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INTRODUCTION ~

When the world is redeemed, it will be created. At the Omega Peint of
redemption, God will speak with the evaluation we find in Genesis 1:1-2:4a:
the creation is “very good.”

At the present moment the world is on the way, so to _speak, to become
what it truly is. Are we there yet? No. What we experience in the present
moment is the process of becoming created. Only in the resurrection and
eschatological consummation will we be what God from the beginning has
intended us to be.

I get this from the teachings of Jesus, and from Wolfhart Pannenberg’s
interpretation of these teachings. Others such as Teilhard de Chardin, Paul
Tillich, Carl Braaten, Robert John Russell, and Jiirgen Moltmann help round
out this picture.

I began imbibing what Pannenberg was serving while studying in
Heidelberg in 1968. Then, under the tutelage of David Tracy at the University
of Chicago, I wrote my dissertation on Pannenberg’s theology of history in
light of Hans-Georg Gadamer’s hermeneutical philosophy.! I continued to
feed from the Pannenberg kitchen over the following decades, digesting what
was nourishing until his much-too-early passing in 2014.> By relocating Paul

- Tillich’s ground of being from the depth of the moment into the eschatologi-
cal future, Pannenberg dished up a retroactive ontology I found delectable, |
cleaned my plate and asked for more. Actually, I asked for more than what
Pannenberg’s original recipe could deliver. The result is an ontology of the
future that thanks Pannenberg for the entrée while adding garnishes and
dessert.
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the world its created, non-divine existence, and all that it includes: life,
truth, beauty, goodness in their finite forms.””

Creatio ex nihilo can be distinguished, ‘though not separated, from
creatio continua. “The notion of creatio continua stands for God’s con-
tinuing involvement with the world. Not only does God relate to creation
as a whole but also to every moment. . . . God is continuously creating
the world anew.””™ What we experience as the contingency of events
and the arrival of new potentials is actually the divine imparting of new-
ness every day. As Catherine Keller would say, “Beginning is going on.
Everywhere.””

There is a theological logic of creatio ex nihilo that draws in large part on
implications of the gospel message of the Christian church. By gospel, I mean
the story of Jesus told with its sighificance. Part of the significance is built
into his Easter resurrection. As Jesus rose, God promises that we too shall
Hse. More: “We know that the whole creation has been groaning in labor
pains until now” (Rom. 8:22), and God promises to liberate creation from its
travail. The new creation including our resurrection is the promise made to
us by God when raising Jesus from the grave. '

Rather than preserving a creation already complete, I view God’s creative
work as ongoing; it is yet to become complete in the eschatoldgical future.
Right now, we creatures are becoming who we wifl be. So also is the entire
creation still under construction, so to speak, yet to be completed and yet to
be judged “very good.”

THESIS 4: GOD IS THE PRIMARY CAUSE
" OF NATURE’S SECONDARY CAUSES

Our natural scientists look only for natural causes when constructing expla-
nations. They exclude from consideration miracles and all forms of supra-
naturalism.*® They exclude appeals to divine action. To perform laboratory
. research, scientists presuppose methodological naturalism.

As long as the scientific researcher restricts naturalism to a methodologi-
cal principle, then knowledge can grow. But, on occasion, methodological
naturalism gets upgraded into metaphysical naturalism, into a materialistic
ideology. Here, a scientist conscripts metaphysical .naturalism into the army
of atheism. “The broader ontology typically associated with atheism is naru-
ralism—there is only one world, the natural world, exhibiting patterns we
call the “laws of nature’, and which is discoverable by the methods of science
and empirical investigation. There is no separate realm of the supernatural,
spiritual, or divine; nor is there any cosmic teleology or transcendent purpose
inherent in the nature of the universe or human life.”!
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If we can avoid such metaphysical naturalism, then methodological natural-
ism will pose no threat to theological insight into the divine action in nature’s
world. Natural causation does not compete with divine action. According to
Pannenberg, “There is no competition . . . between the creator Spirit of God
and created agencies. Rather, as the omnipresence of God permeates all the
space of the creatures, so God’s Spirit permeates all natural forces and the
life of the creatures, and thereby empowers them in their own activities.”
Or, to say it Robert John Russell’s way, “Essentially what science describes
without reference to God is precisely what God, working invisibly in, with,
and through the processes of nature, is accomplishing.” - -

Just how should the constructive theologian conceive of divine action in
concert with natural causality? The Latin tradition in Western theology offers
a way, namely, by distinguishing between God as primary cause and nature
as a nexus of secondary causes. From Aristotle on into medieval theology, we
have presumed that a secondary cause (causa secunda) precipitates a change
or an effect in preexisting matter. It took God as the primary cause (causa
prima) to bring matter into existence in the first place: “On the transcendental
level, one may speak of God as the ‘First Cause’ whose action pervades the
world in and through natural causes, which may now be viewed as ‘second-
ary’ or ‘instrumental’ causes acting under the influence of the First Cause.”**

According to what we said earlier, we should avoid limiting God’s creation
to Alpha, say 13.82 billion years ago at the moment of the Big Bang. Rather,
God’s exercise of primary causation continues as creatio continua. Divine
action is exercised moment by moment or, better, as a ceaseless durative
relation between creator and what is becoming created. The relations between’
creatures characterized by secondary causation are subject to scientific study.
In our modern context, only the philosopher or the theologian can point in the
direction of God as primary caunse.

The much-criticized position of classical theism holds that God’s power js+:
absolute. Pannenberg, when defining deity in terms of lordship® and desig-
nating God as the “all-determining reality,”* is a member in good standing of
the club of classical theists 3” Despite the absoluteness of God, according to
classical theism, creatures influence one another. Once the plan of creation is
set in motion, God places absolute power in abeyance and ordains power to
creatures to maintain the preordained plan of creation. God invests creatures
with their own natural powers. Hence the medieval distinction (potentia dei
absoluta et ordinaia) between the absolute power of God and the power God
ordains to be exercised by the world’s creatures.

Do these two powers—absolute power and ordained power—compete?
Neo-kenotic theologians assume so. Here is the neo-kenotic logic: in order
for creatures to have ordained power, God’s absolute power must be lessened
by divine self-withdrawal. Moltmann, for example, proffers a version of
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creation-kenosis that goes too far, in my opinion. “In order to create a world
‘outside” himself, the infinite God must have made room beforehand for a
finitude in himself. It is only a withdrawal by God into himself that can free
the space into which God can act creatively. . . . The omnipotent and omnj-
present God withdraws his presence and restricts his power.”® Moltmann
wrongly presumes that creatures can have power only when God withdraws,
when God’s power is absent, But, biblically speaking, power is not a com-
petitive quantity. God’s power actually empowers that of the creatures. It is
God’s presence, not God’s absence, that empowers the creation,

Celia Deane-Drummond makes more sense to me than Moltmann. She
recognizes exegetically that kenosis applies to Christ in the incarnation, not
God the Father in creation. Jesus Christ, “who, though he was in the form
of God, did not regard equality with God as something to be exploited, but
emptied himself, taking the form of 4 slave, being born in human likeness™
(Phil. 2:6-7). She writes, “I position myself in favor of those who argue for
kenosis as a self-emptying of God in Christ, rather than a giving up of divine
power . . . or a form of inner withdrawal or spatial self-limitation in God.”»
This criticism applies directly to Moltmann: “Extending kenosis to include
God is, in my view, far more problematic if it envisages some sort of spatial
withdrawal prior to self-involvement, as in Moltmann’s account:4

Moltmann’s neo-kenoticisim fails exegetically;” and it fails systemati-
cally. To contend that God constricts divine power in order to make a power
. Vacuum that can be filled with natyral POWETS seems inconsistent with divine

- omnipotence. The problem with this neo-kenotic viewyris,that it presumes a
fixed pie of power, according to which God must take ‘a smaller slice in order
for the world to get a larger slice. In contrast to this view, I believe it is the
exercise of God’s power that empowers the world. God exercises this power
duratively, faithfully maintaining the world in existence while granting par-
tial release from the mechanistic grip of the past nexus of efficient causation.
" It is the exercise of God’s Power upon the world that makes contingency in
nature and freedom for humanity possible.

Pannenberg says it better: “the experience of the God who is the power
of an ever-renewed future” makes us “free for a truly personal life,” So,
better than this neo-kenoticism is the complement of primary and secondary
causation. Yes, the distinction between primary and secondary causation is a
conceptual abstraction from the concrete flow of physical and extra-physical
becoming; however, this theological framework is consonant with method-
ological naturalism, '

Primary causation is not absent when secondary is in effect; rather, they
constitute two dimensions of a single reality. This permits a noninterven-
tionist theory of divine action. God does not intervene in the sequence of
secondary causes, because God's primary causation is always coincident
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THESIS 6: OUR HUMAN REALITY IS IN
CONTINUITY WITH THE SURROUNDING NATURAL
WORLD, INCLUDING SUFEERING AND SIN

“Creation is inherently good because it is the product of God’s will, but cre-
ation is not (yet) perfect,” observes Ian McFarland when writing about the
book of Genesis. Not perfect? Why not? “Because the flourishing of creatures
that God wills is in the present partial, competitive, and transient—a series of
qualifications that can be overcome only in a state of communion with God to
be realized beyond the constraints of life in time and space.” We homo sapi-
ens belong inextricably to this creation that is good, though not yet perfect.

Sin, evil, suffering, and estrangement from God; that’s the locus at stake
here. Note that, for Pannenberg, human sin is rooted in a destiny that pre-
cedes us and is folded into nature. “Sin does not consist merely of individual
offenses. . . . It precedes all human acts as a power that dwells in us, that
possesses us like our own subjectivity as it overpowers us. It is a state of
alienation from God. Yet this alienation does not come about without our own
cooperation and . . . consent.” We inherit sin, and we pass it along.

For Pannenberg, human sin and natural evil are so intertwined that they
cannot be untangled. Natural Evil, Nancey Murphy tells us, réfers to “the
suffering of animals and the suffering that nature cauises for humans.”*® Does
this mean evolution has passed original sin down.to us in our DNA? Here’s
_aslogan: DNA is DNA is DNA. The four chemicals—ACGT—that make up
" . DNA are the same in all life forms on planet earth.” Whether with chimpan-
zees, chihuahuas, chickens, chinooks, or chickpeas, we human beings share
-a pattern of genetic activity. Just as Genesis 2:7 say§ we (Adam) are formed
from the soil (Adamah), and therefore are made up of our planet’s material,
we must grant that we share our physical nature with everything in our physi-
cal world. And if Darwin’s theory of evolution holds, we will have to grant
" also that all living things share a single biological history, perhaps even a
single biological origin. Whether we like it or not, cheetahs and chihuahuas
are our cousins.

Our embeddedness in nature suggests a relationalist anthropology. The
relationalist model cedes ontological priority to the relationship over the indi-
vidual, and it subordinates the status of the individual to the relation’s terms.
What we know as human individuality finds its place within the more com-
prehensive network of relationships and in the totality of reality. Pannenberg
is a holist when it comes to personhood and resurrection. “The soul is not
on its own the true person as though the body were simply a burdensome
appendage or a prison to which the soul is tied so long as it has its being on
earth. Instead, the person is the unity of body and soul, so that we can think
of a future after death only as bodily renewal as well.”®
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THESIS 7: THE THEOLOGIAN NEEDS TO THINK
EPIGENETICALLY, NOT ARCHONICALLY

To find the essence of reality, should we look back to the past, to its origin?
Or, should we look to the future? How do we get at the basic structure or
essence of something? Two paths are available: the archonic and the epigene-
tic. The archonic path takes us back to the origin, to the beginning. { elect this
term because its Greek root, arche, has a relevant double meaning. It means
both beginning and governance. In the word archaeology it means ofigin, for
example; and in monarchy or hierarchy it means governance.

This powerful little word, arche, betrays a structural propensity in human
thinking, namely, we associate the definition or essence of something with
its origin. The rule or governing principle is coincident with the way some-
thing begins. If the nature of things is established at origin, then whatever
comes subsequently is a betrayal or deviation from a thing’s original nature.
Analysis takes the form of seeking origins, because in an origin we believe
we find the essence. What this leads to is the concept of revolution—to
revolve—as a return to an original essence by means of clearing away
unwanted accruals.

This is where myth comes in. Myth provides the poster child of archonic
thinking. Here is my working definition: a myzh is a story about how the gods
created the world in the"beginning, in illo tempore or the time before there
was any time, which explains why things are the way they are today. Myths
provide archonic explanations.

Whether providing etiologies for the cosmos, one’s nation, name, disease
or whatever, the myth reveals a thing’s essential nature by felling us a story of
its origin. We may tell very few myths in the modern world, but the archonic
path is still followed. Physical cosmologists still look back to the Big Bang
in hopes of devising a Grand Unified Theory (GUT) of the universe. Medical-« .
researchers still look for the ontogenesis of maladies. Customers purchase
mail order genome tests in order to find their ancestry and, thereby, think they
have found their identity thereby. Archonic thinking is common to myth, sci-
ence, and self-understanding.

I recommend another path to the constructive theologian: epigenesis. If we
take this word apart, we can see that “Genesis,” reminding us of “generate,”
refers to bringing something into existence for the first time. It is no accident
that the First Book of Moses is called “Genesis.” However, if we prefix it
with “epi,” the Greek preposition for “upon” or “after,” we get a compound
word that suggests ongoing or repeated Genesis. Epigenesis is the process by
which new things continue to emerge. The way the world begins is not the
way it remains. It changes. New things appear. New things do not need to
bow in allegiance to what preceded them, nor is their essence reduced to the
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entities with new properties.’ This holistic complexification process is non-
linear. Adding a new whole changes an entire situation in a significant way.
The possibility of transformative effect renders redemiption possible. Now,
Suppose we apply this to eschatology and then to creation? God’s eschatolog-
ical redemption will so reconfigure all that had been past that it might as well -
be a new creation or, perhaps more accurately, the completion of the creation
already begun. Does this mean that eschatological Omega takes ‘ontological
priority over what happened at the beginning? I believe it does.

Point Omega, or the new heaven and new earth prophesied by the biblical
Apocalypse, will transform yet preserve the entire history of cosmic creation,
What God did at the beginning to draw the physical world from nonbeing
into being along with his continuous sustaining of the natural order during
its period of self-organization will be taken up into the consummate new cre-
ation. God’s creative activity within nature and human history is derivative
from his eschatological act of redeeming the whole of the cosmos. Where
we find ourselves today is looking back to Alpha, to creatio ex nihilo, and
looking forward to Omega, the new creation ex vetere, .out of what has come
before.

Healing is symbolized by the garden in scripture.® The Garden of Eden
described in the earliest chapters of Genesis reappears in the New J erusalem.
God “will wipe every tear from their eyes. Death will be no more; mourning
and crying and pain will be no more, for the first things have passed away”
(Rev. 21:4). The violence, suffering, and death so inescapable in today’s
world will become only a past memory. This is the component of redemption
in the new creation. — i

Now, to our thesis: Genesis can be interpreted eschatologically. Could we
think of the creation week of seven days in Genesis 1:1-2:4a as inclusive of
the entire history of the creation from Big 'Bang to whatever will become of
the universe in the future? Could evolutionary history constitute one smal: .
episode in the divine epic of creation? '

Note how God asks the earth to bring forth living things. “God said, ‘Let
the earth bring forth living creatures of every kind: cattle and creeping things
and wild animals of the earth of every kind’” (Gen. 1:24). Could this mean
that God, the primary cause, ordained earth as secondary cause to evolve?
Could we see this as a process that stil] envelopes us? Could we see ourselves
today standing between the initial moment when God opened his divine
mouth to say, “Let there be ... ” and the final moment when God declares
that, behold, it is “very good”? Could we still be looking forward to the
Sabbath day, to God’s first day of rest yet in the future?

Jtirgen Moltmann adds a nice touch here. He retrieves the biblical symbol
of the sabbath and applies it to the end, to the consummation of creation.
God’s sabbath is our future: “Because this consummation of creation in the
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The biblical symbol of Beatitude includes ambiguity, especially the double
character of living tomorrow’s reality today. Beatitude is proleptic. The
future Kingdom of God seems ta, affect if not imbue the kind of person Jesus
describes in his aphorisms. “Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the
earth,” says Jesus. “Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteous-
ness, for they will be filled.” Or, “Blessed are the merciful, for they will
receive mercy.” Or, “Blessed are the pure in heart, for they will see God.”
And, "Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called children of God.”
The dialectic of future with present is vivid. The anticipated Kingdom of
God is present—almost unconsciously present—in we who live the Life of
Beatitude; and our blessing will be revealed at the adyentus of Point Omega.

CONCLUSION

Teilhard tilled the soil. Pannenberg planted the seed. It's now time for the
next generation of theologians to fertilize, water, and prune a coherent retro-
active ontology. I have attempted here to construct a pergola of nine theses.

Thesis 1. God creates from the future, not the past.

Thesis 2. God’s creative action within nature and within history is derivative
from the divine act of redeeming and creating the whole of the cosmos.
Thesis 3. The concept of creation out 6f nothing (creatio ex nihilo) should be

combined with continuous creation (creatio continua).
Thesis 4. God is the primary cause of nature’s secondary causes.
Thesis 5. Our human nature is not yet fully greated; we are still becoming..
Thesis 6. Our human reality is in continuity with the surrounding natural
world, including suffering and sin.
Thesis 7. The theologian needs to think epigenetically, not archonically.
Thesis 8: Genesis can be interpreted eschatologically. P
Thesis 9: The Life of Beatitude daily anticipates Omega. '

Point Omega is as close to us as the next moment. The eschatological fulfill-
ment of the whole crearive process God began at the Big Bang is reaching
back into the present moment, liberating us from the predetermining grip
of the past, opening before us potentials for a yet-to-be-decided future, and
giving us a foretaste of the banquet that will celebrate the redemption of all
things. God’s adventus makes possible our contribution to Suturum.

NOTES

1. Ted Peters, “Truth in History: Gadamer’s Hermeneutics and Pannenberg’s
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