory,
and sovereignty. On the other side,
one begins with the goodness of God
and the reality of evil, and under-
stands the latter to be overcome in
the eschatological long run by the
divine wisdom, patience, and espe-
cially love. Whereas the former
affirms God’s explicit providential
intentionality with regard to what
God wants to accomplish through
the creaturely experience of pain
(thereby supporting the doctrine of
exhaustive foreknowledge), the latter
insists on God’s eschatological inten-
tionality and on the plurality of
options that free creatures and God
have in order to arrive at their final
destination (thereby supporting the
notion of the openness of the future
and the corollary doctrine of divine
knowledge of future possibilities

27 The twin motifs of actions of free demonic
creatures and human involvement in the cosmic war
between the divine and the demonic play important
roles especially in Gregory Boyd’s God at War: The
Bible and Spiritual Conflict (Downers Grove:
InterVarsity Press, 1997), and Satan and the Prob-
lem of Evil: Constructing a Trinitarian Warfare
Theodicy (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press,
2001).
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only, rather than of future actuali-
ties).

In the classical framework, then,
issues of theodicy are secondary at
best—as is everything else—to issues
of theology, and that of divine pow-
er, more specifically: evil is not what
it seems to be after all. In open the-
ism, however, issues of theodicy are
said to shed light on issues of theolo-
gy: the reality of evil requires a
rethinking of the divine nature and
attributes, specifically that of divine
power. What then accounts for the
shift proposed by open theism?
Could it be that modernity has sensi-
tized many—at least open theists—
to the irredeemable and apparently
wasteful features of the cosmic
processes and of human experience?
Yet the move toward a free will
theodicy on the part of open theists
confronts us again with the question
of the meaning of freedom. We can
no longer avoid grappling with what
freedom is assumed to be.

The meaning of creaturely
freedom
The problem of foreknowledge and
freedom goes somewhat like this:

(a) God knows all things—past,
present, future

(b) If God knows the future, then
the future is determined

(c) If the future is determined, then
my future acts are predetermined

(d) If my future acts are predeter-
mined, then I am not truly free or
responsible for them

(e) Yet I am judged for my sin and
incur the penalty of God’s wrath.

Theoretically, one could resolve
the problem by denying either any of
the four premises, or the conclu-

sion.28 My focus, however, is on the
classical-open theist controversy. I
see the former as redefining (c) and
the latter as redefining (a).

Classical theists have perennially
responded to this well-known dilem-
ma by analysing what it means to be
‘determined’ or ‘predetermined.’
The goal has always been to steer
between Scylla of arbitrariness and
the Charybdis of fatalism. These
extremes mark out the limits beyond
which we should not trespass in
attempting to understand the dilem-
ma of freedom and determinism with
regard to human beings. On the one
hand, various intentions, motives,
and influences (i.e., genetic, environ-
mental, social, political, economic,
religious) constrain human actions;
this means they are therefore not
purely arbitrary. On the other hand,
humans are held morally responsible
for their actions; this means that they
are therefore not irrevocably fated in
what they do. In short, all actions are
both determined in various ways and
yet issue forth in personal responsi-
bility. The key to the classical
response lies in the distinction
between two conceptions of free-
dom: what is called compatibilism
and what is called libertarianism.

Compatibilism affirms that human
freedom is congruous with deter-
minisms of various sorts, including
divine determinism. It has also been
called soft determinism or the liberty

28 Denying (e), the conclusion, leads to univer-
salism, and is therefore not a live evangelical option.
(D) is practically non-negotiable in the light of moral
and socio-political considerations. Considerations
pertaining to (b) are better addressed in the context
of discussing the relationship between time and eter-
nity (next sub-section).
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of spontaneity whereby one is free
from external hindrances and makes
decisions congruent with the self’s
wishes. In this case, the combination
of one’s previous dispositions with
the various options presented by the
situation determines what the per-
son decides to do. Human freedom
is secured, however, because we do
what we want to do, even if our
options are determined secondarily
by external and especially internal
causes, desires, and the like, but ulti-
mately by God in the sense that even
the options which present them-
selves to us have been providentially
arranged through the divine over-
sight.29 Libertarianism, on the other
hand, is also known as the liberty of
indifference or the freedom of self-
determinism. Emphasis is placed
here on the person’s capacity to
override dispositional factors and sit-
uational constraints, at least in
part.30 Classical theists affirm that
the latter notions are incoherent. It
makes no sense to say that human
beings make decisions completely
apart from their dispositions. And, if
dispositional factors are operative,

29 Compatibilism has a long and illustrious the-
ological pedigree, stretching from Augustine through
Luther and Calvin. Contemporary advocates of com-
patibilism who have weighed in on the open theism
debate include Schreiner and Ware, eds., The Grace
of God, The Bondage of the Will; John M. Frame,
No Other God : A Response to Open Theism
(Phillipsburg, NJ: Presbyterian & Reformed Publish-
ing Company, 2001), esp. 119-42; and, John S.
Feinberg, No One Like Him: The Doctrine of God,
Foundations in Evangelical Theology 2 (Wheaton,
IL: Crossway Books, 2001), esp. pp. 677-734.

30 For recent arguments for libertarianism, see
John Thorp, Free Will: A Defence against Neuro-
physiological Determinism (London: Routledge
and Kegan Paul, 1980), and Peter Van Inwagen, An
Essay on Free Will (Oxford: Clarendon Press,
1983).

even minimally so, then one’s
actions are determined at least to
that extent. It therefore comes as no
surprise that classical theists under-
stand biblical texts that refer to
human freedom in a compatibilist
sense rather than a libertarian sense.
Since all human actions are disposi-
tional, and since the various situa-
tions that human beings find them-
selves are not randomly derived but
providentially arranged by God, the
conclusion must be that human
actions are determined in at least
those senses without undermining
responsibility and accountability.

Open theists again respond, ‘Not
so fast.’ What do responsibility and
accountability mean if dispositional
factors—most, if not all of which are
beyond the agent’s control—fully
determine human actions? How does
one take the biblical warnings and
exhortations seriously if human
agents are unable, finally, to exercise
greater or lesser degrees of self-deter-
mination? A decision can be free and
morally accountable if and only if the
agent has genuine choices, options
and alternatives, and could have
decided otherwise. In this framework,
God’s intentions and actions are cer-
tainly a factor in what a person
decides to do, as are that person’s
intrinsic make-up and other extrinsic
factors to that person’s history and
situation calling for decision. Howev-
er, none of these either separately or
even together requires or predeter-
mines, in either strong or weak sens-
es, the final outcome. The decision
finally rests with the agent’s capacity
to make free and responsible choices.
If our decisions were predetermined
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then moral responsibility is a sham.
The biblical injunctions, admonitions,
exhortations and warnings them-
selves presume libertarian freedom,
and such freedom is confirmed in the
biblical narratives of God’s relation-
ships with human beings. Passages
that appear to support compatibilist
notions of freedom need to be under-
stood in light of libertarian intuitions.

The result, obviously, is that classi-
cal theists understand the future as
pre-determined in various respects
while open theists emphasize the
future as comprised of open possibili-
ties. In the former case, God obvious-
ly knows the future in all the ways in
which it is pre-determined while in the
latter, God obviously knows the future
as a realm of possibilities rather than
as a realm of pre-determined actuali-
ties. Of course, open theists affirm
that with regard to the eschatological
picture, God has pre-determined var-
ious outcomes, and thus knows them
as such. Yet God does not and will not
override the libertarian freedom of
moral agents in the process of accom-
plishing God’s eschatological inten-
tions. My point here is that how one
understands human freedom predis-
poses one to interpret the biblical pas-
sages pertinent to the doctrine of
God’s knowledge of the future in one
or another direction.

God’s relationship to time, and
eternity
All along, the question concerning
the relationship between time and
eternity on the one hand, and
between God, time and eternity on
the other has been percolating
underneath our discussion. Having
addressed this issue more complete-

ly elsewhere, let me very quickly
identify the complexities of the ques-
tions involved.31 First, is time’s flow
ultimately real or might it be illusory
(neo-Platonism), perhaps being a
product of the psyche (Augustine), or
perhaps understood best in relation-
ship to movement (Aristotle), space
(Newton), or earlier-than and later-
than relationships (McTaggart’s B-
series)? Second, what is the nature of
eternity? Is it the endless duration of
time’s flow (Heraclitus)? Is it best
conceived as the basket containing
time (Plato)? Is it the togetherness or
simultaneity of time’s past, present,
and future (Boethius)? Third, what is
God’s relationship to time and eter-
nity? Is God eternal, timeless, and
the creator of time (Augustine)? Is
God timeless and yet, mysteriously,
subject to duration but not succes-
sion (Eleanor Stump and Norman
Kretzman)? Is God eternal in some
ways and temporal or related to time
in other ways (Alan Padgett)? Was
God timeless prior to the creation of
the world and temporal since the cre-
ation (William Lane Craig)? Or, per-
haps God is everlasting and endures
through all moments of time (process
theism and perhaps Nicholas Wolter-
storff)?32 Finally, and here we come
to an important question, what is the
status of the future? Is it determined
by past and present, and if so, in
what ways or to what degrees? Is it a
realm of actualities (classical theism),

31 See my ‘Divine Knowledge and Relation to
Time’, (note 2). See also a recent issue A recent issue
of Philosophia Cristi, Series 2, 2:1 (2000) also
includes a slate of articles representing diverse view-
points of the relationship of God to time.

32 On these alternative positions, see Gregory
E. Ganssle, ed., God and Time: Four Views (Down-
er’s Grove: InterVarsity Press, 2001).
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possibilities (open theism), or per-
haps even probabilities (Gregory
Boyd)?

These and many other models of
time, of eternity, of eternity’s rela-
tionship to time, of God’s relation-
ship to eternity and time, and of the
future have derived from extra-bibli-
cal considerations since the Bible
itself is ambiguous about these
notions. The disciplines of cosmolo-
gy and physics, in particular, inform
one’s philosophical intuitions on this
matter. And, how one answers the
question of God’s relationship to
time predisposes one in either a clas-
sical or open theist direction, not
only in terms of one’s overall theo-
logical vision but also in terms of the
doctrine of divine omniscience more
specifically. Classical theists, of
course, follow Augustine, Boethius,
and Aquinas in assuming God to be
eternal in the sense of being either
timeless or above time, and the
divine action(s) as eternal with tem-
poral effects. Open theists do not
believe these notions to be coherent.
Instead, they understand God as
everlasting (sempiternal or enduring
endlessly) through time and
omnipresent through space.33

Rather than attempt to untangle the
knots surrounding this set of ques-
tions, however, let me tease out the
implications of the classical and
openness intuitions with regard to
God, time and eternity with regard to
three other somewhat practical
issues: that of God as personal, the
nature of biblical prophecy, and how
one understands prayer.

33 On this, see again Clark Pinnock, et al., The
Openness of God, pp.120-121.

First, Christian theism has always
affirmed God as personal. Yet
because of the classical conception
of God’s essential eternality and
timelessness, it has also wrestled
with what it means to say that God is
personal. Our experience of person-
ality and personhood is immersed in
temporality. How can a being who is
above time’s flow be said to think, to
remember, to anticipate, to act, to
know, etc.? Are these not all discur-
sive functions? Classical theists, have
made strenuous efforts to defend the
thesis that at least with regard to God
as super-person, conceptuality,
memory, purpose, knowledge and
agency do not require temporality,
and so there is no a priori reason
why God cannot be personal and
non-temporal.34 Of course, open
theists are not convinced that such
an abstract argument does justice to
the rich biblical descriptions of God
as personal vis-à-vis human beings.

What about biblical prophecy? Is
prophecy to be understood first and
foremost as revealing either God’s
intentions about the future (minimal-
ly) or God’s exhaustive knowledge of
the future (maximally)? These have
certainly been central to classical
conceptions of biblical prophecy. On
the other side, perhaps prophecy re-
veals God’s response to human ac-
tions that are conditional—i.e., if
you do such and such, then such and
such will happen—and are meant to
motivate human beings. Or, perhaps
prophecy reveals God’s exhaustive
knowledge of past and present

34 See, e.g., Paul Helm, Eternal God, pp. 56-
72. But note then that this would simply be a nega-
tive, rather than a positive, argument.

DIVINE OMNISCIENCE AND FUTURE CONTINGENTS 261



causal conditions and their implica-
tions for the future? Yet the underly-
ing questions of whether or not God
is timeless or temporal, and whether
or not the future is real or not yet re-
al, are central to how one views bib-
lical prophecy. In classical accounts,
God is timeless and sees past, pres-
ent and future (our coordinates) all in
the one eternal glance of the divine
‘eye’: the future is therefore as real
as the past and can be predicted ei-
ther in general or precision as God
sees fit. In openness accounts, God
is temporal and sees past and pres-
ent exhaustively, but sees the future
as a realm of possibilities (and per-
haps probabilities): the future is
therefore not yet real, although actu-
alizable, and can be predicted to a
greater or lesser degree of exactness
in accordance with its probabilities
as ascertained by God’s knowledge
of the past and present.35

Finally, what is the nature of
prayer? Is prayer about our con-
forming our wills to God’s will (the
classical position)? Or is the intention
of prayer to either change God’s
mind and/or move God’s hand to
alter circumstances or intervene in
the processes of the world (the open-
ness position)? Alternatively, does it
make sense, as in classical Armini-
anism or Molinism, to say that prayer
does change God’s mind but only in
an eternal sense and not in a tempo-

35 This is Peter Geach’s position in Providence
and Evil (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1977). Like Swinburne and Lucas, Geach is also a
British philosopher who has anticipated openness
doctrines, but whose confessional, geographic, and
temporal distance from the current debate has made
him a non-factor except in the footnotes of those
advocating or castigating the openness vision.

ral sense—i.e., that God has for all
eternity factored foreknown prayers
into the eternal decisions and acts of
God which are, in turn, played out
with temporal effects? Of course,
whether one intuits God as timeless
or temporal predisposes one toward
either the classical (of which Armini-
anism and Molinism could be consid-
ered variants) or the openness posi-
tion. If God is timeless, then God
sees and hears prayers ‘all at once’ in
the simultaneous eternity of the
divine life. If God is everlasting or
sempiternal, then God sees and
hears prayers successively in accor-
dance with how the divine temporal-
ity interacts with created modes of
temporality.36

IV. Questions instead of a
Conclusion

We can now clearly see how presup-
positions made in one area inform
decisions made in other areas, and
how the combination of these pre-
suppositions and corollary decisions
systematically underwrite the classi-
cal and openness theological frame-
works. In fact, I don’t even think it is
appropriate to choose any one issue
that has been discussed and say that
is the starting point for either classi-
cal or openness construals. I began
with the question of root metaphors,
but could just as easily have begun

36 Terrence Tiessen, Providence and Prayer:
How Does God Work in the World (Downers
Grove: InterVarsity Press, 2000), provides excellent
overviews of how one’s view of prayer follows from
one’s overall theological vision. The value of this
book is that it covers not only classical and openness
models of providence and prayer, but also makes dis-
tinctions within each model and includes other mod-
els such as fatalism, deism, and process theism.
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with the question of time and eterni-
ty, with theodicy, or with the nature
of freedom. My point is, in effect, the
Wittgensteinian one that both classi-
cal and openness interpretations of
the Bible are couched in an interre-
lated hermeneutical, theological,
and philosophical system. Their
claims about whether or not God has
exhaustive (fore)knowledge of the
future actions of free creatures can-
not be assessed in isolation from that
system. Each system interprets the
Bible consistently and coherently
within its presuppositional frame-
work.37 Of course, the question this
raises is that of how we determine
where in the system to begin.

The further question of what an
evangelical commitment to the prior-
ity of Scripture means also appears. I
have highlighted in this paper only
select issues, but even this non-com-
prehensive discussion identifies the
range of historical and contemporary
methods that inform and under-
write—both consistently and incon-
sistently—attempts to articulate a
coherent doctrine of God’s knowl-
edge of the future. Theological
method, I propose, proceeds more
along the lines of the Wesleyan
quadrilateral than it does the Reform-
ers’ sola Scriptura in that while both
classical and open theists claim evan-
gelical commitments to Scripture,

37 This, I think, is Nicholas Wolterstorff’s point
that the classical doctrines of God stand and fall
together: removal of any one plank—omniscience,
in this case—is impossible in isolation and actually
occurs simultaneously amidst the overhauling of the
entire system; cf. Wolterstorff, ‘Interview with
Nicholas P. Wolterstorff: Does God Suffer?’ Modern
Reformation 8:5 (1999) pp. 45-47.

factors extraneous to the Bible itself
determines how one reads and inter-
prets the biblical text, both with
regard to one’s overall theological
vision in general and with regard to
the doctrine of divine omniscience in
particular.38 I realize that I have made
extremely broad generalizations
throughout this paper. However, I
also believe that the cumulative
weight of my argument is significant
with regard to the question of theo-
logical method both of doctrinal and
speculative theology.

The present classical-openness
debate on divine omniscience brings
a final complex of questions to our
consciousness. Granted, some open
theists deny that this is a debate
about divine omniscience, preferring
instead to frame this as a debate
about the nature of the future—i.e.,
God knows with certainly all there is
to know, which is about the past and
present, and God knows the future
according to its mode of reality as
possibility rather than actuality. Yet
the latter move certainly implicates
the doctrine of omniscience. So, this
raises the question about whether or
not there is a hierarchy of doctrines
about God, and if so, where the spe-
cific doctrine of God’s knowledge of
the future approximates in that hier-
archy. Is the doctrine of divine
omniscience a central doctrine of
Christian faith, or does it better fit
Luther’s category of adiaphora?

38 For more on how I understand the Wesleyan
quadrilateral, see my ‘The Demise of Foundational-
ism and the Retention of Truth: What Evangelicals
Can Learn from C. S. Peirce,’ Christian Scholar’s
Review 29:3 (Spring 2000):563-88, esp. pp. 579-
88.
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What are the criteria by which we
evaluate the centrality of doctrines to
Christian faith, and who formulates
such criteria? Does not the investiga-
tion conducted here show that even
one’s criteriology can never be pure-
ly or objectively biblical? Or, to ask
the underlying question, does the
close connectedness between omnis-
cience, omnipotence, etc., with the
classical Platonic ontology of hierar-
chies itself make a difference in how
one understands doctrinal catego-
rization—i.e., are or should doc-
trines be categorized as hierarchical
with those higher up being more
central to Christian faith than those
lower down?

On this, as with the other ques-
tions, agreement on the answer does
not appear to be soon forthcoming.
The ‘blessing’ of open theism, if one
could call it that, is that it has moti-
vated a fresh study of both the Bible
and of these many related issues—
and this has also been admitted by
classical theists. Open theists them-
selves consider their own initial work
as part of a long term research pro-
gramme directed at revisiting tradi-
tional doctrines defined within a clas-
sical or Hellenistic framework.
Should not this research programme
be allowed to run its course? Some
classical theists do not believe it
should, or that if it does, it should not
be allowed to proceed as an accept-
able activity within the boundaries of
evangelical orthodoxy. There has
therefore been some movement to
exclude open theism from evangeli-
calism, and prevent advocates of
open theism from being members of
the (largely North American) Evan-

gelical Theological Society (ETS).39

To do so would be a mistake, in my
estimation, not because I hold to the
open view. Rather, as I have argued
here, the doctrine of God’s fore-
knowledge emerges not from a
straightforward reading of Scripture
(as some classical theists want to
claim), but from a complex interplay
of hermeneutical, theological, and
philosophical presuppositions. If the
argument has any merit whatsoever,
then the evangelical world in general
and the ETS in particular should take
Gamaliel’s advice—’Leave these
men alone! Let them go! For if their
purpose or activity is of human ori-
gin, it will fail. But if it is from God,
you will not be able to stop these
men; you will only find yourselves
fighting against God’ (Acts 5:38-39,
NIV)—and allow the debate to pro-
ceed.

39 The debate has only intensified during the last
two years, as evidenced by the large number of
papers devoted to arguing against the open view at
the most recent meeting of the Evangelical Theolog-
ical Society, Colorado Springs, Colorado, November
2001. For a snapshot of where the debate is at the
end of the calendar year 2001, see Douglas Wilson,
ed., Bound Only Once: The Failure of Open The-
ism (Moscow, ID: Canon Press, 2001); Clark H. Pin-
nock, The Most Moved Mover: A Theology of
God’s Openness (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2001); and
James K. Beilby and Paul R. Eddy, Divine Fore-
knowledge: Four Views (Downer’s Grove: InterVar-
sity Press, 2001). And, of course, we can still expect
volume three of Gregory Boyd’s warfare theodicy
from InterVarsity Press within the next two or three
years to keep the debate afloat: The Myth of the
Blueprint (tentative title).
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‘Animosity has traditionally existed
between environmental advocates
and those whom they perceive as the
enemy—business,’ noted Gregory
Adamian, president of Bentley Col-
lege, on the occasion of a confer-
ence hosted by his institution on the
theme of ‘The Corporation, Ethics,
and the Environment.’1 This tension
between environmentalists and the

business community can be observed
in global, regional and local set-
tings—as, for example, in the con-
troversies surrounding the deforesta-
tion of the Amazon rainforests, and
battles between the logging interests
in the Pacific Northwest and animal
rights activists seeking to protect the
habitats of the spotted owl.2
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1 In W. Michael Hoffman, Robert Frederick, and
Edward S. Petry, Jr., eds., The Corporation, Ethics,
and the Environment (New York: Quorum, 1990),
p. xii.

2 See, for example, Robert Bonnie, et al,
‘Counting the Cost of Deforestation’, Science 288
(9 June 2000), pp. 1763-4; Lisa Newton and
Catherine Dillingham, ‘Forests of the North Coast:
the Owls, the Trees, and the Conflicts’, in Laura Pin-
cus Hartman, Perspectives in Business Ethics
(Chicago: Irwin/McGraw-Hill, 1998), pp. 704-11.
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It is not the purpose of this paper3

to address the issue of ‘economic
growth vs. the environment’ in gen-
eral, but rather to argue more specif-
ically that the current paradigms in
economics, business ethics, and
evangelical theology are inadequate
and in need of substantial revision.4
After a brief review of the historical
development of the current discus-
sion, it will be argued that neo-classi-
cal economists, business ethicists,
and evangelical theologians have not
generally in the past taken creation
or the environment seriously
enough as a crucial element in the
frameworks and paradigms of their
disciplines. The paper will conclude
with a proposal that these disciplines
need a new paradigm of ‘theocen-
tric, creation-connectedness’ to deal
more adequately with the environ-
mental challenges of our time.

Historical Context of the
Debate

Since the 1970s two powerful trends
around the globe have been in con-
flict: the movement toward free mar-
ket economies, and the growth of
the environmental movement.5 Envi-
ronmental concern and activism has
accelerated since the first Earth Day
in 1970, and the movement toward

3 The author wishes to thank Rev. William Mes-
senger of the Mockler Center for Faith and Ethics in
the Workplace for the generous support provided for
this research project.

4 The standpoint assumed by the author in this
paper is that known as ‘sustainable development’, as
defined in note 7 below.

5 Denis Collings and John Barkdull, ‘Capitalism,
Environmentalism, and Mediating Structures: From
Adam Smith to Stakeholder Panels’, Environmental
Ethics 17 (1995), pp. 227-44 at p. 227.

free market economies has acceler-
ated since 1989 with the fall of com-
munism in the former Soviet Union.
The influential 1972 publication by
D.H. Meadows and others, The Lim-
its to Growth, argued that present
trends in economic growth begun
with the Industrial Revolution could
not be sustained indefinitely without
producing environmental catastro-
phe.6

The concept of ‘sustainable devel-
opment’ was popularized by the
1987 report of the Brundtland Com-
mission, a panel of experts assem-
bled under the leadership of the then
prime minister of Norway.7 This
report evoked various responses
defending continuing economic
growth and questioning the serious-
ness of environmental problems,
notably works by Julian Simon and
Herman Kahn.8 This debate

6 D.H. Meadows, et al, The Limits to Growth
(New York: Universe, 1972).

7 The report of the Brundtland Commission was
published under the title Our Common Future (Lon-
don: Oxford UP, 1987). ‘Sustainable development’
has been defined as ‘development that does not
destroy or undermine the ecological, economic or
social basis on which continued development
depends’. In Rudi M. Verburg and Vincent Wiegel,
‘On the Compatibility of Sustainability and Econom-
ic Growth’, Environmental Ethics 19 (1997), pp.
247-65 at p. 250. See also Christopher B. Barrett,
‘Markets, Social Norms, and Governments in the
Service of Environmentally Sustainable Economic
Development: The Pluralistic Stewardship
Approach’, Christian Scholar’s Review 29:3
(Spring 2000), pp. 435-54.

8 Julian L. Simon, The Ultimate Resource
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton UP, 1981), arguing for the
long-term economic benefits of population growth,
and Julian L. Simon and Herman Kahn, eds., The
Resourceful Earth (New York: Basil Blackwell,
1984), questioning the environmental pessimism of
the Global 2000 Report to the President of 1980.
For other arguments that economic growth has led
historically to environmental improvement after an
initial period of environmental damage, see John M.
Antle and Gregg Heidebrink, ‘Environmental Devel-
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between the so-called ‘cornucopian’,
pro-growth and ‘sustainable devel-
opment,’ limits-to-growth points of
view has been reflected in evangeli-
cal circles as well.9 The standpoint
assumed by this author is that of ‘sus-
tainable development,’ and from this
perspective the paper will proceed
with an examination of existing par-
adigms in neo-classical economics,
business ethics, and evangelical the-
ology.

Neo-classical Economics
Since the 1970s a growing number
of environmentalists and ethicists
have argued that the traditional cate-
gories of neo-classical economics
that have prevailed in the discipline
since 1870 are conceptually inade-
quate to deal with current ecological
problems. Traditional categories of
cost-accounting such as Gross
Domestic Product and depreciation

opment: Theory and International Evidence’, Eco-
nomic Development and Cultural Change 43
(1995), pp. 603-25, and Gene Grossman and Alan
Krueger, ‘Economic Growth and the Environment’,
Quarterly Journal of Economics (May 1995), pp.
353-77. For other expressions of ‘environmental
optimism’, see also Mikhail Bernstam, The Wealth
of Nations and the Environment (London: Institute
of Economic Affairs, 1991); Gregg Easterbrook, A
Moment on the Earth: The Coming Age of Envi-
ronmental Optimism (New York: Viking, 1995);
Michael B. Barkey, ed., Environmental Steward-
ship in the Judeo-Christian Tradition (Grand
Rapids: Acton Institute, 2000).

9 See, for example, Richard T. Wright, ‘Tearing
Down the Green: Environmental Backlash in the
Evangelical Sub-Culture’, Perspectives on Science
and Christian Faith 47:2 (June 1995), pp. 80-91,
responding to the ‘cornucopian’ point of view in Lar-
ry Burkett, Whatever Happened to the American
Dream (Chicago: Moody, 1993); E. Calvin Beisner,
Prospects for Growth (Westchester, IL: Crossway,
1990), and Where the Garden Meets the Wilder-
ness: Evangelical Entry into the Environmental
Debate (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1997).

have not reflected the true environ-
mental and social costs of industrial
activity. The cost of cleaning up the
oil spillage of the Exxon Valdez dis-
aster, for example, is counted as a
gain to the Gross Domestic Product
rather than as an environmental loss.
Keynesian economics counts the
cost of depreciation of a factory, buts
tends to ignore the depreciation of
natural resources such as soil fertility
and clean water, treating the envi-
ronment as a ‘free’ good.10

Neo-classical economics’ model of
the modern economy as an ‘auction’
where prices are determined by con-
sumer preferences tends to under-
value and under-represent the inter-
ests of future generations who have
no direct voice in the ‘auction.’ The
assumption that those in the auction
have ‘perfect information’ to inform
their preferences overlooks the fact
that in the real world consumers may
lack scientific knowledge about the
possible damage that certain chemi-
cals and technologies, e.g. mercury
and DDT, can inflict on human
health and the ecosystem.11 The
damage may already be done before
the information is available, and the
damages may be irreversible, at least
within the limits of a human lifetime.

The economic category of com-
modity price is inadequate to deal
with the full range of aesthetic, his-

10 A.J. McMichael, Planetary Overload: Glob-
al Environmental Change and the Health of the
Human Species (Cambridge: Cambridge UP,
1993), pp. 298-301; see also Al Gore, Earth in the
Balance: Ecology and the Human Spirit (Boston:
Houghton Mifflin, 1992), pp. 183-91.

11 John M. Gowdy and Peg R. Olsen, ‘Further
Problems with Neo-classical Economics’, Environ-
mental Ethics 16 (1994), pp. 161-171 at pp. 169-
70.
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torical, religious, and scientific values
that are important to humane soci-
eties.12 Would it make any sense to
place the Statue of Liberty on the
auction block and sell it to Walmart
on the basis of market forces alone?
Should the market alone determine
the allocation of monies for funda-
mental scientific research in areas
such as high-energy physics, that
may have no immediate payoff in
economic terms? Critics of neo-clas-
sical economics think that the
answers to such questions are an
obvious ‘no’.

Academic economists are not
unaware, of course, of these prob-
lems. The term ‘externalities’ is used
to describe cases of market failure
where economic transactions
impose costs on non-consenting sec-
ondary parties.13 A chemical plant
that dumps mercury wastes into a
river imposes external costs on the
surrounding residents who prefer
clean water. The market price of the
chemical does not in such a case
reflect the true social cost, since the
manufacturer is not assuming the full
responsibility for his actions.

One attempt to remedy these limi-
tations of traditional economic theo-
ry is known as ‘contingent evalua-
tion’ or ‘shadow pricing’.14 Con-
sumers are polled and asked how

12 Holmes Rolston, III, ‘Valuing Wildlands’,
Environmental Ethics 7 (1985), pp. 23-48.

13 James D. Gwartney and Richard Stroup, Eco-
nomics: Private and Public Choices, 3rd ed. (New
York: Academic Press, 1982), p. 610.

14 See, for example, Steven Edwards, ‘In
Defense of Environmental Economics’, Environ-
mental Ethics 9 (1987), pp. 73-85, and Bernard J.
Nebel and Richard T. Wright, Environmental Sci-
ence: The Way the World Works, 4th ed. (Engle-
wood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1993), pp. 387-88.

much they might be willing to pay to
preserve an old-growth forest, for
example, from logging or real estate
development. The problem with
such a methodology, however, is that
it assumes that consumer prefer-
ences are well informed as to the sci-
entific and other intangible values of
the property in question. Consumers
who are polled as to their prefer-
ences regarding the preservation of
the Amazonian rainforest may not
be aware of the role that such ecosys-
tems play in the stabilization of
regional and global climates.15

The sub-discipline known as ‘free
market environmentalism’ has also
tried to address these problems.16

Proponents of this point of view
believe that many environmental
problems can be handled more effi-
ciently by the private sector rather
than government through a more
thorough assignment of property
rights. Tradeable pollution permits,
for example, rather than top-down
emission controls are said to be more
effective in controlling water and air
pollution. The property-rights
approach is not adequate, however,

15 Mohammed H. I. Dore, ‘The Problem of Val-
uation in Neo-classical Environmental Economics’,
Environmental Ethics 18 (1996), pp. 65-70 at p.
69. On the crucial role and valuation of ‘ecosystem
services,’ see Gretchen C. Daly, ed., Nature’s Ser-
vices: Societal Dependence on Natural Ecosys-
tems (Washington, D.C.: Island Press, 1997).

16 Terry L. Anderson and Donald R. Leal, Free
Market Environmentalism (San Francisco: Pacific
Research Institute for Public Policy, 1991); Peter J.
Hill, ‘Can Markets or Government Do More for the
Environment?’ in Michael Cromartie, ed., Creation
at Risk? Religion, Science, and Environmentalism
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1995), pp. 121-136;
PERC Reports and various publications of the Polit-
ical Economy Research Center, Bozeman, MT,
{www.perc.org}.
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in such cases as migratory animals or
preserving the integrity of the ozone
layer. Government must still estab-
lish acceptable levels of air or water
pollution in a given region based on
scientific—not merely market—con-
siderations of acceptable health
risks.

‘Shadow pricing’ and ‘free market
environmentalism’ represent ‘tinker-
ing’ with the existing paradigm in tra-
dition neo-classical economics. More
radical critics such as Herman Daly
have argued that the paradigm itself
is inadequate and are calling for a
new ‘ecological economics’.17

According to Daly, traditional eco-
nomic theory is based on a ‘pre-ana-
lytic vision’18 of the world in which
creation or nature is largely absent or
simply assumed as a ‘given’. In the
traditional model the economy is an

17 Herman E. Daly and John B. Cobb, Jr., For
the Common Good: Redirecting the Economy
Toward Community, the Environment, and a Sus-
tainable Future (Boston: Beacon, 1989); Herman
E. Daly, Beyond Growth: The Economics of Sus-
tainable Development (Boston: Beacon, 1996);
Rajaram Krishnan, Jonathan M. Harris, and Neva R.
Goodwin, eds., A Survey of Ecological Economics
(Washington, D.C.: Island Press, 1995); Juan Mar-
tinez-Alier, Ecological Economics: Energy, Envi-
ronment and Society (Oxford: Basil Blackwell,
1987). See also Robert Costanza, ed., Ecological
Economics: The Science and Management of Sus-
tainability (New York: Columbia UP, 1991), where
‘ecological economics’ is defined as an economic
theory that recognizes ‘… the web of interconnec-
tions uniting the economic subsystem to the global
ecosytem of which it is a part’ (v). Costanza is a
founder of the International Society for Ecological
Economics, which publishes the bimonthly journal
Ecological Economics.

18 On the concept of ‘pre-analytic vision’, cf. the
discussion of ‘vision’ in Thomas Sowell, A Conflict
of Visions: Ideological Origins of Political Strug-
gles (New York: William Morrow, 1987), p. 14: ‘A
vision has been described as a ‘pre-analytic cognitive
act.’ It is what we sense or feel before we have con-
structed any systematic reasoning that could be
called a theory … A vision is our sense of how the

isolated system in which firms pro-
duce goods and services and house-
holds supply factors of production in
a never-ending circular flow. A new
paradigm is needed in which the
global economy is seen as a subset
of the global ecosystem, and depend-
ent upon it. The new paradigm rec-
ognizes that in this period of history
it is natural capital, not man-made
capital, that is emerging as a funda-
mental constraint on economic
growth.19

Traditional neo-classical econom-
ics, emerging in the 1870s, tended
to assume the environment as a giv-
en ‘background’ to human econom-
ic activity, an unlimited set of
‘sources’ of raw materials and ‘sinks’
for waste products. Economic
growth was assumed as a self-evident
good.20 Since the 1870s, world pop-
ulation has more than quadrupled.
Humans in the twentieth century
used ten times more energy than
humanity used in the entire thousand
year period before 1900.21

Traditional neo-classical econom-
ics with its categories of markets and

world works.’ Michael Novak has helpfully called
attention to the fact that economic systems do not
function in isolation from the political and moral-cul-
tural systems of which they are a part, but Novak
does not take the further step of seeing the economy
embedded in the global ecosystem: Michael Novak,
The Spirit of Democratic Capitalism (New York:
Simon & Schuster, 1982), pp. 171-86.

19 See figures 2 and 3 in Daly, Beyond Growth,
pp. 47, 49

20 According to McMichael, Planetary Over-
load, p. 302, neo-classical economics ‘… has not
only discounted impacts upon the environment; it
has explicitly encouraged excessive extraction, har-
vesting, consumption and waste—all in the exalted
cause of expanding the GNP’.

21 J.R. McNeill, Something New Under the
Sun: An Environmental History of the Twentieth-
Century World (New York: Norton, 2000), p. xvi.
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prices is a very efficient means of
resolving the issues of allocation
(‘What goods and services shall we
produce?’) and distribution (‘Who
shall enjoy the goods and services
that are produced?’), but has ignored
the issue of the absolute scale of the
global economy relative to the glob-
al ecosystem that supports it.22 ‘If
there was ever a time’, observe
Gowdy and Olsen, ‘when economic
theory could ignore the natural
world, that time has past.’23 If one
billion Indians and 1.2 billion Chi-
nese were to demand the number of
automobiles, refrigerators, and
washing machines consistent with
western patterns of consumption,
and were to burn fossil fuels at west-
ern rates, it could not be assumed
that the impacts on global warming
and on the ozone layer would be
benign. It is high time for economists
to recognize the global ecosystem
and to make it a fundamental part of
the governing paradigm of their dis-
cipline.

Emerging Trends in Business
Ethics:

In recent years there has been an
emerging awareness in the business
community that perspectives in busi-
ness ethics must be more compre-
hensive than considerations of the
‘bottom line’. As W. Michael Hof-
man has observed, the new ‘business
ethics’ movement rejects the mistak-
en belief that ‘… business only has
responsibilities to a narrow set of its

22 Daly, Beyond Growth, p. 56.
23 Gowdy and Olsen, ‘Further Problems with

Neo-classical Economics’, p. 171.

stakeholders, namely its stockhold-
ers’.24 At least since the 1980s there
has been a growing recognition that
business has ethical obligations that
include the environment as well as
the local human communities that
provide the infrastructures within
which business activity takes place.25

Ethics in business is not a matter of
‘mere compliance’, operating within
the letter of the law, but should
involve a more active posture of
‘doing no harm’ to human commu-
nities and the environment, and
‘doing good’ wherever possible.26

Mainstream publications in busi-
ness ethics and management have
tended to ignore faith perspectives.
As Laura Nash has noted, these dis-
cussions have marginalized religious
concerns as they may relate to deci-
sion making, and have focused
instead on ‘proper values’ for busi-
ness as theorized by economists such
as Milton Friedman or sociologists
such as Amitai Etzioni, on issues of
corporate ethics codes and training
programmes, and on ethical dilem-

24 Hofman, ‘Business and Environmental
Ethics’, pp. 697-703 at p. 703, in Hartman, Per-
spectives in Business Ethics; also reprinted in Tom
L. Beauchamp and Norman E. Bowie, eds., Ethical
Theory and Business, 4th ed. (Englewood Cliffs,
NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1993), pp. 217-23; originally
published in Journal of Business Ethics 9 (1990),
pp. 579-89.

25 The volume The Corporation, Ethics, and
the Environment, Hofman, ed, cited above, is an
example of the attempt to integrate business ethics
and environmental concerns.

26 Kirk Davidson comments on the willingness
of corporations such as Chevron to ‘accept … [envi-
ronmental] responsibilities and go beyond mere
compliance [to environmental regulations] in his arti-
cle ‘Straws in the Wind: The Nature of Corporate
Commitment to Environmental Issues’, pp. 57-66 at
p. 61, in Hofman, The Corporation, Ethics, and
the Environment.
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mas presented as case studies in the
business schools.27 This paper would
call for a conception of business
ethics that incorporates both envi-
ronmental concerns and faith per-
spectives.

Evangelicals writing in the area of
business ethics have brought biblical
perspectives to the issues, but by and
large have not integrated environ-
mental concerns into their discus-
sions. Richard Chewning, professor
of Christian Ethics in Business at
Baylor University, has edited a series
of books on biblical principles in busi-
ness and economics. In the first vol-
ume on ‘Foundations,’ one contribu-
tor, Kenneth Kantzer, notes that the
biblical doctrine of creation implies
that humans are to exercise domin-
ion over nature in such a way as ‘…
to guard those resources … seeing to
it that they make their greatest pos-
sible contribution for the good of all
humanity’.28 This environmental
concern is largely lacking, however,
in the volume where biblical princi-
ples are applied to specific areas of
business such as planning, market-
ing, advertising, accounting, and
investing.29

In a text intended primarily for stu-
dents at Christian colleges, Business
Through the Eyes of Faith, Chewn-
ing, Eby, and Roels devote three
pages to a section titled ‘Responsi-

27 Laura L. Nash, Believers in Business
(Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 1994), pp. ix, x.

28 In Richard C. Chewning, ed., Biblical Prin-
ciples and Business: The Foundations (Colorado
Springs: NavPress, 1989), p.25.

29 Richard Chewning, ed., Biblical Principles
and Business: The Practice (Colorado Springs:
NavPress, 1990).

bility for the Environment’. They
note that Christians ‘… should be
concerned for the environment as a
matter of good stewardship’, and in
a study question challenge the stu-
dent to think of ways that such stew-
ardship could be exercised so as to
benefit future generations and those
living in other parts of the world.30

William Diehl’s The Monday Con-
nection is one of the more helpful
contributions to the growing litera-
ture relating Christian faith to the
workplace. Diehl discusses specific
ways that Christians can be effective
witnesses on the job, through com-
petency, caring presence, lifestyle
choices, and ethical integrity, but
environmental issues in business are
not addressed in any substantial way.
‘Stewardship’ is developed in terms
of personal giving, use of time, and
lifestyle choices, but not in relation to
larger environmental concerns.31

The Complete Book of Everyday
Christianity is presented as ‘An A-
to-Z Guide to Following Christ in
Every Aspect of Life’. Strangely,
however, the index of ‘Ethical Issues’
contains no entry on ‘Ecology’ or
‘Environment’, and the article on
‘Business Ethics’ is silent on these
topics as well.32 Alexander Hill’s Just
Business: Christian Ethics for the

30 Richard C. Chewning, John W. Eby, and
Shirley J. Roels, Business Through the Eyes of
Faith (San Francisco: HarperCollins, 1990), pp.
219, 220.

31 William E. Diehl, The Monday Connection:
On Being an Authentic Christian in a Weekday
World (San Francisco: HarperCollins, 1991), pp.
145-161.

32 Robert Banks and R. Paul Stevens, eds., The
Complete Book of Everyday Christianity (Downers
Grove, IL: IVP, 1997), pp. 1158; 90-96.

ECONOMIC GROWTH VS. THE ENVIRONMENT? 271



Marketplace is notable for its envi-
ronmental awareness, devoting a
complete chapter to such concerns.
Hill argues that a biblical under-
standing of stewardship ‘… leads us
to care for nature as one aspect of
our vocational calling to love God
and neighbor’.33

Evangelical Ethics and
Theology

If evangelical authors working in the
area of business ethics have had a
mixed record concerning the incor-
poration of environmental issues
into their fields of vision, this may
only be a reflection of the state of
evangelical ethics generally. This
writer’s own Evangelical Ethics:
Issues Facing the Church Today,
now in its second edition, deals with
issues of human relationships and
sexuality such as marriage, divorce,
abortion, homosexuality, and
euthanasia, but does not address
global environmental problems.34

Carl F.H. Henry, the editor of Bak-
er’s Dictionary of Christian Ethics,
did include an article on ‘Environ-
mental Pollution’ in this reference
work. V. Elving Anderson, the
author of the article, observed that
the concept of ‘dominion’ in the first
chapter of Genesis does not mean
exploitation. The command to sub-
due and to exercise dominion is bal-

33 Alexander Hill, Just Business: Christian
Ethics for the Marketplace (Downers Grove, IL:
IVP, 1997), p. 196.

34 John Jefferson Davis, Evangelical Ethics:
Issues Facing the Church Today, 2nd ed. (Phillips-
burg, NJ: Presbyterian and Reformed, 1993). The
author recognizes the need to remedy this serious
omission in a future edition of the text!

anced in Genesis 2 by the instruction
to dress and to keep the land. ‘Stew-
ardship’ should not be limited to
money and personal talents; envi-
ronmental concerns should be
included in stewardship programmes
in churches.35

John and Paul Feinberg’s text,
Ethics For a Brave New World, like
Davis’s, tends to focus issues of sex-
ual and medical ethics. There are
chapters on abortion, euthanasia,
capital punishment, birth control,
homosexuality, divorce, remarriage,
genetic engineering, and war, but the
index contains no entries for ‘ecolo-
gy’ or ‘environment’ or ‘environ-
mentalism’.36

Robertson McQuilkin’s An Intro-
duction to Biblical Ethics does
include the environment in his field
of concern. In a brief (3 pages out of
535) but insightful section, he notes
that at the root of much of the cur-
rent environmental problem is a ‘…
consumer economy aimed at materi-
al affluence, which deliberately sacri-
fices long-range benefit for short-
range economic profit’. Love for the
‘neighbour’ includes love for and
care of creation, and love for God
requires the stewardship of creation
for the glory of God and the welfare
of humanity.

The uneven record of evangelical
ethicists in matters of environmental
concern reflects the state of evangel-
ical theology generally. A recent

35 Carl F. H. Henry, ed., Baker’s Dictionary of
Christian Ethics (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1973), pp.
209-12.

36 John S. Feinberg and Paul D. Feinberg,
Ethics For a Brave New World (Wheaton, IL: Cross-
way, 1993).
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examination of the content of twen-
ty representative evangelical system-
atic theology textbooks published
since 1970 found that in the chap-
ters on the doctrine of creation, the
median figure for the amount of
space devoted to matters of environ-
mental stewardship was about 1%.
The median figure for the amount of
space devoted to matters such as
evolution, the age of the earth, and
the days of Genesis one was about
31%. It was apparent that evangeli-
cal theologians have tended to
devote disproportionate amounts of
attention to matters of origins and
too little to matters of humanity’s
proper relationship to creation.37

As Paul Santmire has pointed out,
the history of Christian theology in
general has shown a very mixed
record in its sensitivity to and con-
cern for nature. Some theologians
such as Irenaeus, Augustine, and St.
Francis have been very affirming of
nature, while Origen and others have
been very ‘otherworldly’ in their spir-
ituality and have not fostered appre-
ciation of the material order.38

Luther and Calvin are very apprecia-
tive of the wonders of nature and
look forward to a new creation, but
the centre of their theological inter-

37 John Jefferson Davis, ‘Ecological ‘Blind
Spots’ in ‘The Structure and Content of Recent
Evangelical Systematic Theologies’, Journal of the
Evangelical Theological Society 43:2 (June 2000),
pp. 273-286. On this point see also Jonathan R.
Wilson, ‘Evangelicals and the Environment: A Theo-
logical Concern’, Christian Scholar’s Review 28/2
(1998), pp. 298-307, and R.J. Berry, ‘Creation and
the Environment’, Science and Christian Belief
7/1 (1995), pp. 21-43.

38 H. Paul Santmire, The Travail of Nature:
The Ambiguous Ecological Promise of Christian
Theology (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1985).

est is soteriological, focused on grace
and the God-human relationship. In
the twentieth-century neo-orthodox
theology of Barth, Brunner, and
Bultmann, this soteriological con-
centration is accentuated, ‘redemp-
tive history’ is brought to the fore-
front, and nature becomes a margin-
al concern.39

The formulation of the church’s
doctrine of creation has always been
influenced by the conditions of the
time. The early church asserted the
goodness of the material world (Gen-
esis 1) against the Gnostics, and
developed the understanding of cre-
ation ex nihilo in the face of Greek
notions of the eternity of matter.40

Today, the Christian doctrine of cre-
ation needs to address the challenges
of the global environmental crisis.
The need is not merely to repeat ear-
lier affirmations of the metaphysical
goodness of creation, but to empha-
size the intrinsic value of the created
order and humanity’s moral obliga-
tion to preserve and care for it.

The need for new conceptual
frameworks that connect the con-

39 Harold Oliver, ‘The Neglect and Recovery of
Nature in Twentieth-Century Protestant Thought’,
Journal of the American Academy of Religion
60:3 (1992), pp. 379-404 at pp. 381-3.

40 On the history of the development of the
Christian doctrine of creation, see Denis Carroll,
‘Creation’, The New Dictionary of Theology, ed.
Joseph A. Komonchak, Mary Collins, and Dermot
A. Lane (Wilmington, DE: Michael Glazier, 1987),
pp. 249-258; Emil Brunner, ‘On the History of the
Doctrine of Creation’, in Emil Brunner, The Christ-
ian Doctrine of Creation and Redemption (Lon-
don: Lutterworth, 1964), pp. 36-39. On the devel-
opment of the doctrine of creation ex nihilo , see G.
May, Creatio ex Nihilo: The Doctrine of ‘Creation
out of Nothing’ in Early Christian Thought (Edin-
burgh: Clark, 1994), and the review of May by Paul
Coppen, ‘Is Creatio ex nihilo a Post-Biblical Inven-
tion?’ Trinity Journal 17 NS (1996), pp. 77-93.
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cerns of environment, economy,
business ethics, and theology has
been recognized by various writers.41

This paper concludes with an appeal
for Christians working in economics,
business ethics, and evangelical the-
ology to consider the merits of a new
paradigm, indicated in the diagram
below, that could be termed ‘theo-
centric, creation-connectedness’:

41 In addition to the work of Herman Daly not-
ed above, see also Frederick Ferre, ‘Persons in
Nature: Toward an Applicable and Unified Environ-
mental Ethics,’ Zygon 28:4 (1993), pp. 441-53 at
p. 442, calling for a revised worldview of ‘personal-
istic organicism’ in which persons are in ‘… conti-
nuity with—but not on all fours with—the rest of the
natural order’; Sandra Rosenthal and Rogene A.
Buchholz, ‘Bridging Environmental and Business
Ethics: A Pragmatic Approach’, Environmental
Ethics 20 (1998), pp. 393-408 at p. 408, propos-
ing a neo-pragmatic conceptual framework in which
there is a recognition that ‘… the corporation has its
being through its relation to a wider environment and
this environment extends to the natural world’; Ray-
mond E. Grizzle and Christopher B. Barrett, ‘The
One Body of Christian Environmentalism’, Zygon
33 (1998), pp. 233-53 at p. 244, calling for a ‘cos-
mocentrism’ that places value on the integrated
whole of creation, with humans having a privileged
place of authority as the most important of God’s
creatures.

value as the creation of God (Gen.
1:31), and is recognized as itself
being included in the redemptive
purposes of God (Rom. 8:31,32;
Col. 1:15-20). Human beings are
understood theologically not only
terms of the God-human and
human-human relationships, but
also as being integrally related to the
natural environment that makes
human life possible42 and for which
humans bear ethical responsibility.
Because creation has intrinsic value,
and because economic activity is
integrally connected to the ecosys-
tems which sustain such activity,
business leaders have a moral
responsibility not merely to appear
to be environmentally responsible,
but to be actually so.

Theologically, taking such a new
paradigm seriously would involve
rethinking basic Christian doctrines
from the perspective of ‘creation-
connectedness’. Discussions of the
doctrine of creation would not be
preoccupied with questions of ori-
gins and evolution, but would articu-
late humanity’s obligation to be
rightly related to creation and to care
for it. Christian anthropology would
take seriously the biblical insight that
man is ‘dust’, connected with the

42 In this paradigm humans are understood both
in terms of ‘dust’ (Gen. 2:3) and ‘dominion’ (Gen.
1:26); i.e., as both dependent on the natural order
and integrally related to it, and at the same time hav-
ing responsibility to exercise wise stewardship over
the natural order. For the history of Christian under-
standing of the concept of ‘dominion’ in Genesis 1,
see Peter Harrison, ‘Subduing the Earth: Genesis 1,
Early Modern Science, and the Exploitation of
Nature’, Journal of Religion 79:1 (January 1999),
pp. 86-109, arguing that not until the 17th century
was this text appealed to as a justification for the
exploitation of nature by Christian interpreters.
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In the proposed paradigm, the nat-
ural world is not just a ‘background’
for human activity, but has intrinsic
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earth and with the larger terrestrial
and cosmic processes that sustain
human life and make it possible. The
doctrine of original sin would be
seen as a reminder that man’s fall
affected not only humanity but cre-
ation itself (Gen. 3:17). Personal sin
involves not only sins against God,
the neighbour, and the self, but sinful
abuses of the earth as well.

In the area of Christology, the
Incarnation would be seen as God’s
own affirmation of the intrinsic value
of creation, and the manifestation of
God’s enduring intent to enter into a
redemptive relationship with it. The
atonement provided the basis not
only for humanity’s reconciliation
with God, but also for the ultimate
reconciliation of creation as well
(Col. 1:19,20). In the area of eccle-
siology, the mission of the church
would be seen to incorporate not
only the Great Commission (Matt.
28:19-20), but the cultural mandate
(Gen. 1:26-28) as well, including all
those activities that bring redemptive
influences to bear on culture and
creation. The sacraments of bap-
tism and the Lord’s Supper remind
the church that the grace of God is
mediated through the structures of
creation and the elements of the
material world, and not apart from
them. A Christian and biblical escha-
tology would not be limited to an

individualistic hope for a ‘heaven’
disconnected from the world, but to
a New Heaven and a new earth
(Rev. 21:1), in which a redeemed
humanity enjoys communion with
God in the context of a new cre-
ation.

Christians should welcome the
efforts of those working in the area
of ‘ecological economics,’ and
encourage efforts to enlarge the cat-
egories of traditional economic theo-
ry so as to recognize that natural
capital, not just buildings and
machines, need to be depreciated
and reckoned in schemes of cost
accounting. Business ethicists need
to be encouraged to enlarge their
paradigms beyond shareholder and
letter-of-the-law interests to incorpo-
rate the real connections with the
human communities and physical
environments that provide the infra-
structures that ultimately make the
creation of wealth possible.

The interconnected nature of the
environment, the global economy,
and human activity is becoming
increasingly evident in the contem-
porary world. It is time for Christians
working in the areas of economics,
business ethics, environmentalism,
and theology to explicitly recognize
the new realities in the basic concep-
tual frameworks of their respective
disciplines.
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Reviewed by David Parker, Editor,
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Ian Randall, on the faculty of Spur-
geon’s College London and the
International Baptist Theological
Seminary, Prague, has attempted to
tell not only the story of the London
Bible College but, more importantly,
to show its relationship to and its
impact on the British (and world)
evangelical movement. So this book
is far more than an institutional his-
tory of one particular albeit very
important organisation, but it is
mainly the story of the wider move-
ment. The author freely acknowl-
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edges that he used as a model for this
enterprise George Marsden’s similar
account of a leading American sem-
inary, Reforming Fundamentalism:
Fuller Seminary and the New
Evangelicalism (Eerdmans, 1987).

This dual purpose explains the
main features of the book. It is struc-
tured around various periods of the
College’s life from its establishment
during the Second World War, large-
ly associated with the leadership of
the various principals, E.F. Kevan,
G. W. Kirby, M. Griffiths, P. Cotterell
and the present incumbent, D. Tid-
ball. The broad framework of the col-
lege’s development is clearly pre-
sented, but particular details relating
to personnel, programmes and
property are not stressed or perhaps
are not even mentioned.

On other hand, there is a great
deal of discussion about relationships
with other evangelical bodies and the
impact of trends in those bodies on
the life and direction of the College.
Hence the pages are filled with ref-
erences to the work and ministry of
key evangelical scholars and leaders
since the 1940s with names such as
Stott, Packer, Lloyd-Jones and many
others being found throughout. This
is appropriate because the College
had its origin in the evangelical
movement of Britain rather than
from a single visionary individual.
Furthermore, the purpose of the
founders was to create an education-
al institution that would work at a
high level of scholarship with the
object of providing top quality lead-
ers who could guide the evangelical
movement through the troubled and
uncertain times in which it found

itself, especially during the earlier
years.

This leads to a further feature of
the book—copious material on the
impact of graduates of the College,
many of whom served with distinc-
tion not only in Great Britain but
throughout the world. In the latter
stages, a large proportion of the
post-graduate students in fact have
come from outside of Britain, and
now the College sees serving the
world church as one of its key roles.
As the names of both well known
and more obscure figures from all
periods of the College’s life are pre-
sented, it is evident just how success-
fully its founders’ visions have been
fulfilled.

The author does a good job in
holding all this mass of information
and interpretation together,
although at times the tone becomes
too hagiographic and it seems that
the lists are becoming exhaustive
rather than typical. It might also be
questioned whether the credit for a
graduate’s significant ministry is nec-
essarily due to the college at which
studies were taken, perhaps many
years earlier. This is particularly high-
lighted in a few cases where the
author cites the outstanding work of
a former student but at the same
time concedes that this person has in
fact turned away from evangelical
principles.

There is considerable discussion of
the development of the curriculum
and intellectual life of the College.
This is important, given the deter-
mined intention of the founders to
work on a tertiary level, and there is
illuminating explanation of some of
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early difficulties encountered in
working within the University of
London framework. However, it is
not so clear how these ideals were
met and worked out in the subse-
quent moves away from that institu-
tional linkage. Similarly, greater
understanding could have been given
about this process if there had been
more discussion of comparable
developments in other British Bible
and theological colleges.

Nevertheless the book is essential
reading for anyone wanting to
understand British evangelicalism
since 1940, and its impact on the
world. The bibliography is a valuable
record of the work of faculty and
graduates. Even the small illustra-
tions in the centre of the book are
helpful in giving a clear picture of this
remarkable institution.

ERT (2002) 26-3, 278-280 0144-8153

Missions in a New Millennium:
Change and Challenges in

World Missions
Edited by W. Edward Glenny and

William H. Smallman
Grand Rapids, MI: Kregel, 2000.

ISBN 0-8254-2698-7
Pb 411 pp no index

Reviewed by Robert J. Vajko,
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Australia.

As the sub-title indicates, this book
deals with the challenges faced by
missions in a world where major
shifts are taking place. The seven-
teen chapters are written by sixteen
authors—all Baptists. After an intro-

ductory chapter, the book is divided
into three sections dealing with bibli-
cal studies, theological studies and
strategic studies respectively.

It is refreshing to see biblical and
theological studies preceding strate-
gy since there is a tendency today to
wrongly divorce theology and missi-
ology. The study by Michael Grisan-
ti on ‘Missions in the Old Testament’
shows that he has done his home-
work in his study of the translation of
the disputed Niphal verb in Genesis
12:3 and its relation to God’s choice
of Abraham. The endnotes to this
chapter show his research taking
into account the views of various OT
scholars. Grisanti’s statement,
‘There is both a particularism and a
universalism that pervades this
covenantal arrangement’ (p.45) is
both a concise way of approaching
both God’s dealings with Abraham
and the OT in general.

Glenny’s chapter on ‘The Great
Commission,’ explains the mandate
to evangelise the world as ‘multidi-
mensional.’ Glenny does an exegesis
of the three post-resurrection com-
missions in Matthew, Luke-Acts and
John. He skips Mark because he
does not believe the ending to be
canonical. In Matthew’s version of
the commission he accurately points
out that the participle in Matthew
28:18-20 is to be taken with imper-
atival force and should be translated
‘go’ and not ‘as you go’ as some have
proposed. Glenny’s acquaintance
with the most recent scholarship on
the commission in John’s Gospel by
Kostenberger means he is up-to-date
in discussing the Johannine man-
date.
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The theological section considers
current debates in theology influenc-
ing the missions enterprise. The
chapter on ‘Hell, Motivation for Mis-
sions’ interacts briefly with universal-
ism (in particular that espoused by
Karl Barth) and with annihilation as
understood by the openness of God
theologian Clark Pinnock. He also
briefly discusses the doctrine of pur-
gatory as taught by Catholicism.

The chapter by Michael Windsor
on the uniqueness of Christ (the
exclusivist-inclusivist debate) gives a
general view of the present thinking
on whether Christ is both epistemo-
logically and ontologically necessary
as Saviour. He interacts with theolo-
gians Clark Pinnock and John
Sanders (who agree together that
conscious faith in Christ is not nec-
essary for salvation) and defends the
exclusivist position. His study is
probably not thorough enough to
satisfy one wanting to see the issues
more in depth. This reviewer refers
readers to Ronald Nash’s Is Jesus
the Only Savior? (Zondervan,
1994).

The rest of the chapters in this sec-
tion address various theological
issues relating to missions. The ques-
tion of whether Jesus must be Lord
to be Saviour is dealt with from the
point of view of a missionary from
Japan, The question of unity is dealt
with by one of the editors of the
book, William Smallman. Readers
will need to decide for themselves
whether the problems that come
from a unity that does not adequate-
ly take into account true differences
really produces the desired results.
Comity arrangements in the name of

unity have sometimes hindered
rather than help the advance of the
Gospel.

Kevin Bauder’s chapter ‘A Prelude
to a Christian Theology of Culture’
will be helpful to those wanting to
interact with the question of the rela-
tionship between the world of culture
and the Word of God. Bauder
remarks (as others have also done)
that H. Richard Niebuhr’s classic
book Christ and Culture blurred the
issues by not clearly defining ‘Christ’
or ‘culture.’

For those ministering in Catholic
countries, the chapter on ‘Mariola-
try’ will be helpful from a theological
perspective, although it would have
been useful to have some practical
suggestions on how to evangelise or
to at least communicate clearly to
those holding to an unbiblical view of
Mary.

The third section of this book deals
with strategic issues and has an
intriguing chapter by John Stauf-
facher, a church planting missionary
in France, on ‘Evangelistic Methods
Used by Baptists and Anabaptists’.
Stauffacher shows how a distinction
must be made between the dynamic
and the method used in evangelism.
He also gives some suggestions as to
how past methods could be adapted
for our modern context.

At the risk of seeming pedantic, it
is surprising that in this day of spell
check that one should find ‘Confu-
cianist’ spelled wrongly (p. 19).

I recommend this book for a good
overall view of issues that must be
addressed by those missionaries,
missiologists, and theologians who
are concerned to do effective cross-
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cultural ministry in a changing world.
Those looking for a text for a course
in ‘Issues in Missions Today’ should
find this book an answer to their
need.
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The figure of Karl Barth (1886-
1968) towers over the theological
landscape of the twentieth century.
At the end of World War I, Barth
launched a revolt against the prevail-
ing optimistic liberalism, raising a
banner for a God-centred versus a
human-centred theology.

Gary Dorrien, episcopal priest and
theological adviser to the US Nation-
al Council of Churches, presents a
theological appraisal not only of
Barth but also of numerous key the-
ological figures who were influenced
by Barth. He highlights key issues in
the theological debates of the era.

He affirms that there is, strictly
speaking, it is a ‘misnomer to speak
of Barthianism’ (p. 195). Barth’s
own theology developed and
changed over a long period. What
we can speak about is a ‘Barthian
era’ in theology. Dorrien outlines the
cut and thrust of the strenuous, and

often acrimonious, debates between
Barth and a range of early colleagues
and later theologians who drew
from, or reacted to, the direction and
emphases of Barth’s theology.

Barth was accused of contradic-
tions within his massive ‘Church
Dogmatics,’ but Dorrien holds that
this was to be expected in someone
who ‘conceived theology as exegesis
and reflection upon a radically open
Word of Christ that subverts and
transcends all theological systems,’
for whom `the priority of the Spirit-
illuminated Word negated the possi-
bility or even desirability of a defini-
tive system’ (195).

The theological revolt launched by
Barth in his 1918 commentary on
Romans was first referred to as ‘cri-
sis theology.’ Reflecting the crisis in
Western Christendom in World War
I, Barth taught that ̀ the Word breaks
into history not so much to trans-
form it as to shake it and throw it into
crisis’ (54).

Dorrien, professedly a non-evan-
gelical, does not write specifically for
evangelicals. He has, however, dis-
played considerable interest in evan-
gelical theology and social attitudes.
In 1993, he wrote on `The Neocon-
servative Mind: Politics, Culture and
the War on Ideology’, and in 1998
on `The Remaking of Evangelical
Theology.’

Evangelical judgments on Barth
have ranged from Val Til’s outright
condemnation as ‘the new mod-
ernism’ to critical appreciation by
others. While some evangelicals
have strongly criticised Barth’s doc-
trine of Scripture, Barth’s Calvinistic
emphasis on a theology of Word and
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Spirit appeals greatly to others.
These hold, however, to a closer
relationship between Scripture and
the Word of God than Barth allowed,
and are not so averse to proposi-
tional revelation.

Evangelicals have heralded Barth’s
sturdy defence of the doctrine of the
Virgin Birth and the historicity of the
Resurrection. They have appreciat-
ed his exegetical excurses in his mon-
umental ‘Church Dogmatics,’ even
when they disagreed with some of
his conclusions. Can we trace the
recent desire to highlight the doc-
trine of grace to a belated influence
of Barth? Is there some continuity in
the modern church of Barth’s admi-
ration for nineteenth-century ‘charis-
matics,’ such as the father and son,
Johann and Christoph Blumhardt?

Dorrien’s book traces Barth’s reac-
tion to liberalism. While he rejected
the theology of his immediate liberal
mentor, Wilhelm Hermann (1846-
1922), his professor at Marburg,
Dorrien affirms that certain liberal
elements were reconstructed in
Barth’s theology.

Ritschl’s emphasis on the kingdom
of God became for Barth an escha-
tological kingdom invading the
sphere of human history. Barth
echoed Hermann’s anti-historicizing
emphasis and affirmed that ‘mere
historicism’ is of little help. He
strongly affirmed the anti-apologet-
ics stance of some of his liberal men-
tors. In place of the inner life of Jesus
knowable only to faith, he affirmed
the Word of God in scripture know-
able only to faith.

Hermann’s liberalism is exempli-
fied in the frontispiece quote—

`Knowledge of God is the expression
of religious experience wholly with-
out weapons.’ Liberalism’s appeal to
religious experience was rejected by
Barth in favour of that knowledge of
God which comes from above as the
revelation of God. In place of ‘reli-
gious experience wholly without
weapons’, Barth proposed a faith
commitment to the Word of God in
Scripture wholly without weapons.

Barth held that scripture’s witness
to the Word of God is not to be sup-
ported by any appeal to natural the-
ology, human philosophy or histori-
cal judgments. In the spirit of Calvin
(in the first frontispiece quote), ‘those
whom the Holy Spirit has inwardly
taught rest upon Scripture and that
Scripture is self-authenticating;
hence, it is not right to subject it to
proof and reasoning.’

Most of Barth’s colleagues criti-
cized his ‘uncompromising commit-
ment to the way of faith and revela-
tion alone’. They accused him of
being a fideist who adhered to ‘a
sophisticated form of the old Protes-
tant dogmatism’. They affirmed that
Barth’s ‘revelational positivism’ (a
charge Barth himself denied)
reduced his theology to a ‘like it or
lump it’ enterprise. Their criticisms
often touch on those aspects of
Barth’s theology most appreciated
by evangelicals. Evangelicals are
much more concerned with the
directions that later secularizing the-
ologians such as J.A.T. Robinson,
Harvey Cox and the ‘death of God’
movement.

The theological debates of the
Barthian era highlighted key issues
for theology which evangelicals need
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to ponder, such as the value of natu-
ral revelation, the place of philoso-
phy and apologetics, historical judg-
ments about the gospel circum-
scribed by human experience and
highlighted more recently by the
‘Jesus Seminar’’ Many would agree
with Barth that biblical scholars dis-
sect, but do not listen to the Word of
God in the Scriptures. Dorrien’s
book is a challenging study for evan-
gelicals who hold to the supremacy
of the Holy Scriptures.

ERT (2002) 26-3, 282-283 0144-8153

The Covenanted Self:
Explorations in Law and

Covenant
Walter Brueggemann

Edited by Patrick D. Miller
Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1999

ISBN 0-8006-3176-5
Pb 148pp notes, indexes

Reviewed by Joseph Too Shao,
Biblical Seminary of the

Philippines, Valenzuela City,
Metro-Manila, Philippines

This thought-provoking book written
by an Old Testament biblical scholar
who is also a biblical theologian is the
fifth volume of his collected essays.
With his emphasis on law, covenant
and commandments, the Reformed
theologian juxtaposes texts to bring
out challenging and stimulating
issues. As an influential biblical inter-
preter pressing forth some relevant
issues of Old Testament, he dia-
logues with some scholars of other
fields such as psychiatrist (p. 3),
anthropologist (p. 66) and philoso-

pher (p. 89), and relates their ideas
to the application of the texts.

With his expertise, Brueggemann
is able to present many new inspiring
ideas of law and covenant and their
relationship and implication for the
Israelite people. With his sensitivity
to the ‘Jewishness’ of the Old Testa-
ment (expanded in his Theology of
the Old Testament. Minneapolis:
Fortress Press, 1999), he cites
important ideas given by Jewish
interpreters such as Martin Buber
and Abraham Heschel (citing other
important Jewish scholar Jon D.
Levenson in his endnote). The
author also would see that both Jews
and Christians agreed on some issue
such as the primacy and centrality of
obedience.

In some chapters, he traces many
themes longitudinally from Old Tes-
tament to New Testament. His cre-
ative methodology is to interface
some conflicting readings, such as
Psalm 73 (which he calls ‘a secular
seduction’) and Psalm 139 (which he
terms as ‘a religious seduction’). The
truth of a pluralistic (another key-
word which he prefers to see in
Bible) church lies between the secu-
lar temptation (‘stop loving God’) of
Psalm 73, and religious temptation
(‘to love God more’) of Psalm 139.
His fondness for the dialectical
approach to the interpretation of the
Scriptures allows him to see some
OT believers in their daily voice of
faith as ‘graceless obedience’, (sub-
missiveness without questioning) and
others as ‘praiseless autonomy’
(ingratitude and rebellion).

The depth and practicality of this
book are without question. It con-
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fronts the reader with radical chal-
lenges for the covenanted self to
obey the commandments, which is
an obedience that is not legalism, an
economics of sharing, a politics of
equity and a willingness to practise
the ‘sabbatic principle’ to promote
egalitarian justice. His idea of neigh-
bourliness, presenting the revolu-
tionary social vision of Deuteronomy
and other related passages is timely
and relevant to the situation in this
postmodern era.

Since some of the chapters are
originally published as articles in pas-
toral journals, Brueggemann has giv-
en another aspect of his interpretive
skills in applying texts in church set-
tings. I commend the editor for giv-
ing us some aspects of the author’s
life: a scholar with a pastoral heart.
The last chapter ‘The Truth of Abun-
dance: Relearning Dayenu,’ appears
to have been a lecture as some oral
forms are left in the text, which
means that the reader can practical-
ly hear him delivering his speech.

The author’s preface has warned
reader of the possibility of repetition
of some themes; thus the reader is
presented with some texts more than
once. The author has some prefer-
ence for Deut 15:1-18 and Mark
10:17-22 more than other texts.
Some favoured ideas are repeated
too. The reader would be better
served if the details of where these
chapters were originally published
could be cited in the first few pages,
rather at the back. One other con-
fusing aspect is the naming of the
‘First Great Commandment’ (Chap-
ter 5) and the ‘Second Great Com-
mandment’ (Chapter 6). These

nomenclatures are accepted New
Testament terminology, so to find
them in an Old Testament work
means that it takes a while for a read-
er to realise what the author is refer-
ring to.

If the reader would like to explore
the applicability of Law and
Covenant, this book is a must. As a
covenanted self, having been called
and elected by the covenantal God,
this book will give you many odd
realities that will challenge your
‘being’ and ‘doing’ in the covenantal
community. The torah piety is prac-
tical and obedience is a joy and
delight! The ‘Other’ is ‘a real, live
Other who initiates, shapes watches
over, and cares about the relation’ (p.
38).
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This is the inaugural volume of the
McMaster New Testament Studies
series, edited by veteran evangelical
NT scholar Richard N. Longenecker.
The purpose of the laudable and
ambitious series is to ‘address partic-
ular themes in the New Testament
that are of concern to Christians
today’. Its readership is designed to
be ministers, students, and laypeo-
ple, and its goal is to ‘reflect the best
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of current biblical scholarship while
speaking directly to the pastoral
needs of people in the church today.’
Thus the success or failure of this
volume must be judged by these cri-
teria.

In evangelical circles there tends to
be a chasm between work being
done by NT specialists on the one
hand, and pastoral and devotional lit-
erature that addresses contemporary
issues on the other. Can the scholars
contributing to this volume bridge
this gap? If nothing else they are emi-
nently qualified to write on the books
they were assigned. Prof. Longe-
necker has written widely in NT stud-
ies and NT ethics. Likewise, Gerald
Hawthorne (Philippians), William
Lane (Hebrews), Peter Davids
(James), J. Ramsey Michaels (1
Peter), and David Aune (Revelation)
have all written major critical com-
mentaries on the books they are
responsible for in this volume. And
Larry Hurtado (Mark), Terrence
Donaldson (Matthew), Jeffrey
Weima (1 Thessalonians), Linda
Belleville (1 Corinthians), and L. Ann
Jervis (Romans) have written signifi-
cant monographs on the books they
discuss in this volume.

The stated goal for this volume is
‘that [discipleship] needs better bibli-
cal rootage than it usually receives in
the popular press and better person-
al application than it usually receives
in scholarly writings’. Thus it is no
surprise that this original treatment
of discipleship is a top-flight exercise
in NT theology in regard to the vari-
ous NT books it examines, and that
it utilizes the best in contemporary
biblical studies. It is careful in delin-

eating the diverse expressions of dis-
cipleship in the NT.

However, in examining the chap-
ters and the bibliography, it is appar-
ent that there is very little engage-
ment with Christian theological con-
cerns arising from Christian dogmat-
ics or contemporary reflections on
Christian ethics. Thus, for many
laypersons, I venture to say that it
would take some effort to make the
connections. I say this in reference to
two outstanding recent works which
deal, in different ways, with the same
topic: Richard B. Hays The Moral
Vision of the New Testament: An
Introduction to Contemporary
New Testament Ethics (Harper-
Collins, 1996) and William C. Spohn
Go and Do Likewise: Jesus and
Ethics (Continuum, 1999). The for-
mer is by a specialist in NT ethics,
who also deals extensively with the
hermeneutical issues, while the latter
is a Christian ethicist, whose work in
grounded in NT studies and theolo-
gy.

Compared with these two books,
Patterns of Discipleship in the New
Testament seems very thin in terms
of the ‘personal application’ aspect
of series goal. This observation is
meant not so much to disparage this
volume but to say what it really is: an
outstanding, original exploration of
the diverse expressions of disciple-
ship in the NT, and the beginnings of
a NT theology of discipleship for
each book discussed. By giving a
brief overview of two chapters, I
hope this opinion will be made clear-
er.

One of the strengths of this volume
is the diversity of approaches the
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authors use to elucidate what disci-
pleship means in each book. Ter-
rence Donaldson, for example,
employs narrative criticism to focus
on discipleship in Matthew as a par-
adigmatic representation of the
experience of Jesus’ followers with
him. In his treatment he briefly out-
lines the elements of narrative criti-
cism: story (characters, events, plot,
etc.); discourse (how the story is told
according to its constituent ele-
ments); and reading (the experience
of reading the text from the perspec-
tive of the narrator-’the implied read-
er’). In each case he gives the reader
enough theoretical orientation to jus-
tify and elucidate this approach for
Matthew.

The various attributes of disciple-
ship in Matthew converge around
the dual axis of the ‘disciples’ rela-
tionship to Jesus and God’ and the
‘the disciples’ relationship to other
disciples in community’. This is
fleshed out by highlighting love, for-
giveness and servant leadership as
the characteristics of this communi-
ty. Finally, his contribution on ‘per-
sonal application’ comes in the form
of the ‘implied reader’ and his own
perspectives. He is honest in admit-
ting his own resistance to certain
aspects of discipleship in Matthew:
his failure to view Jesus’ female fol-
lowers fairly, and its strident anti-
Jewish polemic (cf. ch. 23). Positive-
ly, he feels that today Matthew
speaks to the need for the church to
be a counter-culture-as salt and light.
This is a very clear, sophisticated,
and, concise treatment. This is one
of the few contributions whose
‘application’ deals with contempo-

rary issues, although it is tantalizing-
ly brief.

In contrast, L. Ann Jervis’ treat-
ment of Romans is equally sophisti-
cated, but more conventional in ori-
entation. Since there is no strictly
lexical basis for dealing with the top-
ic of discipleship in Romans, she uti-
lizes a unique historical approach. In
a real tour de force, she takes the
concept of discipleship in Greco-
Roman (Aristotle, Cynics, and
Plutarch) and Hellenistic Jewish (Phi-
lo and sources from Qumran) con-
texts as a backdrop for understand-
ing the concept in relation to Paul’s
‘reflections, explanations and
descriptions of the significance in
Jesus Christ’ in Romans.

She understands apotheosis
(‘divinization’) as the governing goal
of discipleship in the ancient world
(in both a moral and spiritual sense)
and this frames Paul’s explanation of
what God has done for believers in
Christ and its social consequences
(Rom. 15:5-6). Thus godlikeness
means conformity to Christ through
the gift of God’s righteousness in the
death and resurrection of Jesus,
appropriated by faith. ‘In nuce, it
means being, in an unrighteous
world, righteous as God is.’ This is a
very original, thought-provoking
treatment, but it is regrettable that
there is no attempt to articulate how
this view might impact or guide con-
temporary Christian reflection on
Pauline discipleship vis-à-vis
Romans.

All in all, this is volume well worth
studying for its own sake, even if it
does not quite achieve to its stated
objective.
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God’s Control over the
Universe: Providence,

Judgment and Modern Science
P. G. Nelson

Caithness: Whittles Publishing,
2000

(rev. and enlarged edition)
ISBN 1-870325-88-5
Pb 88pp bibliog. index

Reviewed by David Parker, Editor,
Evangelical Review of Theology

The author of this book, a lecturer in
Chemistry at the University of Hull,
sets out to show that the biblical and
the scientific pictures of the world do
not conflict with each other as much
as they might appear. With extreme
economy of words and a tightly
argued case, he affirms that ‘even if
the scientist’s perception of the uni-
verse is fully accepted, mechanisms
still exist by which God can control the
world in whatever way he wants to,
and human beings can take actions
for which they are responsible’.

In the opening section of the book
he discusses how such a result is pos-
sible in the case of the ‘universe that
scientists would describe as com-
pletely determined’ and also in the
case of one described as ‘undeter-
mined’. Here he refers to such mat-
ters as the initial state of the uni-
verse, its constitution and its organi-
zation, as well as time and chance
mainly as understood by science but
also as referred to in the Bible.

Further chapters treat human
agency (with attention to the issue of
human freedom and its scientific
basis), and God’s control over a uni-

verse containing human beings
(which focuses on the extent, meth-
ods and purposes of divine interven-
tion in the world). The later chapters
refer briefly to other beings, espe-
cially the devil and the question of
demon possession, and contain
more extensive discussion of salva-
tion and prayer.

The overall thrust of the book sup-
ports the conclusion that ‘God has
complete control of day-to-day
events, subject only to limitations
that he places upon himself. These
include respect for the freedom that
he has given to men and women and
to the devil.’

The author shows that this classic
position can be defended by rigorous
application of scientific, mathemati-
cal and logical arguments. In the
process he draws attention to some
of the rigorous aspects of the argu-
ment often overlooked by loose
thinking on the subject.

His use of the biblical text, espe-
cially in the chapters on salvation
and prayer, is straightforward and
matter of fact without much atten-
tion to context or literary form. Sim-
ilarly his theological concepts are
those of basic theistic orthodoxy
using conservative theologians only
as his reference points. The discus-
sion of salvation revolves mainly
around an attempted resolution of
the Calvinist -Arminian debate on
determinism and free will.

Nelson begins by pointing out that,
in terms of his previously established
understanding of God’s working in
the world, either position would be
possible and consistent with whatev-
er choice God could have made



BOOK REVIEWS 287

about the dynamics of salvation: ‘he
could have made the gospel such
that sinners can accept it without fur-
ther help, or he could have made it
such that they need his assistance. In
the second case, he can choose
whom to help without regard to their
responsiveness and make his help
irresistible.’ Thus he concludes,
‘From a scientific point of view,
therefore, the mechanism of salva-
tion could be anything from Armin-
ian to Calvinist. God can be or is sov-
ereign whichever mechanism it is.’

To resolve the issue, Nelson claims
to take a ‘fresh approach’ to this
classic debate (mainly by commenc-
ing with the teaching of Jesus and
then proceeding to the rest of the
New Testament) and thus ‘throw
new light’ on it. This ‘new light’ is the
view that while ‘God plays a part in a
person’s response to the gospel’ he
does this ‘through the impact of the
gospel itself’ but ‘he does not use
coercion’. Instead, in a ‘double’
action, ‘he has devised the gospel to
draw the lowly and repel the
proud’—a position which avoids the
extremes of both Arminianism and
Calvinism and preserves both divine
sovereignty and human freedom.

The same principles are applied to
discussion of sanctification, persever-
ance, the fate of those who do not
hear the gospel and also to prayer.
However, in the latter case, the argu-
ment is not so clear cut, for the author
suggests that human freedom and the
effects of the fall impose ‘constraints’
of various kinds—human limitation
even results in the view that reference
in Romans 8:26-27 to the Spirit’s
intercession means that wrongly

focused prayers of the Christian are
re-directed in accordance with God’s
will: ‘we pray, ‘Lord, please do X; he
[the Spirit] prays, ‘Lord, do what is
required—do Y.’ This, the author
claims, shows that ‘God can still work
out his purposes while respecting
human freedom’.
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David W. Bennett
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Rapids: Baker Book House

ISBN 0-85364-719-4
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Reviewed by David Parker, Editor,
Evangelical Review of Theology

It is the subtitle of this book that gives
the best guide to its contents (in fact,
it was published previously by Reg-
num Books under this title). Except
for a few pages, it consists of expla-
nations, drawn from secondary
sources, of a large number of images
used in the NT for followers of
Jesus—the index lists more than 200
of them. They range from well
known terms such as servant and
saint to more obscure ones like
wheat, patroness and member of the
household. There is no space in a
200 page book to give detailed
treatment of so many—not even the
35 which are identified as major
images by the author.

For ease of reference they might
just as well have been arranged
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alphabetically in dictionary form, but
Bennett has presented them struc-
turally in accordance with a complex
taxonomy which he has devised. In
this scheme, which reaches seven
levels, he divides the images up into
groups referring first of all to people
(brother, assistant, athlete) or things
(flock, first fruit, light), and then
according to various kinds of rela-
tionship and different types of task.

The structure is developed
throughout the book, commencing
with the images found in the teach-
ing of Jesus and then in the rest of
the NT. A chart depicting this
arrangement is presented at each
stage of the development and is
printed in full at the end, where it
extends to four pages.

The point of this taxonomical
approach becomes apparent only in
the conclusion where the author
briefly reflects on the maze of data
that he has collected. He sees a con-
sistent pattern throughout the entire
NT which shows that in the Christian
context, leaders are primarily follow-
ers (thus explaining the main book
title). He also concludes that there is
to be a balance between the church
as a community of people related in
various ways and the church as an
organization committed to certain
tasks. He uses his research to coun-
teract tendencies in the church which
emphasise one or other these func-
tions to the detriment of the other.

He also finds that his study of these
images helps to provide a balance
between the role of the leader as
leader, and the leader as a fellow-fol-
lower of the Lord. He helpfully
points that ‘Just as the leaders ought

not to have too high an opinion of
themselves, so should they beware of
assuming too low an option of the
other followers of Jesus.’ (p. 194)
Again, he warns against stressing the
priesthood of all believers so strong-
ly that the leadership role, as
expressed by such images as episko-
pos, kybernesis and hegemonos, is
compromised.

Bennett bases his work on a con-
servative view of the New Testament
that assumes that it yields accurate
historical information about the
teaching of Jesus and the early
church. But alluding to the complex
role of images in culture and lan-
guage, he cautiously concedes that
biblical images may not always be
appropriate and meaningful to peo-
ple in other times and places. How-
ever, he believes that the use of
images by NT writers was rather
restrained and not over-contextu-
alised. Hence he concludes that the
modern church and especially its pas-
toral training would benefit from the
study of images that he has identified.

These reflections focus on some
important contemporary issues for
which biblically sound resolutions are
urgently required. However, much
more space than Bennett gives would
be needed to draw out the implica-
tions adequately. In view of his firm
conclusion that there is high level of
consistency in the data, he could well
have omitted treatment of many of
the more minor images (some of
which are dubious in their relevance)
and given more detailed treatment to
the major images. This would have
clarified his case and given more
space to expand his reflections.
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