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Introduction

Professor of the Hebrew Bible, Rolf Rendtorff (d. 2014), writes:

The Bible does not speak of God “per se,” but of what God says, how he acts and how he is experienced. The concern is thus always with God in his relationship to the world and to humans and quite especially to Israel. Thus the first sentence of the Bible . . . does not speak of whether God is, or who he is, but expresses the fact that God acts. The verb that describes his action appears even before the mention of God himself: “In the beginning created God.”1

Whatever the Bible has to say of “God,” including as Creator, it says in the terms of covenantal relation. At first blush, this seems circular and presumptive: God the Creator turns out to be the actor already playing Savior in the drama of Israel’s history. But it is better to describe biblical portrayal of the divine as inferential. That God or the gods was/were involved in creaturely happenings was not a question for the ancient Hebrews any more than it was for the Sumerians, Assyrians, or Egyptians; like with their cultural myths, the Bible assumes God’s existence, and assumes it to be relevant for creaturely existence. The question—and it was a lively one—concerned the character of God in the light of God’s involvement with creation.

How was God to be described in view of God’s dealings with Israel? It is in answer to this historically specific interrogative, not in general claims about divine nature, that the Bible speaks of “God.” Israel’s experience from Egypt to Cana and from Cana to Babylon and back indelibly defined its understanding and speech of the divine. The biblical authors could only give account of God in the terms of deliverance from slavery, sustenance in the wilderness, and restoration from exile.

Thus in turn, the Bible’s accounts of God’s activity “in the beginning,” in creation, take shape with reference to this redemptive framework and further elucidate God’s character: creation entails not only sourcing existence but also constantly providing for it, and God’s Godness, if I may, is found in the integrated performance of both activities. God is like a farmer who sows the seed of life and at once secures the conditions of its developmental health and variety. Indeed, God sources life by restraining threats that would drown, choke, or otherwise prevent its appearance and flourishing. The event is so integrated that each aspect may precede the other (either the sowing or the securing). As a farmer sows seed not just in any ground but in soil that has been tilled and freed of weeds, so God brings sun and moon into a reality where darkness has already been separated from light (Genesis 1). Yet conversely, sun and moon regulate or govern the separation—the (re)appearance of sun and moon removes the darkness.2

The coordinated act of creating continues, and so creation continues (the world endures). A sovereign commitment to life and corresponding, equal commitment against death go on and on, and “God” takes shape for the biblical author in the experience of this caring sovereignty. God is Giver of Life in human encounter with provision specific to demands of the season.

The God made known to the biblical author through encounter with acts of redemption (through inference from Israel’s history, and more widely, as we will later learn from Karl Barth, the existential experience of “revealedness”) is better described as relational event than as metaphysical being. It is the unwavering constancy of life-sustaining order, which supplies the referent “God” with sufficient stability to admit meaningful personalization, to speak of an eternal subject, an always-living he or she. Against much of the classical Western tradition, it is not the quality of maximal thingness that distinguishes God, but the constancy of characteristic, triadic work: creation-preservation-glorification. In sowing, securing, and harvesting, “he is.”3

As the first of a two-volume treatment of the doctrine of creation, this book begins an extended effort to retell the biblical narrative and rethink Christian teaching pneumatologically, in terms of existential relation rather than states of being. What makes spirit of the biblical Spirit is not immateriality or incorporeality but reflexive capacity for otherness.4 To say “spirit” is to say readiness-for; the Spirit of God is unconquerable self-determinative power to be-with, an irrefutable prerogative to have and ingrained disposition toward elective communal existence.

A postmetaphysical, pneumatocentric retelling of the Christian story highlights the reality of God’s presence in a world not naturally inclined to it. It speaks constructively and, one hopes, compellingly of God’s involvement in temporal affairs, neither of necessity nor of supernatural intervention but persistent, charitable companionship and intention. However desolate and weed-infested this world-garden has become—however damaged, diseased, and death-bound the creature finds itself—it is not and will not be godforsaken, for the preservation and fulfillment of its every moment is relevant to God.

We might say that “God” is the party responsible for sowing and securing the world,5 but even that expression turns prematurely from the biblical narrative toward metaphysical speculation (as Being imparts being). Sowing and securing better bespeak a quality of giving-a-share; God is generous dissemination of life, the Giver of Life and not withholder. God is not the Creator in potentia. God would not be God in reserving life (as a possibility to be imparted); God is only God in life’s actual allocation and division, in acto ergo in essentia.6 God is agape, love (1 Jn. 4:8).

I laid the groundwork for this argument in my previous book, which offered a participatory account of God’s creative revelation (I coined the term “Inverberation,” as a corollary to Incarnation, to describe the way in which God’s Word reverberates productively across generations of witnesses, at once generating a redemptive perception of reality and removing godlessness—the work of creating a people in faith is what we call the “Spirit of the Word”).7 In keeping with the generative and formational character of Spirit-Word, I proposed that time itself ought not to be thought of in linear but in existential, or what I would now construe as cynosural terms: as regular, rhythmic progression from and toward an animating center. “The creation” does not refer to the sequential outcome of a once-upon-a-time declaration but to the continuing, dynamic consequence of divine self-determination. As God exists relationally, so a relational other (“creation”) exists.

Thinking of creation at the grandest scale, the sequences that comprise quotidian existence must be con-sequences: “seconds” first in the sense of rank. The most basic units of space-time must not be thought of as given containers of reality but recurrent opportunities for new life, reiterative instances of love. They are not only registers of rotation around the sun, but more, they are the events of life’s becoming—the mutually determinative media of God’s self-expression and of creation’s opportunity. In this regard, since Einstein we have known that seconds are, paradoxically, measures of the events that make them. They are best described as units of distance-relation, which are given rise by the distances they measure. Motion between points A and B acts determinatively on the length of “a second.” Time’s originating is at once an act of separating, and vice versa—its separating into quantities originates the chance for spatial relationship, a lifespan or history. For all their con-sequence, then, the moments that make up time are not insignificant. They are consequential, momentous. In their mutual determination, “God” and “creation” exist and are known.

As a consequence, the world takes the pattern of afterward. Creation involves more than a protological “bang” followed by cumulative idiosyncrasy (gradual accumulation of differentiated entities). Rather, “creation” is resultative by nature, manifesting the productivity of divine love in its very constitution.8 Time’s necessity is proportional to its graciousness, its readiness to become again the medium of relation in the way of the Creator. Creation’s protology must be eschatologically constructed.

Ongoing reaction (read: re-action) really is the only “being” of the world. Creation’s essence is in perpetual openness to the event of life. It exists “after” God. It does this not sequentially, for to say that God is “before” anything can only mean that God is precedent (as criterion and means) to that thing. On the contrary, creation is after God in that it takes after God—its constitutive processes arise and share in the eternal openness and giving of “God.”

As lives which identify themselves in consciousness of a subsistent present, which they project into the future, learning to think and speak of ourselves and our world as perpetually consequent upon archetypal (not “prior”) divine action takes habituation. Our linear and statically inclined views of being have to be caught up into cynosural and dynamic movement. For, even our language reinforces linear sequence (as here, thoughts are expressed and built by a progression of letters, words, sentences, and paragraphs). Our language itself has to be confronted by an alternative word—opened to new functionality in its old usage.9

The disposition to linear sequentialism is the real problem. Thought moves uncritically, impulsively toward a perception of the world as existing after the creature, as taking form and operation after succession from a certain start to stop. We think of time in terms of our own beginning and ending, birth and death. We give thought of the world over to the banal framework of human chronology, when in fact, the charity determinative of God’s life has no chronological beginning and ending, and this charity is more constitutive of creation than any sequential start and stop.10

The un-thoughtful forfeiture of thought to the march from a fixed past to future consequent upon self-referenced human being is easily described. Lest things become too abstract too early, it may be worth doing so briefly.

If one observes two objects at a distance—say a basketball 50 yards behind a grapefruit, with an observer standing 100 yards away from the latter (150 yards from the former)—the observer simply perceives two objects of similar size, shape, and color. She may think that she sees identical objects. She deduces that they could be different if there is distance between them, even though they appear to be the same.

Similarly, an observer of the night sky must gather information about shining lights to discern their size and composition, which to the naked eye, sometimes even the eye aided by telescopes, appear the same. By observing certain signature operations, the astronomer may learn that one light is a galaxy and the other a single star, and she may further determine which is nearer and which is farther from her. She may ascertain that the light of the galaxy has had to travel farther to reach her than that of the star. But unlike with basketball and grapefruit, the unscientific observer of the sky rarely takes the distance factor into account (and even with basketball and grapefruit, he has no reason to take into account the distinct times of their lights reaching his perception). He simply considers the heavenly lights as equi-distant parts of a total sky-picture. His day/night cycle is structured by multiple, same-ly appearing lights even though his “now” actually consists of the appearance of differing objects in different “pasts.”

It takes minimal extrapolation to realize that, although generally unnoticed, the human present is really the subjective rendering of manifold pasts in observation. Or to come at it from the opposite direction, the human observer always stands futurely in relation to the objects about her, even as she, standing as object to another, exists pastly in that other’s perception (and each constantly trades perspectives in discourse). Whether communicated by light and the ocular sense, or sound and the auditory, or smell and the olfactory—in truth, of all these together at differing rates and intensities (for, sense deficiency must also play its role in constructing the “now”)—reality in human knowing is always a convergence of past and future in a fleeting “present.” Temporal existence is merely reiterative perception of flexible relations.

The speed of sense media, especially light and sound, contributes to our unawareness of this reality; they move too quickly for us to be automatically conscious of the present’s elasticity. Their rate of intake contributes to an artificial notion of a stable now. We therefore tend to be naturally inattentive to the moment’s lack of permanence, to the transitory character of the present.

Covenantal God remakes the present by endowing it with anticipation, the ongoing movement from promise to fulfillment. God does this by making time both the object and medium of creation: God reconstructs the now by entering it. God remakes the human impulse to a fixed beginning and ending by making an ever-new beginning and ending in the Messiah. The history of Israel fulfilled by its recapitulation in the life, ministry, death, and resurrection of the Christ is the ground of the world and the event of “God.” This ground and event recur in the experience of faith.11 In faith, the biblical reader takes part in the divine-human encounter of the biblical author.

Faith structures the temporal alternative; it serves as the means of humanity’s spiritual transformation. In faith, the human moves from old adam to new adam, from the promise of life to its fulfillment. In faith, the human encounters creation in covenantal form, as ongoing redemption. Several claims follow from the fact that faith is the means of the creature’s spiritual transformation, and so also the willed condition by which God exists and is known. We will consider each in turn.

Twelve Theses

Thesis 1. Pneumatocentric theology is biblical theology.

The experience of faith does not entail conversion to general spiritualism but perpetually returning to the specific past-future of the Christ event as the ground of existence. This event fulfills the promise of Israel’s history, within which, again, God lives and acts. Movement within the specific time of Incarnation–Resurrection structures the transition from the old to the new adam. The experience of faith entails ongoing conformity of thought, will, speech, and act to the pattern of life realized in the Christ. Becoming disposed toward this transformation is the consequence of the Spirit of God.

Thesis 2. The Bible does not lay out a general cosmology.

The Bible displays no commitment to a particular cosmology or cosmogony. It freely engages multiple traditions. Genesis 1 depicts creation to take place by the fiat, “let there be,” and a creative agency that operates almost independently of its object, that is, a Creator who relates transcendently to creation. Gen. 2–3, on the other hand, understand creation to happen by tactile formation (body sculpted from ground material, woman from the “side” of man), and with this, a creative agency that involves creation itself, as well as a Creator who exists intimately with creation. The latter account, moreover, construes creation as God’s temple; as we have begun to see and will discuss more fully in the ensuing chapters, the place of encounter with “God” is the history of creation-preservation-glorification.

Similarly, Ps. 82 portrays God as triumphant judge over rival deities (see v. 1, 6–8; vv. 2–5 interpolated). Together with Pss. 74 and 89, it indicates that creation occurs as victory over threats (Leviathan, Rahab) and mastery over forces (setting boundaries to water and seasons). Psalms 74 and 89 recall the covenant, connecting Israel’s adversaries with God’s and so depicting the anti-creative (chaotic) threats to continue today (see Ps. 74:1–12, 18–23), staking the very nature of God’s legitimacy as God upon continuing defeat of these enemies. Gen. 6–9, Job 38, and Isaiah 51 also treat the ancient near eastern theme of Chaoskampf, construing creation as occurring, and God as existing, in victorious establishment of ordered relation.

So, the Bible simply does not endorse any single account of the cosmos or its origins. The first statement of faith called forth by confrontation with Scripture is to reject all cosmological and cosmogonic presuppositions.

Thesis 3. Creation in the Bible is intimately bound up with covenant.

A crimson thread of canonical continuity runs through the text’s divergent strands of cosmological engagement. Each strand in its peculiar way repairs thought to the covenant. Each hearkens to a divine readiness for otherness as, per se, the condition of being: whether by fiat or by warfare against death, God exists in a relational constitution that forever summons life.

Jon D. Levenson therefore concludes that the Western world in particular has too often read the biblical stories of creation as perspectival tellings of how God made discrete things “out of nothing.” I will have more to say about the propriety of the doctrine of creatio ex nihilo in chapter 1. For now, I will simply acknowledge that Levenson is correct to turn attention toward active implementation of the covenant as the central motif in the biblical accounts of creation: “the point of creation is not the production of matter out of nothing, but rather the emergence of a stable community in a benevolent and life-sustaining order. The defeat by YHWH of the forces that have interrupted that order is intrinsically an act of creation.”12

Thesis 4. Christ is the basis, content, and goal of the covenant.

The covenantal testimony of the prophets and apostles orients toward a particular figure: the Christ. In him, the forces of death are restrained and creation emerges, and in his self-giving, the fullness of God as Life-giver is revealed. An actualistic theology of creation is at its core a theology of the cross.

In Jesus of Nazareth, the divinely willed relation between God and creation, in which relation “God” and “creation” exist and are known, is achieved:

He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of all creation; for in him all things in heaven and on earth were created. . . . He himself is before all things, and in him all things hold together. . . . He is the beginning, the firstborn from the dead, so that he might come to have first place in everything. For in him all the fullness of God was pleased to dwell, and in him God was pleased to reconcile to himself all things, whether on earth or in heaven, by making peace through the blood of his cross.13

The collective insights of two classical theological figures help to flesh out this thesis. Karl Barth (1886–1968) and Friedrich Schleiermacher (1768–1834) figure prominently in the following pages.

Barth perspicaciously correlated creation and covenant and understood the latter in terms of Christ Jesus. In §41 of the Church Dogmatics, he treated “creation as the external basis of the covenant” and “the covenant as the internal basis of creation.”14 Creation supplies the theater, so to speak, of God’s covenantal performance, whereas that performance in Christ’s life and work supplies the inner rationale, the conceptual basis and teleological form of creation. Although Barth moves in this order, from creation to covenant, the tight correlation between the two suggests that it is equally legitimate, and dogmatically fruitful, to move in the other direction. I am initiating that reciprocal motion here; the second volume of this project completes the turn.15

Schleiermacher considered the God-world relation more thematically than Barth did, locating it specifically in the existential event of absolute dependence. He thus also emphasized the actualistic nature of God’s defining life-act, the Christ event occurring decisively in the here and now. But as we will see, Schleiermacher introduced an unfortunate break in the event of dependence between “feeling,” on the one side, and “knowing” and “doing,” on the other, the upshot of which, as I see it (with Barth), is to evacuate the event of Christ and the contemporaneity of the covenant of its specific Incarnation–Resurrection trajectory. Schleiermacher thought of God’s determinative relation to creation in terms of a general category of religion rather than the specific content of revelation. I will argue that if we translate Schleiermacher’s magisterial contribution into a revelation, rather than religion-centric framework, reading it in terms of Spirit-Word rather than world-spirit, if you like, it offers valuable, enduring resources for contemporary reflection.

Barth foresaw reconciliation with Schleiermacher along the lines of a pneumatocentric theology that retained the objective focal point of divine action in the concrete history of Jesus of Nazareth. Besides being a constructive project in its own right, the present book can be read as at least aiming toward such rapprochement.16

Thesis 5. Creation cannot be rigorously differentiated from Redemption; neither is the Creator other than the Redeemer.

If the covenant that God makes with creation is not a second action subsequent to the gift of life, but is in fact central to that gift as creation’s eternal ground, so that the creature only enjoys existence as she emerges from God’s continuing covenantal faithfulness in Christ Jesus, then the nature of the work of creation is the same as the nature of the work of redemption.17 The latter is not mere repetition of the former (now specially endowed with grace), or correction of it (now better informed of creaturely pitfalls), but the structure and means of the former. Furthermore, if we only rightly think “God” and “creation” in terms of covenant, and the covenant is fulfilled in Christ, so that “God” and “creation” exist and are known in him, then the Redeemer just is the Creator. The life-act that determines God’s existence in Jesus of Nazareth—the election to God’s life of the atoning conditions by which creation comes to fruition—must be determinative of “God” in creating.

Concerning the first (redemption being determinative of creation), “redemption” is transformation, not restoration, of history into right cadence. The hope of the world is not to arrive by progress at a chronologically backward starting point, the return of humankind to paradise, but for each generation to emerge in its own dimensionality (within its own generational situatedness) as God’s creative partner. A particular generation materializes, which is to say, authentic creaturely agency is generated, in God’s Word, in which Word it also culminates—it becomes a reverberative act of generation. In this, the work of creation is entirely the achievement of grace, in both senses of grace’s victory and the outcome of grace’s application, and it accounts for creaturely pitfalls.18 Creation involves the continual overcoming of un-creation.

Concerning the second (the Redeemer being determinative of the Creator), the work of the Christ is existentially relevant to the life and character of “God.” From all eternity, that work represents a decisive factor in God’s life, giving it a definite structure.19

To think “God” as Creator is to recognize (better, re-cognize, or persistently re-think) the way of self-giving charity in Christ Jesus in its full scope—even unto death on a cross—and in this act of recognition, to be overcome in every alternative impulse, to experience total dependence upon this One. Thinking after Jesus, one confesses that the Creator is not a metaphysical Mystery above and behind creation but a personal, self-relating agency invested in creation. The Creator is as illimitable refusal of non-being, darkness, and death, in which life we are graciously granted a share.

Finally, the only basis for triune differentiation between Creator and Redeemer is the same as that for differentiating between creation and redemption: the relation of opposition. A first stands opposite a second, but not sequentially. One might make use of the distinct categories, “creative grace” and “redemptive grace” (the latter being subdivided into “justifying” and “sanctifying” grace), as well as “uncreated grace” (divine benevolence) and “created grace” (preaching and the sacraments), so long as one does not mean by these terms “supernatural inducements” then “natural inducements,” or in any way convey the notion that the one is sequentially precedent in God’s work and life to the other. For, the benevolence by which God exists and is known only happens in the faith event of creaturely rebirth, and the Father exists and is known only in the cry of the Son, that is, in existential realization of the Son’s dependence.20

In fact, looking at reality from the perspective of redemption, all grace is gratia praeveniens, “prevenient grace,” in that the gift of life derives entirely from the eternal act of divine self-election. Only as God exercises a determinative will, reiteratively placing divine existence in characteristic relation to another, does creation transpire and Creator exist. It is only in continuing renewal of this self-election by way of the covenant, only in the Spirit of Christ, that “God” and “creation” exist and are known. As Barth rightly understood: “it is in the decision in favour of this movement [toward humankind], in God’s self-determination and the resultant determination of man, in the basic relationship which is enclosed and fulfilled within Himself, that God is who He is.”21

Thesis 6. Because redemption is determinative of creation, preservation belongs to the doctrine of creation.

In that, “creation” refers to a continuing work of God to bring a corresponding reality into ordered relation; it encompasses preservation.22 It is heuristically useful to distinguish between origination and conservation, between generation of life and its preservation, in order to maintain the non-divinity of the world: the event of creaturely dependence includes awareness of creation’s otherness from God, which awareness is at least partially secured by affirming that unlike God, the world is not eternal. “God” exists in the event of eternal love; “world” exists as consequence of eternal love. Hence, the act of creation cannot be collapsed into eternal preservation as









































































OEBPS/images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/images/Infinity.png





OEBPS/xhtml/toc.xhtml



		Cover


		Half-Title


		Title


		Copyright


		Dedication


		Contents


		  Introduction


		1  God and the Human


		2  The Human and Creation


		3  The Human among Humans


		4  Evil as Event among Humans


		5  Evil as Event between Humanity and Creation


		6  Evil as Event between God and Humanity


		  Conclusion


		  Bibliography


		Index


		  About the Author








