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- vision of God’s creation in the vastly expanded cosmic context of

5 frnlic;dem science, and in view of the quite new human ability to
_ - change the earth itself. The Christian tradition has two thousand
_years of reflection and prayer to help it in this task. But it could be

that it is as yet only at the beginning of learning to fislfil its ¢
vocation of helping to transform the earth to beco -
where the spirit of love can bring many different so
cor;?un'ities to a mutually enriching fulfilment.
1s 15 a personal view of the maj i
Chg’stianity in the modern world, though iilgirrfslltzugﬁizssegaCIHg
reasongbly impartial view of the Christian churches as the ot
ally exist. These churches, however, may sometimes bey ath?—
apart in beliefs and practices that they may seem like differe io 1? y
gions. .There are nevertheless central beliefs that unijte the y (r)e 3
is ?baslc belief that the universe has been created by an irmrrl: . I1le
wise and p'owerful being. The universe thus has 5 purpose ?nse' .
existence, it is not just an accident. This purpose has been N :its
;:;z:vnf_ ;)\111 the p}l;lnet Cieart:h in and through the life and teachirll:ga oi'
‘ ot Nazareth, and the purpose ¢ i i
human beings who follow ItJha[tp life alitl1 t‘;ﬁ?i‘:lt:y ke
' Beyond these basic beliefs, there is 2 huge. variety of oth
beliefs and pragtices, some of them seemingly in sharp co?lf‘]j(e::

with others. In the followin :
: >0 gpages I will try t i
major Christian schools of thought. 1Y to outline some of the

me a place
rts of human
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Creation

All Christians believe that God created the umiverse. This is
probably the most important of all. Christian beliefs, because

‘almost everything else will depend on how people understand the

nature of God as creator. Even on the subject of creation there are
different views, but almost all Christians believe that the universe
is-not self-existent, but has been intentionally brought into being
(created) by a being beyond it, which is self-existent. Most scien-
tists today think that the universe is between 10 and 20 thousand
million years old, and that it has expanded from a primeval dot of
virtually infinite density and mass to its present complex state,
consisting of millions of galaxies, themselves containing millions
of stars, and millions.of planets. On most scientific accounts, the
universe will go on expanding and cooling at the same time, until
it runs out of heat and comes to a frozen stand-still. Or it may
collapse in on itself again, and all things will end in an inescapable
blaze of intense cosmic radiation. Whatever exactly happens, it
seems clear that this physical universe will one day, a very long
time in the future, cease to exist in anything like its present form.
The universe, in other words, has a beginning and an end, at both
of which nothing much happens. All the interesting things happen
in the middle of its history. .

Another thing most scientists agree about is that the universe is
not chaotic. On the contrary, it seems to work in accordance with
fairly simple principles which are elegant and beautiful, mathemat-
ically speaking. It is an extremely complex, mathematically elegant
totality. Moreover, by the working of the laws of physics it has pro-
duced out of itself beings which are able to understand their own
nature. In human beings — and maybe in countless other forms of



;’Bnécious life on other planets, unknown to us — the universe

“becomes self-conscious. Almost inconceivably complex bundles of
" atoms and molecules generate the amazing capacity to know and

% marvel at their own nature, and even to change it. The universe is
not only beautiful; it is capable of knowing that it is, of admiring
that beauty, and of creating new forms of beauty out of itself,

So the universe grows from an elementally simple state; where
there is no knowledge, no complexity, no freedom and no
creativity. It becomes conscious, at least in the most complex
physical states known to us, human brains, and produces beings
who are creative and free, who understand, communicate, love
and create. Eventually it dies, probably returning to a frozen
immobility where time itself ceases to have‘meaning, since there
will be no change by which to measure it.

Perhaps that is all there is — an amazing, awe-inspiring story,
which has no further explanation. But most people feel that the
story suggests something else — such beauty, complexity, intelligi-
bility and consciousness of value suggest a master consciousness
which has brought it into being precisely because of the value it
expresses. A cosmic mind could indeed produce such a universe,
which realises sorts of values which could otherwise not exist at
all. The creator could enjoy those values, and could also have the
purpose of creating other personal agents who could enjoy them
as well. Thus this vast cosmos could very easily be seen as being the
purposive product of an immensely wise and powerful mind. That
mind is the creator, causing the universe to exist for the sake of its
beauty and value. On this view, the scientific story is one that fits

Yery well with the Christian beliefin creation.

First view: Six-day creation

Despite the majesty and persuasiveness of the scientific story, some
Christians feel committed to a fairly literal interpretation of the
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Bible, according to which (in Genesis chapter 1) the creator brings
humans into being in a six-day process, beginning with the cre-
ation of light, then atmosphere, then the life-bearing earth, sun,
moon and stars, birds and fish, and finally animals and human
beings. Any such literal account does have problems with many of
the claims made by contemporary science. It also seems in tesion
‘with another creation account given i Genesis chapter 2, where
things appear to happen in a diﬁ'zféﬁm-(_lm_mins_é;n?st before
the animals, for example). And it concentrates on the planet earth
as the centre of the universe, relegating the stars to a subordinate
position. So it is a difficult view to maintain today. Nevertheless
the account can be defended with some subtlety (for instance, by
confining the account to events seen from the perspective of the
earth, or by interpreting ‘days’ as long periods of time), and it needs
to be assessed on its merits. Its central point is that the universe has
a creator, who brings it into being by a gradual temporal process
(the six ‘days’). The process culminates in beings who are capable
of conscious relationship to the creator, and whose task it is to care
for and shape the earth and its other living forms. Despite the fact
that it conflicts seriously with most scientific accounts, the core of
the literalist view is that there is a creator with a purpose which is
gradually worked out in the universe, and in which humans have
an important role to play. That, I think, is the important spiritual
teaching of the Biblical creation stories. Whether or not they are
to be interpreted literally will largely depend on how one judges
the available evidence from the natural sciences.

Second view: Timeless creation

Most Christians accept that contemporary science gives an accu~
rate history of the universe. The two Genesis stories are then not
taken literally, but are seen as poetic accounts with a spiritual
teaching of the dependence of all things on God. As a matter of
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fact, the best known Christian theologians have always stressed
that the important point of the stories is not the literal account of
what happened when the universe began. The stories present in
the form of a narrative a teaching which is really about the present
relationship of human beings, and of the whole universe in which
they exist, to God.

St Augustine put this very clearly, in his classic work, “The City
of God’, written in a R oman province of North Africain the early
fifth century. He pointed out that if God is really the creator of the
whole universe, then God is the creator of space and time, as well
as of everything in space-time. But then Augustine poses the ques-
tion: if God creates time, what was God doing before he created
time? The catch is that, if God created time itself, there cannot
have been anything before time, and so God cannot have been
doing anything at all! ‘

This may sound like a trick — as though we have been trapped
into agreeing that God could not have existed before the universe,
or could not have thought about what he was doing before he did
it. But it actually makes a very profound point, which Augustine
brings out very clearly. What it shows, says Augustine, is that God
is not in time at all. God, as the creator of time, is beyond the lim-~
itations of time. God exists ‘eternally’ — that is, not in time as we
understand it at all. It is from that timeless eternity that God cre-
ates the whole space-time universe.

Thus Augustine forces us to think of the creation in a more
sophisticated way. It is not that first of all God was alone and won~
dered what to do. Then, at a certain time, he decided to create a
universe, so that the creation is the beginning of the universe ~
which is what a literal interpretation of the Genesis stories may
lead us to think. What we have to try to grasp is that the creation
is a relation between eternity and time, between the eternal God
and the whole spatio-temporal universe. We might say that the
and purposefi ion is not the beginni the
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Ting to end. and at gvery . middle, on one intelligent,
WIW-'

The temporal form of the Genesis stories might hide that fact
from us, making us think that the creation was just God getting the
universe going, and then, perhaps, having a rest. What we have to
see is that every moment of time is dependent on the eternal God,
who is beyond every time (not ‘before’ or ‘after’ time!). -

Once we see this, we can alsq see that it does not matter exactly
what happened in the first few days of the existence of the universe.
It does not matter if the universe never had a beginning at all.
Scientists do think that the universe began, at the moment of the
‘Big Bang'. But the Christian doctrine of creation is not concerned
with whether the universe began or not. It just wants to say that,
whether time began or whether it has always existed, it depends for
its existence on an eternal being, a being beyond the limitations of
time. That being is God, and we understand something very

important about God when we realise that God is etemnal. -
One of the important things we realise is that God is quif;e
beyond our imaginations. We can only imagine things that exist in
time. So, when we try to imagine God, we naturally imagine him as
thinking, deciding and acting in time. The Bible often speaks of
God in this way — even as ‘walking in the Garden of Eden’ (Genesis

D=t P e S~

3:8), or changing his mind from time to time. We do not want t0 fefues |

say that these things are totally false. But once we really grasp the
Joctrine of creation, we see that they can only be pictures to helpus
fo think of God, but they do not really tell us what God is like. Such
Wmlves to
God in an appropriate way. But things go badly wrong when we
think God is literally like those pictures, however helpful they
might be. For the eternal God is wholly beyond our imaginations,
infinitely bigger and more mysterious than we can ever think.
That is partly why the Bible forbids making any images of God
(Exodus 20:4), and why the ‘Holy of Holies’, the innermost secret
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sanctuary of the Jewish Temple, had no image of God in it. God is
beyond all the limitations of our thoughts, and we must never try
to reduce God to something that we can see or feel. So a very
important part of the Christian doctrine of creation is that it insists
on a very radical distinction between God and the whole of the
universe. The universe begins and ends. It changes and develops.
It could easily have been very different, as far as we can see. But it
could not exist at all if it did not depend on a very different reality,
the eternal reality of God. God does not begin or end, but
exists eternally. God does not grow or decay, but is one and
unchanging. God is, in a way we cannot fully understand, self-
existent — does not depend on anything else for existence, but is,
as the medieval philosopher Boethius put it, ‘the unlimited ocean
of being’.
It is quite inadequate, therefore, to think of God as finite, or as
{ being a person who is something like 2 human person. God is the
ultimate self-existent mystery of being, and the whole universe
exists just because God brings it into existence by one intelligent
and intentional act. All pictures of God, even those in the Bible,
must only be aids to our imagination, since God is radically differ-
ent from anything we can imagine. At this point, some Christians
may feel a little ufieasy. Have we not a true picture of God in the
person of Jesus, after all? Do Christians not say that Jesus is God?
So God must be imaginable, at least in the form of Jesus.
= Twill be saying more about this when we come to think about
the doctrine of the Incarnation in chapter 6, about the way in
which God is known in Jesus. But for the moment it may be help-
ful to hold a picture in our minds. Think of the whole universe,
from beginning to end, from the Big Bang to the Big Freeze, as
produced in one act by the eternal God. That is basically
Augustine’s picture of creation. All the things in the universe are
finite, and naturally you cannot squeeze the infinite God into a
finite universe. So God will always be infinitely greater than the
universe, and radically different from it. Yet at the same time, the
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universe will in a way express what God is, in something like the
way in which a painting might express something of the personal-
ity of the painter. Some paintings might be better expressions of
that personality than others. So, in the universe, some parts of it

may express the nature of God better than others. It might be pos-

sible for a particular part of the universe to express the nature of
God, in.a way suitable for finite beings to understand, in a
uniquely clear or adequate way. Christians would say that the
person of Jesus expresses the nature of God in such a uniquely
adequate way. '

So a Christian would want to say that Jesus gives an adequate
picture of the nature of God. But that means that this is the best
pictute which humans can understand. This is what God is like,
insofar as'God is expressed in time. The Christian claim is that the
eternal God can express himself in time — again, just as a painter
might express himself in a particular painting. But God will also
remain far beyond time, just as the painter will rémain distinct
from his painting.

Now of course the analogy of the painter is not adequate to
what Christians want to say about Jesus. For Jesus isa living, active
person, not just a painting. In some way, this living person is a true
image in time of a God who is beyond time. He is the temporz}l
expression of an eternal God. Perhaps what it comes down to is
this: Christians would say that there can be finite images of the
eternal God, and Jesus is the perfect image of God. But we still
must never confuse the image, the temporal expression, with the
eternal reality, as if we were reducing the eternal into time, with-
out remainder. There is a true expression of God in time, and so a
true image. But it is still an image, and not the total reality of God.:

The important thing, then, is to realise that all images, even
Jesus, must be treated as images of the eternal God, not as reduc-
tions of God to some finite thing. Reducing God to any finite
thing would be idolatry. But seeing a finite thing as an image of
God, or a medium through which one can see God, or a vehicle
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of God’s purposes, is not idolatry at all. Indeed, Christians would
probably say that you have to have such finite images to help
to relate to the eternal God. As long as you remember that you
are never reducing the eternal to something less, you can worship
the eternal God in the person of Jesus, who is the way God appears
in time. ‘

The doctrine of creation, then, does not wholly exclude God
from time. But it reminds us that God is infinitely far beyond time,
even if he can truly appear in time. As God is beyond time, the
future is as present to God as the present or the past. We
experience our lives as passing through a series of times, one after
the other, but to God the whole of created being exists in one
timeless eternal ‘now’. God sees what is future to us as eternally
present. So God ‘decrees what is to happen in the whole of the
universe in his one eternal act of creation. That is basically what
Augustine means by ‘predestination’. It is as if God creates the
whole of‘our lives at once, and so knows and decrees exactly what
is going to happen to us at every moment of our lives. The future
never slips from God’s control, and all things are under the hand

| of God.

\

Third view: Continuous creation

Such a view of creation, however, has a price. The price is that
"God can never do anything new, that he has not eternally decided.
Humans can never do anything that God has not, in some sense,
eternally ordained that they should do. And God can never
respond to human acts in new, creative ways, which are not
already fixed by eternal and changeless decree. So some
Christians, accepting that God is continuously creating, as the
Flass-ical view holds, add that at each moment God is free to create
in ways which he had not previously decided. God can, for
instance, call Moses to serve him, and then wait to see how Moses
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will respond. In view of the nature of Moses’ response, God can
then shape the future in an appropriate way. Creation will be a sort
of continuing conversation between God and created persons, in
which what happens will always depend partly on what creatures
decide — though in the end, God remains in control.

This view of creation places much more stress on the reality of
time, and it even makes God temporal, in that even God has an
open future, makes new decisions, and changes in response to
what human beings and other creatures do. Christians who hold
the second view might object that this subjects God to the limita-
tion of time, and so is unsatisfactory. If God is ini time, he cannot
be completely in control of the future, and cannot be the creator
of time, which seems to exist independently of God.

Those who hold the third view, however, can agree that God
exists beyond the limitations of time. But they would stress that
the mode of such eternal existence is beyond human understand-
ing, and that we have no access to the inner life of God. Certainly,
God cannot be limited by time, as some sort .of independent
reality. But even those who hold the second view accept that the
eternal God can truly appear or express the divine nature in time
— that is what the Incarnation claims. So why can we not say that
God freely chooses to enter into time, to become temporal, pre-

cisely as one expression of the unlimited reality of God? - facin

Many contemporary theologians — like the Swiss Reformed
theologian Karl Barth — would argue that God is free to become
temporal. While remaining beyond time, God can also have a
Treely willed temporal expression. But if God is truly temporal,
then he can enter into a real relationship with finite persons. He
can leave them free to make their own decisions, respond to those
decisions, and co-operate with them in helping them to avoid evil
and choose virtue.

If you take this view, you will not think of God creating the
whole universe, from the first moment to the last, in one eternal
act. Rather, you will think of God creating the universe in a series
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of acts, one after the other. So he might create Abraham, and ca]l
him to leave Ur and seek 4 new place to live, He might then wait

another, and so he does not know in .advance

Ab‘raham will decide. But God does plan to bring hz);j::sy t:Vs};;—t
vation — to full knowledge and Iove of God. So he will ensure that
happe_ns,'ln ©On€ way or another. The failure of ope plan leads to
the‘fonmng of another, and God will 80 on devising néw plans
‘until' one. of them succeeds. However many failures there- are
along the way, ‘in the end the general plan will succeed, because
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everything that is going to happen in history. But we can still say
that God predestines that many will come to salvation, even
though he might not be able to say in advance who exactly they
are (some theologians, like Karl Barth, hold out the possibility that
God might actually predestine everyone to salvation, and then of
course he would know who they were).

God’s interaction with creation can only take full effect when
there exist responsible moral agents in the universe with whom
God can interact. But this view does have some implications for
our understanding of the physical structure of the universe. If the
physical universe existed for billions of years before any created
persons came into being, then God could be thought of as prepar-
ing the universe to be a suitable home for personal beings ~ for
example, building into its fundamental laws elements of flexibility
and ‘randomness’ which will allow creaturely freedom to come
into existence in due course. It will be a probabilistic universe,
rather than a deterministic one. Yet the universe will remain a
place of elegant and intelligible beauty, expressing the wisdom and
beauty of God even as it moves towards the emergence of those

created persons whose destiny it is to become co-creators with )
God of the future. , "

On this view. God is continuously creating the universe, taking
into account the free decisions of any rational creatures in the unj-
verse, and shaping an open future in co-operation with them.
Finally, however. God controls the process, and will either elimmi-
nate those elements which remain resistant to him, or shape finite
beings into freely responsive channels of his creative wisdom and
love. Thus the universe is a creative and co-operative adventure of
a God who is himself, at least in one important aspect of his being,
in time — itself seen as the condition of real creativity.




