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Abstract 
Christian Eschatology and the Physical Universe 

David A. Wilkinson 

The scientific picture of the end of the Universe has undergone dramatic changes since 1998, with its future 

characterized by accelerated expansion and futihty. Yet Christian systematic theology has been largely silent 

on this, despite the interest in eschatology in popular culture and in theology itself. 

This thesis argues that Christian theology can learn and contribute in a dialogue with the scientific picture of 

the future of the Universe. Using a Wesleyan approach to theology, the biblical narratives are explored in 

conversation with the scientific discoveries. I f Christian eschatology is to have a fruitful dialogue, then it 

must take seriously the relationship between creation and new creation. In particular this relationship, 

modelled by the resurrection, must be represented by a tension between continuity and discontinuity. In this 

way the movement to new creation is seen as transformation rather than destruction of this creation. Indeed, 

there are pointers to this new creation which may be part of a revised natural theology. The action and 

faithfiihiess of God are both key elements in this transformation, working both in process and event. 

Contemporary theologians including Moltmann and Paimenberg either ignore this tension or fail to relate it to 

the physical Universe. At the same time the 'scientific eschatologies' of Dyson and Tipler, and the 

eschatological speculations of contemporary fundamentalism are shown to be inadequate scientifically and 

theologically. 

This tension leads to the suggestion that space and time are real in creation and new creation, and a multi­

dimensional view of God's relationship with time is proposed. Further, speculation on the transformation of 

matter in new creation needs to reflect its relationality and context. 

The consequences for the relationship of Christian eschatology to the biological world, providence, hope, 

ethics, and Christian apologetics are explored. In particular such a robust Christian eschatology engages 

constructively with questions of hope in contemporary culture. 
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Chapter One 
Introduction 

Current speculation on the future of the Earth and the Universe' is an important topic not only in 

contemporary science but also in popular culture. At the same time there has been a rediscovery and strong 

emphasis on eschatology in contemporaiy theology. It is therefore a surprise that veiy little dialogue has 

taken place between science and theology with regard to the end of the Universe. This is in great contrast to 

the exploration of the beginning of the Universe in the dialogue of science and theology, which has been the 

ongoing subject of debate across the theological spectrum (Nesteruk 2003; Wilkinson 2004, in press-a). 

This work is therefore an attempt to articulate within systematic theology an eschatology reflecting the 

Cliristian tradition which takes seriously the physical Universe. It arises out of my own work and experience 

in cosmology, the science/religion field and Chiistian ministry on both sides of the Atlantic. It is an attempt 

to dialogue with those in the science/religion field and with those in the evangelical Christian tradition. This 

latter group have used certain passages of scripture to justify an otherworldly eschatology often with the 

consequences of devaluing creation. This has been especially the case in the US context where particular 

interpretations of key biblical passages, a body/soul dualism, suspicion of environmental movements and a 

folk apocalyptic eschatology have reinforced one another to create the impression that this creation is finished 

and the only hope is the salvation of the soul for heaven. The danger of such beliefs for political policy and 

theological thinking should not be underestimated. By exploring God's purposes for the physical Universe 

through science in dialogue with those biblical passages, we will hope to find a fruitfiil way into combating 

some of these dangers, and indeed find an important contribution not just to systematics but also to the field 

of the relationship of science and Christian faith. 

I begin by setting these questions into their context of the current interest in the future of the world and the 

Universe. This context shows the importance of bringing Christian eschatology into conversation with both 

science and contemporary culture. 

1.1 Fascination with the Future 

Any discussion of the end of the Universe must take seriously that the end of the world has become the centre 

of much recent attention (Ward and Brownlee 2004). While the disappearance of the planet is still 7.5 million 

years away, nevertheless there are those who feel it important that 'people should consider the fate of our 

world and have a realistic understanding of where we are going'(Brownlee 2003). 

' While there are different conventions, in this work the particular Universe we inhabit will be capitalized, 
whilereferencelo other poSibleTmiVerses wU lowercase 'u ' . Following this convention the Earth and 
Sun will also be capitalized. Quotations from authors may use a different convention. 



Many scientific authors feel they must speculate about the future. Hawking's The Universe in a Nutshell 

speculates about the development of life in the future and concludes that 'by 2600 the world's population wil l 

be standing shoulder to shoulder, and tlie electricity use will make the Earth glow red hot' (Hawking 

2001:158). He argues that human DNA will increase in its complexity rapidly and that this needs to happen 

in order to live in complex world and to keep ahead of electronic systans. It is a somewhat disappointing and 

unsubstantiated argument but it is interesting that Hawking feels the need to address such issues. 

Sir Martin Rees has also picked up on this fascination with the future. He speculates on the many risks 

presented by the future including lethal engineered viruses, rogue nanotechnology, experiments eroding the 

atoms of the earth or tear the fabric of space-time, in addition to environmental damage and concludes that the 

odds 'are no better than fif ty-f if ty that our present civilisation on Earth will survive to the end of the present 

century' (Rees 2003:8). In the face of such pessimism, he sees the future of human beings as giving hope for 

the future of the cosmos itself The development of science coupled with human ingenuity means a spread of 

human intelligence across the Universe making us less vulnerable to being wiped out by one major event. 

Popular culture certainly seems to feel the need to address such issues. Hollywood films such as Deep Impact 

and Armageddon concern comets heading for the Earth threatening 'an extinction level event'. Tidal waves 

destroy New York, humanity takes to deep caves to survive and astronauts are dispatched on a last ditch 

attempt to avert disaster. In addition, the Terminator films of James Cameron and the Warchowski brothers' 

The Matrix gaze forward to a nightmare scenario where the world has been taken over by machines with 

developed artificial intelligence. Each of these movies bring science into dialogue with the place of and 

threat to human beings in the future (Benjamin 1998; Seay and Garrett 2003). 

Kermode has drawn attention to the function of the end by looking at eschatological fictions. The apocalypse 

gives pattern to historical time, by providing a beginning and an end and therefore meaning. Kermode 

suggests that we need some kind of plot 'to experience that concordance of beginning, middle and end' 

(Kermode 1967:35) and the sense of an end gives meaning by transforming chronos to kairos (Welsh 

2001:184-188). Such a movement can be seen in the fiction of the early 21 ^ century. In all of this we often 

Unk the end of the world to the end of everything. Yet Eco argues that the end of the world is not the end of 

time and goes on to suggest there wil l always be new heavens and new earths (Eco et al. 1999). Such a 

perspective is an important corrective which science can reinforce. 

This has been particularly the case since 1998 when the question of the end of the Universe itself has also 

grown in its public profile. When two groups of astronomers published data on the future of the Universe the 

influential journal Science named it the science breakthrough of 1998. Such was the unexpected nature of the 

data that it sent the scientific community into near panic, with the accompanying array of articles and media 

programmes. All of these developments have asked the question of where theology is in relation to thinking 

about both the near future and the far fiiture. 



tm 
Figure 1: The front cover of 
Science on the IS"" December 
1998 naming work on the end of 
the Universe as the 'Breakthrough 
of the Year'. 

Confirmation of the 1998 data was even hailed by the front page of The Guardian as 'Science breakthrough 

of the year' in 2003. As Radford comments it poses profound questions about the nature of the Universe, not 

least in terms of its fiiture (Radford 2003:1). 

1.2 The Rediscovery of Eschatology in Christian Theology 

]n fact, this fascination with the future in science and popular culture has been paralleled in theology, hi von 

Balthasar s famous dictum, eschatology has recently been working overtime since its office was shut down in 

the nineteenth century (von Balthasar 1960:276). Indeed Hebblethwaite suggests that theology in the 

twentieth century was dominated by eschatological thinking (Hebblethwaite 1984:131-98). 

'Eschatology' as a term first appeared in Abraham Calov's Systema loconim Theologicontm in 1677 (Sauter 

1988:499). Yet prior to the last century, in Earth's equally famous statement, Protestant theology had 

relegated eschatology- to a perfectly harmless chapter at the conclusion of Christian dogmatics (Barth 

1933:500). Its rediscovery came from biblical scholars such as Weiss and Schweitzer who looked again at 

the New Testament understanding of the Kingdom of God and saw the eschatological dimension of the 

gospel. Much debate tiien followed over the relationship of the present and future elements of the Kingdom 

(Fuller 1954; Bultmann 1957; Schwobel 2000:217-41) and whether tiie New Testament speaks of a visible 

return of Jesus to inaugurate the definitive Kingdom (Robinson 1950:102; Beasley-Murray 1954;Ladd 1964). 

In the light of this debate it is usual to distinguish three main positions. A futurist eschatology, where the 

Kingdom is not present in any way in the present, has tew contemporary adherents among biblical scholars. 

The second position, that of realized eschatology was proposed by Dodd who suggested that the Kingdom 

was already present in the person and acts of Jesus (Dodd 1961). Such a view was restated recently by 

Tanner as an option which would negate the need for dialogue between science and theology on the issue of 



the end of the Universe (Tanner 2000). Yet as Jeremias pointed out, such a position does not do justice to the 

tliture element within the New Testament (Jeremias 1972:230), or indeed we may add the Christian doctrines 

of judgment, death, heaven and hell. He preferred a third model of eschatology that is in the process of 

realization or as others have named it 'inaugurated eschatology'(Witherington I I I 2002:52-65). While this 

usual way of providing a framework for eschatological thinking will be useful, we need to be careful not to 

oversimplify the differences in understanding eschatology within the Christian tradition. Phan hsts nine 

models consisting of consequent, supratemporal, existential, realized, anticipated, progressive, proleptic, hope 

and political eschatologies (Phan 1988), while it is claimed New Testament scholars use at least ten different 

meanings of the word 'eschatology'(Wright 1996; Caird 1997). 

Alongside this movement in bibhcal studies, eschatology has become of key importance in systematic 

theology. In this, Jtlrgen Moltmaim has held a central place in modem eschatological thought since his 

Theology of Hope (Moltmann 1967). Moltmaim responded to the earlier work of Bloch who had suggested 

that all human culture is moved by a passionate hope for the future that transcends all ahenation of the present 

(Bloch 1986). Drawing on the biblical idea of revolutionary apocalyptic hope, he saw within it a vigorous 

social critique and prophetic vision of social transformation. He provided a secular vision of hope, reflecting 

Marxist ideology and the optimism of the 1960s. Thus, 'history was pregnant with the future', that is 

possibilities for the future were already inherent in present. Moltmann agreed with the importance of hope, 

but argued that such hope could only be grounded in the promises of the God of creation and resurrection. 

Hope was based on the transforming work of God in contrast to secular ideas of social transformation: 

'The Christian hope is directed towards a novum ultimum, towards a new creation of all things by 
the God of the resiirrection of Jesus Christ. It thereby opens a future outlook that embraces all 
things, including also death, and into this it can and must also take the hmited hopes of a renewal of 
hfe, stimulating them, relativising them, giving them direction.'(Moltmann 1967:36) 

Therefore, theology needed to rediscover the corporate Christian conception of hope, as a central motivating 

factor in the life and thought of the individual and the church. Moltmann was suggesting that the theological 

task was 'hope seeking understanding'. This passionate plea for the importance of eschatology succeeded in 

a reorientation of the theological landscape, and was followed by The Coming Of God: Christian Eschatology 

which attempted to set out a more systematic eschatology (Moltmann 1996). 

While eschatology has become central stage in theology, it is important to ask whether it has been brought 

into contact with the physical Universe in any meaningful way. With claims about the future of 'all things' 

we would expect that central to such eschatological thinking has been the fiiture of the creation itself hi fact 

this is not the case and within the area of systematic theology very httle has been done. 

1.3 Left Behind or Burnt Up? The new fundamentalism 

'Apocalyptic is the mother of all Christian theology,' wrote Kasemann (Kasemann 1960:100) and this is 

nowhere as-tme as it is within US fiindamentalisfii: Fiiridariieiitalism in its Westein Christian incamation 



comes from a series of twelve books published between 1910 and 1915 called 'The Fundamentals', edited by 

A C. Dixon. They attacked Uberal Christianity and insisted on what became six fundamental tenets of belief 

which were the inerrancy of Scripture, the virgin birth, substitutionary atonement, bodily resurrection, 

authenticity of biblical miracles and pre-millennialism (Boyer 1992; Melling 1999). Such pre-millennialism 

was given popular form in an international best seller The Late Great Planet Earth (Lindsay 1970). Since 

then millennial speculations have become 'America's favourite pastime'(Wojcik 1997:6) or the 'doom-

boom'(Jewitt 1984:9-22), as apocalyptic best-sellers and movies have grown in popularity. 

hi 1995, Tim LaHaye and Jerry Jenkins wrote the first novel in what came to be known as the Left Behind 

series (LaHaye and Jenkins 1995). This first book of a projected twelve began with a rapture of beUevers, 

that is, Christians are taken of f to heaven by an invisible return of Jesus. There then follows a seven-year 

tribulation period while unbelievers remain on earth to be subjected to countless horrors at the hands of the 

antichrist, before the final return of Christ and his triumph in Armageddon. The popularity of this series 

should not be underestimated. It is a publishing phenomenon, having sold over 40 milhon copies worldwide, 

been translated into over 20 languages, and is a regular feature of the New York Times Bestseller List. It has 

spawned a children's series of books, movies, games and even calendars. 

Why has such an apocalyptic future become so popular? The constituent theology can be traced back to the 

19* century (fronside 1946:50-51; Kyle 1998; Clouse et al. 1999; Carter 2001:152-248; DeMar 2001:19; 

Riddlebarger 2003) and is based on an interpretative framework which combines the claim of biblical 

hteralism with the writer's special insights of prophetic interpretation, numerology, paranoia and a belief in 

the chosen nature of the USA to do God's will . It picks up on the folk Christianity of American society and 

exploits people's fascination with the futiu"e. It provides an interesting contrast to Fukuyama's proposal that 

consumer capitalism and western liberalism had spawned a new beginning in global history (Fukuyama 

1992). tideed pre-millenniahsts see Fukuyama and all those who speak of a new world order as a threat 

because such a fiiture can be produced without the intervention of Christ. 

LaHaye's theological explanation of the series (LaHaye 1999; LaHaye and Jenkins 1999; Hitchcock 2004; 

Hitchcock and Ice 2004) majors on two bibUcal passages, 1 Thessalonians 4:13-18 and 1 Corinthians 15:51-

57, to justify the premillennial rapture (DeMar 2001). In both passages the physical resurrection of believeis 

is interpreted as disappearance to heaven in the rapture. This is coupled with a sense that this world is beyond 

redemption, for only when Jesus comes again will it be put right. Therefore there is no point in trying to 

reform it, and for those left behind the challenge is to save your own souls. The key theological move here is 

to replace resurrection with rapture. A neglect of the physicality of the resurrection of Jesus leads to no 

physicality in the image of the general resurrection of believers and a lack of value for the physical creation. 

In discussing what happens at the end of the seven year period of tribulation, LaHaye bases his view on 

Revelation 21. His picture is primarily of the destruction of the heaven and earth (LaHaye 1999:355), 

although it has certain nuances. He sees 2 Peter 3:4-14 as a destruction with fire, 'producing a refurbished 

10 



earth to begin the Millennium' (LalTaye 1999:356), and Revelation 21:1 referring to a total destruction of the 

earth and its atmosphere but not the Universe or the dwelling of God. The new heaven and new earth will be 

physical although LalTaye is unclear in terms of what this will mean. 

We see in all of this some key questions. First, apocalyptic imagery in the Bible is used to give hope for the 

far future. Witliin a strict position of biblical inerrancy, the different apocalyptic pichires are used to interpret 

each other. Thus Revelation is filled out with ideas from 1 Thessalonians, in a way that leads to an 

eschatology that borrows from a wide range of biblical authors but is foreign to all of them (Hill 2002:203). 

Can such passages be used in this way and is it what they really mean? Second, questions of continuity and 

discontinuity between this creation and the next in terms of judgement, destruction, recreation and human hfe 

are central to pictures of the fiiture. Third, how does a theological view of the future control how people live 

their lives now? For the Left Behind authors it seems that as the future is determined there is no point to 

pursue peace negotiations and indeed that nuclear war is inevitable. 

This phenomenon can be easily underestimated. Even a philosopher and wide science fiction reader of 

Stephen Clark's quality characterizes such beliefs as 'maverick' (Clark 2002:182). They may not be 

theological mainstream, but the theological mainstream must engage with them not least to help the large 

number of evangelical Christians to better understand the nature of creation and new creation. In addition, 

their presence and influence within certain political circles in the most poweriul nation on the earth reinforces 

poUtical decisions such as the neglect of environmental responsibility (North and Smith 2004). A Time/CNN 

poll in 2003 foimd that 59% of Americans believe that the events in Revelation are going to come true 

(Younge 2004:15), which demonstrates the importance of the work that needs to be done. 

1.4 The Future in the Dialogue of Science and Religion 

I f systematic theology has largely left untouched the end of the Universe, then it would be expected that it 

would be a central subject for those involved in the dialogue between science and religion. Since pioneering 

books such as Issues in Science and Religion (Barbour 1966) and the flinding of recent years of the 

Templeton Foundation, the dialogue has grown phenomenally in academic courses, conferences and 

publications drawing in both scientists and theologians. 

Much of this dialogue has been focused on the methodologies of science and theology and in terms of issues 

has concentrated on origins, the nature of human beings and God's action the world. However, up until the 

late 1990s the end of the Universe was largely neglected in an arena where it should have felt at home. Since 

2000 there have been a few pieces of work which have addressed these questions, although their theological 

engagement has been shallow (Benz 2000). 

Themajor exceptions to this are two projects. The first came out of three years work of aiLintCTdisciplinary 

group of scientists, social scientists, bibUcal scholars and theologians called the Center of Theological Inquiry 
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Eschatology Project at Princeton. This led to a collection of papers entitled The End of the World and the 

Ends of God: Science and Theology on Eschatology (Polkinghome and Welker 2000) and then a more 

popular presentation in The God of Hope and the End of the World (Polkinghome 2002b). However, as the 

authors would readily add, this is simply the beginning of work in tliis area. My own work on this thesis 

began at roughly the same time, unaware of the Princeton Project It has independently come to some similar 

conclusions but also significant differences. We will return to this in the subsequent chapters. 

The other exception grew out of a Rome symposium in 2000 published as The Far Future Universe: 

Eschatology from a Cosmic Perspective (Elhs 2002). This collection explores faith in general rather than 

specifically a Christian perspective, emphasizing the 'theological perspectives on our scientific knowledge of 

the future of the universe' (Coyne 2002:15). While involving distinguished Christian theologians such as 

Ward and Moltmann, it nevertheless shows httle engagement with the biblical data so valued by tlie devotees 

of the Left Behind series. Neither of these projects reflects any real engagement with the discoveries of an 

accelerating Universe. 

Both ask for further work in this area and this is what this thesis attempts to do. Taking the scientific 

developments and the biblical data seriously moves the conversation on into the area of systematic theology. 

The eschatology of the physical Universe is too important to be left simply to the science/religion dialogue 

alone or to fundamentalist fiction. Of course it is difficult to keep up with a rapidly changing scientific arena. 

Indeed, at the interface of science and rehgion, some theologians fall into disrepute because their science is 

decades out of date (Bowler 2001). Such a work as this risks this same trap, yet it wil l also highlight how 

some systematic theologians are not just out of date but not even in the same century. 

However, i f we are going to proceed on this thesis we need to be clear about the understanding of science and 

theology adopted and indeed the nature of their relationship, areas which have been of (he subject of much 

discussion in recent years. Elsewhere I have defended a critical realist of both science and theology 

following Polkinghorae and others (Peacocke 1990:343; Wilkinson 1994, Polkinghome 1994b; Wilkinson 

1996; Polkinghome 1996a; Polkinghome 1998a; Barbour 2000:113; Wilkmson and Frost 2000:56; Wilkinson 

2001; Russell 2002b:276). This view is important i f we are going to examine the end of the Universe and say 

anything meaningful. As Polkinghome notes: 

' I f science were not giving us verisimilitudinous knowledge of the nature of the physical world, its 
prognostications about the fiiture would lose their force and the sharpness of the challenge they 
present to theology would be blunted. I f theology were not concemed with a verisimilitudinous 
understanding of the natui e of a faithfiil Creator, its attempt to speak of eschatological matters would 
amount to no more than the disguised exercise of a technique of consolation for the uncertainties of 
the present.'(Polkinghome 2002b:xix) 

Therefore we will take the insights of both science and theology about the end of the Universe with 

seriousness. As both explore a common reality it wil l be both fruitful and necessary to bring them into 

dialogue.-with each .other,, a. dialogue lhat,.has.-bem sadly lacking, des^ the fascination with the future, the 

rediscovery of eschatology and the growth of interest in science and religion. 
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Chapter 2 
An End in Futility: Scientific Pessimism 

Our initial task is to locate the end of the Universe within the context of the pessimism of contemporary 

science concerning the future. This is in stark contrast to the scientific optimism at the turn of the century in 

1900 (Frost and Wilkinson 1999). This pessimism can be seen in environmental catastrophe, comet impact, 

the end of the Sun and the end of the Universe itself Examining each of these aspects wil l lay some of the 

scientific groundwork and illustrate a range of theological engagement. In addition we will need to examine 

the so-called doomsday argument proposed by some scientists and philosophers. While this has had limited 

press, it nevertheless raises some important theological questions for both science and systematic theology. 

2.1 Environmental Catastrophe 
The use of global resources, such as food in the face of growing population, deforestation and the overuse of 

fossil ftiels, has received a great deal of interest in recent years with the growth of environmental concern. 

Coupled with issues of global pollution such as the dumping of waste and global warming and the destruction 

of the ozone layer, the situation is extremely serious. The Scientific Assessment Group of the 

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change concluded that i f the current situation of the emission of 

greenhouse gases continues then models predict an average increase in temperature for the Earth of between 

1.5 and 6 degrees in the next century (Houghton 2001). The imphcations of this for sea-level changes, eco­

systems and population movement are severe. For example it wil l create some 150 million environmental 

refugees over the next 100 years. Some react to this with warnings that the earth will become uninhabitable 

within the next centurj'; others look to technology in order to control these consequences. 

It is an area that Christian theology has taken increasingly seriously. In a much quoted paper, the historian 

Lyn White argued that our ability to harness natural resources was marred by the deep rooted assumption that: 

"we are superior to nature, contemptuous of it, willing to use it for our shghtest whim...We shall 
continue to have a worsening ecological crisis until we reject the Christian axiom that nature has no 
reason for existence but to serve man...Both our present science and our present technology are so 
tinctured with orthodox Christian arrogance towards nature that no solution for our ecological crisis 
can be expected from them alone.' (White 1967:1203) 

Thus, in his view Christianity bears 'a huge burden of guilt' for the environmental crisis. Yet Christian 

theology has responded to his call for a 'refocused Christianity' able to put ecology centre stage (Moltmann 

1985; McFague 1987; Rolston I I I 1989; 0*ome 1990; Russell 1994; Frost and Wilkinson 1999; Berry 2000; 

Conradie 2000). It has re-examined its docfrine of creation and the relationship between salvation and 

creation: While, as we shall suggest, this has sometimes lacked a sfrong anphasis on new creation, siich a re­

examination is an encouragement to do a similar thing with the end of the Univei se. In particular we might 

re-state--White's challenge of. whether Christian tiieolqgy believes that .'the Universe has no reason for 

existence but to sei"ve man'. 
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2.2 Comet or Asteroid Impact 
The Earth is not only under threat fi-om the human abuse of the environment but also because of the 

possibility of collision with either a comet or an asteroid. There is substantial evidence for a comet impact 

leading to the dinosaur extinction of 65 milhon years ago through climate and vegetation changes (Billoski 

1987:75-76; Piinn and Fegley 1987:1-15; Wolfe 1990:153-156; Billoski 1993:5-6). More controversial is 

whether this mechanism could be responsible for the apparent cyclicity in mass extinctions and sea-level 

changes in Earth history (Alvarez and Muller 1984:718-720; Raup and Sepkoski 1984:801-805; Hut et al. 

1985:813; Joblonski 1986:382-418; Jacobsen and Roe 1999:100; Belknap 2000:76-75). Such mass 

extinctions happen roughly every 30 million years and such a cyclicity of cometary impacts has been ascribed 

to the gravitational perturbation of the Oort comet cloud by an unseen planet or a close star (Matese and 

Whitmire 1986:37-50; Jones and Harrison 1990:11-23; Billoski 1997:5-6). 

We have shown elsewhere that all such extinctions cannot be caused by cometary impacts, as such a 

possibility would only occur every 250 million years on average, so other mechanisms such as enhanced 

volcanic activity may be responsible (Bailey et al. 1987:863-885; Rice 1987:167-174; Wolfendale and 

Wilkinson 1989:231-239). Yet not only comets could be a threat Some 2000 asteroids have orbits which 

cross the orbit of the earth, and therefore potentially could cause catastrophic environmental conditions for 

human beings. Asteroids are smaller but can be equally deadly. The impact of the 21 fragments of comet 

Shoemaker-Levy on Jupiter in 1994 demonstrated the possibility and indeed seriousness of such impacts. 

Scars existed in the Jovian atmosphere for more than a year (Bames-Svamey 1996:125-127). The impact of 

an asteroid only 100m wide would lead to tidal waves or a explosion which would destroy a large city 

depending on whether it impacted on sea or land. Smaller asteroids not leading to extinction events may be 

expected every 0.3 million years, while larger ones capable of mass extinction every 100 million years. 

Such a serious possibility has recently led to serious political discussion on how the earth may be protected 

(Lewis 1997; Belton 2003) and the NASA Spaceguard Survey, an exhaustive mapping of the bodies and their 

orbits in the solar system (http://impact.arc.nasa.gov/reports/spaceguard/index.html). The changing of orbits 

of those bodies with a possibility of earth impact could thai be considered, either through nuclear explosions 

or through a 'space tug' attached to the asteroid (Schweickart et al. 2003:34-41). It would seem likely that 

some human beings would therefore survive this threat, although a major disaster cannot be ruled out. 

The challenge of this to Christian theology is a reminder of the fragihty of the Earth environment for the 

development of life. I f God is seen to be in the creative process of evolution, then the wasteflikiess of such a 

process shown in mass extinctions needs to be taken seriously. Further there is a reminder that human beings 

are nol isolated from the rest of creation in their future. These are theological questions which we wiU need to 

retum to. In addition, there is an interesting question as to our need to minimize risk. A programme to save 

the earth from a major:.impacl would cost oyer $1 billion overJO-yearsj.^ But how doesjithat risk compare to 

those who could be saved from premature death tlirpugh an investment in primary healthcare in the 
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developing nations? There are serious ethical questions here conceming those with technology, money and 

power alongside theological questions of how we cope with risk in the future. Do we want to be so in control 

of the fiiture through technology that we feel we can be 'risk-flee'? What does that say about our view of this 

Ufe and indeed human power over creation? 

2.3 The Death of the Sun 
Whetiier or not a comet hits, we know for certain tiiat in 5 billion years, the Earth will be uninhabitable. The 

Sun will come to the end of its available hydrogen ftiel and will begin to swell up, its outer layers swallowing 

up Mercury, Venus and the Earth. It will then lose its outer layers and the centre will become a white dwarf, 

an object of high density about the size of the Earth. Without the heat and light of the Sun none of the 

remaining planets wil l be habitable. 

At this point, it is envisaged that human beings will have moved away from the Earth to colonize the Galaxy, 

finding new stars and inhabitable planets. It may be worth noting in passing that tiiis may not be as easy as it 

sounds. Although there are some claims that Earth like planets may be common (Halpem 1997), there are 

good arguments for beheving that the Earth may be uitique in its environment (Wilkinson 1997; Lissauer 

1999:C11-C14; Ward and Brownlee 2000). However, human beings seem capable in the fiiture of living on 

vast space stations or even engineering planetary atmospha-es for their own benefit. Indeed, serious scientific 

work has already been done on the warming of the surface temperature of Mars in order to make it habitable 

(Zubrin and Wagner 1997; McKay 1999:52-57). Rees sees the importance of this 'terraforming' as giving 

the human race a safeguard against possible disasters affecting the Earth (Rees 2003:170). Yet i f new worlds 

were settied, another danger lies 5 billion years ahead. Galaxies have a local movement imposed on the 

general expansion of the Universe and one of our nearest neighbours, the Andromeda spiral galaxy, wil l crash 

into us. This would raise the problem of travelling to a safer world even more difficuh due to the vast 

distances of millions of light years between galaxies. 

Theologically the death of tiie Sun heightens the challenges already described. It is an important reminder 

that God's purposes caimot be tied to the Earth for eternity. Further, the movement to other planets raises 

interesting etitical questions. First, is the question of who would move? Past experience would suggest that it 

would be the rich who move to the new unspoilt worlds leaving the poor behind in the degraded world. 

Second, questions of the ethics of environmentally changing other worlds have provoked some debate. What 

gives human beings the right to take over new worlds, particularly i f there is some life-form however 

primitive already tiiere (McKay 1990:184-197; McKay 2000:45-58). The answer to such questions goes 

beyond any utilitarian ethic to considerations of creation, the stewardship of human beings, sin and the 

corporate nature of human beings. The early chapter of Genesis may be a good overture not just to our place 

on this planet but as guidelines for colorusing other -gardens of edens'! The sense of God as Creator of the 

whole Universe gives a bigger perspective to questions of flie use of natural resources (Wilkinson 2002). The 

understanding of the sinfulness of human beings cautions us to some^of the dangers ahead. From a.purely 

humanistic view Rees comments that 'individuals wi l l make mistakes, and there wi l l be a risk of matign 
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actions by embittered loners and dissident groups'(Rees 2003:4). The corporate nature of human beings 

raises questions concerning power relationships in the expansion of human civilisation beyond the Earth. 

These are issues well recognised by the writers of science fiction and perhaps now it is the time for 

theologians to begin to take them with more seriousness. Although the main focus of this thesis wil l be the 

longer tenn future for the Universe we shall see these questions retum in our discussion. In particular, can 

human science and technology deliver us from the pessimism of the fiiture? 

2.4 The Doomsday Argument 
While very few philosophers and theologians have taken seriously the dangers of the future, one of the 

exceptions is the philosopher John Leslie (Leslie 1998). However, Leslie is not concemed too much with 

theological issues as with assessing the so-called 'Doomsday Argument' developed independently by 

physicists Brandon Carter and Richard Gott (Carter 1983:347; Gott 1993:315-319; Gott 2001). 

The foundation of this is the application of a kind of Copemican principle to our position in time. The 

Copemican principle became powerful in reminding us that we did not have a special location in the 

Universe. In a similar way Carter argued that we should not assume that we were living at a special time in 

the history of humanity. We would not expect our species to be alive in the first billionth of the human race 

that in the future was going to spread through its entire galaxy. This suggests that humans wil l not survive for 

much longer, for i f we did then we would be living at an extraordinarily early epoch in human histor>'. 

Leslie defends it strongly, but it depends on a number of questionable assumptions (Bostrom 2002). First, 

what leads us to expect that being alive at an exfraordinarily early epoch is unlikely? Such an assumption is 

reminiscent of part of the motivation of the Steady State model of tlie Universe proposed by Bondi, Hoyle and 

Gold in the 1960s. Their motivation was to avoid ours being a special time, as well as other factors including 

the influence of atheism (Kragh 1996). I f there was a beginning to the Universe then by imphcation, not all 

times would be the same. Their Perfect Cosmological Principle' stated that the laws and properties of the 

Universe should appear the same to all observers at all times. They accepted that the Universe was 

expanding, but argued that this phenomenon could be better imderstood in a 'steady state' model of the 

Universe, where there was no beginning but matter was continuously being created throughout space. This 

new matter added to the Universe at the very small rate of one hydrogen atom per cubic centimetre every 

10,000 years, keeps the density of the Universe constant as it expands. Yet observation proved them wrong. 

There was a beginning to the Universe and therefore our observation of the Universe did change with time. 

There is no reason to believe that we should be living at non-special time in the history of human beings. 

Second, the argument assumes the prior probability of the human race spreading through the galaxy. Yet one 

can raise the question of what is the status of the future in all of this? Davies defends the argument by 

appealing to Einstein's view that the future is 'aheady there' (Davies 1995:258-264). However, tliis imposes 

on Einstein a philosophy of determinism that does not flow naturally.- hideed as we shall in Chapter 6 the 

nature of the future, both scientifically and theologically, is subtler than that. 
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Third, how do we define humanity? Should we include other intelligent beings in different parts of the 

Universe or indeed intelligent machines that might come after us? If these possibilities are allowed then there 

is no clear way of using the logic of the argument and indeed the argument collapses. 

For these reasons I suggest that the argument cannot show that the human race has a doomsday in the near 

future. Leslie is right that the argument: 

'acts very strongly only as a way of reducing confidence in a long future for humankind; confidence 
that such a fiiture "is as good as determined" The most it could do would be to refute the view 
that its spreading across the galaxy was virtually certain.'(Leslie 2000:122) 

The theological questions raised here are interesting. The first is the place and significance of human beings 

both on the Earth and in the Universe, and the nature of the future. The second is the need for Christian 

theology to interact with such questions. I f the Universe is understood as creation where human beings have a 

special though non-exclusive place within it, and i f God has purposes for the end then the argument does not 

make sense. That is, the Doomsday argument may only apply i f there is no structure of creation and 

eschatology appUed not just to human beings but also to the Universe as a whole. The challenge for theology 

is therefore clear to provide such a structure. 

2.5 The End of the Universe 
The end of the Universe in scientific terms is both simple and very difficuh to predict. The simpUcity is that 

Einstein's theory of general relativity gives equations that tell us how any universe containing matter and 

radiation wil l change with time under the influence of gravity. The important discovery of Hubble in 1929 

that the redshift of other galaxies was indicating the expansion of the Universe, therefore posed the question 

of what will happen in the future. 

A decade ago, the Universe was beheved to be slowing down in its expansion and cosmologists saw two 

possible futures (Islam 1983; Close 1988; Davies 1994). The first was that it could reach a point where the 

force of gravity acts to reverse the expansion of the Big Bang, collapsing the Universe back to a Big Crunch 

(Rees 1969:193). In such a scenario, a maximum size w i l l be reached in not less than another 20 billion years 

(the current age of the Universe is 13.7 billion years). As the Universe shrinks, the galaxies wil l merge, the 

sky as seen from any surviving planet wil l become as bright as the surface of the Sun, stars wi l l explode, and 

protons and neutrons will be reduced back to a quark soup before the Universe either disappears in a quantum 

fluctuation or reaches a state of infinite density known as a singularity. 

There was then some speculation on whether the Universe would 'bounce' into a new Big Bang (Jaki 

1977:233-51). The process of expansion and contraction then could go on indefinitely, although there was 

some debate as to the kinds of Universe that would be produced (Wheeler 1983; Barrow and Dabrowski 

1995:850-62)." Davies suggests that such an oscillating Universe is attractive to Eastern religion, in which 
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cycles of creation and destruction figure prominently, as well as to those who have a deep seated uneasiness 

with the linear view of time that predates Western scientific thought (Davies 1994:141; Davies 2002:45). 

However, a second scenario was also on offer. Some argued that there might not be enough matter in the 

Universe to make it collapse. I f this was the case, the Universe expands tbrever becoming more and more a 

cold life-less place full of dead stars, a so-called heat death. 

For a number of years, cosmologists struggled to decide between these two possibihties. The key was thought 

to be how much matter there was in the Universe, and this was difficult because gravitational studies of the 

local movements of galaxies indicated a large amount of unseen matter, that is dark matter. This was a form 

of matter that did not emit light and its nature was unknown. However, since 1998 cosmology has 

undergone a massive revolution, with unexpected consequences for the end of the Universe (Perlmutter 

2003:53-60; Perlmutter and Schmidt 2004, in press). Two groups were at the forefront of this research. The 

Supernova Cosmology Project of Saul Perlmutter and the High-Z Supemovae Search which was headed by 

Bnan Schmidt and Adam Riess(Riessetal. 1998:1009: Perhnutteretal. 1999:565). 

To see how the Universe is expanding one must look at distant objects that emitted light much earlier in the 

Universe's history. I f one knows the intrinsic brightness of these objects, then a comparison of their intrinsic 

brightness and their brightness as measured from Earth gives their distance. This 'standard candle' method 

then allows the comparison of their redshifts (which gives their recession velocity) and distances in order to 

see how the Universe was expanding in the past comparal to now. 

Both groups used supemovae explosions as these standard candles. In particular. Type la Supemovae, which 

are the explosions of white dwarfs onto which matter has fallen from a companion star, can be used as 

standard candles over cosmological distances, as for a few days they shine nearly as brightly as a whole 

galaxy. Now Type la Supemovae are not all exactly the same brightness. However, by studying the way the 

superaovae brighten and fade this uncertainty can be reduced so that distances can be known to within an 

error of 7% which is equal to the best of astronomical distance indicators. These explosions are quite rare 

and they fade very quickly. So techniques were developed to survey a million galaxies in a typical night's 

observing and from that fmd more than 10 supemovae. 

The results indicated that far from the Universe slowing down, the expansion of the Universe was actually 

speeding up. This sent a shock wave through the scientific community in terms of how to interpret this 

conclusion. One possibility is that the data is misleading. For example, for some reason supemovae may be 

fainter in the past, and tlierefore look fuilher away. That seems unlikely but remains a possibility. Or perhaps 

the predictions of General Relativity, on which the expanding Universe is based, are wrong. This would be 

unexpected because of the success of General Relativity in so many other areas. If both of these options are 

rejected, then one is forced to the conclusion that some unknown type of material or force throughout the 
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Universe is accelerating its rate of expansion, the so called 'dark energy'. It is this final conclusion to which 

most scientists have been drawn (Riess et al. 2001:49-71; Knop et al. 2003:102-137). 

In fact such an interpretation has been confirmed by more recent results from the Wilkinson Microwave 

Anisotropy Probe (WMAP). Combining data from this satellite which has looked at temperature variations 

and polarisation variations across the microwave background radiation with other diverse cosmic 

measurements such as galaxy clustering, Lyman-alpha cloud clustering and the supemovae results has led to 

some extraordinary conclusions (Peiris et al. 2003:213: Spa-gel et al. 2003:175). First, the Universe is 137 

billion years old (with a margin of error of close to 1%), and the Hubble constant Ho= 71 km/sec/Mpc (with a 

margin of error of about 5%). Second, the Universe will expand forever. Third, the Universe is composed of 

4% atoms, 23% cold dark matter, and 73% dark energy. 

This new force therefore controls the expansion of the Universe even though it has no discernible effect on 

scales less than a billion light years, that is, we do not see its effects in our local stars and galaxies. The dark 

energy has the totally unexpected feature, that is, it does not attract like gravity but repels. Due to this 

repulsion force the Universe is accelerating in its rate of expansion. What is this dark energy? Einstein in 

applying general relativity to the Universe had suggested a cosmic repulsion, represaited by his introduction 

of a 'cosmological constant' into the equations, in order to achieve a static rather than contracting Universe. 

He rejected such a suggestion as his 'biggest blimder' yet physicists have returned to it. 

Some have suggested that the vacuum itself can exert a force for it is a seething mass of particles and anti-

pailicles. The difficulty of this vacuum energy is that it is completely inert, maintaining the same density for 

all time. This means that the cosmological constant would have to be fine-tuned at the begirming of the 

Universe. This is an example of an anthropic balance, that is, something in the law and circumstance of the 

Universe that is 'just right' for the existence of life. Some cosmologists such as Rees and Weinberg pursue an 

anthropic explanation for this fine-tuning, involving the concept of many universes and the fact that our 

existence selects for us this particular Universe (Rees 2000). 

Others have suggested a new idea known as quintessmce, which refers to a dynamical quantum field that 

gravitationally repels. The advantage of quintessence over the vacuum energy is that quintessence may 

interact with matter and evolve with time, so might naturally adjust itself to reach the present day value 

without the need for fine-tuning. The further advantage to cosmologists is that quintessence compared to the 

vacuum energy, may undergo all kinds of complex evolution. Theorists however are only speculating at this 

point. Some suggest that quintessence springs form the other dimensions required by string theory. 
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l E K f M I . E X P A N S I O N 

Figure 2: The future 
of the Universe. No 
longer do we believe 
that the Universe is in 
the region of 'eventual 
collapse' but the 
obser\'ations indicate 
one of the models of 
eternal expansion'. 

(Taken from Scientific 
American, Jan 2001). 

Ag« of ttn; U n w r s p 

The language used by cosmologists in all of this is interesting. In the above diagram, which appeared in 

Scientific American, the Universe is said to be in the region of 'etemal expansion'. Further, those who 

suggest quintessence do so not only for scientific reasons. Ostriker and Steinhardt write: 

'As acceleration takes hold over the next tens of billions of years, the matter and energy in the 
universe will become more and more diluted and space wil l stretch too rapidly to enable new 
strucmres to form. Living things will find the cosmos increasingly hostile. I f the acceleration is 
caused by vacuum energy, then the cosmic story is complete: the planets, stars and galaxies we see 
today are the piimacle of cosmic evolution. But i f the acceleration is caused by quintessence, the 
ending has yet to be written. The universe might accelerate forever, or the quintessence could decay 
into new form of matter and radiation, repopulating the universe the universe had once been 
alive and then died, only to be a given a second chance.' (Ostriker and Steinhardt 2001) 

It is interesting that they are looking for some hope in this cosmic picture. As we shall see they are not alone 

in such speculation. 

More precise measurements of supemovae over longer distances may be able to separate quintessence from 

the vacuum energy, and indeed differences in the acceleration rate produce small differences in the 

microwave background radiation. The initial results from WMAP suggest that the dark energy may be more 

like a cosmological constant than quintessence. But at this stage quintessence is not ruled out. 

It is probably at this point that we need to recall a word of caution from Peebles who wrote 'the theory of the 

accelerating Universe is a work in progress. I admfre the architecture, but I would not want to move in jast 

yet' (Peebles 2001:54). Yet at the same time we should not underestimate the importance of these findings, 

not least in assuring the end of the Universe to be one of heat death. 
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So what wil l be the future of such a Universe? When the Universe is lO'^ years old, stars cease to form, as 

there is no hydrogen left. At this stage all massive stars have now turned into neutron stars and black holes. 

At lO'"* years, small stars become white dwarfs. The Universe becomes a cold and uninteresting place 

composed of dead stars and black holes. According to some theories of particle physics, protons themselves 

should decay at 10" years. Al l tliat would be left would be some weakly interacting particles and a low-level 

energy background (Adams and Laughlin 1997:337-72). In fact there may be an even more pessimistic 

fiiture for the Universe. I f the Universe came from 'nothing' could an ever-expanding Universe with an 

infinite future go back to nothing? With an infinite time to wait eventually any process with a finite 

probability of happening will happen (Barrow 2002:33). 

2.6 The Future of Life in the Future of the Universe 
The obvious consequence of all of this is that 'whether fried or frozen, all life wil l end' (Peta-s 1989:53). It 

is more likely that it wil l be frozen but the fiiture of the Universe is not increasing fruitfulness and creativity 

but dissipation and death (Krauss and Starkman 1999). Human life will not be able to continue, even i f it 

survives the end of the Sun or the collision of galaxies. Now of course Barrow is correct when he comments 

that, 'universes that meet the necessary conditions for life are big and old, dark and cold' (Barrow 2002:4.8). 

Without a future of futility the Universe would not have had the balances in law and circumstance necessary 

for intelligent life to develop. Here is an important insight that life brings with it death. 

How have the scientific community responded to this? There are those who have said that at the end of the 

day it does not matter. So the words of Dawkins could sum the feelings of some who see that the Universe 

'has precisely the properties we should expect i f there is, at bottom, no design, no purpose, no evil and no 

good, nothing but blind, pitiless indifference' (Dawkins 1995:133). Yet many cosmologists have not been 

content with this. They have attempted to fmd hope in different directions. 

2.6.1 The Endless Fertility of Bubble Universes 
Some have pointed to the possibility that this Universe may be one of many and tlierefore the demise of this 

Univei-se needs to be seen in the context of 'endless fertility' of new universes. The status of this speculation 

needs to be carefully examined. It is true that a multitude of universes has been proposed. As we saw, an 

early version was in the bounce of Big Crunch into a Big Bang. The present data however rule out such a 

possibility for the future. Then there has been the suggestion favoured by those who attempted to apply 

quantum theor)' to the origin of the Universe according to Everett's interpretation of quantum theory (Everett 

I I I 1957:454-62). This says that whenever a measurement is made of the quantum world the universe fulfils 

all quantum possibihties forming a new universe with each possibility. This leads to litCTally billions and 

billions of independent universes all sUghtly different to each other. 

Part of the motivation for speculation about other universes has been the attempt to explain the extraordinary 

balances-in law and circumstances that make life possible, which goes under the umbrella term of-the 

anthrppic principle, Rees points out the apparent fine tuning of six numbers, including the ratio.of the electric 
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force/gravitational force and the number of spatial dimensions in the Universe, which determine the kind of 

Universe we inhabit (Rees 2000). He shows very elegantly how i f any of these numbers were slightly 

different to what they are, then no life would exist in the Universe. He also notes the contingency that the 

basic laws are intelligible and calls this 'remarkable'. 

He then goes on to reject those who would say that this is just the way things are. As Leslie has pointed out 

these balances are so extraordinary that there must be a deeper story to their existence (Leslie 1989). 

However, Rees does not see God as the answer. He notes it as a possible explanation but then moves on 

without assessing it or arguing against it. His own answer is that the anthropic principle selects this Universe 

out of many. He views this as 'compellingly attractive' and 'a natural deduction from some (albeit 

speculative) theories' (Rees 2000:150). It is a fascinating account. It demonstrates the fallacy of trying to 

prove God through the design argument because God is not the only answer for design. The anthropic 

principle and other universe theories are an alternative. 

Yet what is the status of the 'speculative theories'? Leaving aside oscillating universes and Everett's 

speculations, the subject of other imiverses has become a popular topic in contemporary cosmology (Leslie 

1989; Rees 1997; Smolin 1997; Randall and Sundrum 1999:4690). Work on black holes raised the possibility 

of gateways to other universes, as matter collapsing into a singularity at the centre of a black hole could be 

shunted sideways to create a new universe connected to us by a wormhole (Fahri and Guth 1987:149; Guth 

1996). Even on a conservative estimate of the number of black holes this would mean our Universe was 

connected to billions of other universes. This possibility has been a major interest of Hawking in recent 

y ears. His work on the evaporation of black holes led to the basic question of what happens to the matter that 

fell into such black holes. The answer he suggests is that it goes off into baby universes (Hawking 1993). 

More recently some inflationary models which solve certain problems with the early Universe predict lots of 

bubble universes as weU as our own (Linde 1994:32-39; Garriga and Vilenkin 2001:043511). Yet are these 

speculations metaphysical or physical? The trouble with all these theories of many Universes is just how do 

you pass information from one universe to another in order to know that it is there? The question must be 

asked in what sense other universes exist i f they have no observable consequences either practically or in 

principle (Rees 2002:70). It is at this point that 1 differ from Russell who argues that the bubble universes 

predicted by inflation are not metaphysical speculation, as they are a consequence of a physical theory 

(Russell 2002b:278; Russell 2002c). This is surely pushing the point too far. They are predicted only by 

some inflationary models and these models may turn out not to be the best models for the early Universe. 

Further these other universes still need to have observable consequences beyond their prediction from certain 

theories, no matter how successful those tlieories are. 

The speculation about muhi-universes is interesting and cautions against the re-emergence of the design 

firgument based on anthropic balances. Yet in terms of hope for the future one cannot help but agree with 

Polkinghome that they 'present a scene of occasional islands of meaningfiilness erupting within an ocean of 
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absurdity'CPolkinghome 2002b:27). Indeed Davies suggests that there may be the motive of wanting life to 

go on in that our descendents could decamp into a newborn universe via a wormhole or even create their own 

baby universe in the lab for future habitation (Davies 2002:49). The hope is that hfe and mind might 

transcend actual universes. 

2.6.2 Dyson and Life in ail Directions 
Alongside those who have argued that life is a cosmic necessity in terms of its appearance in the Universe (de 

Duve 1995; Davies 1998), there are those who want to argue that intelligent life wil l be able to go on and on. 

Freeman Dyson was stmck by the ability that intelligent Ufe could have in manipulating the environment of 

the Earth. Extrapolating that forward he concluded that the combined resources of natural and artificial 

intelhgences should be able to maintain some form of life in the Universe over the next trillion years (Dyson 

1988). Dyson was not the first to consider the case of a heat death Universe and ask what would be the effect 

upon intelligent life (Bemal 1969), but his paper written in 1979 remains one of the classics in the field 

(Dyson 1979:447). He had afready concluded that a Universe ending in a Big Crunch would mean that life 

would come to an end. However, in an open Universe, he suggested that biological life would adapt first 

through genetic engineering to redesign organisms that could cope in such a Universe. Then consciousness 

would be transferred to new kinds of hardware that would be able to cope with the ultra low temperatures of a 

heat death Universe, including for example a complex dust cloud (Hoyle 1957). Such a cloud could maintain 

itself for ever (needing to hibernate for long periods) and collect an endless amount of information. Thus he 

concluded, 'life and intelligence are potentially immortal'. 

Dyson's optimism has not been shared by many other physicists (Frautschi 1982; Davis 1999:15-27; Krauss 

and Starkman 1999:58-65; Krauss and Staikman 2000:22-31). His view is dependent on a number of 

controversial assumptions. First, consciousness is simply defined as a type of complex physical stmcture. 

Indeed, Dyson works with a model of life based on computers and information processing. His calculations 

simply show whether some future life form might be able to store and metabohse energy indefinitely. This is 

a somewhat minimal definition of intelligent Ufe. Even i f a computer or dust cloud could mirror the 

complexity of the human brain, would this infer consciousness? Boden has suggested that in the absence of a 

body such clouds could not satisfy any self-organising principle of living unity (Boden 1999:231-48; Boden 

2002:216). Further, work in situated robotics takes the physical interaction between body and the world to be 

essential to intelligence (Brooks 1991:139-59; Clark 1997; Butler 1998). Such an argument has also been 

made in the area of philosophy where mind can only be understood as being grounded in die person's bodily 

engagemeit with the world (Merleau-Ponty 1962; Boden 2000:115-43). Clark influenced by these insights 

sees the self extending into our physical and cultural environment (Clark and Chalmers 1998:7-19; Clark 

2001), strengthening the case to see embodiment as central to both self and intelligence. It is unclear as to 

whether a dust cloud could give this kind of embodiment. More importantly could consciousness survive 

without any other consciousness to relate to? The aspect of life seen in relationships is extremely important. 
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Second, Dyson's scenario is dependent on the survival of matter. I f as some theories of particle physics 

predict, the proton does decay there will come a point when the Universe wil l only consist of radiation, and 

the complex structures cannot be maintained (Dyson 2002:141; Rees 2002:78). Frautschi has also pointed out 

that on longer timescales the 'life-form' would find it difficult to maintain internal structure due to quantum 

mechanical effects (Frautschi 1982:599). The effect of all of this is that there is a limit to Dyson's 

immortaUty. Davis adds then there is the question of quahty of life in such a scenario! 

Of course Dyson's picture is based on the picture of the Universe before the recent data that it was 

accelerating in its expansion. An accelerating Universe is even less conducive to Dyson's eschatology. As 

Rees points out Dyson's optimism was based on the belief that there seemed to be no limit to the scale of 

artefacts that could eventually be constructed (Rees 2002:79). But with the recession between galaxies 

increasing in its acceleration, local effects wi l l form island systems of galaxies with large separations leading 

to a limit as to how large any network can be. In such a situation Dyson himself acknowledges that life 

cannot survive forever and tries to use quintessence to avoid this consequence (Dyson 2002:148). With the 

present uncertainty in knowing the exact form of this acceleration in the future it is difiicult to see what effect 

it would have on Dyson's calculations but it wi l l not have the effect of extending immortality. 

Dyson's attempt to prolong life in all directions does not work. Yet it remains an interesting illustration of the 

attempt to find hope in a pessimistic scientific picture. 

2.6.3 Tipler and Life in a Closed Universe. 
Another attempt for scientific immortahty has been pursued by Frank Tiplei" (Tipler 1994). In contrast to 

Dyson he pursues the future of human intelligence within a Universe which collapses back to a Big Crunch. 

Tipler has been one of the cosmologists at the forefront of thinking concerning the anthropic principle. 

Extending the anthropic principle into the future, he proposed with Barrow 'the Final Anthropic Principle': 

'Intelligent information processing must come into existence in the Universe, and once it comes into 
existence it wil l never die out'. (Barrow and Tipler 1986:23) 

hi a Universe that collapses into a Big Crunch he asks the question of how life can continue to exist. He 

speculates about what might be possible technologically in the next billions of years. He sees life as 

information processing and suggests that, although humans themselves might die, information processing 

would continue within computers. Indeed, our consciousness may be transferred to computers. As computers 

expand across space then information processing would increase. He argues that it is possible on such a 

model that a point will be reached when an infinite or maximum amount of information will have been 

processed, and ' l ife ' has expanded everywhere in the Universe. 

This 'Omega Point' contains all the information of the Universe and could change the nature of the Universe 

itself This is a point outside the space-time of the Universe, which is the destination and haven of hfe when 

the Universe disappears. It is this point, 'the completion of all finite existence' which fipler identifies with 
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an omniscient, omnipotent and omnipresent God. This 'God' must exist as 'life must exist forever'. Life has 

achieved 'God-like' attributes. Immortality for Tipler is simply that there are an infinite number of thoughts 

before the Big Crunch. Such a picture is a long way from the Christian belief in resurrection and new life 

within a personal relationship with a Creator God. 

This is an interesting exercise in speculation but is it any more than that? For Tipler the Omega Point theory 

is a model for an omnipresent, omniscient, evolving personal God, transcendent and immanent. It is a model 

that he makes clear is only dependent on key concepts from cosmology. He argues that it suggests a fiiture 

universal resurrection of the dead very similar to the one predicted in the Judaeo-Christian fradition, for the 

Omega Point has the capacity to provide this resurrection. This he believes gives hope for the fiiture and 

further, as we shall see in the next chapter, gives a physical foundation for Pannenberg's interpretation of 

eschatology, that is, how the future makes an imprint on the present. This is because the Omega Point itself 

brings the Universe into existence. 

Once again this scenario is dependent on a number of assumptions. First, Tipler's speculations are dependent 

on the Universe being closed; in fact this is a particular prediction of his theory, which Tipler is proud to point 

out. In the early 1990s it seemed to be a good bet! However, as we have seen earlier in this chapter the 

present evidence is that the Universe is not closed, but it is increasing in its expansion rate. It wi l l never 

collapse to a Big Crunch. The evidence for this is good and soon will reach a point where Tipler's god is 

disproved. Second, as with Dyson, can consciousness be so easily transferred to digital computers? Some, 

have argued for the possibility as a way of achieving immortality (Moravec 1988; Crevier 1993:278; 

Kurzweil 1999), but it is highly problematic. Third, there seems little justification for believing that complex 

structures necessary for life could be maintained anywhere near the final state of Big Crunch, or indeed that 

we would have enough knowledge to predict how structures would behave (Islam 1983:114; Ellis and Coule 

1994:738). Hallberg has pointed to even more problems such as whether conscious life would want to or be 

able to afford to colonize the universe, and could such life really use exotic sources of gravitational energy as 

the imiverse approached its final fiery collapse (Hallberg 1988:147-51). 

In addition there are a number of philosophical flaws with Tipler's position, as well as a number of errors of 

logic and consistency (Stoeger and Ellis 1995:163). It involves endowing this geometrical construction, the 

Omega Point (which may or may not come into existence), with personal characteristics. Second, it involves 

seeing physics as the only discipline to answer all the fundamental questions of the Universe. Third, it 

involves unwarranted assumptions about the character and necessity of life in the Universe. Al l of these 

problems make Tipler's speculation very vulnerable. It again shows the attempt to give a scientific basis for 

hope. Even with all of the problems what sort of immortality is achieved? It seems to be a desperate way of 

responding to the fiitility of the Universe and it falls completely in the light of an accelerating Universe. 
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2.6.4 What is the Point of a Lifeiess Univeree? 
Carl Sagan coupled expertise in planetary research with the ability to communicate science at a popular level, 

l ie also was fascinated with many of the big religious and philosophical questions that science posed 

(Wilkinson 2004, in press-c). Yet reflecting on death he wrote: 

'1 would love to beUeve that when I die I will live again, that some thinking, feeling, remembering 
part of me will continue The world is so exquisite with so much love and moral depth, that there 
is no reason to deceive ourselves with pretty stories for which there's little good evidence. Far better 
it seems to me, in our vukierability, is to look death in the eye and to be gratefiil every day for the 
brief but magnificent opportunity that life provides'. (Sagan 1997:215) 

One could say a similar thing about the Universe. It may be transitory and yet have value, allowing intelligent 

life to appear. However, what is fascinating about cosmological speculation on the end of the Universe is that 

few cosmologists are prepared to simply live for the here and now. 

This end of Universe in a heat death of futility raises a great deal of pessimism within the scientific 

community. As we have seen the model of quintessence is pursued partly for the hope for the future that it 

offers. It may even be that Hoyle's model of a steady state universe without beginning which he advocated 

almost alone to his death may have been attractive not only because it dispensed with 'God at the beginning' 

but also gave an infinite hope for life in the future (Hoyle et al. 2000). 

Bertrand Russell lamented: 

' the world which science presents for our belief is even more purposeless, more void of 
meaning all the labours of the ages, all the devofion, all the inspiration, all the noonday brightaess 
of human genius, are destined to extinction and the whole temple of man's achievement must 
inevitably be buried beneath the debris of a universe in ruins.' (Russell 1957:107) 

The atheist Peter Atkins uses this 'naked purposelessness of nature' as another strand in his attack on rehgion 

(Atkins 1986:98), while Paul Davies suggests that an 'almost empty universe growing steadily more cold and 

dark for all etemity is profoundly depressing'(Davies 2002:48). A similar lament is voiced by Nobel Prize 

winner, Steven Weinberg: 

'The more the universe seems comprehensible, the more it also seems pointless. But i f there is no 
solace in the finits of resemch, there is at least some consolation in the research itself The effort 
to understand the universe is one of the very few things that lifts human life above the level of farce, 
and gives it some of the grace of fragedy.' (Weinberg 1977:144) 

In a later book he comments on that widely quoted passage: 

' I did not mean that science teaches us that the universe is pointless, but only that the universe itself 
suggests no point.'(Weinberg 1992:255) 

There may be defiance against the pessimism in the very fact that because we understand the end of Universe 

then this gives meaning. That is, meaning is to be found in the whole process whatever the end. There is 

something-in-that,. But, as we have seen in Dyson and Tipler, there needs to be more than that Indeed, 
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Barrow points out that the pessimistic long range forecasts of the future of the Universe in the 19"' century 

played an important role in the development of philosophies of progress (Barrow 2002:23). 

The challenge for Christian theology is clear from this. What hope can be offered? In a Universe which 

suggests no point is there any deeper puipose or story which puts human hfe into perspective? This makes it 

even more surprising that Christian theology has had minimal interaction with these issues. This is a 

challenge for systematic theology as it forces us to re-examine some of our doctrines of creation, new 

creation, hope and providence. This is important not only for Christians but also for those outside the 

Christian faith. Davies suggests: 

'It is no coincidence that some Christian fundamoitalists challenge the second law of 
thermodynamics, with its prediction of cosmic degeneration and decay. These fundamentalists 
reason that a universe that can undo-go renewal and be sustained for eternity is more God-friendly 
than one that decays' (Davies 2002:46). 

I can fmd no evidence at all among Christian fundamentalists to support Davies' claim. In fact as we have 

seen the majority of fundamentahsts prefer discontinuity of a brand new creation replacing this old worthless 

creation. This is not done by challenging the second law of thermodynamics. In fact most creationists use 

the second law of thermodynamics to challenge both Big Bang cosmology and evolution (Peacock 1989). 

Although Davies is an outstanding cosmologist and brilliant communicator, I have pointed out where Davies 

has made such mistakes in representing Christian belief before (Wilkinson 1997). Neveitheless, the quote 

shows the importance of Christian theology taking this area seriously. 

In what follows I attempt to outline some of the specific theological questions raised by the scientific picture 

of the end of the Universe. They may become bridges between scientists such as Tipler and theologians. 

However, we need to begin with the theological responses that already have been given and examine just how 

adequate they are. 
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Chapter 3 
The Limited Universal Responses 

of the Theologians of IHope 

Very few theologians have taken seriously the scenarios for the end of the Universe. It cannot be argued that 

this is because the scientific picture is very recent. The scenarios of heat death and Big Crunch have been 

with us in outline since the work of Einstein and Hubble in the 1920s. In fact, as early as the 1850s, Lord 

Kelvin and Helmholtz explored the implications of the 'running down' of the Universe predicted by the 

Second Law of Thermodynamics (Thomson 1852:304-6; von Hehnholtz 1961; Goldstein and Goldstein 

1993). The popular books and talks of Eddington and Jeans in the 1930s concerning the heat death of the 

Universe provoked some responses from theologians of which the most detailed was a series of lectures in 

1931-33 by William Inge (Inge 1934). In fact bige saw heat death as challenging the materialist dream of 

human progress of the future as opposed to hope based in the Creator and sustainer of the Universe. 

The lack of real engagement has often been masked by claims that have not delivered. An interesting 

contemporary example is in the work of Keith Ward, whose theological engagement with other scientific 

insights into the Universe has been commendable. However on the end of the Universe he claims, 'It is 

within Christianity that the far-future universe has been an explicit topic of theological debate' (Ward 

2002:240). Yet in his paper discussing this, he only references Teilhard de Chardin, Lossky and Schweitzer 

from the Christian tradition and all before 1960. He then briefly refers to Colossians 1:15ff, Romans 8:19,21 

and 1 Thessalonians 4:13-18 which he interprets as saying that 'within one generation, perhaps the 

physical Universe would be transformed into a material Paradise, in which there would be no more sun or sea, 

suffering or death' (Ward 2002:240). These views belong to 'archaic' forms of thought. More important is: 

'The goal of the universe, the reason for which it exists, is to have a community of conscious 
personal agents who live beyond decay and suffering in ftiU awareness and love of God...From this 
point of view, exactly what happens in the future of the physical universe is irrelevant' (Ward 
2002:244). 

This is not untypical of the kind of engagement we wil l see in leading thinkers in the area of systematic 

theology. They exhibit universal claims that fall short of their ambition, a shallow interaction with the 

scriphiral material referring to the future of the physical Universe and an overemphasis on the future of the 

person compared to the future of the Universe itself 

Part of the problem is that systematic theologians have not been in sufficient dialogue with either biblical 

theologians or with scientists. Indeed, it is an area where scientists and theologians show a large degree of 

mutuaf cynicism; Hardy writes: 'I t is partly due to the wide^fead avoidance of direct engagement with 

creation and eschatology by theologians., that scientists and tliose of a speculative turn of mind have turned to 

such wider issues'(Hardy 1997:11-2). Meanwhile, Tijjler wants to 'rescue eschatology from-the hands of 
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theologians who with a few exceptions...are quite ignorant of it'(Tipler 1994:xiii). Likewise, Dyson wants to 

'hasten the arrival of the day when eschatology, the study of the end of the Universe, wil l be a respectable 

scientific discipline and not merely a branch of theology'(Dyson 1979:447). Here are challenges from the 

.scientific community for theology. What has been the response within the theological community? 

3.1 What is the Universe? The absence of any consideration of 

the physical Universe in relation to eschatology 
Mascall bemoaned the widespread misconception of the Christian community' that 'Jesus Clirist is of immense 

significance for human beings, but of no importance whatever to the rest of creation' (Mascall 1966:163). 

Since that was written much work has been done on the envfronment, both theologically and practically. 

Perhaps because of this, interest has been deflected away from other questions about the future. For example, 

Moltmann's God in Creation shows an environmental perspective but does not go liirthCT (Moltmann 1985). 

Why is there such a lack of theological enthusiasm to deal seriously with the end of the Universe? First, 

gazing into the future is perceived to be very difficult and subject to a great deal of uncertainty (Barrow and 

Tipler 1978:453; Krauss and Starkman 2000:22-31; Starobinskii 2000:157-63; Barrow 2002:26). The origin 

of the Universe is of^en presented as a solid scientific fact, and theiefore theologians feel that they are on 

more solid ground. This may be illusory, as any models of the origin of the Universe share with predictions 

about its future the assumption that the laws of physics apply at any time in the Universe's history and one's 

model is only as good as the evidence on which it is built (Wilkinson 1996). Of course, the evidence of the 

redshift, the microwave background and the helium abundance in the Universe forms a sfrong basis for the 

Big Bang, allowing us to be more confident about the origin rather than the future. However, the future is not 

totally unknown, and we have already surveyed the increasing evidence for the futility' of heat death. 

The second reason is shared with theological work concerned with the origin of the Universe, that is, there is 

an inherent difficulty in discussing the beginning and end of the Universe from inside it. Can the beginning 

and end of the Universe be viewed as events in history open to scientific and theological exploration? This 

question should lead to a degree of humility, but does not mean that it is useless to engage with the beginning 

of the Universe. Indeed for the Christian theologian beUef in the Universe as creation means that the 

beginning and end of the Universe are appropriate topics for theological work. 

Third, theological work on the end of the Universe has suffered from the theological excess of former years. 

Predictions of the end of the world, hell and damnation preaching, and the absurdity of some theological 

speculation have given eschatology a bad name. Work on the origin of the Universe may seem safer, 

although the spectre of seven-day creationism is always in the background. Yet the existence of theological 

excess indicates the need for good theology in this area rather than silence. Theology needs to reclaim and 

explore the relationship between eschatology and the physical Universe. 
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Fourth, it is difficult to see iiutially how work on the end of tiie Universe has any practical value. Does it 

really matter whether the Universe will end in 100 bilhon years? Does it have anything to say to questions of 

justice or Christian lifestyle? The sfrength of the revival of interest in Christian eschatology has been in part 

due to the way that theologians such as Moltmann have earthed the futiire in the past and present, with a 

moral implication for human response. It is difficult to see how this may be the case concerning events which 

are predicted billions of years in the future. Connected with that is the simple yet not trivial fact of the length 

of times we are discussing (Clark 2002:178-9). Conway Morris comments: 

'As a principle inherent in the created universe, eschatology as a religious concept lies neglected in 
the metaphysical nursery. The immense scales of the cosmos and the plenitude of the biosphere 
seem, therefore, to make the idea of an eschatology simply risible' (Conway Morris 2002:160). 

However, we shall see that the end of the story always is important. Of course the ending of a slory may just 

be part of the myth to express the here and now. Creation and Judgement are in one sense events not far off, 

in that tiiey indicate to the human being that all life is gift. Nevertheless, Christian theology has traditionally 

wanted to say that they are more than that. That is in part in the way that they have been related to the whole 

of the created order not just human life. Conway Morris agrees and goes on to say that 'a universe without an 

eschatological dimension is a universe that is incomplete, i f not crippled' (Conway Morris 2002:161). 

Indeed, 100 billion years of the Universe's future pose similar challenges as the immensity of the 10 "̂ stars: 

'Immensity, or the imagination of immensity, awakens in us a recognition of that Infinite which 
surrounds us and confronts us.' (Clark 2002:193) 

Fifth, a much more basic reason has been the debate about the nature of the relationship between science and 

religion. Some theologians would view sciaitific insights as irrelevant to systematic theology. Certain 

followers of Barth would want to build eschatology in isolation from the issues of Chapter 2. Certain 

fundamentalist theologians would want to speak of eschatology in conflict with the scientific insights based 

on Big Bang cosmology. Likewise a model of science that saw the predictions of the end of the Universe as 

idealism or instrumentalism would not see any need to bring them into contact with Christian eschatology. 

These are views of the relationship of science and Christian theology that have little to commend them. In 

contiast i f both science and Christian theology are characterised by critical realism, then the common reality 

that they are both committed to becomes the foundation for a common dialogue. On such a view scientific 

research will pose questions for serious dialogue with theology. Indeed, as this thesis develops we shall see 

that such critical realism is reinforced by reflections on the end of the Universe. 

Sixth, one cannot escape from a simple observation that regardless of any theological position, systematic 

thaslogians are largely ignorant of contemporary science. Contemporary science of course moves at a rapid 

pace. In Western culture where science education is often divorcai from those who follow study in 

humanities, ignorance of science amongst most theologians is one of the inevitable results. Yet it is not just 

ignorance.ofnthe facts.i It is oftenranzattitude that either feels threatened by science_-or~imcpnyincedj)fLwhat 

can be at times highly arrogant claims. While this sitiiation may be understandable, the need exists to develop 
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the dialogue wider than just those who have a special interest in the science/religion field. Considering the 

eschatology of the physical Universe might be one way of widening that dialogue. 

Seventh, there has been a general frend in the last few decades of systematic theology to emphasise the 

goodness of creation. This has come from a number of sources. As we have seen a Christian nssponse to 

envfronmental abuse has been to stress the goodness of God in creation. This has been necessary in 

responding to those Christian groups who have seen creation as simply a place where human beings need to 

be saved from for the future life. In addition, feminist theologians and others have stressed the goodness of 

the body against those Christian traditions that have associated the body and sex with sin. hi such a 'culture 

of the goodness of the physical' it is not easy to take seriously the futility of creation. It is somewhat odd in 

that theologians are prepared to think seriously about the physicality of the beginning rather than the end. 

Eighth, we need to ask whether systematic theology has been confrolled more by philosophical concerns 

rather than the biblical narratives or scientific insights. Certainly in questions of etemity being seen as 

atemporal or in the development of omniscience, theology seems to have looked more to its Greek rather than 

Hebrew foundations. We shall need to explore this question in more detail in the forthcoming chapters. 

This lack of consideration of the end of the physical Universe is a serious problem for theology. However 

much we might want to stress the goodness of creation, we need to think seriously about the end. Its absence 

illustrates Feuerbach's dismissive characterization that 'the world has no value, no interest for Christians. The 

Christian thinks only of himself and the salvation of his soul.' (Feuerbach 1957:287) Feuerbach linked this 

neglect of the natural world with neglect of human culture and the physicality of the body. The physical 

creation, the human body and the end of the Universe need to be all considered and integrated. 

Yet this neglect of the end has not always been the case. In particular, Wesley had a strong emphasis on 

God's saving purposes for the physical creation (Maddox 2002). He was influenced by Hartley's Paradise 

Restored which explored exegetical arguments that the millennial period must include all of creation, not just 

humanity (Hartley 1764:1-73) and Burnet's Theory of the Earih (Bumet 1684-90), which had pioneered the 

eighteenth century enterprise to marry the Bible's account of creation, the flood and the new heavens and new 

earth with modem science. Wesley seemed to be very impressed with Bumet's picture of the way God would 

restore the conditions of paradise back on the Earth (Wesley 1993:22.213^). Interestingly enough in the light 

of the Earth being swallowed up by the end of the Sun, as a premillennialist^ Bumet saw the restored paradise 

as a temporary simation and speculated that the Earth might be changed into a sun or a fixed star. 

Wesley would not follow Bumet on this. Instead he saw new creation as an action of God leading to a 

pemianent change. He included in support of this Knight'Sy4 Discourse on the Conflagration and Renovation 

of the World (Kriight 1736) in volume 20 of his own Works (1773). Knight suggested: 

See Appendix A for a note on millennium theology. 
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'as the heavens shall be dissolved, the elements melt, and the earth be burnt up; so the power of God 
will display itself again, in reforming and improving them with fresh occasions of perfection and 
beauty, which wil l never give way to a second change'. 

\n his later years the new a eation became one of the major themes of his preaching (Wesley 1988:2.500-10). 

He saw continuity and discontinuity' with this creation. The new creation was a physical place, but far better. 

One of the features of Wesley's view of new creation was that a range of animals would be present in this 

renewed creation. His 1781 sermon 'The General Dehverance' took Romans 8:19-22 as its text and he used it 

to speak of animal salvation (Wesley 1988:2.437-50). Wesley followed this up two years later by pubhshing 

in the Anninian Magazine an extract from John Hildrop on animal salvation (Hildrop 1742-3). Wesley 

pointed out that far from being a minor issue animal salvation was central to our confession of the goodness 

of God. For i f God did not redeem all his creation then God had not tmly overcome the work of Satan. 

Wesley's emphasis on the physicality of new creation and his need to explore the question of animal salvation 

is motivated by a picture of the redemption of all creation. This picture of the redemption of all creation came 

from what he saw as a clear scriptural picture. It is interesting too that Wesley, although in what may be 

judged a rather naive way, brought his biblical convictions into direct contact with the science of his day. 

It is that theological insight that should motivate us to take the end of the physical Universe seriously. 

Indeed, there is a clear conviction among contemporary theologians that we must recover a deeper 

appreciation for the biblical af^^rmation of the cosmos, both as God's good creation and as the object of God's 

renewing work (Johnson 1996:1-14; Schwobel 2000:235-6). Theology must interact with the whole of 

creation, for as Polkinghome notes 'we cannot restrict ourselves to the domesticated horizon of simple human 

recollection and human expectation'(Polkinghorae 2002b: 11). 

Hardy is one of the few contemporary systematic theologians who have attempted to address the question of 

the end of the UnivCTse, in relation to both science and the doctrine of creation. He wants theology to provide 

a combined account of creation and eschatology which would consist of 'the successful integration of current 

understanding of cosmology (the stmcture and dynamics of the universe) with theology (normative conditions 

of the stmcture and dynamics of the universe grounded in normative authority)'(Hardy 1996:157). 

He then outlines the way on which the account might proceed. They may be summarized as: 

1. Creation keeps the Universe from ending, but also brings it to an end. 
2. Covenant is a way to view the dynamics of the created Universe with two aspects - obligatory 
and promissoiy. 
3. These dynamics result from a radical gift/self promise on the part of God, in which God gives to 
the othei- (universe, world, humanity) varying capacities for finitude, full possibilities of 
development, and redemption in the face of evil. 
4. This action of God requires worship, and in this creation and eschatology retum glory to God. 

This is a helpful starting point but Hardy is somewhat disappointing in applying this to the scientific picture 

of the end of the Universe. Indeed, aftei" pleading for integration of the current understanding of cosmology 

he does not interact with it at all. Hardy needs a number of bridges between theology and cosmology in order 
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for the integration to proceed. Can we therefore take Wesley's big vision of new creation and Hardy's 

commitment to a combined account and see how that might work out in a way that takes both science and 

Christian eschatology seriously? In order to do this, we must first review those whose names are often 

mentioned with such an enterprise, that is, Moltmann and Pannenberg. 

3.2 Moltmann's Limited Universal Escliatology 
Moltmann's emphasis on hope and his claim that eschatology must be universal, suggests a thorough 

engagement with the theme of the physical Universe. In order to examine this issue, I follow Bauckham's 

summary of Moltmann's eschatology, which has received Moltmann's own approval (Bauckham 1999). 

3.2.1 Christological Eschatology 
The resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead is the starting point of Moltmann's eschatology. Hope is based 

on the fiiture promised and entailed by the resurrection of the crucified Christ. In this, Christology and 

eschatology are in a mutually interpretive relationship. The history of Jesus can only be understood against 

the eschatological background and eschatology gets its character and content from the history of Jesus 

(Moltmann 1990:xiv). Thus whether eschatological statements 'are grounded in the person and history of 

Jesus Christ provides it with the touchstone by which to distinguish the spirit of eschatology from that of 

Utopia' (Moltmann 1967:17). 

In particular, the resurrection of Jesus is the paradigm for the new creation of all things, by which he means 

'animals, plants, stones and all cosmic life systems'(Moltmann 1990:258). The phrase 'cosmic life systems' 

is not developed in any detail and, as we shall see, may not signify the Universe as a whole. 

The resurrection as paradigm for the new creation means: 

a. the continuity of old and new in the renewal of creation does not issue from the history of the old 

creation - it is created by God's act of new creation (Moltmann 19%:69). 

b. the new creation is not a restoration to original perfection but a 'transformation in the 

transcendental conditions of the world itself (Moltmann 1996:272). The world is not annihilated in 

order to be re-created, nor does some inherently eternal part of creation survive into new creation. 

The resurrection demonstrates the transformation of the whole, whether it be the body of an 

individual or the world. The temporal creation is transformed into the eternal creation just as the 

resurrection was the transformation of the mortal into the eternally living Christ. 

c. Christ's solidarity with the dead and the transfigured form of all of his temporally lived life means 

that the whole of what has happened in the lives of all creatures and in the whole of the time of this 

transient creation, wil l be gathered up, healed and transfigured into eternal life and eternal time. 
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Moltmann helpfully sees the resurrection as the paradigm of new creation, tiius allowing eschatology to be 

based on something beyond the natural physical processes. Further, his emphasis on transformation and the 

action of God is something to be affirmed. The relationship between Christology and eschatology gives the 

foundation for this and reflects much of the New Testament material. 

However, it is unclear whether the resurrection really points to the conclusions that Moltinann draws fi-om it. 

The New Testament certainly does pichore the resurrection as something more than a restoration to original 

perfection, but Moltinaim is unconvincing in suggesting tiiat the ti-ansformation is characterized by the change 

fi-om tiansient time to eternal time. The resurrection appearances of Jesus speak of a sti-ong relationship to 

historical time. Jesus spends a certain length of time with the disciples, he eats, he speaks, he develops 

relationships, and he teaches - all of which are time dependent. The key seems to be that Jesus is no longer 

bound by the constraints of time, in the sense of having to joumey between different locations, and of course 

will not undergo the negative processes of the passing of time such as decay and death. Moltmann's 

argument would be more convincing in terms of time i f based on the ascension rather than resurrection. 

In addition, does the whole of time need to be gathered up, healed and tiransfigured? At the level of persons, I 

am what 1 am now because of my past and because of my fuhire possibihties. 1 bring those things naturally 

with me into any relationship. Within redemption of tiie person, my history is not a separate thing that needs 

redemption; it makes me who I am. While Ward may be correct in suggesting that memory needs to be 

tiansformed in new creation so that both suffering and joy can be seen in wider context (Ward 1998:307), this 

does not need the whole of time to be gathered up in eternity. This would surely fall into the ti-ap of a 'sterile 

totalization and a rigid unification' of time that leaves littie room for temporality and subsequent change 

(Welker 1998:317-28; Conradie 2002:286). In tiie same way the cosmos is as it is, because of its history. The 

processes of decay and death, far from being ready for redemption, have provided the novelty and complexity 

of the Universe today. For example i f one star had not run through its time and ended with a supernova 

explosion, some of the atoms of carbon that make up the human body would not be hCTe. 

Before leaving this point, it is worth raising two more questions at this stage. The first is, does such a 

Chfistological eschatology allow serious engagement with the doctrine of creation? The Coming of God 

claims that it develops how Moltmann's earlier work, in particular his understanding of creation, is fulfilled or 

completed in the eschaton. Thus is God in Creation given an eschatological dimension in The Coming of 

God ? To an extent the answer is yes but as we pointed out earlier his understandings are not of creation in a 

cosmic sense, but of creation in terms of the Earth motivated primarily by ecological concerns. Therefore, a 

Christological eschatology does allow serious engagement with the doctrine of creation but Moltmann's 

limiting of the doctiine of creation to the Earth effectively limits his eschatological thinking. 

Second, does such a Chrislological eschatology exclude any Trinitarian understanding? Once again, 

Moltmann does not repeat his earlier work and only sketches an answer to such a question. He does see 

eschatology as a Trinitarian process, taking place within the changing relationships of the divine persons, 
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completed when the Son hands over the kingdom to the Father (Moltmann 1981). A Trinitarian 

understanding is not excluded by this Christological eschatology but the danger of an over-emphasis on the 

resurrection may under-emphasize the work of the Spirit in new creation. 

3.2.2 Integrative Eschatology 
Moltmann argues that eschatology must be universal. That is, it must be all embracing, not separating soul 

fi-om body, individual from community, human history from the whole of creation (Moltmann 1996:132, 

160). Bauckham therefore sees Moltmann giving 'the non-hiunan creation its own place in a non-

anthropocentric eschatology'(Bauckham 1999:11). 

At one level The Coming of God does seem to have this non-anthropocentric eschatology. It deals with 

personal eschatology (eternal life), historical eschatology (the kingdom of God), cosmic eschatology (the new 

heaven and new earth). These aspects are integrated by seeing eschatology as centred in God who comes to 

indwell his whole creation. This universal eschatology seems to be important for two reasons. First is the 

doctrine of creation. The unity and consistency of God's relationship to creation requires that new creation 

be all encompassing, that is nothing wil l be lost, all wi l l be restored (Moltmann 1996:255, 269-270). Second, 

Moltmann stresses the interconnectedness of all things. Humans cannot be humans without body, or without 

community or without Uving in creation. Thus, 'there is no redemption for human beings without the 

redemption of nature'(Moltmann 1996:260). New creation becomes the 'uniting of what has been 

separated'(Moltmann 1996:71), involving the realizing of the unity of body and soul, the life history of a 

person, community, humans across generations, and humans and nature. 

This integrative eschatology once again raises a number of questions. First, as raised by Bauckham, is in the 

all encompassing 'nothing is lost, all wi l l be restored', what i f God creates things for a temporary purpose? 

Will they all be restored? The problem is bigger than Bauckham seems to indicate. One could go further and 

ask will dinosaurs and bubonic plague be restored? Turning to a previous example, does the star that created 

my carbon need to be restored, particularly when other stars are being created? Second, the restoration of all 

things implies the universal salvation of all human beings. Moltmann is quite clear about this, beheving that 

any talk of conditional inunortality or hell is not consistent with logic or the Christian picture. Yet does this 

deny real human freedom and is there an adequate sense of justice in this picttire? Third, Moltmann suggests 

that in the new creation all time and space wil l be present together: 

'A l l times will return and - transformed and fransfigured - will be taken up into the aeon of the new 
creation. In the eternal creation all the times which in God's creative resolve were fanned out will 
also be gathered together. '(Moltmann 1996:294) 

Creation participates in the divine attributes of eternity and omnipresence (Moltmann 1996:307). Does this 

mean that the new creation will be timeless? This may deny growth, personhood and relationship in new 

creation. Moltmann does not accept a timeless new creation, but he does seem to be \exy close to iL 

In a different context, Macquarrie pointed out: 
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' I f everything is to return to an undifferentiated unit>', then creation would have been pointless in the 
first place, and all the risk of creation, and its suffeiing and striving, would have been sheer waste.' 
(Macquarrie 1977:360) 

Bauckham makes a similar point in relation to Moltmaim. In Moltmatm's picture are time and s-pace simply 

imperfections? Yet without them new creation could not be what it will be. Moltmann seems to be arguing 

against the limitations imposed by time and space but is the way to do this really effective? What is the point 

of giving this creation time, space and ireedom i f God is going to simply supersede them? 

Fourth, I am unconvinced by Moltmarm's claim and Bauckham's acceptance of the claim that this is a non-

anthropocentric eschatology. Moltmann continually confuses the term 'world' with 'creation' and 'cosmos', 

using them interchangeably. For example in speaking about the new creation he writes: 

'A mutual indwelling of the world in God and God in the world will come into being Through 
their mutual indwellings, they remain unmingled and undivided, for God lives in creation in a God­
like way, and the world ]ives in God in a world-like way.'(Moltmann 1996:307) (my italics) 

His non-anthropocentricity stops at the edge of the Earth's atmosphere. He is right to point to the need of an 

integrative eschatology but his own horizon is limited. The physical Universe is part of God's creation and 

has to be included in his redemptive work. It is also intimately coimected with human life on this planet. The 

stars of the Milky Way galaxy have provided the raw materials out of which intelligent hfe on the Eartli has 

emerged. Further human life is dependent on the future conditions and evolution of the physical Universe. It 

must be included in the theological picture. 

3.2.3 Redemptive Eschatology 
I f redemption is restoration to the Garden of Eden, then why should human beings not fall again and be in 

need of another redemption? Moltmann avoids this age-old problem by arguing tliat the new creation exceeds 

restoration. It is redeemed from the imperfections of this creation, which he sees as transience and death. He 

writes, 'The creatio ex nihilo, the creation out of nothing, is completed in the eschatological creatio ex vetere, 

the creation out of the old'(Moltmarm 1996:265). The completion takes away the imperfections of transience 

and death and is therefore secured against sin. Once again, we see the key role of eternal time in Moltmarm's 

eschatology. When temporal time becomes eternal time, transience and death lose their power. Moltmann 

sees transience and death as intrinsic to the temporal character of creation, positively pointing forward to 

eternity and giving us a longing for eternity, while negatively making sin and death possible. 

It is a strong model of redemption, not identifying it with the progress of human history to Utopia, or to an end 

without fiilfilment. It is 'redemption of the future from the power of history'(Moltmarm 19%:46). We are 

not merely dominated by our history. Neither is that history unimportant in a form of eschatological 

escapism. That is surely the strength of Moltmann's position. However, once again there is a question to do 

with Moltmarm's understanding of transience. It means more than temporal change. In fact, it seems to 
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contain a sense of change that leads to decay. In ordei- to guard against sin and decay is Moltmann going too 

far and reducing the importance of temporal change as a force for both good and evil? 

3.2.4 Progressive Eschatology 
Eschatology is a process which the resurrection has set going. Building on one of his favourite passages (1 

Corinthians 15:22-28), Moltmann writes that it is a process which 'has its foundation in Christ, its dynamic in 

the Spirit, and its future in the bodily new creation of all things'(Moltmann 1990:241). 

It is this emphasis on process that raises the idea of Christ's millennial reign, as a kind of transitional kingdom 

betweai old creation and new creation. It is initially a surprise that Moltmann explores it with seriouaiess 

while for many theologians it has a remained a topic simply for a few American evangelicals (Grenz 1992). 

Yet Moltmann argues that the present church needs to recover the hope for God's further transformation of 

this world that is fostered by eschatological miUenarianism (Moltmann 1996:131 -202). Bauckham agrees that 

models of the millennium carry influential connotations for construing the present state of affairs but is 

critical of Moltmann on two counts (Bauckham 1997:263-77). The first is that Moltmarm fails to distinguish 

adequately the range of major models. In particular, Moltmann equates future-oriented or eschatological 

millenarianism with premillennialism, failing to distinguish the postmillennial version. Thereby he ascribes to 

premillennialism a stimulus for present reform that is more typically found in postmillennial representatives 

(See Appendix A for the various models of the millennium). Second, and more importantly, he questions 

the need for the millennium as a distinct state. He argues that we would do better instead simply to reclaim the 

biblical model of God's new creation as the new creation of this world. 

Inherent in the debate about the millennium is the attempt to see a bridge between this creation and new 

creation, while afiirming the value of both. In particular it is an attempt to handle the transformation of space 

and time. Bauckham is correct that Moltmann's introduction of millennium eschatology is unnecessary. In 

fact it limits further his eschatology. It illustrates Moltmann's Earth-centred eschatology for there seems 

little consideration of what this millennium reign may mean for the Universe (Moltmann 1996:144). 

Part of the motivation for Moltmann towards progressive eschatology is his view of time. Moltmann's rejects 

the criticism that his concept of eternal time is Umelessness. It is not static, but imaged as cyclical time, 

unlike the ineversible time of tlie present creation. Moltmann is attempting to distance eschatology from an 

immanent historical process. This he sees as dependent on a number of cultural assumpUons about time. 

First, that time is linear. Second, it is a continuous process and third that the flowing of absolute time does 

not change. On the basis of these assumptions the present loses significance as simply the transition from past 

to future and the fiiture flows fiiom past and present. Causahty means that there is no openness to the fiiture 

and continuity suggests a model of inevitable progress. This denial of openness and alternative possibihties 

is used to justify the continued dominance of the powerfiil. 
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Moltmann is right to question these assumptions, many of which are built on Newtonian physics. In the light 

of general relativity, quantum theory and chaos theory our present understanding of time is very different. I f 

he had interacted with this in a serious way he may have seen that time is a httle more complex and subtle, 

and indeed the natural world gives some support to his philosophical understanding of time. Moltmann 

suggests, in contrast to the popular assumptions, that there is a qualitative difference between past and future, 

easily seen in the potentiahty of the future. In addition, time is complex, with history itself having multiple 

possibilities. Finally, the Sabbath illustrates that rather than flowing steadily, time can have interruptions in 

which time is freated differently. 

It is out of this that he sees this time as characterized by transience, which is both good and bad - either 

bringing all things to nothing or allowing a fiiture open to God. In confrast, eternal time involves temporal 

movement without entaiUng the loss of the before as one moves on into the after: 

'In the aeonic cycles of time, creaturely life unremittingly regenerates itself from the omnipresent 
source of life, God. An analogy is provided by the regenerating cycles of nature, and the rhytiims of 
the body which sustain hfe here. The purposeful time of history is fulfilled in the cyclical 
movements of Ufe's eternal joy in the unceasing praise of the omnipresent God. The preferred 
images for eternal life are therefore dance and music, as ways of describing what is as yet hardly 
imaginable in this impaired life'(Moltmann 1996:295) 

Bauckham once more is quick to see the possible flaw. Does such a view of time mean that nothing new can 

happen? Does this exclude any kind of novelty and as we have pointed out above does this mean there is no 

personal growth in etemity? How can novelty be maintained without old things passing away? 

We must press this further. The analogies of cyclic time used by Moltmann are not helpfiil. The regenerating 

cycles of nature and the rhythms of the body do not sustain life without their interaction with linear time. As 

the cycles interact with linear time then novelty arises. The seasons are dependent on the history of the Sun 

and lead to the birth and death of many things in the nahiral world. The rhythms of the body are played out 

within the overarching development of birth and death. Much better analogies of cyclic time are stories of 

closed time loops beloved by science fiction writers. These time loops are hell rather than heaven becau^ of 

the lack of novelty. It is extremely difficult to argue for novelty without some form of linear time and 

without other things passing away. Novelty in the Universe cannot be separated from the increase of entropy 

(disorder), which gives time a linear direction. 

With all of these problems, would it not be better to reject any concept of time at all in terms of the new 

creation? In this case, theological speculation would simply have to acknowledge a discontinuity that stopped 

any further discussion. Moltmann is not prepared to do this, as he resists the fransposition of eschatology into 

etemity, which characterizes the approach of Barth and Bultmann. Here, the timeless God is always present, 

providing a vertical dimension of eschatology at any point on the horizontal linear time of human history. 

Moltmann rightly sees that this devalues this creation and its created time. Equally, Moltmann resists 

transposition of eschatplpgy into time. Eschatology cannot be. limited by time, as it merely becomes a 

continuance of human progress. More recently Moltmann, perhaps in the light of the above criticisms, re-
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emphasises that apocalyptic divides time into two qualitatively different aeons, the time of a transitory worid 

and the time of a future eternal world (Moltmann 2002:259). His footnote justification for this is general and 

without page reference (Rowland 1982). Is he trying to justify it from scripture? But this in itself is 

unconvincing given the complexity of apocalyptic thought. 

Instead of distinguishing between eternal time and transient fime, which is Moltmann's third way, it may be 

better to develop a model concerning not the nature of fime but how this creation is limited by space-time. 

Moltmann simply confuses the whole area. Again perhaps in response to criticism, and difficulty of 

translation, he later stresses that etemity means 'power over time' (Moltmaim 2002:259). This is much more 

helpful and in line with the model which I will develop later. Redemption of the future from the power of 

histor}' can sfill be seen in this model. Space-time limits our possibilities, immersing us in a complex network 

of causality and openness. The effect of sin is further to limit those possibilities, closing us ofT from God's 

alternatives. The liberation from these limits demonstrated in the resurrection allows us to value space-fime 

without being controlled by it. In fact, Volf echoes this importance of the interaction of sin with the limits of 

space-lime when he argues in response to Moltmaim that redemption is crucial because sin is a more 

fiindamental obstacle to the creation of anew world than fi-ansience (Volf 1999:251). 

3.2.5 Theocentric Eschatology 
'The Coming of God' is the 'eschatological goal of creation as a whole' (Moltmann 1996:318). It is the 

restiiction of his omnipresence that allows creation. \n the new creation there wil l be the immediate presence 

of God and the new creation itself wil l be the dwelling of God. He will both rest firom and rest in creation. 

Hans Urs von Balthasar has argued for the consummation of the world in God (von Balthasar 1988). Seeing 

the inter-Trinitarian processes of creation being a gift from Father to Son and redemption as a gift given by 

Son to Father, the eschatological picture becomes the Son uniting all things in himself and thus drawing 

human beings and all creation into intimate relationship with Father. Moltmarm however argues on the basis 

of Isaiah 6:3 that eschatology is about the glorification of God within creation. It is simply part of the process 

of the way God enters creation though Wisdom and Word, being present in the Shekinah in the history of 

Israel, and in incamation and the indwelling of the Holy Spirit. Moltmann sees this as complementary to von 

Balthasar, seeing mutual indwelling of God in the new creation and the new creation in God. But is this a 

valid reading of Isaiah's 'glory' and 1 Corinthians 15? We will need to ask this key question of whether 

Moltmarm and others are right to see a contrast between creation and new creation as a restriction and a 

universalising the presence of God. We might note at this stage tiiat Isaiah 6:3 is not obviously an 

eschatological reference. The 'whole earth is ful l of his glory' in 'the year that King Uzziah died' (Is. 6:1). 

3.2.6 Contextual Eschatology 
Bauckham afglies thaf Moltmann's eschatolbgy is an eschatobgy that has a clear historical and global 

context. In his response to this, Moltmann argues that thi l is quite naturail, as he is always a pastor and 

politically involved. However, he seems to be blind to the full weight of Bauckham's point. In responding to 
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the myth of human progress to Utopia, and the threats of nuclear extinction, environmental pollution and 

poverty, Moltmann does produce an eschatology which is relevant and is a spur to action on these issues. 

However, it is easy to be trapped by the context or develop an eschatology that is dependent on certain 

selected aspects of the experience of the world. 

Moltmann criticizes the myth of human progress as secularising select parts of the Christian eschatological 

tradition, for example believing that there is an end point to the historical process but without the intervention 

of God. Yet he risks a similar danger. With his emphasis on the Earth rather than the cosmos as a whole, his 

eschatology is dependent on tiiat context, leading for example to the importance of tiie millennium reign of 

Christ on the earth as a transition to new creation. 

3.2.7 Politically and Pastorally Responsible Eschatology 
The strength of Moltmann's eschatology is that hope stimulates tiie imagination and tiiis leads to action. As 

he writes, 'Those who hope in Christ can no longer put up with the reality as it is, but begin to suffer under it, 

to contradict i t ' (Moltmann 1967:21). Moltmann is extremely good at working this out in terms of the 

personal and political spheres. Yet he stops short of engaging with the cosmic implications. 

Nevertiieless, tiie question remains, how does this relate to tiie cosmos? Does an eschatological hope in tiie 

face of the futihty of tiie future of tiie Universe mean tiiat we need to change it - a form of technological 

manipulation of the future of the Universe? Is the cosmic new creation dependent on our work with God? Or 

is it all just too big for us? Is waiting for God more a mark of hope in tiiis context? Hart helpfully comments: 

'The present... does not contain its full meaning within itself, but only in its relatedness of what is 
yet to come. To reimagine the future differently in the Hght of God's promise is thereby also at once 
to force a re-evaluation of the present and its significance. '(Hart 1999:68) 

The responsibihty of hope in tiie context of tiie cosmos is to see beyond tiie despair and futility of tiie 

scientific future. The Universe has new significance in light of God's promise about tiie futiire. Those who 

look at the beginning of the Universe find that science raises questions about purpose and design which have 

natural answers in tiie incarnation, which reveals the existence and nature of the Creator. Those who look at 

the end of tiie Universe fmd difJerent questions of purpose, but fliey may also find answers in tiie resurrection 

which points forward in hope to tiie coming of God. 

3.2.8 Moltmann and the End of the Universe 
Moltoiann's eschatology has much to say to the scientific pessimism described in tiie previous chapter. In 

response to the despair at tiie futility scenarios of the end of the Universe, Moltmann reminds the theologian 

of tiie importance of hope and eschatology. It is tiiis hope tiiat gives new significance to tiie present. Such 

hope leads to action to care for tiie environment. In tiie otiier scenarios hope may be more about confidence 

in the promises of God rather than direct action. 
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Further Moltmann's stress on the importance of God transforming the creation is helpful in resisting two other 

approaches. The approach that sees God simply allowing the creation to progress to some kind of Utopia 

through evolution and human technology is denied by the fiiture of the physical Universe. The opposite 

approach which sees eschatologj' having no link at all to this Universe, denies the value of the Universe as 

creation. Transformation gives a model where both continuity and discontinuity between creation and new 

creation can be held together. 

Finally, Moltmann goes some way in showing the importance of non-anthropocentiic eschatology. It does not 

go beyond political and ecological concerns but at least it is in the right direction. Eschatology must go 

beyond personal salvation and embrace the whole cosmos as creation. Moltmann's inability to do this is 

partly due to his political and ecological concems, which in many ways are welcome. However, it is also due 

to his inability to take science seriously, Mohmann is aware of the problem, suggesting that 'without 

cosmology, eschatology must inevitably turn into a gnostic myth of redemption, as modem existentialism 

shows' (Moltmann 1996:260). Yet, he fails to follow this through. His review of the interaction of 

eschatology and cosmology is a six-line mention of Teilhard de Chardin and Whitehead. He then comments: 

' I do not propose to make the pointless attempt to develop a scientific eschatology, in order to either 
affirm or confLite scientific ideas about the end of the world - the world's death through cold, or its 
collapse in the cosmic melting crucible - as religious creationism has tried to do with evolutionary 
theory and the notion of the Big Bang. Earlier ideas about the infmity of the universe are as far 
removed from theological eschatology as are modem ideas about the end of the universe. What I 
should like to do, however, is to work out the tangents, or points of access, for the dialogue of 
scientific theories, and hope that I may be successful where the concept of time and space are 
concerned' (Moltmann 1996:261). 

This is unconvincing. There is a difference between a 'scientific' eschatology and holding cosmology and 

eschatology together. Indeed, not all attempts at dialogue with evolutionary theory and the Big Bang have 

been 'religious creationism'. I have suggested elsewhere that such dialogue has had important consequences 

for both science and theology (Wilkinson 1990:95-116; Wilkinson 2004, in press-d). Such a dialogue 

conceming the end of the Universe would be also fmitful . 

Moltmann fails in establishing a dialogue. Evai limiting the questions to time and space he fails to discuss in 

any detail general relativity (the link between time and space, our perceptions of time and space), quantum 

theory (reversibility of time, uncertainty in time measurement), chaos theory (irreversible time, opamess in 

the future) and entropy (the arrow of time). Only 3 contemporary books get 'tangential' mentions and the 

brief paragraph on such issues is unclear and riddled with mistakes (Moltmann 19%:286). It may show a 

lack of generosity to criticize a theologian for ignorance about science but i f he is going to claim an 

integrative eschatology these issues cannot be avoided. He continues to bemoan the lack of dialogue on this 

subject between scientists and theologians (Moltmann 2002:259). He pleads for a new 'naharal theology' in 

which scientific findings tell us something about God, and theological insights tell us something about nature 

(Moltmann 2000:64-83). In this later work he does briefly touch on the expanding Universe, multiverses, 

other life on other worlds, and the open uiiiverse. Yef he is still unconvincing in clarify, details of referoices 

to scientific work. While tiying to nuance his view of eternity he still argues for tlie 'unique retiim of 
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everything'(Moltmann 2002:261). Such lack of detailed engagemait does not invite the scientists into the 

dialogue that he so badly wants. 

These limitations stop Moltmann's eschatology being truly integrative or universal. Yet the questions he 

raises are worth further exploration. What is the role of time and space in this creation? Are they 

imperfections waiting for completion? Will there be time and space in the new creation and what wil l be their 

relationship to the time and space of this creation? Is there a way of holding together novelty and growtli, 

with a redemption of history and decay? There may be some help in thinking through the relationship of the 

hmits of space-time with the doctrines of sin and redemption, while taking Moltmann's emphasis on the 

importance of the action of God in the resurrection as the paradigm of the new creation. 

3.3 Pannenberg and the Physics of Immortality 

The other theologian to claim to take these issues seriously is Wolfhart Pannenberg. In his questions to 

scientists he asked whether the end of the Universe could be reconciled with Christian theology (Pannenberg 

1981:65-77). This is not surprising given the nature of Pannenberg's theological work. He has explored the 

importance of reason, revelation, histor}', resurrection, anthropology and eschatology (Pannenberg 1968; 

Pannenberg 1976, Pannaiberg 1979; Pannenberg 1985; Pannenberg 1991-98), leading to him being called 

'the most comprehensive theologian m the 20* century' (Braaten and Clayton 1988:9). 

His systematic theology can be characterised as 'Reason for Hope' (Grenz 1990), with God's self disclosure, 

although lying at the end of history, being proleptically present in Jesus. Of particular relevance to this work 

is Parmenberg's interest in relating theolog}' to other disciplines and his interest in the fiiture. Pannenberg's 

agenda is to 'combat what he perceives to be a widespread privatisation of theology' (Grenz 1988:19), and 

therefore he wants theology to interact with science. In terms of the future, Paimenberg states that 'all reality 

is referred to the fiiture and is experienced as eschatologically oriented'(Pannenberg 1971:2.237). Thus God 

'touches every present concretely as its future in the possibilities of its transformation'(Pannenberg 

1971:2.246). Further, Pannenberg wants to make an affirmation of the ontological primacy of the iliture itself 

as the actual locus of the ftillness of the divine being. That is, as Polk comments, God exists 'only in the way 

in which the future is powerful over the present' (Polk 1988:155). God is expUcitly 'the power of the 

future'(Pannenberg 1971:2.242), with this future not seen as a period of time separated from the present but 

intertwined or interwoven with the present (Pannenberg 1969:53). 

From such a basis we would therefore expect that Pannenberg would be one of the key theologians in 

examining the imphcations of the future of the physical Universe for systematic theology. In order to 

examine his view we wil l need to look first at his general understanding of science before moving on to his 

specific debate with Tipler concerning the end of the Universe. 
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3.3.1 Pannenberg on Science 
On a number of occasions (Pannenberg 1983:481; Pannoiberg 1993:50-71), Pannenberg specifically criticizes 

Berth's decision to refrain from any reference to scientific insights in the doctrine of creation in his Church 

Dogmatics (Earth 1936-62:111.1 Preface). For Pannenberg, any doctrine of creation must interact with 

science. Santmire suggests that he takes 'into account recent trends within tlie sciences but also engages 

those who work within the sciences on their own terms, all in the quest for a viable Christian theology of 

nature in our time'(Santmire 1996:88-90). 

Much of the enthusiasm for Pannenberg on science has come from North America. It is interesting that key 

systematicians such as Philip Hefher and Ted Peters are some of Pannenberg's sti-ongest supporters. Peters 

likens much of contemporary theology and science as two communities playing with volleyball on either side 

of the net but not passing it over. He sees Pannenberg as one of the few prepared to play the real game 

(Pannenberg 1993:12). Hefher agrees, seeing the strength of Pannenberg's position being that theology 

becomes a full partner with science in academic discussion (Hefher 1989:135-151), while Braaten comments: 

'Language about God no longer becomes privy to faith or imprisoned in the church and its 
confessional theology. For this reason he argues that theology belongs as one of the academic 
disciplines of a university.' (Braaten 1984:653-54) 

Pannenberg himself is quite exphcit about the importance of science. Theolog}' must be influenced by the 

insights of natural science or it wil l become irrelevant. At the same time, unless God is properly considered, a 

scientific theor>' cannot fully comprehend the world it seeks to explain, as it is creation. 

While seeing theology and science as needing one another, he goes further to think of theology as scientific as 

it adopts the same method, and deals in part with the same finite reality (Paimenberg 1976). He sees theology 

as the 'science of God' with each theological assertion having the logical structure of a hypothesis, which is 

subject to verification. Assertions are then tested by their imphcations. Thus, assertions about God can be 

tested by their implications for understanding the whole of fmite reality, a wholeness that is implicitly 

anticipated in the ordinary experience of meaning. The idea of God becomes tlie hypothesis raised by 

Pannenberg to provide the most adequate explanation for the experience of meaning. Here Pannenberg's 

emphasis on the future is important. We anticipate the wholeness that will come in the eschatological future. 

Direct confirmation of the hypothesis is dependent on the actual coming but there is indirect confirmation in 

the increased intelligibility it offers to our experience of fmite reality. 

Parmenberg wants to forge a common ground, respecting the specific differences between science and 

theology yet allowing a dialogue (Pannenberg and Muller 1970; Paimenberg 1989:53). He attempts to set up 

such a dialogue in a number of theological questions to scientists. 

3.3.2 Pannenberg's Theological Questions to Scientists 
In his paper Theological Questions, to Scientists , Pannenberg sets out his starting point: 
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' I f the God of the Bible is the creator of the universe, then it is not possible to understand fully or 
even appropriately tiie processes of nahire witiiout any reference to tiiat God. If, on tiie conti-ary, 
nature can be appropriately understood without reference to the God of the Bible, then that God 
cannot be tiie creator of tiie universe'. (Pannenberg 1981:65) 

Pannenberg therefore poses a number of questions from theology to science. It is important to note each of 

these for they give an insight into both his theological agenda and his view of science. 

3.3.2. J Is it conceivable, in view of the importance of contingency in natural processes, to 

revise the principal of inertia or at least its interpretation? 

Pannenberg follows Blumenberg who suggested tiiat tiie inti-oduction of tiie principle of inertia (that is, tiie 

innate potential of persistence for any physical reality) replaced tiie dependence of tiie physical reality on 

God's activity of continuous creation (Blumenberg 1976:144-207). Pannenberg ai gues that tiiis deprives God 

of his role in the conservation of nature. He links inertia witii the Universe being self evident and self 

preserving, and thus wants to revise this concept in line with the Christian doctrine of creation. 

3.3.2.2 Is the reality of nature to be understood as contingent, and are natural processes to 

be understood as irreversible? 

Here Pannenberg wants to raise tiie question of initial conditions witiiin the scientific description of the 

Universe. He points out that the laws of physics describe regular patterns witiiin the Universe but do not 

specify initial conditions. The laws themselves have to exist in time but do they reflect the historical nature of 

reality? Pannenberg argues tiiat the biblical reahty is historical, and so the laws of physics must be seen in an 

historical perspective. Note that tiiis does not mean how the laws have arisen in human culture, but the way 

tfie laws themselves represent the irreversible flow of time. 

3.3.2.3 Is there any equivalent in modem biology of the biblical notion of the divine spirit 

as the origin of life that transcends the limits of the organism? 

Pannenberg argues that the biblical writings see the work of tiie spirit as relating specifically to life. 

Therefore witiiin tiie evolutionary process and within human anthropology is tiiere any reflection of 

tianscendent realit)'? 

3.3.2.4 Is there any positive relation conceivable of the concept of eternity to the spatio-

temporal structure of the physical universe? 

This at core is tiie fiindamental question of how does God relate to the Universe? Pannenbeig argues that 

eternity cannot mean timelessness. The hope for resurrection: 

'aims at a transformation of tins present life to let it participate in the divine glory. Salvation cannot 
mean pure negation and annihilation of tiiis present life, of tins creation of God. Therefore in a 
Christian perspective, time and etemity must have some positive relation'. (Pannenberg 198f :72) 
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This is an important contrast to Moltmann who as we have seen previously sees all time redeemed in a way 

that comes close to negating God's work in creating time. 

3.3.2.5 Is the Christian affirmation ofan immanent end of this world that in some way 

invades the present somehow reconcilable with scientific extrapolations of the continuing 

existence of the universe for at least several billions of years ahead? 

Pannenberg calls this question the 'most difficult'. He then goes on to state that it represents: 

'obvious conflicts between a worldview based on modem science and the Christian faith.. .To this 
question there are no easy solutions ... Perhaps one should, rather, accept a conflict in such an 
important issue, accept it as a challenge to the human mind to peneti"ate deeper still into the 
complexities of human experience and awareness. It does not seem unreasonable fo expect that a 
detailed exploration of the issues involved in the question conceming time and eternity may lead one 
day to more satisfactoty ways including biblical eschatology in an interpretation of the natural world 
that should take appropriate account of modem science'(Pannenberg 1981:76). 

However, after noting the difficulty he proceeds no further. In contiast to his work on the other four questions 

in which he attempts to analyse the key biblical concepts and then offer them as a challenge or insight to the 

science, he remains silent on this issue. This is somewhat disappointing in the light of his forceful claims on 

the relationship of science and theology. 

3.3.3 Theological and Scientific Questions to Pannenberg 
P.annenberg wants to transfomi the separation between science and theology into common dialogue, but two 

problems remain. The first is will any scientists listen to his questions and think it worth pursuing them? The 

second is whether Pannenberg's view of science is authentic enough to allow a dialogue to take place. Just as 

Pannenberg directed a number of questions to scientists, a number of questions need to be directed back. 

3.3.3.1 Is Pannenberg's view of the future deterministic in nature? 

I f God is the 'power of the future' then what is the nature of that power? Some have argued that this means 

that God is a God of total determinism, a 'kind of Calvinism set into temporal reverse gear' (Gilkey 1973:53). 

This has led Pannenberg into a number of dialogues with process theologians. He argues that 'the power of 

the future should not only create possibihties, but actualities as well.... [establishing] the complete dependence 

of everything real upon God'(Pannenberg and Ford 1977:319-320). Polk has argued that Parmenberg's 

position needs to be seen in the light of the power of God as love giving freedom to his creation (Polk 

1988:162), suggesting that Pannenberg allows for this through the comment: 

'this all-determining power is itself determined only by itself and not subject to determination by 
anything else, unless it detomines that it should be determined by something else.'(Pannenberg 
1976:302) 

Pannenberg himself does not want to follow the process position of Polk but goes some way to agreeing with 

him (Pannenberg 1988:323). However, this does not convince Drees. He points out that Pannenberg moves 
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from consideration of the totality of time to the primacy of the future as making the whole complete. This is 

in conflict with a physical understanding of time in which completeness would not derive from moving to the 

future but from a situation where all times were present. Further, Drees sees this as leading to determinism 

driven fi-om the future (Drees 1997:242). Others also point out the risk of determinism in Pannenberg's 

picture. The relationship between God and human beings is directed from the fiiture in such a way as to put 

into question the possibility of human responsibihty for history. This takes away relationship, tiaist and 

freedom (Sponheim 1997:390-394; Stewart 2000:158). 

This risk of determinism is very real. Pannenberg seems stuck with a Newtonian world-view of science, and 

seems to ignore quantum theory or chaos, which suggest at the very least an undermining of determinism and 

perhjqjs an ontological opemiess to the future. Pannenberg must encompass witliin God as 'the power of Uie 

future' both the reality of the future and its uncertainty in the epistemological and ontological realms. I f God 

is the power of tlie future, how does God relate to both the predictability and the uncertainty? 

3.3.3.2 Is Pannenberg's theology of nature adequate for real engagement with science? 
Paimenberg wants to construct a 'theology of nature' (Pannenberg 1988:9). He prefers this term rather than 

'creation' which speaks to many people simply about the begirming rather than God's continued sustaining of 

the creative process (Pannenberg 1970:33; Pamienberg 1993:72-122). Within this theologians must 'relate 

to the natural sciences as they actually exist' (Parmenberg 1988:21). This is a clear statement of intent but 

does he come near to it? 

Peters comments that Pannenberg wants to 'move the scientist from a focus on the abstracted uniformities of 

nature to the presupposed background of nature's contingent course of evaits; and this should open up the 

possibility of dialogue with the theologian on common ground'(Pannenberg 1993:10). Contingency is key for 

Pannenberg. He suggests that the Israelite understanding of God was built on a reality characterized primarily 

by contingency, particularly in the Exodus. Even the regularities in nature observed in the Old Testament, 

which for us would be a reflection of the laws of physics, 'were conceived as dependent on the contingency of 

the divine wil l , not only in view of their origin but also in view of their continuance'(Pannenberg 1970:36). 

Thus the world could have been different as its creation is a free act of God. In addition to creation, 

Parmenberg speaks of God's conservation, that is, creation is sustained by God and characterized by uniform 

laws and by the course of contingent events. Finally, God's governance is towards the purpose or 'creatuiely 

fulfilment of creation (Parmenberg 1993:12). Nature will experience a transformation of evil into good, and 

this direction can be discerned in the event of the logos incarnate in Jesus and the eschatological kingdom of 

God. The incamation is a signpost pointing to the end. 

Pannenberg is right that the laws of science need initial conditions, and is helpful in drawing a parallel with 

contingency in the bibUcal literature. He suggests that it is the physical laws which 'get the attention' while 

the laws themselves only work with the inclusion of initial conditions which are contingent. This resonates 
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with the observ'ation of the contingent nature of the anthropic balances in the physics of the Universe. 

Hawking's attempt to produce a quantum theory of gravity which would be a 'theory of everything' covering 

not only the expansion of the Universe but also its initial conditions may sound like a scientific attempt to do 

away with any contingency (Hawking 1988). In fact. Ward raises this issue as something that Pannenberg 

needs to interact with (Ward 1995:343). Pannenberg seems ignorant of Hawking's work. However, as I have 

suggested elsewhere, even in Hawking's picture there are contingent elements such as the nature of quantum 

theory and the value of the physical constants (Wilkinson 2001). Paimenberg's emphasis on contingency is 

still valid and so he rightly sees that contingency is an important area of dialogue. 

However, these insights are undermined by Pannenberg's Hmited understanding and confused handUng of 

contemporary science. This may be excused for some theologians, but for Pannenberg has to be seen in the 

Ught of his insistence that science is so important. Russell pointed out that Pannenberg's theology of nature 

could have been supported by quoting the 2"** law of thermodynamics for the irreversibility of time and the 

anthropic principle for contingent conditions (Russell 1988:23-43). Yet Pannaiberg makes no specific 

reference to either. The law of thermodynamics was famously the illustration used by CP. Snow to attack 

the 'two cultures' approach between science and the arts. He despaired of highly educated people who could 

not describe such a basic law of physics. Pannenberg fails this basic test. 

As we have seen the anthropic principle points to the law and circumstance of the Universe being finely 

balanced to make possible life. It points to the contingency of the Universe in terms of its initial conditions. 

First noted in 1976 by Brandon Carter, it received a fiiU and international exposure in 1986 in the best-selling 

The Anthropic Cosmological Principle (Barrow and Tipler 1986). Pannenberg's theology of nature paper 

written in 1988 makes no reference to the anthropic principle. Furthermore, his most recent example of 

science is the General Theory of Relativity of some seventy years earher, and his most recent quote of a 

scientist is from 1974. In fact Paimenberg's actual engagement with cosmology undermines totally his claim 

that 'our task as theologians is to relate to the natural sciences as they actually exist'. In his only discussion 

of the Big Bang (Pannenberg 1970:43), he primarily relies on a book published in 1949 (von Weizsacker 

1949) which leads him to a confused view of the General Theory of Relativity, undue importance being given 

to 'Bondi's steady state model' (which was actually Hoyle, Gold and Bondi's model and by 1970 had severe 

problems) and complete ignorance of two of the most important developments of the 1960s which were 

singularity theorems and the microwave background radiation. 

As with the earUer criticism of Moltmann, some may think that such criticism is too sfrong. Indeed in later 

papers, Pannenberg responds to the criticism of Russell and others by engaging more with the anthropic 

principle and the arrow of time, although not in a fully convincing way. However, it is an important criticism 

in that it undermines Pannenberg's comprehensive claims for his theology and his attempt to dialogue with 

scientists. I f theology is going to make a meaningful engagement with the scientific view of the origin or end 

of the Universe, it must relate to the natural sciences as they actually exist. As we have seen in Moltmann and 
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otiier tiieologians, an eschatology divorced from such engagement does not do justice to tiie Christian doctrine 

of Creator and creation. Pannenberg unfortunately does not fulf i l his own ambitions. 

Pannenberg is more convincing on more general matters. His argument fliat metaphysical conceptions guide 

the development of science has much evidence for it and is a useful reminder of the interplay of science and 

theology. He sees science as a 'provisional version' (Pannenberg 1985:20) of a description of the world, 

incomplete without interpretation. Eaves has challenged Pannenberg that science does not present provisional 

versions (Eaves 1989:185-215), but Paiinenberg is surely right in seeing tiie need of a fuller description which 

includes both science and theology. 

3.3.3.3 Is Pannenberg's use of field theory as a means for conceiving how the Spirit is 

active in the natural world convincing? 

Pannenberg believes that science can help to shape our tiieological thinking. He suggests that the work of tiie 

Spirit can be described in terms of the force of a field, as an immaterial force causes physical changes. This is 

a bold suggestion which has serious imphcations for providence. 

He ai gues that it is not a new idea. Newton saw gravitation as an expression of the immaterial activity of God 

(Jammer 1957; Koyre 1957:163-164). This is correct although it must be added that Newton also saw God as 

intervening to move the planets back into their orbits. Pannenberg fiirther suggests that Faraday saw body 

and mass as a concentiation of force at particular points of the field (Berkson 1974:52). He quotes Berkson 

to argue that Faraday intended the concept of field to function not only as a correlate with physical bodies, but 

also as a fmal explanation of bodily phenomenon. It is necessary to say in passing that I am not convinced 

with this reading of Faraday that exalts field over body. Faraday saw both of equal importance. 

Pannenberg sees the advantage of a field concept as giving priority to the whole over parts. FoUowing 

Jammer he argues that the field concept in modem physics came from the Stoic doctrine of divine pneuma 

giving cohesiveness to flie Universe (Jammer 1971-84:2:923). This had an important impact on patiistic 

theology of the divine spirit especially in creation. Pannenberg resurrects this idea to speak of the dynamic 

presence of the Spirit exerting force within the Universe rather like tiie gravitational field exerts force on 

planetary bodies. 

Wicken atiacks Pannenberg on the grounds that the field concept physicalizes the concept of God and that 

Pannenberg has reshaped the field concqit completely out of its original context (Wicken 1988:45-55). 

Some generalized physical theory may serve as meaningful metaphor for God's cosmic presence but we may 

need to be careful in pushing it too far. Pannenberg replies that tiie spirit in the biblical ti-adition is not mind 

but force, comparable to the wind. He defends reshaping on the basis that it is deliberate and done in 

continuity witfi its conceptual history. That is, the concept of field emerged as a development of the Stoic 

doctriiie.of pneuma (spirit),.which was related to the early Greek idea of-pneuma as moved air, an idea vyhich 

is ratiier close to tiie ancient Hebrew term for spirit (ruah). He also suggests that such a field concept 'sheds 

48 



new light on current scientific problems' and mentions quantum theory and non-equilibrium thermodynamics. 

However, what does this mean? He does not go on to spell it out in any detail. The closest he gets is to say 

that the 'priority of ftiture over present and past might create new possibilities of interpretation' (Pannenberg 

1989:256). Pannenberg may be referring to Wheeler's mterpretation of quantum theory, which suggests that 

the world is brought into being by an observer, but it is not clear how these things are linked. 

Parmenberg certainly behaves that the field concept is helpful for theological reasons. In his view, it gives a 

better understanding for the idea of God as Spiiit, breaking the association of spirit with mind and intellect 

from Origen onwards, avoiding excessive anthropomorphism in the conception of divine reality and reflecting 

the biblical view as the spirit as breath or wind. Further, 'the finite reahties of physical fields can be 

imagined as constituted by the presence of the divine spirit, as forms of its creative manifestations' 

(Pannenberg 1989:258). Finally Pamienberg extends a similar concept to biology, suggesting that we 

appropriate the language of self organizing systems (exploiting the thermodynamic flow of energy 

degradation) for interpreting organic life as a creation of the Spirit of God (Wicken 1987). 

This may sound quite attractive but has a number of problems. The model of a field has to be qualified in so 

many different ways that you wonder whether in the end there is any point using it at all. For example, the 

field description in physics has an energy density associated with it. What does this mean for God? 

Wicken's point of physicalizing God has some force to it. Further, i f a field has a low energy density and 

gradual variation then the particle associated with it would be inconceivably lightweight and large, the size of 

a supercluster of galaxies. Again what does that mean for God? The field concept cannot be divorced from 

its corresponding particle description. Finally, a field can vary in sfrength from place to place. The problem 

with this is how the Spirit of God is affected by a Universe destined to expand for ever, where other universal 

fields decreases in sfrength in the fiiture. This is not an appealing view for Christian eschatology! 

Pannenberg's problem is that he wants to push the field analogy for the work of the Spirit too far. It becomes 

at times more than an analogy, even to the extent of a physical description. The analogy itself however may 

have some useful insights and we wil l return to this later in the thesis. 

3.3.4 Pannenberg's Dialogue with Tlpler 
Therefore there are a number of difficult questions for Pannenberg's desire to open up an authentic dialogue 

between scientists and theologians. While it is true that Pannenberg has written more fully about biology than 

cosmology (Pannenberg 1970:13-31; Pannenberg 1972:8-21), he states that physics 'has occupied more of my 

time than engagement with any other discipline except perhaps histor)''(Pannenberg 1989:263). 

This attempted engagement is clearly shown in a dialogue with Tipler. It provides an interesting example of 

both the strengths and weaknesses of Pannenberg's position in regard to the fiiture of the Universe. Tipler 

responds to Pannenbeig's fifth question to scientists first in an ailicle given at a seminar on Pannenbeig 

(Tipler 1989:217-253) and then at greater length in a popular science book (Tipler 1994), reworking some of 

his earliei- material (BaiTow and Tipler 1986). Tij5ler speculates that the Omega Point theory is a niodel for 
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an omnipresent, omniscient, evolving personal God, transcendent and immanent. He believes that it gives a 

physical foundation for Pannenberg's interpretation of eschatology, that is, how the future makes an imprint 

on the present. This is because the Omega Point itself brings the Universe into existence. 

Pannenberg gives an enthusiastic response with some qualifications (Paimenberg 1989:255-271; Pannenberg 

1995:.309-14). He welcomes Tipler's scientific search, as on the basis of critical realism, they are exploring 

the same truth. Pannenberg does fmd coherence between the Big Bang and doctrine of creation and sees this 

as supporting rather than contradicting the theological assertion that the world was created. While McMulIin 

finds Pannenberg's proposal for scientific and theological cosmology too strong (McMullin 1981:50-52), 

Pannenberg finds in Tipler even greater support for Christian eschatology. He suggests that Christian 

affirmations from biblical exegesis, and thinking about God's relationship with the world begin to make sense 

in a new way in the perspective of Tipla^'s argument. This, he argues, gives confidence concerning the truth 

claims of traditional eschatological affirmations. Pannenberg is attracted by Tipler's speculations because of 

the role of the fiiture. This mirrors Pannenberg's eschatological perspective, although he questions what it 

means to say that the Omega Point creates the Universe. Nevertheless, only in the eschaton is God fully 

known so Paimenberg agrees with Tipler that God is known in the future. Further, omnipotence can retrieve 

hfe and so the resurrection of the dead is possible. 

However, Pannenberg raises a number of questions against Tipler's position. First, he does not agree with the 

necessity of the continuous existence of life in the Universe, which is stated by the strong and final anthropic 

principles. Pannenberg wants to keep the existence of life contingent in order to emphasise that both creation 

and new creation are the work of God. Second, Pannenberg notes the close link between himians and the rest 

of creation implied by the anthropic principles, but wants to focus the future in one human life, that is Jesus. 

Christian theology sees realized in him the intended destiny of the human creature (and thus the destiny of all 

created existence) in relation to God. Therefore, rather than continued existence being in vast universal 

computer systems, Paimenberg asks whether Tipler's model can be focused in just one person, Jesus? The 

resurrection demonstrates that Jesus has ongoing life and he is Lord of the future. So the Omega Point has 

already happened in the resurrection of Jesus rather than at the end of the Universe. Third, Pannenberg is 

doubtful whether Tipler's model can fully incorporate the Christian view of the eschatological overcoming of 

evil. Fourth, Pannenberg questions Tipler's use of the many universes interpretation of quantum theory, which 

would deny the contingency of this Universe. Finally, Pannenberg sees that Tipler's position cannot be 

classed as Christian because he is not convinced by the resurrection of Jesus. 

This is an interesting dialogue illustrating a number of issues in eschatolog}' and the future of the physical 

Universe. Pannenberg is to be commended for both stimulating and participating in the dialogue. However, 

his welcome of Tipler's model is too enthusiastic. As we saw in Chapter 2, Tipler's speculations are 

dependent on the Universe being closed and on a large number of other dubious assumptions. Pannenberg 

rightly wants to avoid the question of whether consciousness can be so easily transferred to digital computers 

by seeing Jesus as the continuance of existence. Yet this in itself raises difficult questions. Surely the 
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biblical imager}' of being 'in Christ' is verj- different to seeing the whole consciousness of humanity 

swallowed up in Christ. Where is the dynamic of relationship in this? 

Pannenberg does not take seriously the other scientific and philosophical problems with Tipler's position. By 

welcoming Tipler's speculation as giving confidence to Christian affirmations about the future, he buys into 

all of this. His five qualifications then try to get him out of the situation but one wonders whether it is wortli 

it in the first place. Leaving Tipler aside, Pannenberg could make the case of God's sovereign action in 

creation and new creation, the significance of the resurrection of Jesus and the tension between creation and 

new creation as a way to address the problem of evil as all important elements in responding to the future of 

the physical Universe. 

3.3.5 The Present Status of Pannenberg's End of the Universe 
Hefiier states that Pannenberg's theology: 

'immerses itself fully in the contributions that science makes to our understanding of the world, and 
it seeks to bring theology to bear in a constructive and co-operative manner upon the descriptions 
which science provide. It does so in the conviction that theology has something to contribute which 
will otherwise be wanting'. (Hefiier 1989:142) 

We have explored Pannenberg's understanding of science in some detail and certainly Hefner is correct in 

terms of the contingency of the Universe and the essential theological dimension to our understanding of it. 

These things encourage us to pursue the question of the relation of the scientific picture of the future of the 

physical Universe to systematic theology. 

However, we have seen that despite his comprehensive claims Pannenberg falls short of a rigorous 

engagement with both the history of science and contemporary cosmology. Further, he has difficulties in his 

key concepts of the Spirit as a force field and in determinism with respect to the power of the future. It is 

these limitations that marginalize Pannenberg in relation to the dialogue of science and the Christian faith. I f 

Pannenberg is posing questions to scientists concerning the end of the Universe, then his understanding of 

science is not authentic enough to allow an extensive dialogue to take place. It is important to note, as we 

shall see in Section 3.4, that the few scientist/theologians such as Polkinghome and Russell, who have 

recently written on the end of the Universe have very little interaction with Pannenberg. 

Pannenberg's theological agenda is bold and comprehensive. In such an agenda, criticism is easy. In fact 

Pannenberg has attracted much criticism in terms of the exclusion of reciprocity and mutual transformation in 

his theory of knowledge (Stewart 2000), his blindness to his own context and subjectivity in stressing 

universahty and objectivity (Placher 1992:195; Walsh 1992:306; SchUssler Fiorenza 1993: 239; Molnar 

1995:330), over reliance on rationalism (Grenz 1991:272-85; Bloesch 1998:70), lack of interaction with 

liberation theologians and feminist critiques (Fackie 1993:304-6) and not taking postmodernism more 

seriously (LeRon Schults 1999). In addition, we have suggested that in terms of Peters' analogy, Parmenberg 

has wanted to pass the volleyball over the net of science and theology but sometimes his aim has been way off 
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target. However, the attempt has much to commend it and some important lessons emerge for systematic 

work on the future of the Universe. 

Firet, Pannenberg stresses the importance of the future for any doctrine of creation. As Haught comments: 

'A biblically inspired vision of the future provides a suitable framework for both evolutionary 
science and the religious quest for meaning. The original source of all values does not reside 
primarily in the past, nor in the vertical timelessness of an eternal present, but in tlie rich realm of 
possibilities that we refer to faintly as future' (Haught 1999:220). 

The beginning and the end must be held together. 

Second, Pannenberg stresses the importance of science, and indeed the risk of bringing science into 

engagement with theology. Any natural theology or theology of nature runs this risk, and any attempt to 

bring systematic theology into real dialogue with the scientific picture of the end of the Universe may be both 

fhiitfi i l and frustrating. 

Third, Pannenberg shows the importance of holding together continuity and discontinuity in thinking about 

the relationship of creation and new creation. His view of the resurrection of the dead is interesting: 

'It is our present life as God sees it from his eternal present. Therefore, it wil l be completely 
different from the way we now experience it. Yet nothing happens in the resurrection of the dead 
except that which already constitutes eternal depth of time now and which is already present for 
God's eyes - for liis creative view! '(Pannenberg 1970:80) 

This view has been criticized by Hick on the basis that there is no further development of character beyond 

death (Hick 1976:225). In reply, Pannenberg argues that time and eternity must have some positive 

relationship (Pannenberg 1984:119-39), and I would suggest that this positive relationship can be seen in the 

tension between continuity and discontinuity. Ward picks up on a tension within Pannenberg's theology, 

asking whether the eschatological fulfilment is beyond space-time. I f this is the case then what is the relation 

of space-time to it, and how can there really be, as the final state of the Universe, a 'transfiguring presence of 

the etemal in the temporal'? (Ward 1995:343) I suggest that this can be held together by seeing the new 

creation having time but not under the constraints of time, hi order to encompass this Pannenberg needs to 

integrate new creation more fully into his scheme of God as the power of the future. Indeed this is one of the 

major failings of his scheme. The future is given perhaps too much power but its nature is not fiilly explored. 

Finally, as might be expected from even a cursory reading of Pannenberg, we are left with the importance of 

resurrection. For Pannenberg the resurrection is the prolepsis of the eschatological revelation of the meaning 

of universal history. Hefner states: 

'The reality of which science provides knowledge is part of the history that is on the trajectory of 
God's will and fulfil lmait which is revealed proleptically in Christ and his resurrection' (Hefner 
1989:138). 

b bringing science and eschatology into real engagement we are beginning to see that the resurrection is key. 
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So, perhaps Hefner is too optimistic that Pannenberg shows that theology has something to contribute to 

science that will otherwise be wanting. Part of the reason for this is Pannenberg's limited experience of 

science. He demonstrates this limitation in specific knowledge of science and in terms of his feel for the 

scientific process. With the notable exception of Tipler he has therefore been limited in inviting many 

scientists to engage with him in dialogue. 

3.4 The Scientist-theologians 

A significant part of the dialogue between science and theology has been the work of those of those who have 

been trained as professional scioitists and have moved to theological work (Polkinghome 1996b). One would 

expect that at least among the scientist theologians there would be a significant engagement with the issue of 

the end of the Univei se. However, the engagement is mixed. 

Barbour has very httle to say about the end of the Universe in his most recent summary of his work (Barbour 

2000). This is interesting not least because of his sympathy for process theology. From a similar theological 

position Haught likewise has little to say (Haught 1995:174-5). One might expect that the predicted end of 

futility would pose major questions for process theology, and we wil l explore this in Chapter 8. 

Peacocke is explicit in his view that such eschatological questions should be given little time: 

" A l l speculation on detailed scenarios of this consummation, the theological exercise called 
'eschatology', surely constitutes a supreme example of attempting to formulate a theory 
underdetermined by the facts. As such, it seems to me a fruitless and unnecessaiy exercise". 
(Peacocke 2001:48) 

It is interesting that he also uses the same phrase 'underdeteraiined by the facts' concerning cosmological 

claims of the origin of the Universe. While Peacocke is judicious in assessing biological models, his view of 

both cosmology and eschatology is less than satisfactory. We get a clue as to why in his view there are few 

facts when he states: 

'What is the cash value of talk about "a new heaven and a new earth"? The only propounded basis 
for this seems to me to be the imaginings of one late-first-century writer (in Revelation) and the 
belief that the material of Jesus' physical body was transformed to leave the empty tomb. I have 
already indicated that the latter is at least debatable and the former can scarcely be evidence. So 
what is left is belief in the character of God as love and that God has taken at least one human being 
who was fully open to the divine presence into the divine hfe - the resurrection and ascension of 
Jesus. Is not all the rest of Christian eschatology but empty speculation?'(Peacocke 2000:135) 

In fact, Polkinghome quotes this and then critiques it, arguing that God's steadfast love is acted out both in 

history and beyond history (Polkinghome 2002b:xxi). Peacocke severely underestimates the resources on 

offer. His dismissal of eschatology in relationship to the physical Universe can be traced to his lack of 
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emphasis on a physical resurrection, a devaluing of bibUcal revelation as a possibility and therefore a lack of 

detailed engagement with the biblical accounts. 

In its place Peacocke at times comes close to Teilhard de Chardin in seeing the evolutionary process 

continuing to some sort of fulfilment in the Universe (Teilhard de Chardin 1959; Teilhard de Chardin 1%0). 

In Peacocke's words 'we appear to be rising beasts rather than fallen angels' (Peacocke 1998:18). While not 

going as far as some climatic Omega point he does share a picture of unfolding fiilfilment within the present 

process. Gunton notes the great appeal in such 'optimistic, immanentist, progressive eschatologies' but points 

that they have little to do with tlie cross, sin or evil. He comments: 

'the dynamic of evolution is not coterminous with the dynamic of the Spirit. . . a theological account 
of creation must say it has a destiny other than a continuing, i f fmite, progression to entropy and 
increasing complexity''. (Gunton 1991:163) 

Here is one of Peacocke's main weaknesses in relation to Christian theology. 

Does Peacocke mock eschatology because he is a biologist with httle interest in the far fiimre Universe? This 

may be part of the problem but others who have written widely in the area of physics also lack a positive 

interaction with the end of the Universe. Ellis, a distinguished cosmologist and fierce critic of Tipler, 

nevertheless argues for continuity as a source of hope based on the Platonic nature of physical laws, human 

knowledge and forms with very little working out of what that means (Ellis 2002:316-351). 

On the other hand there are a few scientist theologians who have begun to take seriously the end of the 

Universe. In particular. Sir John Polkinghome has touched on it in earlier works but has given a fiiller 

treatment in three recent works (PoLkinghome and Welker 2000; Polkinghome 2002a:43-55; Polkinghome 

2002b). We shall need to interact with Polkinghome throughout this thesis but it will be helpful to give a 

broad outline of his argument here. It is interesting that Polkinghome makes no mention of the evidence of 

an accelerating Universe, even though all the above works were written after the evidence was published. He 

uses the two possibilifies of either an ever-expanding Universe or a Universe of a Big Cranch. Nevertheless 

he takes seriously the pessimism of the picture which science presents. Implicitly in most of his work he 

parallels the futility of the end of the Universe and the fiitihty of the end of human Ufe in death. 

The hope that he sees in the face of ftitility is that of the resurrection of Jesus. Using 1 Corinthians 15 he sees 

the resurrection of Jesus as the fu-st fruits of not only our own resurrection but also the new creation. 

Througjiout his work he does not explore the biblical passages in any great depth. He also takes from the 

resurrection that the relation between this creation and the next wil l be one characterized by continuity and 

discontinuity'. He then begins to explore the nature of the continuity and discontinuity. In terms of human 

life he suggests that continuity is in terms of human identity. While rejecting dualism, he sees our 

information-bearing pattem being re-embodied in God raising us up. In this he wants to re-use the concept of 

fliesoul in the way tliat Aristotle, and Aquinas spoke of thejform of the body'. We will neecfto ask whether 

this is necessary. In exploring discontinuity, he raises the question of the future of matter and the future of 
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time. He sees the OTipty tomb as important as it speaks for a 'destiny for matter'. That matter will be in a 

different form but he does not develop this. In terms of time, he sees time as inherent to both human beings 

and God's work as God works through process in his world. This means that the new creation wil l have some 

temporality to it. He defends a process of purgation for the cleansing and healing of human beings. 

In this picture he is able to ask what the point of this creation is. He sees the old creation as a place of 

freedom and growth for human beings as God creates with kenotic self-emptying. However, the new 

creation will be a place where creation is drawn into the life of God. In this way the new creation will be 

totally sacramental. Underlying the whole of this is tiie faithfiihiess of God. 

Following on from Polkinghome's work, Russell explores the resurrection in the general area of science and 

religion and its implications for the end of the Universe in particular (Russell 2002a:3-30; Russell 2002b :266-

315) He begins with the suggestion that: 

' I f the predictions of contemporary scientific cosmology come to pass ("freeze" or "fry") then it 
would seem the uiuverse will never be fransformed into the new creation.' (Russell 2002b:267) 

He also seems unaware of the new cosmological discoveries. Nevertheless he wants to approach the problem 

of the futility of the future of the Universe hypothetically, in what he calls in various places a 'worst case 

scenario' or the 'hardest case'. By this he means an emphasis that God will act to fransform the Universe 

radically, with the resurrection understood to have physical imphcations. 

He claims to use Polkinghome as a point of departure, although it must be said that there is littie difference in 

the journey. He is concerned with giving a rigorous framework for the relationships of science and religion, 

which has to be said often obscures his valuable insights. He shares witii Polkinghome the sigitificance of 

relationality and holism, the concept of information of a 'pattern-forming kind', and a dynamic view of reality 

as 'open becoming'. He wants then to push further in a more formal way that theological research programs 

can play a fruitful role in suggesting new dfrections to scientists for their research. This reflects a similarity to 

Pannenberg's questions to scientists. He sees theology as a source of inspiration in the construction of new 

scientific theories and of help in selection rules to choose between theories that explain the available data. 

We can be reasonably positive in all of this. It may be that in trying to over formalise the relationship of 

theology and science, Russell underestimates the complexity of a more organic relationship. It can no doubt 

be argued that theology has been a source of inspiration in the construction of new scientific theories, but it 

of^en works in a general sense or within a complex pattern of influence which includes the personality of 

individual scientists, dynamics within the scientific community, and indeed the culture in general. It may be 

more helpful to see theology more in a questioning role alongside any of its positive contributions, hi 

addition, i f theology can play a fhiitful role for scientists, then scientists have to be convinced by the value of 

the dialogue. As we have seen with Paimenberg, this is far from easy. 
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In fact, Russell adopts this questioning mode when he questions 'nomological universality', that is, wil l tlic 

same laws that govern the past and present govern the ftiUire? (Russell 20O2h:273) I f the resurrection is a 

radically new kind of action by God, does this give theology the mandate to raise such a question? It is an 

interesting line of speculation. While we agree v¥ith the view that the scientific laws are descriptive rather 

than prescriptive , wc need to be a little careful at this stage. It depends on what is meant by 'the laws of 

physics' (Ellis 2002:338). They can mean the laws in an ontological sense, or the laws in an epistemological 

sense. For example, our present laws of physics give us two successful theories, general relativity and 

quantum theory, which at present cannot be fully reconciled. The hope is for a quantum theory of gravity to 

do just that. Thus, what we often call the 'laws of physics' simply represents oui" best models and theories at 

the moment. However, critical realism assumes a deeper realitj' to which our present descriptions exhibit 

verisimilitude. Of course there is then debate over whether there exist laws in the Platonic sense apart from 

God, or whether the laws are better described as God's faithful relationship with and within his creation. 

If Russell is asking whether the laws of physics wi l l be different in an ontological sense in new creation then 

there are obvious problans for the Christian theologian. Is God's faithful relationship different in new-

creation? In addition, how can we talk of continuity or fransformation in the physical Universe i f the very 

laws of physics are different? I f the laws of physics are completely different does this suggest a pichire of 

God's starting again in another creation ex nihilo? Or does Russell mean that our present understanding of 

the laws of physics do not encompass the full picture in terms of a new creation? The resurrection of course 

holds central place in this discussion, and while recognising its importance he does not fully work it through. 

Do we see new laws in the resurrection? In all of this he is a little unclear and inconsistent; claiming later that 

some laws may not change. The obvious question is how theology inspires us to know which ones might 

change and which ones might not. At times he seems to be introducing this suggestion in order to avoid his 

fear that the present scientific picture rules out new creation. 

In spite of these weaknesses, Russell is to be commended for beginning to think about how this might work 

out in reference to specific insights into the Universe and its future. He suggests that God has already given 

the Universe precisely those conditions and characteristics that it needs to be transformed, in terms of 

'elements of continuity' and 'elements of discontinuity' (Russell 2002b:295). In his view science can help 

sort out what is truly essential to creation, and these elements of continuity he sees as temporality, ontological 

openness and mathematics. While our initial sympathy wil l be towards this position, we must ask why these 

are the elements of continuity and what might be the elements of discontinuity? It is simply not enough to ask 

ibr science to decide. Science must be brought into dialogue with systematic theology, which Russell rarely 

does. In particular, he hints at continuity and discontinuity in terms of resurrection, kingdom and 1 

Corinthians 15, but fails in any detailed engagement with such themes. 

3 . 5 What does the theological future hold? 

With the'exception of- Polkinghome and Russell, theological work- on=the lliture of the Universe is-quite 

disappointing. While Moltmann and Pannoiberg have opened up themes of new creation and in particular the 
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importanoc of tlic rcsun-cction, they have sliowii viitually no cngagcinait vi'itli contcmpoiary cosmology and 

ittle engagement specificnlly with the biblical material which has traditionally been at the heart of Christian 

achatolugy. Thia means (hat 

cschatology arc sc^'crcly limited. 

eachatolugy. Thia means (hat their bold urabilions for an all encompasaing and non antliropocen 

Polkingliomc and Russell share the importance of the rcsuncction, but tlicy also show a limited engagement 

both with the ver}' recent cosmological discoveries and with the specific scriptural passages and the 

S} stematic tradition in general. In faimess, they are ready to acknowledge this, speakmg of the need for 

fiirther woric and the 'long term undertaking' of taking questions of eschatolog^' and resurrection forward. 

Polkingliomc in particular has laid effective foundations to enable fiirthcr work to be done. He points forward 

to the need for £in exploration of both matter and time in creation and new creation. He also raises questions 

about Ihe soul and the nature of God's relationship wiQi new creation thai will need more careful examination. 

FoOowing his lead, Russell stresses the significance of rclationality, the concept of information of a pattcm-

fomiing kind, and a dynamic view of reality as open becoming. Each of these issues raises profound 

theological implications, which the community of systematic theologians need to take seriously. 

In the hght of this, our agenda is clear. We need to explore the biblical literature in detail especially in terms 

the images of new creation and resurrection. Do they speak to some of these issues in ways that are both 

fruitfiil and as yet unexplored? We will attempt to do this in Chapters 4 and 5. Nex1 we need to look at the 

nature of time and matter in the new creation as a key way of relating eschatologj' to the physical Universe. 

This will enable a more detailed exploration of the speculations raised by Polkinghome and Russell. This will 

be pre^nted in Chapters 6 arid 7. Finally, in Chapter 8 we will begin to open up some of the implications not 

just for eschatology and the physical Universe, but how the insights we have developed might apply to the 

future of the non-human biological creation, tlie doctrine of providence, and the role of hope in stewardship, 

ethics and apologetics: 
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Systematic theology of course is dependent upon bibUcal scholarship although the extent of that dependence 

is controversial, expanded in die last two centuries by debates concerning the nature of the biblical text. Is 

meaning (and the subsequent authority that this conveys) to be located in the events of history which the text 

records, or in the author's intention or in the reader's response or in the text's relationship to the canon of 

scripture or the overall narrative? (Thiselton 1992; Fowl 1998; Vanhoozer 1998) These questions are 

heightened in the area of eschatology because its primary texts are difficult to interpret and comprise a wide 

range of literary types. In addition in terms of the coherence question of systematic theology we find 

ourselves asking tiie question of how scripture relates to reality and in particular the insights from science. 

While not belittling the importance or tiie complexity of such questions, we agree witii Barth tiiat: 

'theology has. .its position beneath that of the biblical scriptures. While it is aware of all their 
human and conditioned character, it still knows and considers that the writings with which it deals 
are holy writings'. (Barth 1963:32) 

Thus good systematic tiieology has to be based on good biblical exegesis. Yet it is more than that. While 

we may not share all of Brown's conclusions on the role of continuing rex'elation through tradition, he is 

surely right to recognise in the history of the church 'a community of faith in continual process of change as 

fresh contexts trigger fresh handling of inherited traditions' (Brown 1999:57). Brown is concerned with how 

tlieology handles God's revelation of himself. I f tiie supreme revelation of God in the Christian tradition is 

Jesus, then the incarnation implies a revelation within the limitations of a specific cultural context. Therefore 

we are faced witii tiie question of whetiier that revelation is frapped within one particular epoch. Thus in the 

area of eschatology, are the scriptures of any use at all in bringing into dialogue with scientific pictures of the 

future very different to that of first century Palestine? Indeed, i f it is argued that Jesus himself expected his 

own imminent return within the lifetime of the disciples, can we gain anything at all from the scriptures? 

While Brown acknowledges that the Bible is an 'indispensable part of that story' (Brown 1999:1), he argues 

that God takes our historical situatedness seriously and therefore revelation continues beyond scripture in tiie 

fradition of tiie church. Alternatively tiiose from a more evangeUcal view of the text might argue tiiat witiiin 

the scriptures tiiemselves you can see God at work in a process of revelation which involves event, meaning, 

application and hermeneutical community. Hart states fliat 'its very natiire reminds us tiiat tiie message to 

which it bears witness must be rearticulated (and hence reinterpreted) in every age afresh'(Hart 1995:160). 

Hart helpfully characterises tiie Bible as understood in the Christian tradition as 'sermon in nanrative form', 

recognising God has acted in history, but that the scriptures combine events and interpretation within a 

framework of the overarching interpretation of history as the theatre of God's creative and redemptive acts 

(Hart 1995:150). In this way, tiie Christian tiieologian can stand under tiie text in tiie sense it is an objective 

given, but its meaning is to be found in the interaction between the world of the reader and the world of the 

text. This has similarities to the critical reahst view of science, for the event of interpretation must be 

repeated, as its results are only provisional. 
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This reflects the characteristic practice of Methodist theological reflection which has held together the Bible 

with experience, reason and tradition as the focus of God's revelation in the so-called Wesleyan quadrilateral. 

While there remains much debate in terms of the interaction of this quadrilateral and its history, in particular 

the part played by scripture (Thorson 1990; Gunter 1997; Dawes 2004, in press). Nevertheless it opens the 

way for a fruitful dialogue with other sources of truth such as science, while maintaining the central 

importance of the scriptures. On this basis there has been a significant contribution by Methodist scholars to 

the science/religion field, in particular the area of psychology, perhaps due to the emphasis on religious 

experience. However there has also been an increasing contribution in the biological and physical sciences 

(Coulson 1953; Coulson 1955; Bartholomew 1984; Hawkin and Hawkin 1989; Luscombe 2000; Green 2004). 

I come to systematic theology with this Methodist perspective to participate in the 'roundtable discussion' 

with the biblical voices and other contemporary and historical perspectives (Turner 2000:58). This naturally 

intensifies certain theological emphases and also has the danger of being too selective. Nevertheless i f I 

recognise that it is one voice in the wider discussion then it has much to contribute (Thiselton 1992:237-47; 

Wall 1995:50-67). I offer it as a confrast to the more Reformed voices of Russell, Moltmann, Pamienba-g and 

the Anglican voice of Polkinghome. 

In confrast to those who place a sfrong emphasis on reason and fradition, I want to argue for the rediscovery 

of the importance of the biblical material in dialogue with our experience of God at work in the world. While 

valuing the insights of reason and fradition, it seems to me that systematics has too long been held captive by 

philosophical theology. Systematic theology's theological and philosophical framewoik means that it has 

difficulty in doing justice to much of the bibUcal material. For example, it is concerned with the unequivocal 

and presupposes a quest for unity (Goldingay 2000:131). Thus starting from its Gredc framework, fraditional 

systematic theology affirms God's power and knowledge in terms of omnipotence and omnipresence, and 

then fries integrate these with the bibhcal narratives, hi fact, it could be argued that philosophical theology 

has acted within the Western context as a filter for systematic theology (see diagram below). 

Tradition 

Bible 
Experience 

f tillosophlcal Theology 

Systematics 
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However, the nature of systematic theology needs to be much more dynamic in terms of its conversation with 

its sources. The value of the biblical narratives is that they can question philosophical assumptions and 

continually critique the non narrative form of systematic theology. Even those such as Childs and Watson 

who have attempted to treat scripture on its own merits have often used it to elucidate already determined 

Christian doctrines (Childs 1986; Watson 1994). Yet the biblical material can drive systematic theology to 

think more in terms of narrative and to be driven away from its rationalistic base. As Goldingay notes: 

'Traditional systematic theology's strength is its analytical rigor and its emphasis on the law of 
nonconfradiction, but that is also its limitation. Taking bibhcal narrative seriously has the capacity to 
release it from this limitation'. (Goldingay 2000:131) 

Thus concepts such as omniscience, omnipotence, omnipresence and timelessness need to be challenged by 

stories of answered prayer and God expmencing surprise, frustration, grief or anger. At the same time, 

systematic theology can address questions to the text (Wright 2000:207). In particular a Christian approach to 

the text involves acknowledging its authority, gives us mles for reading the text, attending to scripture as a 

whole and a dependence on the Holy Spirit (Hart 2000:183-204). 

We have seen already the influence of certain philosophical assumptions in the approach of certain systematic 

theologians to questions of the end of the physical Universe. The biblical and scientific material can push our 

understandings beyond the confines of Western common sense, by engaging the imagination as well as the 

intellect. So we will attempt to bring the Bible and science into dialogue, not to map one onto the other, but 

to allow the dialogue to botli critique current systematic models and to generate insights for new models. 

This sort of dialogue between the scriptures and science questions the dominance of philosophical theology in 

views of eschatology within systematics. Until recent times, biblical exegesis has become disconnected with 

systematic theology (Childs 1992:xvi; O'CoUins and Kendall 1997:2; Green and Turner 2000:1), in part due 

to the influence of modernity (McGrath 1990:81; Green 2000:24) and the separation of the Bible and 

theology within the academy (Hart 2000:183). This separation was attempted to be addressed in the biblical 

theology movement but the diversity of the canon and the complicated nature of theology meant that it was 

impossible to maintain that the sole role of scripture was to provide theology's content (Ebeling 1963:79-97; 

Motyer 2000:143-164). However, now a numba- of convergent trends are enabling a more fruitful dialogue 

to take place. There has been a shift of focus to treating the text in itself rather than what is behind it, coupled 

with a move from historical criticism to methodological pluralism, and a growing interest in relationship 

between biblical studies and contemporary theology (Green and Turner 2000). We hope to extend and model 

this relationship in what follows. 

hi diagrammatical form we therefore the see the process more like this (and i f space allowed we would also 

add tradition, reason and experience into the model). As well as generating insights for systematics, there are 

also mutual conversations going on, for example between the Bible and science. 
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It is with this understanding of the role of scripture that we will proceed. It challenges us to rearticulate and 

reinterpret the eschatological passages within scripture in dialogue with contemporary scientific insights, 

attempting to understand the events and inteqiretation of the text as pointers to and in the light of God's 

creation and redemption for the whole Universe. It is a position where insights of natural theology can be 

valued within a framework of revealed theology and revealed theology must be worked out in a theology of 

nature (Wilkinson 1990:95-116). Of course this is not the only approach to these questions within systematic 

theology, but it wi l l be offa-ed as a contribution to the wider discussion. In particular we wil l not engage a 

great deal with fradition. This is not to ignore its value, but simply to limit the scope of the discussion. 

However, does eschatology bring with its own unique difficulties in using the biblical images and stories in 

this form of dialogue? Calvin of course reminds us that God in scripture accommodates his communication to 

tlie abilities of the audience. Yet even with this in mind tlie gap between images of the Bible and 

contemporary science seems huge. For example, the history of the interpretation of Revelation shows how 

badly it has been misunderstood (Rowland 1982; Bauckham 1993). Yet the challenge remains to 

recontextualise it for the church and the world (Bauckham 1989:85-102; Rowland and Comer 1989). While 

this been attempted in the pohtical sphere, is it possible to do in the sphere of the end of the Universe? While 

eschatology is generally thought of to refer to a branch of theology concerned with the 'last things', it is not 

simply predictions about the future. I f this was the case then the fundamentalist approach of using biblical 

nairative to predict future actual events, whether they be the French revolution or the creation of a European 

superstate, would be relatively easy. 
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To avoid this trap we need to understand more about biblical eschatology. The distinction between 

eschatology and 'apocalypfic' argued by Rowland is now widely accepted (Rowland 1982). Apocalypfic is a 

particular genre, found within sections of Judaism during the period 200 years before and after Christ. It 

generally has an interest in the last things but is not specifically identified by this interest. It concerns the 

revelation of heavenly mysteries, somefimes in reference to the last things but also tlie nature of the cosmos, 

questions of theodicy and the divine plan of history. Its purpose is often to sustain faith in times of crisis. 

Within the New Testament canon only the book of Revelation belongs to the tradition of Jewish 

eschatological apocalypses as a whole. Nevertheless, apocalyptic images are often used to give an assurance 

of God at woii; in history and the hope for the achievement of God's purposes in the future. This is focused 

in the kingdom preaching, the life, death and resurrection of Jesus. Bauckham comments that it is 'primarily 

a means of expressing the significance of Jesus for the future destiny of the world' (Bauckham 1988:34). 

The error of 'future fimdamentahsm' is to identify apocalyptic as the only genre that addresses the future. As 

we look at the various biblical passages, which have been traditionally used in eschatology, we will need to be 

clear and sensitive about the different genres in both Old Testamait and New Testament. 

Yet can the biblical passages say anything to the world of an accelerating cosmos? The dialogue is not as 

easy as some would think. For example, one commentator on 2 Peter 3:10-13 identifies the biblical verses 

literally with the scientific picture of the end of the Universe: 

'The solar system and the great galaxies, even space-time relationships will be abolished... AH 
elements which make up the physical world wil l be dissolved by heat and uttCTly melt away. It is a 
picture which in an astonishing degree corresponds to what might actually happen according to 
modem theories of the physical universe'. (Reicke 1983:138) 

This commentator does not seem worried that the writer of 2 Peter would be astonished to be told that 100 

billion years would have to pass before these events occur! As well as issues with fimescale, a second 

problem is the degree to which these esehatological images are anthropocentric. Moltmann suggests that 'the 

images of the future in the eschatology of the Bible all expect that the end of the world will coincide with the 

end of the human race' (Moltmann 2002:259). This is an important cautionary word but is not totally 

convincing, as we shall see when we study the images themselves. 

A third problem for some is that when we come to eschatology we enter the reahn of narrative and image. 

McClendon points out that much New Testament teaching on the last things are in 'word pictures' that present 

visual scenes. These pictures should be understood primarily as Ufe-changing rather than giving us the ability 

to specify all of the spatial, temporal and causal connections (McClendon Jr. 1994:75-77). Murphy follows 

this route and ignores the questions of cosmology and concentrates on human identity (Muiphy 2002:202-

218). Again this is an important cautionary word, but it does not mean that the narratives and images are of 

no use to thinking about the future of the physical creation. They should not be rejected out of hand as 

Peacocke is prone to do. In attempting to undCTstand the relationship of the present state of the world and a 

future state of complete ftilfihnent, we do not need to be reduced to what Oberdorfer calls a kind of 'slim 
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eschatology' which concentrates on tiie destiny of tiie individual self witiiout taking into account the Universe 

itself (Oberdorfer 2002:166). Fergusson rightiy comments: 

'Faithfulness to the insights of the prophets and apostles demands that we continue to employ their 
eschatological imagery. This is because their testimony to Jesus is inextricably bound up with 
hopefiil expectation of the futtire... .the eschatological representations of Scripture caimot be 
abandoned but must be seen as real though imaginative discoiu-se which is analogically related to the 
content of hope. This side of eternity hope cannot be conceptualized in any other way. '(Fergusson 
2000:5) 

Green reinforces the point arguing that images are indispensable as the only vehicles available to our 

imaginations for expressing a vision of the world to come (Green 2000:73-88). We will encounter images, 

symbols and narrative but that is to be welcomed. They may point to new ways of expressing eschatology 

and help us to understand the limits of what systematic theology is able to say. Of course the apocalyptic 

images are intended to be taken metaphorically and not literally, but as Schloss comments, 'even in thefr 

figurativeness, metaphors are metaphors of sometiiing, not notiung' (Schloss 2002:58). To reflect on tiiese 

metaphors and images is to reflect on the issues of continuity and discontinuity at the heart of eschatology. 

Our approach to these images wil l recognise their limitations in terms of timescale, cosmology and 

anthropocentric nature, but we will use them to attempt to tease out more of the sermon in narrative form, as a 

way into the principles of creation and redemption at tiie heart of the Christian tiadition. We \yill also 

acknowledge that there is no one uniform 'eschatological model' within the Bible, but many expressions of 

eschatological hope related to the context in which it is applied. The question then is whether there are 

common themes which relate to the work of creation and redemption within these eschatologies? We will use 

tiie resurrection as a focal point in this. This is paitly to reduce the range of what is in reality a very wide 

ranging dialogue. But is it also so that our discussion stays within the faith of the church. 

Philosophical 
Theology 

Bible Scientific Insights 

Resurrection 

Systematics 

64 



We also need to make clear that our methodology includes the hermeneutical assumption of the underlying 

unity of the biblical revelation. This is not to ignore the diversity in different eschatological images in the 

Bible, but the presumption of the Bible speaking witli one voice. 

Biblical eschatology ultimately attempts to give an interpretation of the fiiture in the light of the past and 

present with an invitation to live in the light of that. Following Forsyth, Hart characterises Christian theology 

as 'faith thinking' (Hart 1995:1), for it is a reflection by the community of faith to explore, live and proclaim 

the shape of the truth. We wil l use the eschatologies in the Bible in order to shape our theological thinking in 

this way. Therefore this chapter examines a number of passages in the Old Testament and the New 

Testament, asking the question of whether there is anything to help with systematic questions of eschatology 

and the physical Universe, beyond these passages simply stating that the fmal condition of things fully 

expresses the wil l of God. In all of this we wil l need to be open to a better interpretation of the images. 

While biblical theology has much to offer to models of eschatology and the physical Universe, it is not a one­

way process. Gilkey has commented, 'Bibhcal theology must take cosmology and ontology more 

seriously cosmology does make a difference in hermeneutics' (Gilkey 1961:203). 

4.1 'Heaven' 

Before moving to particulai- passages we need to note the background of the concept of heaven, which has 

become intricately entwined with Christian hope for the future. 'Heaven' is commonly contrasted with earth 

in terms of the spatial sense of 'the heavens' and also in the metaphysical sense of the realm of gods or spirits. 

While the Old Testament lacks 'a single, definitive and comprehensive cosmogony' (Bietenhard 1976:189), 

heaven has a cosmological use, becoming part of the cosmic picture of underworld/earth/heaven, which is 

similar to many ancient oriental ideas. It is the firmament above the Earth (Gen. 1:8) and above it there is tlie 

heavenly ocean (Ps. 148:4-6). Other heavenly ^heres are echoed in the phrase 'heaven of heavens' (Deut. 

10:14; 1 Kings 8:27; Ps. 148:4). Heaven is also used in a theological context, h is the embodiment of 

permanence (Deut. 11:21; Ps. 89:29), and the host of heaven can mean the stars (Deut. 4:19) or supernatural 

beings (Job 1:6). Under Assyrian influence it became the object of worship against which the prophets 

protested (2 Kings 21:3). There is a sense that the whole eschatological order of salvation is prefigured and 

already exists or has happened in heaven so that it precedes the earthly event (Zech. 2f). Indeed, the Son of 

Man is seen as the personification of the eschatological people of God already present in heaven (Dan. 7;13f). 

Central to the Old Testament is the undCTstanding that the Lord created the heavens and the earth, that is, the 

whole Universe (Gen. 1:1; Is. 42:5; Ps. 33:6). Israel took fi^om the cult of Baal a description of Yahweh as 

God or king of heaven and earth to express his total sovereignty (Ezek. 5:11; Dan. 2:18; Deut. 4:39). 

In late Judaism, contact with the ideas of the ancient East meant a variety of cosmological speculations. 

Heaven became a place that one could see through a revelation or journey. There was detailed speculation 

about God's throne and the names, classes and functions of angels. Some believed-that-everything 

corresponds to an archetype and all earthly existence and events are prefigured in heaven. 
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In the New Testament, the primary interest is not a definite geography of heaven as in some Rabbinic writing 

but theological. However it builds on the Old Testament use. 'Heaven and earth' means the Universe (Mt. 

5:18, 34f, 11:25, 24:35; Lk. 12:56), with an occasional reference to the sea in a tripartite formula (Acts 4:24, 

14:15; Rev. 14:7). In the world pictiire, heaven is above, and the stars are set in it so that in some of the 

eschatological discourses about the Parousia it is the stars which fall to earth (Mk. 13:25; Mt. 24:29; Lk. 

21:25; Rev. 6:13, 8:10, 9:1, 12:4). God is acknowledged as Creator and Lord of heaven and earth (Acts 4:24, 

7:49, 14:25, 17:24; Rev. 10:6, 14:7; Mt. 5:34, 11:25). He is said to dwell in heaven without there seeming to 

be any reflection on the difficulties inherent in this situation. Heaven is also a place where treasure and 

inheritance is kept (Mt. 5:12; 2 Cor. 5:1 f) and where the names of the disciples are recorded (Lk. 10:20). 

In common Christian spirituality, the hope of deliverance Irom this world to the 'shadowlands' of heaven, has 

often ignored the link in the biblical material of the link between heaven and earth and the stronger image of 

the future in terms of new creation. On the positive side, heaven is a reminder that tho-e is more to God's 

purpose than just the Earth. Could it be that Moltmann's limited view of eschatology in terms of planet Earth 

and his view that the biblical images are anthropocentric are due to not taking heaven seriously? 

4.2 Isaiah 11:1-9 

With a few exceptions (e.g. Is. 26:19; Dan. 12:2) the Old Testament when speaking about the fiiture generally 

concentrates on this world in terms of justice, prosperity and the blessing of God. Yet it expresses principles 

of God's nature and work that are applicable both to the short term and the long term. 

This is the case with this passage, which is often quoted as a picture of God's new creation, and foUows the 

devastation of Jerusalem (Is. 10:27b-34). However, the prophet then announces that Yahweh will do 

something new and whatever the circumstances his people are to keep their hope. In contrast to the failure of 

the Davidic dynasty, a new royal figure wi l l emerge who will bring justice. Verse 6 changes the images to 

that of a transformed creation. These images portray a radical reordering of the natural world to a world of 

peace. Their setting is in the custom of a child herding the sheep, goats and calves out in the morning and 

back at night. Natural enanies are at peace with and the image of young children suggests a world without 

danger. Tliis is a vision of promise for the weak and vulnerable. Brueggemaim suggests that verses 6-8 are 

linked to verses 1 -5 by virtue that the distortion of human relationships is at the root of all distortions in 

creation (Brueggemann 1998:102). Thus the new scenario for creation is made possible by the reordering of 

human relationships. However the canvas is wider as the prophet links the Davidic king to Adam. This king 

becomes the steward of God's creation and cosmic agent of a new peace in creation. 

The messianic interpretation of this passage has allowed Christians to see. Jesus as the king and the new 

scenario of peace as a picture of the 'new heaven and earth'. Yet two important questions need to be 

66 



answered. Can this passage really be applied to a 'new heaven and earth' and second, how does this 

figurative description relate to the biological and physical world? Brueggemann attempts an answer: 

"..aggression and domination belong to the animal world, and it was ever thus. Therefore this poetic 
scenario is unreal. However, this poem is about the impossible possibility of the new creation! The 
coming king wil l not only do what the world takes to be possible, but will also do what tlie world has 
long since declared to be impossible. I f there is a coming time when 'death wil l be no more' (Rev 
21:4), then it is entertainable that devouring competition and the old practice of the big ones eating 
the little ones is not the wave of the future....This poem is about deep, radical, limitless 
transformation. "(Brueggemann 1998:103) 

Certainly this passage seems to look beyond the mere political dimension. Verse 9 seems to address the 

whole of creation. In fact the passage is echoed in Isaiah 65 in the context of a new heaven and a new earth. 

Yet it is imagery based in the concreteness of our experience. Volf comments: 

' I f the text had not referred to wolves and lambs, to the needy and the wicked, little children and 
cobras, we would have been tempted to think that it is about a world that has nothing to do with our 
own. But it is a vision of our world - our world freed from injustice and destruction.'(Volf 1996:305) 

We therefore need to hesitate before reading too much into this passage. The hope is based on the coming 

king and it is he who is centre stage in the prophet's message. Some may argue that the bloody process of 

survival of the fittest and animals killing each other for food is a result of the fall which wil l in some way be 

corrected in the new creation. Yet that process seems to be essential for the emergence of animals of higher 

complexity and human beings. Will God suspend such a creative process in the new creation? 

4.3 Isaiah 65:17-25 
This passage is important not only in its own right but because of its influence on later Jewish and Christian 

eschatological tliought. It is part of a prophecy into the 5* century BC, porfraying the time of Ezra and 

Nehemiah and the rebuilding of Jerusalem after the exile. The bright hope portrayed in Chapter 60 had not 

yet been fulfilled in terms of stable economy or government. Here the fulfilment of that hope is described, as 

part of Yahweh dealing with opponents (Is. 65:1-16) and confirming his servant in his new city (Is. 66:6-24). 

The exclamatory' 'Behold' (vl7) indicates a change of mood and pace and introduces a key verse: 

' I will create new heavens and a new earth. 
The former things wil l not be remembered, nor wi l l they come to mind'. 

The verb 'create' is a rare word in the Old Testament foxmd primarily in Genesis 1-2, a few psalms and Isaiah 

40-66. Here in verses 17-18 it is used 3 times. A personal pronoun places the emphasis on Yahweh who calls 

attention to himself in the process of creating. Watts comments that these words: 

'portray God as actively creating, forming, shaping, and stabilizing the universe and the historical 
social order from the beginning on into the present And this Creator, Maker, Stabiliser is identical 
with Israel's Saviour and Redeemer who has willed that Jerusalem be restored'. (Watts 1987:94) 

Certainly, the word'create'links the new creation to God's original creative work, 
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What then is 'new'? It may mean a temporal newness in the sense of something that has never existed before 

and therefore is unknown in this time. AUematively it can be used to distinguish what is different from what 

has already existed. Or it may mean something that is 'fresh, pure, young... .or sharp, polished, bright'(Ftlrst 

1867:1404; North 1974-:225-44). The word here is contrasted here with 'the first' or 'the former', something 

that is done in a number of places (Is. 42:9; 43:9, 18; 46:9; 48:3; 61:4; 65:7,16,17). 

Westermaim sees these words echatologically in the sense that only after the old present order has gone can a 

new age be created (Westermann 1969). Yet we need to be careful in not reading later Jewish and Christian 

interpretations into these verses. Are the 'old order' and 'new age' simply the political and economic 

situations of the people of Israel and the city of Jerusalem? In addition, are these verses more concerned with 

God as creator rather than the nature of the new creation? The emphasis on 'new' and 'create' point to 

continuity with the God who created the present Universe. Yet this God is at work now. In fact the centrality 

of God as creator gives the 'new creation' a wider canvas than just the socio-political circumstances of Israel. 

'New heavens and new earth' here may not be a reference here to the totality of creation. Watts argues that 

'new heavens' may represent a new order, divinely instituted in which Persian Empire has Yahweh's sanction 

and Israel is called to be a worshipping and pilgrim people with Jerusalem as its focus. In addition, he sees 

'the earth' as 'the land' suggesting that it is primarily referring to Palestine. The 'new creation' may therefore 

refer to agricultural fertility or a new political or social reaUty for Palestine (Watts 1987:354). 

What is the relevance of this for eschatological thinking about the physical Universe? The force of Watts' 

argument has to be taken seriously. The passage is so based in its historical, political and literary setting that 

it is difficuh to apply it beyond them. However, in its own setting it emphasizes that an understanding of God 

as Creator has relevance to the future whether it be in the realm of nations or cosmology. Just as the passage 

sees hope for a new era for Jerusalem and the people based on the sovereign work of the Creator, so we today 

can apply the understanding of God as Creator to hope in terms of the future of the physical Universe. 

The new creation is to be enjoyed with God (v 18-19) and a contrast to the 'former things' (v l 9b-25): 

'The fortner things' 'The new creation' 

Crying, distress Rejoicing 
An infant dying a few days old A child living to be a hundred 
An elderly person dying prematurely One hundred deemed an early age to die 
Build and another live there Build houses and live in them 
Plant for another to eat Plant vineyards and eat their fruit 

The new creation promises security and longevity in contrast to the history of some three centuries past. It 

paints a picture of an idylhc existence with no violence (v25). Does it point to the perfection of nature like 

that in Garden of Eden? That is pushing it too far. Here is a vision of peace set in the real world of rulers, 

questions about worship, the return to Palestine after the exile and the building of the temple (66:1-5). 
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God is not simply restoring the Garden of Eden. His new creation based on his faithfulness as Creator is 

worked out in the context of political and social reality. In addition, God is able to do something new, that is 

he not confmed to processes of this world. It is worth emphasizing that the new creation, whether in the short 

political term or in the longer term, does not involve the abolition and replacement of the old creation. The 

new creation is described in terms of a renewed and reordered earth. Thus Westermann comments: 

"The words, ' I create anew the heavens and the earth' do not imply that the heaven and earth are to 
be destroyed and in their place a new heaven and earth created...Instead, the world, designated as 
'heaven and earth' is to be miraculously renewed." (Westermann 1969:408) 

4.4 1 Thessalonians 4:13-5:11 

I f heaven as a fiiture escape from the reality of this world has dominated some Christian thinking, the second 

coming of Jesus with an associated rapture of believers has also directed thinking away from the image of 

new creation. We have already seen in the prophecies of some US fundamentalists which have become mass 

market reading, the centrality of 1 Thessalonians 4:13-5:11. In fact this passage has been of central 

importance throughout US fimdamentalism in the 20* century (Walvoord 1964:8; Crutchfield 1992:172-4) 

Here Paul presents a view of the fiature and how that future will arrive. He develops the sense of what 

happens to those who die before the Lord comes again. The extent to which apocalyptic images are used here 

is debated (Kasemaim 1969:131; Sanders 1977:543), but what is clear in verse 14 is that the resurrection of 

Jesus will be the model for that which is to come in the future. Indeed as Morris argues the centre of Paul's 

gospel hes in his apocalyptic interpretation of the Christ event (Morris 1982:88). The concentration of Paul is 

on the incarnation and resurrection as interpreting the future. 

Wright uses this passage to suggest that, "Resurrection is something new, something the dead do not presently 

enjoy; it wi l l be life after 'life after death"'(Wright 2003:215). We will return to such a characterisation of 

resurrection in the next chapter, but it is important to note in passing that this is dependent on interpreting 

'fallen asleep' as a distinct state (v. 14-15). Wright however concedes that Paul is using the language of 

sleeping and waking simply as a way of contrasting a stage of temporal inactivity, not necessarily 

unconsciousness, with a subsequent one of renewed activity. 

Whether having already died or whether still alive, this resurrection occurs at the coming of the Lord fi'om 

heaven (vl 5-16). The dead wil l rise and those who are still alive 'wi l l be caught up together with them in the 

clouds to meet the Lord in the air' (vl7). The obvious parallel here is with 1 Corinthians 15:51-52 with the 

resurrection indicating transformation of the physical body, modelled on the transformation of the risen 

Christ Far from going up on a cloud in a spatial sense, the image evokes Daniel 7:13 to convey a sense of the 

covenant people after suffering and a joining of heaven and eartli in the Lord's reign (Wright 2003:215). 
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There is little explicit here in terms of the non-human Universe. Perhaps that is why the US fiiture 

fundamentalists interpret it in terms of the rapture of human beings. Yet we do see the themes of 

transformation modelled on the resurrection of Jesus, and the bringing together of heaven and earth. Wright 

suggests that apocalyptic language was always poetic and metaphorical and therefore needs to be interpreted 

in accordance with the literary conventions of its own time (Wright 1991:280-338). Thus Paul's imagery of 

trumpets and clouds draw on the images of bibhcal apocalyptic to assure us that God has plans for this 

creation, and that he will not simply desfroy it. Hays comments that the images 'refer to real events in the 

future (i.e., the return of Christ, the resurrection of the dead), but the details of the description are imaginative 

constructs that should not be pressed literalistically' (Hays 2001:130). 

What however is infroduced is the concept of the second coming of Jesus, a feature central to the church's 

Uturgy in 'Christ has died, Christ is risen, Christ wil l come again'. It is interesting that this features little in 

the eschatologies of Pannenberg, Polkinghome or Russell, while in Moltmann the stress is on the millermium. 

Can the second coming say anything to us in terms of contemporar}' eschatology or is it merely an apocalyptic 

image of relevance to the first century? 

Cenfral to the New Testament is an expectation of the return of Jesus although quite what role it fulfils 

theologically is complex (Dunn 1997:42-56; Bauckham 1998:97-110). Borg and others in the 'Jesus 

Seminar' have questioned whether Jesus was expecting his imminent return and the end of the world. They 

conclude that Jesus must be reconsttncted along non-eschatological lines, and that the second coming texts 

were created by his followers (Borg 1994:7-8; Funk et.al. 1997). Robinson had gone fiirther to suggest that 

there was no evidaice in the teaching of Jesus or in the preaching of the church that there should be a second 

coming (Robinson 1957:138). While the concept of when Jesus expected his return has been at the heart of 

eschatological debate, the weight of New Testament scholarship is clear that Borg goes too far to dismiss the 

authenticity of Jesus' own understanding of his return (Ladd 1974; Hoekema 1979:112; Travis 1980; Sanders 

1985; Koester 1992:14; Witherington 1992:28; Sanders 1993; Allison 1998; de Jonge 1998; Ehrman 1999; 

Schwarz 2000:118; Hays 2001:113-131; Thll 2002b). Diversity remams concerning Jesus' own 

understanding and the understanding of the gospel writers. Wright, in particular, has argued that all of the 

apocalyptic sayings in the synoptic tradition were spoken by Jesus as symbolic descriptions of concrete events 

taking place in his own activities (Wright 1996). However, Wright does acknowledge that elsewhere in the 

New Testament we do fmd an expectation of Christ's coming again (Wright 1991:461; Wright 1996:635). 

When we set 1 Thessalonians 4 alongside other Pauline material, we see that Paul looked for a climactic event 

to God's plan in a return of Christ. It has become a standard mantra to repeat that Paul expected the end of 

all things and the Parousia to happen in his lifetime. The actual position is far more complex. While Dunn 

suggests that tlie expectation of an imminent Parousia 'was a prominent feature' in 1 and 2 Thessalonians, he 

denies that such a Parousia is expected in 1 Corinthians, Romans, Philippians or Ephesians (Dunn 1977:325, 

345-6). There is clear evidence that Paul considered the possibility that he would die before the Parousia 

(Kttmmel 1974:240): It is also an obvious fhat the future is often talked about in terms of immediacy: in a 

different way to how it is viewed with hindsight. Granfield makes an important observation: 
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"In one sense the interval between the Ascension and the Parousia might be long or short; but there 
was a more important sense in which it could be only described as short; for tliis whole period is the 
'last days' - the epilogue, so to speak of history - since it comes after the decisive event of the life, 
death and resurrection, and ascension of Christ". (Cranfield 1959:275) 

Leaving aside these debates about 'when', we can ask the question of what role does the second coming play 

theologically? Bauckham and Hart see the Parousia as part of images of hope (Bauckham and Hart 

1999:117), and it certainly is a reminder that the future is not the resuh of history, but depends on the 

sovereign act of God in bringing something new. This is a theme that wil l come out of all of the passages that 

we will consider in this chapter. However, there are a number of other important reminders. 

First, the second coming reminds us that bibhcal eschatology has a focus on Jesus Christ. Barth commented 

that 'Christianity that is not entirely and altogether eschatology has entirely and altogether nothing to do with 

Christ' (Barth 1933:314). In fact we might add to this by saying that eschatology that is altogether and 

entirely not focused on Christ is not Christianity. Thus the Parousia shows that Christ 'has a future with the 

world which is really both his own and the world's future' (Bauckham and Hart 1999:118). 

Second, the images used are suggestive of an eschatological event, which is both in space and time, and yet 

transcends space and time. Hope is focused in a future great event. The fact that 'every eye shall see him' is 

not meant to invite us to imagine worldwide TV coverage, but to suggest that the hmitations of space and 

time no longer apply to this eschatological event. Robinson and Dodd saw the final encoimter with God 

occurring beyond space and time (Robinson 1950:68-69; Dodd 1951:74), but this ignores the importance of 

an event in space and time. The incarnation affirms this physical Universe with its space, time and matter. 

The danger of an 'otherworldly' eschatology is that such an affirmation is devalued. The Parousia and the 

resurrection work with the incarnation in exploring the value but Umits of this creation. 

Third, the second coming is a reminder of the importance of the particular action of God within God's more 

general activity of sustaining and transforming. This is often an unresolved tension within the New 

Testament, yet it needs to be held. God is not the endpoint intervener whose only work within the Universe is 

as deistic Creator and then as 'deistic' Judge. At the same time God is not simply the source of the process 

without having the freedom or will to do the unusual act. The second coming is an imaginative afi5rmation of 

God's unusual yet particular actions within the Universe, especially in the transition to new creation. 

Fourth, the Parousia is a sfrong reminder of the role of God's judgement in this transition (Mt. 25:31^6; Acts 

10:42). Some, such as Wilder, have argued that the urgency of Jesus' ethics cannot be expressed by 'an 

anachronistic and literal Second Coming' (Wilder 1959:193). Wilder is correct to sfress that the ethics of the 

Kingdom are closely linked to seeing God at work in the ministry of Jesus now. However, it is not an 

either/or situation. O'Donovan has commented that apocalyptic eschatology allows us the confidence of 

'confronting a false political order with the foundation of a true one'(0'Donovan 1986:90). While making 

this comment-in the context of the book of Revelation, the same could, be said of the Parousia. The_s©cond 
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coming questions all idols and reinforces the ethics of the Kingdom. Indeed, with the church it warns against 

complacency, empowers mission and gives comfort in the face of suffering and death (Hays 2001:126). 

Fifth, there is a strong sense to the second coming of the appearing or making visible of the Lord Jesus (1 

Tim. 6:14). In contrast to the Jesus who is hidden by the ascension, here he is seen. This could be linked to 

images of judgement as we have seen, but is there something more to it than that? Within the resurrection 

narratives there is the importance of the risen Jesus being seen. This fiinctions as a source of intrigue, 

puzzlement and reahsation of who Jesus is, alongside (as we shall see in the next chapter) the affmnation of 

the body and the hope of new creation. The second coming is a statement of the permanence of these things. 

It is of course important to recognise that what we have in the second coming is not necessarily history 

written in advance but the work of the eschatological imagination. That imagination relates to themes of 

creation, incamation and resurrection, and then points forward. Yet as Wright points out: 

'though the early Christians did indeed hope for a future great event. . .they rested their weight of 
their theology on the event which, they firmly believed, had aheady happened. It was because of the 
bodily resurrection that the second coming meant what it did'. (Wright 2003:582) 

4.5 2 Peter 3:10-13 
The translation of verse 10 as 'the earth and everything in it wil l be burned up' has been used to justify total 

destruction of this creation. This 'burning up' has been identified in various scenarios ranging from the 

fireball of the Big Crunch to utter destruction of the cosmos by fire and replacement by a new one. On this 

view the physical universe has no ultimate place in God's purposes. We need to examine this in some detail. 

The letter of 2 Peter is written to a specific church or groups of churches (2 Peter 3:15) with an apologetic 

content directed against specific objections to Christian teaching and a group of false teachers (Bauckham 

1983; Hillyer 1992; Chester and Martin 1994). At the same time it is seems to be a 'farewell speech' or 

'testament' which contained the characteristics of ethical admonitions and predictions of the fiiture. 

Its central theme is eschatological scepticism, and it responds to a number of attacks. First that the Parousia 

was invented by the apostles as instrument of moral control (1:16-19); second that Old Testament passages 

had been mistakenly interpreted (1:20-21); and third that without the Parousia or the promise of judgement 

life would be morally liberated (2:3b-10a). The final attacks are addressed in 2 Peter 3:3-14. It was claimed 

that the Parousia was expected during the hfetime of first generation Christians but this had been a mistake as 

these Christians were dying (3:4, 9a). In addition, based on a common sense view of the world, there would 

be no judgement or divine intervention because the world continues without interruption (3:4). It is 

interesting to note these attacks in the light of our comments on the Parousia in the context of 1 Thessalonians 

4. In particular, i f there is no prospect of divine intervention the world goes on without interruption and 

without tiew creationT To develop the theme, the Parousia is a reminder that the world is not a closed system. 
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The reply to the attack that the world continues in a regular pattern is twofold (3:5-7). First, the continuance 

and regularities of the world are not self-explanatory. It continues to depend on the will of God. Second, the 

world has not continued without intervention. The word of God acted in Creation and Flood, and it is the 

word of God that decrees that judgement wil l come. Here is a link directly between eschatology and creation. 

The false teachers ignore, overlook or forget the Creation and Flood (v5). The writer links these together 

through 'water' and 'word'. Various Old Testament passages tell of how the sky and the earth emerged out of 

a primeval ocean (Gen. 1:2, 6-9; Ps. 33:7; 136:6; Prov. 8:27-29). It is in this sense that the earth was 'formed 

out of water and by water'. It was by water also that judgement came through the Flood (v6). The allusion 

here is to Genesis 7:11 w^iich describes the cause of the Flood to be the waters of chaos, confined at creation 

above the firmament, pouring through to the earth. Bauckham suggests that phrase 'world of that time' (v6) 

indicates that the Flood has a cosmic dimension in the mind of the writer (Bauckham 1983:299). 

This cosmic dimension comes fi-om the influence of contemporary Jewish apocalyptic sources, which we will 

return to later. At this point we can simply note that 2 Peter is similar to 1 Enoch and other writings of the 

period in viewing history in three periods - the world before the Flood, the present world to be judged by fire, 

and the new world to come. The word of God is active in the transitions between these periods. By his word 

and water God created and destroyed the world. By his word and fire he will judge the present world. As he 

has already created by his word, desti-oyed by his word, then future judgement tiiat is decreed by his word will 

happen, conti-adicting those who say that the world will continue without intervention (v7). 

Though apocalyptic in its language and character, this argument has relevance to our understanding of 

eschatology and the fiiture of the Universe. Scientific predictions of the fiiture of the Universe are based on 

the assumption of the regularity of the Universe shown in the laws of physics. Within their own reakn such 

predictions are useful. However, it is not valid to build a philosophical or theological picture of the fuhire 

simply on the scientific predictions. Such 'scientism' does not recognize that the laws themselves may be the 

description of God's faithfiil upholding of the Universe (Heb. 1:3) or that the God who in creation gives 

regularity to the Universe may at the same time allow himself freedom to work within the Universe in acts 

which go beyond those regularities. The same principle that 2 Peter uses in terms of the Flood could be used 

more positively in terms of the resurrection. The resurrection gives evidence that God can go beyond the 

constraints of the normal pattern of human life and death to new creation. Indeed this is the argument that is 

foundational to 1 Corinthians 15, which we will examine in Chapter 5. 

Yet 2 Peter does not help us much in relating just how the new creation wil l be different from this creation. 

Verse 6 says that the world of that time was 'destioyed'. However, destiiiction by the Flood does not mean 

total annihilation. The world was created out of the primeval ocean and then submerged again. It was a 

cleansing process of judgement without any change in the nature of the world (unless of course one was to 

follow some of the claims of seven-day creationists). The Flood is simply being used to illustrate that God 

can ihtCTvene in judgement, or thai God is in sovereign control of the forces of destruction and judgement. 
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Some have argued that the use of the image of fire for judgement (v7) is dependent on the idea of an 

eschatological world conflagration found in Stoic or Iranian (Zoroastrian) sources. Greek philosophy had two 

main views about the end of the world. Plato, Aristotle, Philo and Heraclitus held to the indestructibility of 

the cosmos. However the Stoics believed in the periodic destruction of the world by fire. Thus a fragment of 

Zeno says, 'The Universe will be destroyed by fire. Everything which has something to bum will bum up its 

fuel' (van der Horst and Mansfield 1974:74). The destruction of the world by fire was part of infmite cycle 

and looked on in positive light. The new world was the same as the old world and there was no sense of 

judganent (von Amim 1921-24:1.510-511). However, was the writer of 2 Peter influenced by these sources? 

Bauckham argues convincingly that the main influence is Jewish apocalyptic. In conti ast to dissolving and 

renewing fire of the Stoics, and the Zoroastrian view of purification, here in the emphasis is on judgement. 

The idea of destruction by fu-e is widespread in the Old Testament, its function being to consume the wicked 

not to destroy the world (e.g. Deut. 32:22; Ps. 97:3; Is. 30:30; Ezek. 38:22; Amos 7:4; Zeph. 1:18; Mai. 3:19). 

As the theme of universal judgement developed it became widespread in Palestinian and Hellenistic Jewish 

eschatology in the post bibUcal period, and in Christian writing. It was often paralleled with the Flood. 

It is in this context that Bauckham comments that the image of fire is an: 

'apocalyptic image, it is an image which remains powerful today, evoking both the threat of nuclear 
holocaust and the eventual reabsorption of our planet into the expanding Sun.' (Bauckham 1983:302) 

It is interesting in the first place that he feels the need to make such a comment. He is not alone among 

commentators in trying to link the biblical picture to the future of the Universe as science pictures it. 

However his link is unconvincing. The image used in 2 Peter, as Bauckham himself has pointed out in 

reference to the context and Jewish apocalyptic background is primarily about judgement rather than 

cosmology. While nuclear holocaust in the popular mind may be an image of fiery judgement on the 

technological arrogance and violence of human beings, the eventual reabsorption of our planet into the Sun 

has no relation to judgement at all. As we have seen in Chapter 2 technological development of human 

beings in the next few bilUon years may allow them by travel to another planet avoiding any 'fierj ' 

judgement'! This careless comment by such a careful commentator illustrates the need to better relate 

Christian eschatolog}' to the physical Universe. (It is also worth noting that in fact fu^e is not the important 

factor in nuclear holocaust. More destruction would be caused by nuclear winter and longer-term radiation 

damage. The better image of nuclear holocaust is of a never-ending cold dark night.) 

Verses 8-10 now pick up the second line of attack, that of the delay of the Parousia. The first response is to 

point out that this delay is not serious from the Lord's perspective, using Psahn 90:4. Some have argued that 

this verse in 2 Peter refers to the Day of Judgement lasting a thousand years, based on many Jewish and 2"'' 

century Christian texts, in which eschatological chronology uses the formula 'A day of the Lord is a thousand 

years'(Allmen 1966:262). However, this is~a very different context to where such an exegetical formula is 

used: There are parallels in Jewish literature where Psalm 90:4 is used to contrast the brevity of human life 
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and God's eternity, and this is often used in apocalyptic contexts. Thus the argument is that those who 

complain of delay do not understand that from the perspective of eternity it is only a short time. 

This does not mean that time becomes unimportant or that God is understood to be totally separated from 

time. I f time means nothing to God then the very idea of the delay of the Parousia becomes meaningless. 

Are these temporal gaps within 'Christ has died, Christ is risen, Christ wil l come again' significant in 

reminding us of God's serious commitment to the nature of time in this creation? 

While recognizing that God's perspective, the author of 2 Peter encourages Christians not to discard its 

immanent expectation. As Bauckham has pointed out elsewhere, the holding in tension of immanent 

expectation and delay was a characteristic of Jewish and Christian apocalyptic (Bauckham 1980:3-36). The 

writer then goes on to confradict the scoffers in terms of a classic text (Hab. 2:3) that was a key verse tor 

reflection on the problem of delay in Judaism. But then a theological understanding is offered for the delay. 

The delay reflects God's patience in deferring judgement and giving an opportunit}' for repentance (v9). 

The image of the thief (v 10) is taken from the parable of Jesus and is used to convey the unexpectedness and 

threat of the judgement (Mt. 24:43; Lk. 12:39). It is linked with the heavens disappearing 'with a roar'. This 

image of disappearing or 'pass away' is used in the gospels (Mt. 5:18; 24:35; Mk. 13:31; Lk. 16:17; 21:33). 

'With a roar' is an onomatopoeic word communicating hissing, whizzing, cracking or roaring of flames. It 

could also refer to God's thunderous roar that announces his coming and i f this were the case it would place 

more emphasis on judgement rather than physical effects. 

The 'elements' (v 10) may better be franslated as 'heavenly bodies'. Although the word may reflect the belief 

that the Universe is made out of the four elements of w ater, air, fire and earth, 'heavenly bodies' referring to 

sun, moon and stars is a meaning well attested for in the second century AD. For example, Apoc. Pet E5, 

which follows 2 Peter 3:12 or Isaiah 34:4 or both, took the reference to be to the stars. Some have argued that 

the 'heavenly bodies' are in fact angelic powers. This may be an additional meaning but does not defract 

fiom 'stars', as stars were beUeved to be controlled by spiritual beings. 

Yet all of this uncertainty of meaning is overshadowed by the last part of the verse 'the earth and everything 

in it wil l be laid bare". The basic meaning of the words in English is 'the earth and the works in it will be 

found', and the uncertainty of what this means has led to numerous varieties of translation and intapretation. 

Some English franslations use variant readings in alternative manuscripts to suggest 'wil l be bumed up', 'wil l 

vanish' or 'wi l l be found dissolved', but there is little evidence that these were original. The phrase 'wil l not 

be found' has 2 occurrences in ancient versions but not in the Greek MSS. This makes sense of the verse but 

it can only be a later emendation of text. Some argue that 'not' was missed out in an early version of the 

copying of the letter. Other scholars argue for various emendations to give the meanings 'wi l l be burned', 

'wil l be consumed by conflagration', 'wi l l flow together', 'wi l l be singed', 'wi l l be judged', 'wil l be healed', 

'the earth and the works which are found in i t ' , 'the earth and the works in it willl)e found useless', 'the earth 
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and all that is in it will be found as chaos' or 'it shall be found to the earth according to the works in it ' . 

Others question the reading, arguing that it is in fact a rhetorical question 'wi l l they be found?' 

Such diversity cautions against any hasty conclusions as to the meaning of the phrase. Yet the most attractive 

solution is to take the words simply as 'the earth and everything in it will be found' in the sense of will be 

made manifest before God's judgement. The Old Testament usage does not seem to support the absolute use 

of 'to fmd' meaning 'to subject to judgement'. However, as Bauckham suggests, general familiarity with that 

usage could have influenced the choice of words in 2 Peter. The verb 'to find' is used in contexts concerned 

with moral or judicial scrutiny where sin or righteousness is found (e.g. 1 Sam. 25:28), someone is found 

righteous (e.g. Dan. 5:27) or where a criminal is detected or found (Ex. 22:8). This interpretation is 

supported by the suggestion that the passive form perhaps indicates a divine passive, that is, these things wil l 

be discovered or found out by God (Wenham 1987:477-9; Wolters 1987:405-13). It is an interpretation with 

a long history (Wilson 1920-21:44-45) and fits with the context that is of the Parousia as a time of judgement. 

Bauckham rightly comments that 'the destruction of the universe is of interest to the author only as the means 

of judgement on men and women' (Bauckham 1983:319). In relating these biblical images to the future of the 

physical Universe we must always keep that as a primary concern. 

Vases 11-16 now turn to a description of the new heaven and earth. The 'day of God' (vl2) is a reminder 

that the new heaven and earth is a direct work of God. The phrase 'the heavenly bodies will melt in the heat' 

picks up verse 10 and derives fi-om Isaiah 34:4. The verb 'to melt' is also used of the melting of the 

mountains at the eschatological coming of God (Is. 63:19-64:1). The link with Isaiah is developed also in the 

promise of a new heaven and earth. It is found throughout Jewish apocalyptic (e.g. 1 Enoch 45:4-5) and in 

early Christianity (e.g. Mt. 19:28; Rom. 8:21; Rev. 21:1). 

What do we make of this cosmic dissolution (vlO -12)? We have already pointed out the parallel to the Flood 

(v 4-7). The writer sees such events as demonstrating a creator God who is able to work in human history in a 

dramatic and physical way. Within the context of the apocalyptic images and the difficulty of recovering the 

original meaning, some intervention of God in the physical Universe accompanying a time of judgement is 

envisaged. Therefore, total destruction of the present creation cannot be justified by these verses. Bauckham 

concludes that such passages 'emphasise the radical discontinuity between the old and the new, but it is 

nevertheless clear that they intend to describe a renewal not an aboUtion of creation'(Bauckham 1983:326). 

The passage is not written for the puqjoses of cosmology but to give Christians hope and urge them to live 

Uves consistent with the new creation ' in which righteousness is at home' (vl3). Once again we have a 

passage that speaks of a renewal of creation, alongside judgment with the action of God being central. 

4.6 Revelation 21:1-8 
This passage once again uses Isaiah 65:17 and has also been used to justify the picture of God destroying the 

old„creation.before bringing in a new creation. This form of apocalyptic Uterature does.not give us.histoiy of 

the future, but imaginative theological insights into the purposes of God (Robinson 1950:34; Hil l 2002:128). 
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It is a carefully crafted passage. The angelic speech from the throne is framed by the verbal parallels of 'the 

first heaven and earth had passed away' ( v l ) and 'the former things had passed away' (v4). The main 

elements of John's vision in verses 1 -2 are referred to in reverse order by the voice from the throne (v3-5a). 

to addition, 'new' (via), 'first' (vlb), 'passed away' (vlb) and 'no longer exists' (vlb) occur in reverse order 

in verses 4b and 5a. Verse 5a is the transition verse leading to verses 5b-8 which is a speech from God, of 

which the only other instance in is Revelation 1:8. 

The 'new heaven and new earth' is 'infroduced abruptly and enigmatically' (Aune 1998:1116). This raiewal 

of creation in ancient Judaism is referred to in a variety of ways in Jewish apocalyptic literature as the fmal 

eschatological act (1 Enoch 45:4; 91:16; Bib. Ant. 3:10). A number of other passages refer to the recreation 

or fransformation of an eternal heaven or an eternal earth or both. It is difficult to distinguish between 

creation and fransformation in these passages. Some passages refer to the creation of a new heavai and earth 

(1 Enoch 72:1), 'new nature' (Sib.Or. 5.212), 'new creation' (Jub 1:29), and a transformation or renewal of 

heaven and earth (1 Enoch 45:4-5; 2 Apoc. Bar. 32:6; 44;12; Bib. Ant. 32:17; Jub 1:29; 4 Ezra 7:30-31,75). 

However we get a better picture of the meaning of Revelation's 'new heaven and earth' i f we see it in context 

with the second part of the verse, 'for the first heaven and first earth had passed away, and there was no 

longer any sea' (vlb). Some scholars put this together with the earliei- verse, 'Earth and sky fled from his 

presence, and there was no place for them' (20:11b) to argue for a complete destruction of the physical 

Universe (Vogtle 1985:301-33). However, a majority of scholars think that a renewal or fransformation of the 

cosmos is in view (Caird 1966:260,265- 66; Bauckham 1993:49-50). We note the following reasons. 

First, destruction of the cosmos by fire is not mentioned anywhere in Revelation. As we have seen 2 Peter 3 

speaks of the Flood and future judgement of the world by fire. This was also a tradition in early Judaism with 

two destructions of the world by water and fire (Adam and Eve 49:3). This is quite different from the cyclic 

destruction found in Greek sources. The Old Testament and early Judaism demonsfrate a link between divine 

judgement and fiery destruction but it is often difficult to determine whether this is complete or partial 

destruction of the world (Kittel and Friedrich 1964-76:6.936-41). The etmiity of God is sometimes 

contrasted with the temporary existence of the heavens and earth (Ps. 102:25-26), while destruction of the 

Earth by fire is predicted in Zephaniah (Zeph. 1:18; 3:8) but this probably refers to the destruction of nations, 

not the Earth itself (Berlin 1994:133). At least a partial destruction of the world by fire is expressed or 

implied in Isaiah 51:6 and 66:15-16, to several early Jewish apocalyptic texts, complete destruction of the 

cosmos is clearly in view (e.g. Sib. Or. 2.196-213; IQH 11:32-33). These texts originate from the 2"* century 

BC and earlier, and may show the influence of Stoicism although the infinitely repeated destiuction of the 

cosmos is never adopted. Other texts show some evidence for the belief that heaven and earth are stable (2 

Apoc. Bar. 19:2; Tg. Jer 33:25). The apocalyptic theme of the destiiiction of the heavens and the earth occurs 

occasionally in early Christianity (e.g. Justm 1 Apol. 20.1 ^ ) . It has been argued by some that it is present to 

the teaching of Jesus (e.g. Lk. 16:17), however the disappearance of heaven and earth here is simply a 
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metaphor of contrast for the permanence of the Torah. Thus, the writer of Revelation 21:1 has a host of 

images of the destruction of the cosmos to use yet no reference is made to them. This stiengthens the case for 

believing that transformation of the cosmos is being pictured. 

Second, Bauckham suggests that the apocalyptic writing of Revelation 21:1 shares an understanding of other 

new creation passages also based on Isaiah 65:17 which have parallels referring to the renewal rather than 

destruction of creation (e.g. 1 Enoch 72:1; 91:16; 2 Bar 32:6; 44:12)(Bauckham 1993:48). 

Third, the confrast between 'new' and 'first' (v 1) means not a literal new creation but a figurative prediction 

of a radicaUy changed cosmos (Beale 1999:1040). The word 'new' (kainos) usually indicates newness in 

terms of quality rather than something new which has never been in existence (Beasley-Murray 1974:312; 

Harbeck et al. 1976:669-74; Mullholland 1990:315). This change is about ethical renewal but also a 

'transformation of the fiindamental cosmic stiucture including physical elements' (Beale 1999:1040). Beale 

does not specify what those physical elements might be but he points to the contiast between 'there wil l be no 

more night' (Rev. 22:5) and Genesis 8:22 'While the earth remains... day and night wi l l not cease'. 

Fourth, some commentators argue that the allusions to Isaiah probably understand Isaiah as prophesying the 

fransformation of the old creation rather than an outright new creation ex nihilo. A b ansformation of creation 

is necessary to provide the correct environment for the eternal kingdom (Black 1976:15; Aune 1998:1116). 

If then there is a good basis for beheving that Revelation 21:1 portiays a transformation of creation, what part 

does the final part of the verse play, that of 'there was no longer any sea'? The sea is represented in many 

different contexts in the Old Testament. The Lord is its Creator and contioUer, he compels it to confribute to 

human good, it utters his praise and there are many manifestations of the Lord's power against it (Gen. 1:9f; 

49:25; Ex. 14-15; Deut. 33:13; Ps. 77:16; 104:7-9; 148:7; Is. 17:12; Jer. 6:23; Jonah 1-2). However, one of 

the major themes is the Lord's combat with the sea (Kloos 1986:81-83). He sets borders or guards on the sea 

(Jer. 5:22; Job 7:12), rebukes or is angry at the waters (Is. 1:2; Nah. 1:4; Hab. 3:8; Ps. 18:6; 29:3) and dries up 

the waters (Is. 19:5; JCT. 1:38; 51:36; Ezek. 30:12; Nah. 1:14; Ps. 18:16; Job 12:15). Underlying this is the 

belief that the sea personified the power that fought against the deity, a negative symbol for chaos and evil. 

Against that background, Beale points out that in Revelation the sea is identified in a number of ways, as the 

origin of cosmic evil (4:6, 12:18, 13:1, 15:2), the rebellious nations (12:18, 13:1), the place of the dead 

(20:13), the primary location of the world's idolatrous tiade activity (18:10-19), and a litCTal body of water 

sometimes used with 'earth' to represent totality of old creation (5:13, 7:1-3, 8:8-9, 10:2, 14:7). He suggests 

that in Revelation 21:1 it probably carries all these five meanings. Therefore new creation with no longer any 

sea means no threat from Satan, other nations, death, no more idolatry, and no more chaos. 

Other commentators have also suggested that the sea represents separation betweai groups of people and 

nations ahd~so such a separation wil l be no more, since all are in new community with God'and one another 

(Boring 1989:216; Hughes 1990:222). Mealy has even suggested»that primary reference is to the heavenly 
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sea which served as veil in the sky separating God's presence from earth but will be eliminated from the new 

creation (Mealy 1992:192-212). The force of all of these suggestions is that there wil l be no more tribulation 

for God's people in a renewed creation where there is direct fellowship with God and one another. 

However, Bauckham goes further in suggesting that 'no sea' means that the new creation is characterized by 

one feature that makes it really new different to the old creation (Bauckham 1993:53). With no sea, the 

waters representing destructive evil and chaos are finally no more. The judgement of the old creation and the 

inauguration of the new are not so much a second Flood but a final removal of the threat of another Flood. 

The new creation is thus eternally secure beyond the threat of evil. This is supported by Revelation 11:18 

alluding to Genesis 6:11 -13,17 so forming a parallel between the Flood and eschatological judgement. 

The emphasis then of Revelation 21:1 is not on the passing away of material elements of the old world but on 

the passing away of evil. That is not to say that the verse does not portray discontinuities between the old 

creation and the new creation. However, the 'newness' of the new cosmos will have maintained continuifies 

and will be a renewal of the old creation (Harrisville 1960:99-105). 

This is the position argued by some commentators not only on the text itself but also on the basis of parallel 

with the resurrection (Farrar 1964:213; Sweet 1979:297). Indeed, the parallel with the resurrection raises 

some important questions. I f resurrection can only occur after the death of the body, does this mean that 

renewal of the cosmos can only happen after destruction of this present cosmos? This understanding of new 

creation following the pattern of Christ's resurrection can be demonsfrated by the exegetical link between new 

creation and resurrection (Beale 1999:298), First there are aUusions to Isaiah 65:16-17 in 2 Corinthians 5:14-

17 and Colossians 1:15-18. Second, Revelation 3:14 is also an allusion this the new creation prophecy which 

has begun to be fulfilled in the physical resurrection of Christ who is described as 'the Amen, the faithfiil and 

true witness, the ruler of God's creation'. Beale suggests that this is a literary development of Christ's title in 

Revelation 1:5 'the faithful witness, the firstborn fk»m the dead, and the ruler of the kings of the earth. The 

second part of 3:14 is better franslated, 'beginning of the creation of God'. This does not link Jesus to the 

original creation but is an interpretation of the resurrection from 1:5. That is, his resurrection is viewed as 

the beginiung of a new creation in parallel to Colossians 1:15b, 18b. While this link between new creation 

and resurrection is sfrong, the parallel is not sfrong enough to support the conclusion that this creation needs 

to be completely desfroyed before fransformation can completely take place. We might expect this creation to 

bear the marks of death, that is, it is destined to futility. At the same time the context of transformation gives 

new creation some difference to individual human death and resurrection. 

Returning to the rest of the Revelation 21 passage reinforces the above conclusions about the nature of the 

new creation. God is pictured as coming to live with his people paralleling Old Testament passages with 

similar tiiemes (Lev. 26:11-12; Zech. 2:10b-l 1; Ezek. 43:7; Ex. 29:45). Verses 4-5a fill out the nature of the 

new creation as a place of peace and re-emphasize that the previous things have passed away because God is 

making everything new. This is a claim to the certainty of the fiiture age and its all-encompassing nature. 

79 



The central message of Revelation is then summarized in the portrayal of God as Alpha and Omega, 

Beginning and End (v5-8). The latter phrase is a widespread Hellenistic divine title which has cosmological 

rather than temporal significance emphasizing tlie totality of the sovereignty over the created order and 

history (vanUnnik 1976;Beale 1999:1055). 

What then are we to take from Revelation 21:1-8 in terms of its eschatology as it may relate to the physical 

Universe? First, we see the relationship between resurrection and new creation as key in understanding the 

passage and indeed the wider eschatological implications. Second, the vision focuses not on the physical 

universe but on the glorified community of believers. It is interesting i f not striking that such an important 

cosmic event is referred to so briefly and with the mention of the sea. It is yet another reminder that 

cosmological speculation is of little importance compared to the hope for the individual beUever or Christian 

community in these passages. This has to be an important cautionary word for any work on the physical 

Universe. Third, the universality of the eschatological new beginning derives from an understanding of God 

as creator of all things. Bauckham comments that this understanding: 

'was not only integral to Jewish and Christian monotheism; it was also essaitial to the development 
of Jewish and Christian eschatology. I f God was the transcendent source of all things, he could also 
be the source of quite new possibihties for his creation in the fiiture. Creation is not confined for 
ever to its own immanent possibihties.' (Bauckham 1993:48) 

Just as the resurrection was based on God giving new life, so eschatology was based on God as creator. 

Creation and new creation must be held together. Bauckham extends this and attacks models that make God 

dependent on the Universe: 

'A God who is not the transcendent origin of all things but a way of speaking of the immanent 
creative possibilities of the universe itself cannot be the ground of ultimate hope for the future of 
creation. Where faith in God the Creator wanes, so inevitably does hope for the resurrection, let 
alone the new creation of all things'. (Bauckham 1993:51) 

Thus, this passage from Revelation fits into the apocalyptic tradition in giving a radical attitude to the fiiture. 

Yet it does not warrant a complete destruction of this creation. Here we have again the renewal of the old by 

a radical transformation, not its abolition. This is in line with the view of Chester (Chester 2001:73) and 

Rowland's view that this is an ultimate rejection of a detached other worldly spirituality. Instead heaven 

comes down to earth where the created reabty becomes one (Rowland 1985:292-4). 

4.7 Romans 8:18-30 
In the history of the relationship of science and religion it can be argued that with Galileo, Darwui, and Freud, 

human beings are 'mere fragmeaits in a world that appears to be neither about us nor for us' (Durant 1985:9). 

So far in this chapter we have considered biblical passages that have focused on the fiiture of creation. We 

might ask whether Durant's comments could be extended to eschatology. Are human beings irrelevant to the 

whole picture? In the last section we noted the cenfrality of the future of the human community, but is that 

true elsewhere? Indeed, what is the relationship of the future of human-beings with-the future ofrthe physical 

Universe? As we have seen Rees, Dyson and Tipler are fascinated with such a qiiestion. 
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Inevitably one o f the biblical passages which is immediately employed in this area is Romans 8:18-30. Yet it 

is not an easy passage to interpret. I t has a long history o f interpretations (Rudnim 1989:34-54), but very few 

relate to the physical nature o f the Universe and its future, even when commenting extensively on such a 

'cosmic' passage. We therefore need to look at it in some detail being sensitive to questions about creation. 

4.6.1 Pauline Eschatology 
Romans 8 needs to be seen in its context o f its place in Romans but also in its general context o f Pauline 

eschatology, which in turn is set in its own context o f Jewish and Christian eschatology. hi this we need to be 

clear o f the complexity o f Pauline eschatology (Plevnik 1997). As Johnson comments, 

'Paul's eschatological language is made up of several not entirely reconcilable elements that are put 
together in a variety o f ways depending on the circumstances... he deploys aspects o f eschatological 
expectation as its fits paraenetic needs, rather than as it fits wi th in a system' (Johnson 2001:433). 

Having said that, there are still some broad themes tliat we can note. 

The first is that creation and consummation are held together (Dahl 1964:422-443; Bridger 1990:297). Paul 

reflects the Jewish sense o f the linear nature o f history that is dependent on the purposes o f God being worked 

out between creation and consummation. Second, the l ink between creation and consummation is 

Christological, that is, it is Christ who is both Creator and Consummator (Wright 1986:70). Third is the idea 

o f transformation o f this creation into new creation: 

'The fiindamental idea here is not the conformity o f the eschatological salvation with the original 
creation but that creation as described in Genesis prefigures the whole history o f the world, including 
its eschatological ful f i l lment . ' (Dahl 1964:429) 

The new creation is not a return to Eden. It is better than the old since it is freed f rom the corruption o f sin. 

This is shown in the Adam/Christ contrast (Rom. 5) where the curse o f Genesis 3:17-18 is l i f ted by the 

obedience o f the second Adam. This saise o f discontinuity between the old and new creation is also present 

in Paul and Messianic Judaism in thinking about the physical universe. The resurrection is to incorruptibility 

(1 Cor. 15) and even the light o f the heavenly bodies in new creation exceeds that o f the old (Is. 30:26). 

4.6.2 Cosmic IHope 
In the light o f this we now turn to Romans 8:18-30. It is preceded by Paul's discussion o f the problem of sin 

and the concepts o f liberation, sonship, resurrection and the role o f the Spir i t Already we encounter some 

key questions. What does it mean for creation to be 'liberated'? How does sin affect the physical creation? 

Paul has been setting out that we are 'heirs o f God and co-heirs wi th Christ' ( v l 7 ) but now has to ask how this 

relates to our earthly existence. I f we have been given such a privileged position, then does this mean that we 

w i l l be protected f rom suffering and further is there any point to our earthly existence? However, the 

sufFerings^f this vvorld are real and Paul interprets them as sharing in the siifferings o f Christ as a necessary 

part o f sharing in his glory. Here we have a strong link between the suffeiings o f this creation and the glory 
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of the new creation. Indeed, one seems necessary for the other. Thus, on this view, the fu t i l i ty o f tlie present 

Universe is necessary for the emergence o f new creation brought about by the action o f God. 

Paul wants to get this into perspective pointing out that the present suffering is outweighed by the future glory 

( v l 8 ) . Paul's use o f ' I consider' signifies strong assurance. Cranfield speaks o f ' f i r m conviction reached by 

rational thought on the basis o f the gospel', while Du im rightly qualifies this by effectively adding 'and 

experience o f the Spirit ' . The present sufferings may be from a number o f sources such as sin, the 

persecution o f Christians, or l i fe in this fragile world. Commentators generally see in reference to the 

'present' a reference to the era between the first and second comings o f Christ. This tension between the 

beginning o f the new creation and the end o f this creation leads to some disagreement on 'the glory that w i l l 

be revealed in us'. Cranfield sees this revelation already real in some sense, a revelation o f God's glory in the 

lives o f the persons transformed by it. Dunn however sees it as something fiiture, belonging to the transition 

to heaven (Durm 1988:468). Dunn's argument, although rightly stressing the future revelation, does not do 

sufficient justice to the sense o f the glory now (2 Cor. 4:7-5:5). 

On the basis o f verses 17 and 18 we are left wi th the important question o f whether suffering is a necessary 

preliminary to the coming glory. Sanders has pointed out that it is d i f f i cu l t to document the belief that 

suffering must precede the coming o f the kingdom in Jewish thought before A D 135 (Sanders 1985:124), and 

indeed the best parallels come from post AD 70 hterature shaped by the trauma o f fal l o f Jerusalem (Strack 

and Billerbeck 1926:3: 244-45). However, Dunn argues that the idea fol lows directly f rom Daniel 7:21-22, 

25-27; 12:1-3, and is afready implici t in other writings (Jub 23:22-3]^TMos. 5-10; 1 QH 328-36; S/A. Or. 3.632-

56). He then quotes Matthew 3:7-12 to support this. However, this is primarily an image o f judgement. 

Durm is quite right to l ink this to the coming glory, but it is riot valid to immediately identify the present 

sufferings wi th judgement. In fact the rest o f the passage speaks o f these sufferings not as judgement but 

linked wi th the 'pain throughout creation'. As Gore put i t , 'here we have, as nowhere else in the Bible. . .a 

man who feels with the pain o f creation' (Gore 1902:305). O f course it could be argued that the fu t i l i ty o f the 

creation is part o f God's judgement on it, but this is slightly different to claiming that there was a widespread 

belief that suffering precedes the glory. Paul certainly recognizes that this creation involves suffering in a 

way that the new creation w i l l not, but stops short o f claiming that such suffering is necessary to glory. 

to fact the creation waits in expectation for the revelation o f that glory ( v l 9 ) . AjioKopaSoKia is an unusual 

word signifying the persistent expectation o f stretching the head forward or craning the neck. While some 

suggest that this mvolves both curiosity and some uncertainty (Fitzmyer 1993:505), most commentators 

interpret the image as confident expectation (Denton 1982:138-40). 

More disagreement has been about what Paul means by 'creation'. The most obvious meaning would be the 

sub personal creation (Morris 1988:320). However, other commentators find the personification o f creation 

and its need for liberation di f f icul t and so think 'creation' refers to human beings, for example 'the world in 

so far as it is distinct from the church' (Leenhardt 1961:123) or the 'non-believing human world'(Schlatter 
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1959.269-75; Gager 1970:329), or simply 'mankind' (Manson 1980:946). Christian tradition has also given a 

variety o f interpretations including Origen's 'mankind both believing and unbelieving and also the angels', 

'angels only ' (Fuchs 1949:109) and 'sub human nature together wi th mankind in general' (Barth 1959:99f). 

None o f these interpretations are convincing. Ambrosiaster, Cyri l , Chrysostom, Calvin and the majority o f 

recent commentators have argued strongly that it refers to 'sub-human nature only' (Sanday and Headlam 

1902:212; Cranfield 1975:411; Kasemann 1980:233; Fitzmyer 1993:505). Believers must be excluded since 

they are conti-asted wi th creation (v 23). The phrase 'not by its own choice' (v 20) seems to rule out human 

beings as this includes Adam, and the suggestion that Paul is referring here to angels seems very unlikely. 

Perhaps Paul did not intend a precise definition, but it does seem clear that Paul was speaking o f the sum total 

o f sub human creation both animate and inanimate. 

The personal language when referring to creation is not unusual in the context o f the Old Testament (Is. 35:1-

2; 55:12-13; Ps. 96:11-13). This raises an interesting parallel that has relevance to our understanding o f 

creation. The personification o f nature is often used to view creation pointing towards the glory o f the 

Creator God (e.g. Ps. 19:1). Indeed Paul has akeady emphasized the way that God reveals himself through 

the natiiral world (Rom. 1:20). Such a biblical base is often used by those who speak o f a revival o f natiiral 

theology within the dialogue between science and religion (Polkinghome 1998b). Such a revised natural 

theology does not fa l l into the traps o f the classical proofs for the existence o f God but identifies insights into 

the nature o f the world revealed by science that point to something beyond the scientific description o f the 

Universe. Thus, the anthropic finitfulness o f the Universe, its intell igibil i ty and tiie awe it invokes can be 

pointers to a Creator God. They are not proofs and they fa l l short o f any f u l l and reliable description o f the 

nature o f such a God, but they point to ti-anscendence. 

The image o f creation craning its neck forward is helpful in suggesting that the nature o f this creation points 

forward to its own limitations and the coming of new creation. Just as some aspects o f the Universe give 

pointers back to a Creator God, other aspects may point forward to new creation achieved by the sovereign act 

o f God. These aspects include the 'present sufferings' but also the sense o f fu t i l i ty concerning the future o f 

the Universe revealed by science. The Christian doctrine o f creation would expect certain pointers forward to 

new creation. The fut i l i ty o f the future o f the Universe is therefore not a problem for Christian eschatology. 

Thus Russell is misleading to argue, ' I f the predictions o f contemporary scientific cosmology come to pass 

("freeze" or " f r y " ) then it would seem the universe w i l l never be ti-ansformed into the new creation' (Russell 

2002b :267). The fact that at the moment the Universe seems destined to 'freeze' is a pointer to new creation. 

Barrett suggests that Paul 'is not concerned with creation for its own sake' (Barrett 1957:165). This is correct 

in that Paul sees creation as,a stage in God's purposes which has already wi th in it pointers towards a better 

future. This is in line w i th the expectation in Judaism o f a renewal and transformation o f nature. However, 

creation is jmportant in pointing forwani to new creation and the importance o f redeemed human beings as 

key to that new creation. This passage does not say that tiiis creation is worthless, for as Dunn rightly 
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comments, 'redemption embraces the material creation. . .as the chmax to a divine purpose, pursued from the 

beginning o f creation, now Hearing its f l i l f i lment ' (Dunn 1988:470). The link between creation and the 'sons 

o f God' is a clear allusion to the Genesis narratives. So Dunn continues, 'as creation in the beginning had its 

role in relation to man, the croun and steward o f creation, so creation's rediscovery o f its role depends on the 

restoration o f man to his intended gloty as the image of God' (Dunn 1988:487). 

This challenges those who would underestimate the importance o f both human beings and the material 

creation. It also questions any eschatology that stresses too much continuity at the expense of discontinuity 

between creation and new creation. The ver j ' nature o f this creation points forward to a qualitative difference 

in the new creation. Yet just as this Universe cannot be understood as creation without God's revelation and 

the response o f faith, the pointers to new creation also need interpretation by God's revelation and faith. The 

'eager expectation' o f creation is for the 'children o f God to be revealed'. The revelation o f the sons o f God 

is likened by Dunn to a play when the final curtain is drawn back to show actors in their real characters. 

Such reality o f sonship is only recognized by faith at this time. As Cranfield comments, 'they...have to 

believe in their sonship against the clamorous e\'idence o f much o f tlieir circumstances and condition which 

seems to be altogether inconsistent with the reality o f it '(Cranfield 1975:413). 

The. creation waits in eager expectation because i t has been subjected to 'frustration' (v 20). This word is 

found 37 times in the L X X o f Ecclesiastes and has the sense o f emptiness, ftitility, purposelessness, and lack 

o f permanence. What does this mean for the physical creation? Fitzmyer suggests that it refers to the chaos, 

decay and coiruption to which humanity has subjected God's noble creation (Fitzmyer 1993:505). However 

this has the sense o f human beings doing the subjecting. More helpful is to think o f the subjection being the 

result o f the relationship between God, human beings and nature being corrupted. 

Cranfield sees the frustration as the ineffectiveness of that which does not attain its goal. Thus he states, 'the 

sub-human creation has been subjected to the Ihistration o f not being able properly to ftilfil the purpose o f its 

existence, God having appointed that without man i t should not be made perfect'(Cranfield 1975:414). Paul's 

point is tliat as long as we refuse to play the part assigned to us by God, that is to act as his stewards, then the 

entire world o f nature is frustrated and dislocated. That is, 'an untended garden is one which is ovenrun by 

thorns and thistles' (Berry 1995:39). Cranfield helpfiiUy uses the fol lowing picture: 

'What sense is there in saying that "the subhuman creation - the Jungfrau, for example, or the 
Matterhom, or the planet Venus - suffers frusfration by being prevented from properly fu l f i l l i ng the 
purpose of its existence?", the answer must surely be that the whole magnificent theatre o f the 
universe, together vvitli all its splendid properties and all the varied chorus o f sub-human hfe, created 
for God's glor}', is cheated o f its true fiilfilment so long as man, the chief actor in tlie great drama o f 
God's praise, fails to contribute his rational part just as all the other players in a concerto would 
be frustrated o f their purpose i f the soloist were to fai l to play his part'. (Cranfield 1974:224-30) 

Such musical illustrations are widespread. Kidiier comments, 'leaderless, the choir o f creation can only grind 

on in discord' (Kidner 1967:73). Dunn prefers a satellite not functioning in the way it was designed. He sees 
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the fi-ustration as the Mility o f an object that does not function as it was designed to do. It is interesting to 

note that in contrast wi th others Dunn uses a very impersonal illustration. He states: 

'As man's fiitility is his assumption that he is an independent creator... so the fut i l i ty o f creation is 
its being seen solely in relation to man (as man's to use or abuse for himself) or as autonomous, an 
entity in its own right, to be deified in turn'(Dunn 1988:470). 

In Chapter 2 we noted that the fut i l i ty o f the Universe as revealed by contemporary cosmology in its 

prediction o f heat death or B ig Crunch is a d i f f icu l t issue for scientists who dismiss theism. Thus Stephen 

Weinberg's 'the more Universe seems comprehensible the more i t seems pointless' is a reflection o f seeing 

the Universe solely in relation to human beings. The desperate scientific eschatology o f Tipler and Dyson is 

also based on seeing the Universe solely in relation to human beings. A t the other extreme those who would 

deify the Universe also have a major d i f f icul ty in relation to the f i i t i l i ty o f the Universe. 

Paul's view is helpful in that i t cuts across both these positions. The Universe is not fut i le i f seen in the 

purposes o f God o f creation and new creation. Creation is caught up in the human fallen state, as human 

beings are not able to play their part. Once again allusion is made to Genesis 1-3. The subjecting o f creation 

may refer to the dominion given by God to human beings (Ps. 8:6), but more likely refers to the consequences 

o f s i n (Gen. 3:17-18). 

The question is then 'who subjected it?' Some have suggested that Paul is referring to Adam, idols, or even 

celestial powers (Robinson 1979:102; Byrne 1986:166-67). However, the majority see Paul referring to God 

iis the one who subjected the creation to fut i l i ty (Dunn 1988:471). Why should God do this? Dunn suggests: 

'God followed the logic o f his purposed subjecting o f creation to man by subjecting it yet further in 
consequence o f man's fa l l , so that it might serve as an appropriate context for fallen man: a futi le 
world to engage the f i i t i le mind o f man... There is an out-of-sortedness, a disjointedness about the 
created order which makes it a suitable habitation for man at odds with his creator'. (Dunn 1988:488) 

However, this process draws out and destroys the destructiveness o f sin so that creation can be restored. 

Thus creation, as it now is, is both necessary to new creation and a pointer to new creation. The 

'disjointedness o f creation' is testimony that it was not always intended to be like this and that i t w i l l not 

always be like this in the purposes o f God. The present fragil i ty and suffering o f this world has been used to 

point backwards to the seriousness o f the fa l l . Here Paul also points forward to the seriousness o f new 

creation. For it was subjected ' i n hope', that the judgement itself included the promise o f a better future. 

Once again we have found in a major eschatological passage in the Bible a stress on discontinuity and indeed 

hope grounded not on human beings but on God. These are essential in the dialogue o f science and religion 

concerning tlie end o f the Universe, and indeed in Christian eschatology in general. 

The hope for creation is that the effect o f sin w i l l be no more and creation w i l l be set free to be what God 

wants it to .be (v21). Creation itself w i l l be redeemed ratha- than human beings w i l l be simply redeemed f rom 
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creation. Paul images it as 'liberation from its bondage to decay'. He has already used tliis image in liberation 

from sin (6:18,22) and from the law (7:3; 8:2). But what does it mean for the Universe? Fitzmyer suggests: 

'Physical creation is thus not to be a mere spectator o f humanity's liberation and triumphant glory, 
but is also to share in i t by being released from its own material corruption and decay. Phthora 
denotes not only perishabihty and putrefaction, but also powerlessness, lack o f beauty, vitali ty, and 
sfrength that characterize creation's present condition'. (Fitzmyer 1993 ;509) 

Contemporary cosmology points forward to a decay o f heat death. However, it also shows the beauty, 

elegance and faithfulness o f the cosmos in the physical laws. Fitzmyer does not reflect such a balance in 

characterizing the creation's present condition. While recognizing the reality o f the bondage of decay, 

Cranfield nevertheless acknowledges: 

' I f the sub-human creation is part o f God's creation... .and i f he is going to bring i t also (as wel l as 
beheving men) to a goal which is worthy o f himself, then it too has a dignity o f its own and 
inalienable, since divinely appointed, right to be treated by us with reverence and sensitiveness'. 
(Cranfield 1974:229-30) 

The tension between creation and new creation must be maintained, to trymg to interpret what 'decay' means 

for the physical Universe, some have suggested mere 'transitoriness'(Jones 1987:132). This is not adequate 

either in terms o f this passage from Paul or in terms o f thmking about the physical Universe. O f course, the 

Universe is time dependent and part o f its decay m the second law o f thermodynamics is due to the arrow o f 

time. Yet that arrow o f time is also key to the growth o f complexity, l i fe , organization and creativity. There 

is deterioration in the Universe, but part o f that deterioration can pomt forward to new creation. The new 

creation is not necessarily time todependent. The liberation is f r om decay, to provide a new environment for 

redeemed human beings. The key feature o f that environment is the freedom o f the incorruptible setting for 

resurrected embodiment (1 Cor. 15:42-50), not at the mercy o f sm, deterioration or death. 

Paul now appeals to common knowledge among believers that the creation is in trouble (v22), but again sees 

this groanmg as a process and sign for the future. As Calvin pointed out this is meantogful pam m the sense 

not o f death but birth pangs. Some controversy surrounds the use o f the metaphor o f childbirth. It is an 

image used much to Christianity and Judaism (Is. 66:7-8; Jer. 2223; Hos. 13:13; Mic. 4:9-10; 1 QH 3:7-18; Mk. 

13:8; Jn. 16:21; Acts 2:24; 1 Thess. 5:3; Rev 12:2) and therefore it may have been common to contemporary 

apocalyptic and rabbinic Judaism as wel l as to Greek thought to speak o f a period o f suffering until new 

creation (Vermes 1975:157; Allison 1987; Zeisler 1989:218). However, as we observed earlier there are 

toose who object to this Unk o f suffering and new creation (Sanders 1985:124). 

Nevertheless, it reemphasizes the important point that creation both prqjares for and potots to new creation. 

Does this mean that we should expect to see aspects o f creation which can be toterpreted not just as a result o f 

alienation from God but also as signs o f what is to come? The problem o f natural evil has often been 

explained by a consequence of the f a l l or a consequence o f irtoerent freedom given to the Universe. Might it 

also be a sign which potots this creation beyond itself to new creation? 
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The groaning o f creation is echoed in the groaning o f believers (v23). Believers are part o f this creation wi th 

its present sufferings, frusti-ation and decay, but they have been given the ' fu^tfrui ts o f the Spirit ' . Jewish 

custom was to bring the fu st o f the harvest to the temple and offer it to God. This would consecrate the 

whole harvest and would also be a sign that there w i l l be later fruits. This harvest image may be an allusion 

to the final resurrection o f behevers (1 Cor. 15:20,23), with the firstfhiits being the gif t o f the Spirit. The 

image further means that just as the firstfruits are o f a piece o f the whole harvest, flien there is continuity 

between the gift o f the Spirit, his work in the believo" and the f inal product o f resurrection. 

Here we encoimter again the importance o f holding a tension between creation and new creation in terms o f 

continuity and discontinuity. The Spirit does not free the believer fi-om such a tension but in fact heightens it. 

The experience o f sonship and calling 'Abba Father' (Rom. 8:15) is held in the fi-ustration that the l i fe o f the 

Spirit cannot f m d f u l l expression in this creation. The groaning is a sign o f the Spirit's presence, his work 

within us and a sign o f the new creation to come. Paul uses the same 'wait eagerly' as in verse 19 to highlight 

both the parallel and the Unk between the future o f the believer and the future o f creation. 

This passage is helpf i j l in eschatological thinking as it constantly challenges views that see creation as 

meaningless compared to future glory or new creation as meaningless compared to present experience. New 

creation is not an escape f rom a fatally flawed creation; it is the completion o f God's original purpose in and 

for creation. Thus new creation is part o f God's purpose f rom the beginning but creation is necessary for that 

puipose to be fu l f i l l ed . 

Paul then has to defend against any sense that this eschatological perspective on creation might lead to 

dualism which values spiritual experience over against present reality (v24-25). The hope for the future is 

based on the work o f salvation and the present experience o f the Spirit, but in the light o f all that Paul has 

already said cannot ignore this creation. Yet the Christian perspective is not determined by the fiiistrations o f 

the present, but by its fiiture hope. This means that the behever must wait for the new creation patientiy, wi th 

positive endurance rather than quiet acceptance. As Grundmann comments, ' I n virtue o f the reception o f the 

Spirit the Christian attitude is one o f burning expectation in conformity wi th the divine plans'(Gnmdmann 

l%4-76:56). The groaning o f creation and the believer is also linked to the groaning o f the Spirit (v26-27). 

The Spirit helps believers in their weakness, when not just words fa i l but when they do not know fu l ly God's 

w i l l in the transition and tension between creation and new creation. Paul then turns again to the certainty o f 

Christian hope (v28-30). Hope is based on the confidence o f the outwoiking o f God's purpose, despite the 

present experiences o f contradiction and fhistration. Behind this view is the characteristic Jewish thought o f 

God's purpose moving history to its intended end. 

4.6.3 Romans 8 and the end of the Universe 
The importance o f this passage should not be underestimated. Wright states that marginalising this passage: 
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'has robbed Christian imagination o f this extraordinary picture o f the fiiture; only by restoring it to 
its r ightful place...can we understand the larger picture within which his (Paul's) vision o f the 
resunrection makes sense'. (Wright 2003:258) 

We w i l l come to the resurrection in the next chapter, but before we do, we agree wi th Wright that the passage 

gives the Christian tiieologian resources fo r imagination and inquiry. 

First, one o f the strongest insights is that hope for the future must be based on the action o f God the creator. 

Without the redeeming purposes and actions o f its Creator, creation is destined to fut i l i ty . Second, creation 

and new creation must be held together in tension, and discontinuity must not be sacrificed at the expense o f 

continuity. Third, we have developed the idea from the passage that creation is not just a process towards 

new creation, but also has within itself pointers to new creation. That is creation and new creation existed 

togefhCT in the mind o f God from the beginning. Furthermore, the very suffering, frusfration and decay that 

result from the sin o f human beings can become pointers to God's future purposes. 

hi this there are certain parallels to the revival o f natural theology that has focused on the nature o f the 

Universe and pointers to a Creator. I have argued elsewhere that such natural theology is hmited but 

significant (Wilkinson 1990:95-116). It is significant because it demonstrates that science itself has limits in 

understanding the Universe and points to something beyond itself. However, as Kant and Hume argued, it is 

limited as a means to prove the existence and nature o f God. When encompassed within a framewortc o f 

revealed theology, such insights f rom science concerning the origin o f the Universe can be seen to be 

consistent wi th the existence o f a Creator God. Thus anthropic Iruitfuhiess and intelligibility o f the Universe 

are both pointers to and consistent wi th the God who is revealed in the l i fe , death and resurrection o f Jesus. 

Is there an eschatological version o f such revised natural theology? I suggest that there is, as long as i t is 

encompassed within a framework o f revealed theology. The fut i l i ty o f the fiiture o f the physical Universe, the 

disjointedness and present sufferings o f the natural world can point beyond themselves. By themselves they 

can be interpreted in different ways (not least in the problem o f evil type arguments against the existence o f 

God) but seen from the perspective o f the resurrection o f Jesus they point forward to a new creation. The 

recognition that creation is both a process towards and pointer to new creation has implications for 

providence, ethics and apologetics that we w i l l explore in Chapter 8. 

Fourth, Romans 8 also asks us to take seriously the corrupting influence o f human sin. Mascall noted the 

diff icul ty o f this area when he wrote, 'The fact o f original sin is undeniable, but its adequate formulation is 

tlie despair o f theologians'(Mascall 1956:43). I share such despair in terms o f its dialogue wi th the a i d o f the 

physical universe, yet it is something we cannot dismiss altogether i f we are going to develop systematic 

theology in this area. As Gunton points out, a robust doctiine o f sin and redemption guards against an over-

optimistic view o f hunian evolution as advocated by Peacocke and others. 

Finally, we need to continue asking what is the l ink between God's purposes for the Earth and God's purposes 

for the whole o f the Universe? Is the redemption o f humans a part o f wider redemptive work? Does this 

88 



mean that humans have some part to play to the renewal o f the cosmos as well as the renewal o f the earth? It 

is easier to see how renewed human betogs may jo to to wi th God's purposes o f cleantog and caring for the 

environment. It is harder to see this to a cosmic perspective. 

4.8 New Creation and this Creation 
We have surveyed a variety o f images o f eschatology to both the Old and New Testaments. We have adopted 

this rather detailed examtoation o f scripture as part o f our exploration o f systematic theology for a purpose. 

Too often systematics, because o f its very natore, has oversimplified the complexity o f its themes. The use o f 

a contix)lltog principle such as predesttoation or one controlling passage or even verse has led some 

theologians to a very limited view o f eschatology. It may have been simpler and shorter to this chapter to 

have presented a number o f biblical themes tostead o f the focus betog on the biblical passages. But the 

approach we have adopted has illustrated a number o f important issues. 

A t a foundational level, there is diversity and complexity in the eschatological images presented wi th in the 

Bible and traditionally used to eschatology. We have encountered images o f ' f i r e ' (2 Peter 3), the second 

comtog (1 Thess. 4) and the new heaven and earth (Rev. 21). Systematic theology needs to reflect that 

diversity and complexity. I t is easy to criticise the Left Behind authors for their naive use o f scripture and 

concenfration on only one or two passages, but they are not alone to this. Even to Moltmaim's comprehensive 

work, a rehance on 1 Corinthians 15:22-28 is sometimes oversfressed. Systematic eschatology may not be as 

tidy as some would Uke. Thus, the biblical passages can be used to question every theological construction. 

A t the same time we need to be sensitive to the handltog o f such passages. What is challengtog to systematic 

theology is their common attempt to do eschatology in 'the real wor ld ' . The new creation is discussed in the 

context o f worship, temples, nations, false teachers and persecution. This encourages us to do our 

eschatology to our contemporary context o f which the scientific predictions o f the future o f the Universe are 

part. Very few o f the biblical commentators take this seriously, simply ignoring questions o f the future o f the 

physical Universe. On the other hand, the temptation to draw science and apocalyptic insights too closely 

together can affect even disttoguished commentators such as Bauckham. There is however another way. to 

the process o f attempttog to allow the biblical passages and the insights o f science to speak directly to each 

other, we have generated some important considerations for systematic theology. 

First, we note the theme o f new creation. Recognition o f the various dimensions scripture ascribes to God's 

work o f new creation has led Beale to argue recenUy that the theme o f 'new creation' should be seen as the 

controlltog conception for all o f eschatology, and the totegrative cenfre o f all the major theological ideas o f 

the New Testament (Beale 1997:11-52). That may be pushtog it a little too far, and as we have pomted out 

may be due to the way that the imagery o f Isaiah 65:17 has been so influential to New Testament eschatology. 

However, we can agree with Moltmann that, "Christian eschatology is not about 'the end' at al l , but about the 

new creation-of all thtogs." (Moltmarm 19%:xi ) In our^theology oLthe 'last things', there needs to this 

strong theme o f new creation. O f those theologians we reviewed to Chapter 3, this is certainly true o f 
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Moltmann's work but less so in Pannenberg and Russell. Of the 'eschatological scientists', Dyson and Tipler 

have no conception o f new creation. They simply want to keep this creation alive for as long as possible. 

There is an interesting parallel here wi th contemporary views o f human death. There are those who want to 

avoid death, even to the extent o f being frozen until a time they can be resuscitated and cured in the future o f 

this world. Without resurrection in a new creation, technology is their only hope. 

Second, all the passages build their eschatology on an understanding o f God as Creator. God is constantly at 

work sustaining the Universe and new creation is only possible because o f this. The passages are about hope 

based not on the individual's influence or on the ordering o f the nations, but that God w i l l act. Hope is based 

on a transcendent creator God working in his creation. Whatever the circumstances, creation is not hmited to 

its own inherent possibihties. The Creator God can always do a new work. Therefore we can urge that 

creation and new creation are mutually interdependent in any theological understanding o f God's work. 

Creation needs to be seen in the light o f new creation, and new creation needs to be seen in the light o f 

creation. Indeed we have proposed a new pointer for a revised natural theology in the future fu t i l i ty o f the 

physical Universe. The creation is both necessary and points forward to a new creation, in the purposes o f 

God. This is similar to Hardy's point that creation keeps the Universe f rom ending, but also brings it to an 

end. Barbour argues that the biblical stories o f the end are symbohc expressions o f trust in God (Barbour 

2000). The importance o f trust in God for the future can be seen as we look at the end o f the Univei se. 

Third, the nature o f new creation is hinted at in these passages without any f u l l or consistent answer to how 

the it is related to the present creation. However, the new creation is a transformation, renewal or purification 

o f the present creation rather than a total annihilation and beginning again. Further the relation o f the new 

creation to the old creation is one o f both continuity and discontinuity. The images, though concentrating on 

the theme o f the judgement, picture a radical effect on the cosmos. From the reordering o f the biological 

world to cataclysmic events in the sky, the passages in different ways emphasize that that the new creation 

involves and changes the physical Universe. The new creation is not simply the present order with a renewed 

humanity. There is something essentially 'new' both for human community and the physical Universe. 

Fourth, we see a consistent theme o f judgement. Jackelen gives an important reminder that an obvious but 

often unstated characteristic component o f biblical eschatology is a 'getting rid o f the bad' (Jackelen 2002). 

This is in great contrast to the scientific eschatologies o f Tipler and Dyson which seem to be all about a 

simple accumulation o f information As Peters comments, 'The apocalyptic horizon wi th in which 

intertestamental and New Testaments texts became written and interpreted prompts an acute sense o f divine 

justice' (Petei-s 2002:306). This sense o f justice and judgement runs throughout the texts. It provides hope 

for the here and now. Setzer, commenting on the Jewish idea o f resurrection, illustrates this, 'Resurrection o f 

the dead serves as an impUcit protest, against the world as it is, against Roman hegemony, and against the 

powerlessness o f Israel. These, it says, w i l l not prevail ' (Setzer 2001:96). Finally, all the passages have an 

ethical focus. They are about moral judgement by God and this is used as a motivation to live a l i fe o f 

righteousness. The new creation becomes an important part o f l iving in this creation, 
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Fifth, questions o f tlie relationship o f human beings to ihe rest o f the Universe, and o f the nature o f sin are 

raised. However we formulate the origin or cosmic effect o f sin, its importance is that i t undercuts all claims 

of human ability to save ourselves and so estabhshes our radical need o f God's grace as the single source o f 

any possible salvation (Outler 1968:102). This sense of dependence is centi-al to these biblical passages but 

missing fi-om a great deal o f contemporary eschatology. The future o f human beings is intricately bound up 

with new creation, that is, the future o f God's redemptive work for the whole o f the physical creation. 

Perhaps this is similar in the way that both anthropic insights and the early chapters o f Genesis see human 

beings intricately bound up with creation. The role o f Jesus Christ in incarnation, resurrection and Parousia 

then moves to centre stage in this discussion. Bot i i our origin in creation and our future in new creation are 

related to God's action in Christ, and at the heart o f understanding both o f these things are the cross and the 

resurrection. Within this, the understanding o f the relationship o f the Earth to the Universe is raised by these 

passages but the focus remains the future for human beings. The terminology o f 'heaven' and 'the heavens' 

and its relation to earth has a number o f different meanings, and therefore one must proceed with caution on 

this question. Yet Romans 8 in particular does question a view that sees God simply transforming planet Earth 

as a new habitat for his redeemed creatures. Creation and new creation have a much bigger canvas tiian that. 

Sixth, God is at work towaids new creation both in the process and in the particular event. The redemption o f 

this creation is pictured in terms o f a long process, working through contemporary stiuctures as well as a 

specific event o f judgement such as in the 2 Peter passage. What is common is that both are acts o f God, 

This is o f course is always the case. In terms o f revelation, we acknowledge God's communication in many 

and various ways including the fa i thful processes o f creation, alongside the particular o f the l i fe , death and 

resurrection o f Jesus. We would also see God at work in the creative processes o f the laws o f physics and 

biological evolution, alongside particular actions, which are often called miracles. Just as the incamation is 

an unusual space-time event wi t i i in God's sustaining o f the Universe, the second coming is an imaginative 

reminder to see the particular event o f God acting within his more hidden work o f ti^ansformation. It is 

interesting that the question o f providence is addressed directly in 2 Peter 3 in an argument against an early 

form o f the mechanistic universe, which exists without any intervention fi-om God. The understanding of God 

as Creator is used against such a picture, and new creation suggests a God who not only sustains the 

regularities o f the present creation but also is prepared to work in a radical way beyond those regularities. 

Therefore by bringing our scientific pictiire into dialogue wi th the biblical passages, we have as Gilkey hoped, 

begun to tease out some important questions. What does the scientific view o f the end o f the Universe mean 

for the docti-ine o f creation, the doctiine o f new creation, the relationship o f the Earth to the Universe, 

providence, our present hope, and our practice o f ethics and apologetics? We w i l l need to explore these 

themes in greater detail in the chapters to fol low. However, before we do there is one major biblical theme 

that we have not yet covered, but aheady highlighted its importance. That is the resurrection, and i t is to this 

that we now turn. 
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Chapter 5 
Reclaiming the Resurrection in Its Cosmological Setting 

In the previous chapters we have continually touched on the significance o f the resmrection. Yet the 

resurrection raises its own questions, two of which have seen some significant work in recent years. The first 

is the relationship o f the resurrection to the physical sciences (Peters 2002:297-321). Russell claims that few 

theological views o f the resurrection have engaged carefully wi th scientific cosmology, and that in the 

dialogue o f theology and science 'over the past forty years, the resurrection has received little sustained 

attention' (Russell 2002a:4). Yet 'the physical sciences, including cosmology, raise tiTemendous, perhaps 

insurmountable, challenges to the intell igibili ty o f "bodily resurrection"'(Russell 2002b:273). Russell's own 

sfrategy has been to take the 'worst case scenario' o f bodily resurrection and see what that means for physics 

and cosmology. He provides some insights but acknowledges that his work encourages more thinkmg in this 

area. In particular, he does not engage wi th the bibhcal texts in detail or recent New Testament siholarship 

and does not apply his insights to an accelerating Universe. Polkinghome is much more positive about bodily 

resuirection, claiming, ' I believe that a downplaying o f the empty tomb and o f bodily resurrection, is a severe 

impoverishment o f our eschatological understanding' (Polkinghome 2002a:49). Once again he provides some 

usefirl insights, but shares some o f the same limitations as Russell. Is Polkinghome right to be positive about 

bodily resurrection, and can Russell's challenge be met in the context o f cosmology? 

These are interesting questions especially in the light o f the second area o f significant work, that is. New 

Testament scholarship on the resurrection. O f particular interest is Wright 's thesis that the resurrection, 

denied by pagans but affirmed by many Jews, was both reatTirmed and redefined by the early Christians. The 

pagan world assumed it was impossible, the Jewish world believed i t would happen eventually, but Christians 

said it had happened to Jesus (Wright 2003). Further, in the early Christian community there was no 

spectrum o f belief but an almost universal affirmation o f resurrection, and that this was seen in terms o f 

bodily resunrection. The future hope o f Christians was based on their f i r m belief that Jesus had been raised 

from the dead. Wright sees this open to historical study, which he carries out in some detail. 

As we have afready noted, he sfiiesses the importance o f understanding resurrection as ' l i f e after " l i f e after 

death'" to sfress a defmite content (some sort o f re-embodiment) and a defmite narrative shape (a two step 

story involving death and a period o f death as a state) (Wright 2003:31). This he argues is its constant 

meaning throughout the ancient world until the second century. He wants to emphasise this to avoid a loose 

usage of resurrection which is sometimes used as a disembodied 'heavenly' l i fe or continuation o f the soul 

(Davies 1999:93; Porter 1999:68), or the claim that the sense o f Jesus being raised on the third day is that he 

was exalted into heaven (Evans 1970:83; Perkins 1984:86; Camley 1987:18; Harvey 1994:74), or that it 

simply means an experience o f his risen l i fe (Schillebeeckx 1979; Goulder 1996:48). 
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The importance o f Wright's work is twofold. First, the tendency to see resurrection as simply the expaience 

o f spiritual l i fe or the continuation o f the soul has serious consequences for Christian eschatology. I w i l l 

argue that unless the resurrection o f Jesus is seen to terms o f physicality, then the creation becomes 

unimportant and todeed irrelevant to thinktog about the future. The resurrection needs to be seen in its 

cosmological setting rather than simply a picture o f todividual soul survival. Second, he points us back to 

engagtog wi th the New Testament texts. The value o f this for systematics is that too often the resurrection 

has been limited to its application. Christian tostory has offered various implications o f the resurrection 

tocludmg its demonsfration that Jesus is Lord, hope o f l i fe after death, and apologetic proof o f the truth o f the 

Christian faith. Yet has it anything to say about the future o f creation, in particular the end o f the Universe? 

The Nicene Creed Itoks the resurrection to the 'the Resurrection o f the dead. A n d the l i fe o f the world to 

come' and many contemporary theologians are quick to l ink resurrection wi th eschatology. The resurrection 

was central for Moltmann to the whole re-discovery o f eschatology so that he characterizes the Christian hope 

as directed 'towards a new creation o f all thtogs by the God o f the resurrection o f Jesus Christ' (Moltmann 

1967:36). However, Moltmann limits his ' a l l thtogs' to the future o f the eco-system and ignores any 

engagement wi th the rest o f the physical Universe. Likewise, a large number o f authors speak o f the 

resurrection as the crucial act to the cosmic drama wherein God w i l l 'fransform, redeem and renew all o f 

creation' but then say nothtog about 'a l l o f creation' (Perktos 1984:28-29; Camley 1987). 

The vast amoimt o f hterature wi th in systematics on the resurrection reveals very little thinktog o f the 

relationship o f resurrection to all o f creation. Is this due to the fact that there is little to say about the 

relationstop, or has the understanding o f the resurrection been unduly limited? Stendahl and Barr have 

criticized those who characterized immortality and resurrection to overly todividuahstic terms motivated by 

selfishness (Stendahl 1984:199; Barr 1992:95). Such todividuahsm means toat the resurrection has not been 

thought about in a cosmic setttog, or i f i t has it has been limited to 'the wor ld ' rather the Universe. 

ff we approach our systematic theology through the richness o f the New Testament texts on resurrection to 

dialogue wi th the questions o f the scientific predictions o f the end o f the Umverse, w i l l that once again 

generate some f ru i t fu l tosights to a similar way to the last chapter? In particular w i l l it enable our 

understandtog o f the resurrection to reclaim its, cosmic dimension and setttog? We w i l l therefore suggest that 

the resurrection is cracial to any Christian imderstandtog o f the future o f the Universe, and then outUne some 

o f the questions and insights that it raises. In particular it w i l l be argued that the biblical litCTature concerning 

resurrection questions a 'this worldly ' eschatology and encourages us to see more disconttouity between 

creation and new creation than is represented in current theological thought. We w i l l begto wi th the key 

biblical passages o f Colossians 1:15-20,1 Corinthians 15 and the accounts o f the resurrection to the gospels. 

5.1 Colossians 1:15-20 
Soine disagreement cgnttoues between bibhcal scholars over the Paultoe authorship o f this letter and both the 

nature and existence o f a particular 'heresy' that the writer was respondtog to (O'Brien 1982; Wright 1986; 
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Patzia 1995; Dunn 19%:76). M y own view is that the evidence for Paubne authorship is strong and that there 

were a number o f ideas attractive to the Colossian Christians f rom both Jewish and Gentile sources which 

questioned the supremacy o f Jesus (Wilkinson 2002:142). 

Since the woiiv o f Norden it has been widely accepted that Paul borrowed an already existing piece o f a hymn 

or liturgy. There is not enough information for us to be sure o f its original purpose and setting, but we can be 

clear about how Paul used this passage. Paul's argument is simply that because Jesus is supreme in all things 

he is also sufficient for all things, ht order to do this Paul uses parallels wi t l i in the passage to stress the 

supremacy o f Christ in both creation and new creation (Norden 1923; Robinson 1957:270-87; Hay 2000): 

• 'who is ' the image o f the invisible God (v 15a) and the beginning ( v l 8b) 
• 'he is the first-bom' o f all creation ( v l 5b) and fi-om the dead ( v l 8c) 
• 'he is pre-eminent' as he is before all things ( v l 7a) and he might be pre-eminent in all things ( v l 8d) 
• the Son unifies as in h im all things hold together ( v l 7 b ) and he reconciles al l things (v20a) 
• everything is relat«i to h im in creation ( v l 6 b ) and in new creation (v20c) 

In addition the sequence o f ' i n h im ..through him...to him. . ' is paralleled in both verses 16 and 19-20a, 

implying that the same agent accompUshes both creation and new creation. Jesus is not simply an historical 

human being or even a mediator o f present religious experience; he is both Lord o f creation and new creation. 

The parallels l ink creation and new creation. Bumey suggested that this hymn in Colossians apphes to Jesus 

everything that could be said o f the figure 'Wisdom' (Bumey 1925-6:160-177). He argued that Paul 

combines Genesis 1:1 with Proverbs 8:22 to suggest that the divine Wisdom has been fu l ly embodied in 

human form. The one who is creator is also redeemer. The agent o f creation is also the goal to which the 

creation tends, its eschatological purpose. O f course this is based in the Old Testament view that Israel's 

God, the one who delivered them f rom Egypt, is also the creator o f the whole Universe (Is. 40:12-31). 

One o f the key aspects o f this new creation is reconciliation. Sin is overcome by Jesus' death on the cross and 

Paul's use o f 'b lood ' (v20) gives a model for this reconciliation in the idea o f sacrifice. However, his canvas 

is large. Another parallel between the One who creates 'a l l things' and reconciles 'a l l things' emphasizes the 

universal scope o f God's action. In fact this is further emphasized by yet another parallel between verses 19 

and 20. His argument is that because 'the fu lkess ' o f God was in Christ then there w i l l be a fullness o f ' a l l 

things' redeemed. The image o f reconciliation also has the sense o f bringing the entire Universe into a new 

order and harmony, a fulf i lment o f God's plan for it (Wright 1986:68). 

A t the heart o f the parallels is the phrase 'fu-st bom' . It is used as 'over aU creation' ( v l 5 ) and then ' f r o m the 

dead' (v 18). Jesus is not only the beginning o f the creation; he is also the beginning o f the new creation. This 

is demonstrated by his resurrection. His resurrection is the begirming not only o f the new age, but w i l l be 

followed by the resurrection o f believers. 
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Therefore, in the many parallels that the writer u ^ s , we see again the centrality o f Christ, and we have a clear 

understanding o f the link between the resurrection o f Jesus and the reconciliation o f all things. As Wright 

puts it, 'wi th the resurrection itself, a shock wave has gone tlirough the entire cosmos: the new creation has 

been bom, and must now be implemented' (Wright 2003:239). But we may ask what does it really mean for 

a shock wave to go through the entire cosmos? In what sense is the new creation bom? Perhaps the image o f 

birth is not a bad image in this context. The birth o f a child is a dramatic event which has both immediate 

effects and points forward to a new phase o f family l ife. We can see the pointers to the future in the 

resurrection. But what are the immediate effects o f the resurrection on this creation? The gospel writers 

interestingly enough see httle immediate effects on creation in the aftermath o f the resurrection. Indeed, 

Matthew's earthquake and associated upheavals happens at the death o f Jesus (Mt. 27:51-53). The immediate 

effects are o f course on transformed, hopeful and puzzled people. The birth o f the new creation is seen in the 

power o f the gospel to change lives. However, the dramatic and immediate effects should not blind us to the 

longer term consequences. In terms o f our systematic theology, this passage o f Colossians always asks us to 

expand our horizon in these consequences. 

5.2 1 Corinthians 15 
Being one o f the earliest parts o f the New Testament, this passage raises questions o f the historicity o f the 

empty tomb and resurrection appearances, and whetiier Paul's understanding o f resurrection differs f r om that 

o f the gospel writers. In addition, it links the resurrection o f Jesus to a bigger eschatological picture. 

There remains disagreement over the precise nature o f the problem over the resurrection o f the dead which 

Paul addresses here (Thiselton 2000:1172-1176). Some argue that it was the belief that there was no hfe after 

death at all (Schmithals 1971:156), some that it was the belief that the resurrection had already happened 

(Martin 1984:109-10), some that it was over difficulties o f the resurrection o f the body (Martin 1995:104-36) 

and some that they were attempting to produce a mixture o f Christianity and paganism (Hays 1999:391-412). 

However, it may be that there was a complexity o f a number o f the above problems at Corinth. What was 

common was that they were not fo l lowing through the consequences o f the resurrection o f Jesus (Mitchell 

1992:284). Wright further suggests that, as Genesis 1-3 is a frequent point o f allusion and also provides 

some o f the key structural markers o f the passage, Paul intends this entire passage to be an exposition o f the 

renewal o f creation (Wright 2003:313). 

5.2.1 The Empty Tomb 
What is immediately striking in the short summary o f the gospel ( v l -11) is there is no reference to the empty 

tomb. This has been used to argue that the empty tomb was not important to the early Christian preaching or 

was consciously ignored to promote the authority o f the male disciples over the women who were first at the 

tomb (Radford Ruether 1983:10-11; Borg 1999:117-28). Marxsen and others have suggested that Paul's 

description here could be simply interpreted in existentialist terms (Marxsen 1970; Patterson 1998:218). O f 

course the gospels aredear about the empty tomb (Eckstein 2002:115=123); but did Paul share this belief? 
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Barclay cautions against narrowing our options at this point, due to the breadth o f meaning in the noun 

'resurrection' (anatasis) and in the verb 'to raise' (egeiren) and the jumble o f views about the afterhfe held by 

first century Jews (Barclay 1996:18). However, the juxtaposition o f 'he was buried' and 'he was raised' 

surely impUes an empty tomb especially in the context o f first century Judaism where resurrection would 

always be thought about in physical terms (Sider 1977; Fee 1987:725; Pannenberg 1991-98:358-360; Hays 

1997:256). This cannot therefore be interpreted simply as 'Christian experience' (Thiselton 2000:1197-1202; 

Wright 2003 ;318). Paul sees the resurrection as a public event with witnesses o f a specified number, and an 

implied empty tomb. 

Is the empty tomb important for eschatology? The resurrection o f Jesus is seen as the 'fu-st fh i i t s ' o f God's 

purposes for all creation (v20-28). I f the resurrection body o f Jesus is the model being used for the 

relationship o f old ,and new creation, then the question is whether the empty tomb means anything for the 

natiire o f Jesus' resurrection body. The tomb being empty does not in isolation immediately imply anything 

about the nature o f the resurrection body. However, as we shall see Paul's discussion later in the chapter 

does explore the nature o f the resurrection body (v35-58). He uses the image o f body but distinguishes 

between two kinds o f body (v44). Some commentators take this to mean that Paul did not beheve in a bodily 

resurrection and therefore whether the tomb was empty or not was irrelevant. 

Against this it can be sfrongly argued that that empty tomb is necessary in demonstrating the fransformation 

rather than replacement o f the body, and therefore by implication that God's purposes for the material wor ld 

are that it should be ti^nsformed not discaided (Torrance 1976:81; Pannenberg 1996:70; Wright 2003:233). 

However Pannenberg goes on to qualify the significance o f the empty tomb. He notes that the analogy 

between the resurrection o f Jesus and our own resurrection cannot be extended too far. There is a short 

timescale between Jesus' death and resurrection wi th his physical body preserved from decay while in our 

case the timescale is extended and our physical body has decayed. Pannenberg writes, 

'There, the transformation occurs through participation o f whatever is remembered o f our earthly 
lives in the l i fe o f God's eternal l i fe , and when a new l i fe o f their own is given to them, it w i l l be 
something entirely new'(Paimenberg 19%:70). 

We can expand this point. The resurrection o f Jesus occurred in history, exalts h im to his rightfiil place as 

God's Son, and has universal redemptive significance. This is quite different to the general resurrection 

which occurs at the eschaton (O'Collins 1987:180; Davis 1993:vii). In this sense we need to remember that 

the first fruits indicate the harvest is coming but are different from the harvest in certain respects. While the 

empty tomb stands within the space-time history o f this creation, the resurrection body o f Jesus is better 

suited to the fullness o f new creation. Indeed, it is only until the discontinuity o f God's action in the Parousia, 

to fransform fu l ly this creation that Jesus in resurrected bodily form can return. The empty tomb is the 

demonsfration o f God's purposes in transforming creation, while the Ascension and Parousia are the 

corrfirmation o f the Umited extent o f this creation. 
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Yet the empty tomb provokes another question. Why was it empty on the third day rather than the first? I f 

there are differences between Jesus' resurrection and the general resurrection, what is the significance of 

being buried until being raised on the third day (v4)? While for the early church it may have been 'in 

accordance with the Scriptures', the often-used theological explanation that during this time he went to preach 

to those who had aĥ eady died, is far from satisfactory. It rests on a notoriously difficult verse (1 Peter 3:19), 

which cannot support the speculative theology built upon it. Ratlier, the three days timescale surely supports 

the bodily nature of resurrection. I f the resurrection of Jesus had been thought of only as glorification in 

heaven, then we must ask why three days at all? Further, the three days point to the importance of time in the 

transformation of new creation. I f the transformation of the body of Jesus occurred in time, we should not be 

surprised i f the corresponding trmisformation of creation does not happen outside of time. 

5.2.2 The Resurrection Body 
In the light of this we now consider verses 35-58. These verses have been at the centre of much discussion in 

terms of the relationship of continuity and discontinuity in new creation (Gillman 1982:309-33). This 

revolves around how much continuity there is between the resurrection body and our present bodies, and in 

particular the meaning of 'natural body' and 'spiritual body' (Schmithals 1971; Pearson 1973; Horsley 

1976:269-88; Sellin 1986). 

Those who stress discontinuity are concerned that there is nothing about continuity that could be associated 

with some kind of eternal entity. Thus the soul has been used to provide the continuity between this life and 

the next, but in doing so has raised the problem of whether it is an eternal entity in itself Lindemann suggests 

that Paul's uses the 'seed' imagery to convey the idea of something newly created both in terms of its matter 

and its form. We can represent this in the following way 

The body in this creation 

Matter 
Form 

The body in new creation 

New 'Matter' 
New 'Fonn' 

Discontinuity 

This is to emphasize that the continuity is located in the 'action of God' (Lindemann 2000:357)^ The dariger 

of such a position is whether it does justice to the text and also whether it opens the door to a completely non 
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physical 'spiritual body'. Indeed, iii such a picture can we talk about matter or form at all? Yet, whatever 

discontinuity is indicated, Lincoln is right to see that the heart of this passage is the issue of the nature of the 

body of the resurrected Lord, and therefore of our bodies in the resurrection (Lincoln 1981:39-42). 

Further, we can note that throughout this passage Paul brings together images from the natural world and 

images of the resurrected Jesus. It is suggestive that resurrection is afready seen in the natural world, 

stressing a degree of continuity between creation and new creation. Wright points out that Paul alludes to 

Genesis 1-2 in terms of the major themes of this passage, including plants and animals (v39), the heaven and 

earth (v40), the heavenly bodies (v41) and the contrast between Adam and Christ (v45). His aim is to give a 

'deliberate and careful theology of new Genesis, of creation renewed' (Wright 2003:341). While this focuses 

attention on the work of God as Creator, it also stresses that new creation comes forth out of this creation. 

Indeed, there are images in this creation which point forward to new creation. 

Those who stress continuity look for contrasts between different kinds of bodies described by Paul (Gooch 

1987:52-84; Martin 1995; Johnson 2002a). Gundry suggests that the resurrection body 'is a physical body 

renovated by the Spirit of Christ and therefore suited to heavenly immortality' (Gundry 1976:165). Yet part 

of the problem here is one of language. The term 'physical' can be used of this present human body or can be 

used of materiality, and it is not often clear how Gundry uses it. He is on safer gi ound when he argues that 

Paul's use of the image of 'body' does indicate real continuity between states of creation and new creation. 

Johnson points out that Paul's twofold use of 'natural' psychikos and 'spiritual' pneumatikos (1 Cor. 2:6-16 

and 1 Cor. 15), is to distinguish between what is characteristic of 'this age' and of the 'new creation' (Johnson 

2002a). In the earlier passage the psychikos^neumatikos distinction is one that has to do with epistemology 

(Martyn 1997:89-110), that is they describe two different classes of people who have opposite paradigms for 

understanding reahty. Then in 1 Corinthians 15 Paul uses these same two adjectives in a corresponding way 

in the context of ontology, that is, to distinguish between a body characteristic of this age and a body that wil l 

be truly changed by the Spirit to make it appropriate for the new creation at its consummation. 

Martin has suggested that the Corinthians would have viewed the cosmos as a hierarchy of 'stuff that 'ranges 

from fine, thin, rarified stuff down to gross, thick, heavy stufT (Martin 1995:116). Indeed, he argues that 

what was disparaged was not the general category of embodiment or of matmality, but this present fleshly 

body composed of heavy elements at the bottom of a hierarchy that has no place in the afterUfe (Martin 

1995:3-37, 104-23; Riley 1995:23-34, 48-58). That was then the problem for the Corinthians in terms of the 

lliture. How can the 'thick' human body be resurrected in a 'fine' form? It is a problem with the type of 

materiality of the resurrection body. Asher disagrees with Martin in terms of a hierarchy but does suggest a 

polarity between the celestial and terrestrial realms (Asher 2000). Thus the problem, similar to Martin, is 

how the human body is transformed to be able to cope with this celestial existence (Asher 2001:103). 
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Johnson follows Martin in that it is this hierarchical view of the cosmos that Paul attempts to 'tum upside 

down' by arguing that lower status elements like flesh will be transformed and incorporated into the new 

creation at its consummation. Thus the 'naked' (gymnon) seed (v 37) that is buried in the ground, Johnson 

sees as Paul's reference to the corruptible and decaying body of low status flesh which needs to be 'clothed' 

(v 53-54). In terms of our diagram above, this picture would be represented by 

The body in this creation The body in new creation 

Matter in the body Transformed 'Matter' 
Continuity 

The question now is how far one can push the seed analogy? Witherington is cautious about how much 

material continuity can be implied between seed and plant as an analogy for the resurrection body 

(Witherington 1995:308). However, Johnson is surely correct that the analogy suggests that the seed's 

material is somehow incorporated into or 'clothed' with the material of the stalk of wheat. Some material 

continuity is implied. Nevertheless, Johnson may go too far in claiming that this impUes that God does not 

abandon even the decomposed fleshly material, but somehow redeems and transforms it so that it becomes 

capable of being the material of the new creation. 

In fact the picture is far more complex and subtle than either of the above pictures allow. Verses 39-41 are 

interesting at this point in the use of 'flesh' and 'body' in terms of animate and inanimate parts of creation. The 

diversity and continuity is being stressed (Robertson and Plumma- 1916:371-75). 'So will it be with the 

resurrection of the dead' (v41) surely broadens the canvas. The resurrection body wil l have material continuity 

but it will not necessarily be redemption of the material of this body. For an individual's resun-ection body, God 

may use the atoms of this Universe but not necessarily the atoms that make up the individual's body now. 

This is reinforced through a series of antitheses (v 42b-44a) using the imagery of sowing: 

• paishable (phthora), it is raised imperishable (aptharsia). 
• in dishonour, it is raised in glory. 
• in weakness, it is raised in power. 
• a natural (psychikon) body, it is raised a spiritual (pneumatikon) body. 

Verse 42b provides difficulty of translation. The initial term, phthora, has the general meaning of 

'dissolution, deterioration, corruption.' Some prefer the term corruption. However, the danger of that is that it 

is too static a term. Thiselton has rightly argued that a better translation is more dynamic in terms 'in a state 

of decay' (Thiselton 1964:229). Thus the second term aptharsia, rather than 'immortality' or 'incorruption', 

is better expressed as 'non-decaying' or even 'decay's reversal' (Thiselton 2000:1272). 
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Vffse 44a then raises the question of whether the natural body that is sown is left behind and does not 

participate in being raised. Johnson suggests that the rhetorical effect of these verses is that the psychikon 

body and the pneumatikon body act in an adverbial sense to describe how ' i t ' is sown and raised. Hence, 

what is sown, namely a decayed/decaying fleshly body, is also raised, albeit in a changed form that can only 

be described as a pneumatikon body. However, this is not generally accepted (Gillman 1982:327; Fee 

1987:785). In addition the continuity has to be limited by the preceding verses 39-41. 

The reference to the first and last Adams develops the theme (v45-49). Genesis 2:7 is used to justify that the 

'natural' body came first and indeed all of us have such a body. It could also convey the sense that this 

human body was subject to death and decay through Adam's sin. In contrast the last Adam is 'a life giving 

Spirit' (v45). This leads the contrast between natural and spiritual away from the material of what they are 

made of to a much more dynamic relational concept. The first Adam received the gift of life in a natural 

body, while the last Adam has the capacity to actively generate the life characteristic of the new creation. 

Verse 46 has been used to claim evidence for a realized eschatology at Corinth but this can be overstressed 

(Thiselton 1978:510-26; Martin 1995:105; Johnson 1996:461; Hays 1999:391-412). Thiselton also points 

out that it was used by a surprising number of late nineteenth century commentators to speak about a 'law of 

progress' perhaps reflecting an evolutionary influence (Meyer 1884:95; Edwards 1885:445; Findlay 

1961:938). The movement from natiu^l to spiritual was seen as a development that emphasized continuity. 

The body in this creation The body in new creation 

'Spiritual' 

Evolutionary Progress 

Matter 

This illustrates another oversimplification with little evidence in the text. Yet the prevailing philosophy 

controlled the interpretation. It completely ignores any sense of eschatological discontinuity, which 

margmalises the action of God. 

Johnson makes the important point that Paul's rhetoric here implies that the nature of the discontinuity 

between the psychikon body and the pneumatikon body has to do with the presence or absence of the effects 

of sin. While this may involve a supplementing of Paul's thought here with Romans 5:12-21, it does 

resonate with Jeronias' interpretation that 'flesh and blood caimot inherit the kingdom of God' as an idiom 

referring to living, biit frail and sinful human beings. (Jeremias 1956:151-59) 
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h the light of this, how do we characterize the continuity and discontinuity present in the resurrection body? 

Is it, as Johnson argues, that the human body of flesh is not aimihilated but rather the 'making alive Spirit' 

transforms its 'this age' (psychikon) diaracteristics into pneumatikon ones enabling that person to participate 

in the "new creation" at its consummation? We may agree that it is a body characterized by freedom from 

the ravaging effects of sin, a body so pervaded by the influence of the "making alive Spirit" that it has no 

propensity to death and decay (Barrett 1994:372). However, the difliculty lies in the 'himian body of flesh is 

not aimihilated'. This seems to be overstressing continuity and based on a static view of the body. 

The question is what is this natural body? In fact the atoms within our bodies are constantly changing, being 

exchanged with the rest of the Universe (Prokes 19%:45). This means a continual changing with time and in 

relationship with its physical surroundings. Therefore to speak of it not being totally annihilated is very 

difficult. Indeed, post death this interchange of material with the surroundings is accelerated, a point 

highlighted by Parmenberg with regard to the difference between Jesus' resurrection and our resurrection. 

Dabney is right when he suggests that in the resurrection of the body, God will redeem 'not just that body, the 

locus of our existence, but the entirety of our embodied life: the whole of our relationships, our experiences 

and our encounters, all that makes up our identity' (Dabney 2001:61-62). However, as we saw earlier with 

Moltmann this does not necessarily mean that God has to redeem every diachronic extent of a person's life. 

Thiselton sees more discontinuity than either Martin or Johnson in the image of seed and plant (Thiselton 

2000:1259). As we have seen he helpfully sees the natural body and the spiritual body in much more 

dynamic terms. The natural body is in a state of decay with 'decreasing capacities and increasing weaknesses, 

issuing in exhaustion and stagnation'(Thiselton 1964:229). He uses the illustration of a person who is 

suflering from the weakness of a wasting disease. This person may be transferred into the medical care of the 

hospital at which point a decisive change has occurred. However en route to a frill recovery the patient 

remains beset with weakness until the process of care is complete. 

The resurrection body is then characterized by decay's reversal, that is, a purposefiil flourishing. This is a 

more helpftil image than that of immortality, and gives the sense of some form of temporality to the 

resurrection body (Collins 1999:567). Thiselton goes on to stress on the basis of verse 38 that the sovereign 

power of God is able to enact far-reaching transformation of his own devising however unimaginable it may 

be to human minds now. The continuity is provided not by the 'stuff but by the 'identity' resurrected by God 

in a different mode of existence. 

However Thiselton goes too far. He rightly wants to stress a discontinuity by seeing Paul addressing the 

mode of the resurrection body rather than the substance. But the question of substance still remains. We can 

agree with Fee that "the transformed body is not composed of 'spirit'; it is a body adapted to the 

eschatological existence that is under the ultimate domination of the Spirit" (Fee 1987:786). But we are stiU 

left with the question of what is the 'stuff o f the new body. Of course we cannot answer that question in 
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isolation. Thiselton is indeed right that for Paul 'what counts as a body... depends precisely upon its 

immediate environment and purpose'(Thiselton 2000:1278). 

Padgett suggests that for Paul body is always form-plus-substance (Padgett 2002:1558). He comments that 

some have 'pushed' Paul into believing that the resurrection body will have 'light' or 'glory' as its substance, 

which does not do justice to the text (Weiss 1910; Lietzmann 1949). Nevertheless he asserts that a body has 

substance which is the main point of this passage from Corinthians. In the case of the spiritual body, the 

substance is 'of heaven', but that does not permit us to assume that it is made of 'hght' or 'glory.' 

While there are useful insights here, the tendency of commentators is to reduce the complexity of the pictures 

that Paul is using. This must be resisted, as the complexity is very useful for the dialogue with science both in 

terms of human identit)' and the future of the Universe. We must hold to body being substance-form-mode-

context for Paul in dialogue with the assumptions of his Corinthian listeners. In the contrast of the natural 

and resurrection body we must consider continuity/discontinuity in all four of these aspects. The resurrection 

body is more than physical but not less, it is animated by the Spirit, dynamic in the sense of purposefiil 

flourishing and freed from the decay associated with sin. Its context is new creation. 

Barrett characterizes Paul's view as 'resurrection means transformation' (Barrett 1994:372). But we need to 

see transformation not just in teims of substance but also in terms of substance-form-mode-context. On this 

basis Paul is implying not the exchange of one body for something completely different, but fransformation 

(Hawthorne 1983:172- 173; Davis 1993:50). Yet we must hold the importance of discontinuity in this 

picture. The old body is subject to death and decay, while the resurrection body is characterized by growth. 

The key to both continuity and discontinuity is to be found in the action of God in this fransformation 

The body in this creation 

Matter 

Form 

Mode 

Context 

Continuity 

The body In new creation 

^ Transformed matter 

Transformed form 

Transformed mode 

Transformed context _y 

The Action of God 
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This complexity needs to be maintained as we attempt to relate to science. Jeeves and Berry comment: 

'there is no suggestion of a physical continuity between our present body and the resurrection 
body.,. .(the) continuity is essential at the level of our personal relationship with God; our personality 
will be re-expressed in this new embodiment, with the same essential relational structure that 
identifies and distinguishes us as individuals here and now.' (Jeeves and Berry 1998:148) 

They then use an interesting illustration which is of metabolic change during a night's sleep. Although our 

body changes during the night we wake up to find ourselves as same individual. The continuity to life in this 

creation is provided by the same reason for continuity between this hfe and the new creation, that is, God's 

divine sustaining of all life moment by moment. While underestimating the physical continuity implied by 

this illustration and the passage itself, it is helpful in highlighting the importance of God's work in all of this. 

Here tlie doctrine of providence enta"s the discussion. For those who overstress continuity in new creation, it 

has often been the doubting of any providential action by God within the Universe that has meant that the 

continuity needs to be found in something 'natural'. Yet central to Paul's view is the action of God. Kennedy 

comments that the only organic link between this body and the glory to come is 'the sovereign power of God' 

(Kennedy 1904:243). This gives hope even when the future cannot be conceived fully. Thiselton adds: 

'The ground for belief in the possibility of resurrection, therefore, becomes not some inhCTent human 
capacity, but the infinite resourcefulness and creativity of the sovereign and gracious God to give 
(v58) whatever appropriate a(o\ia God wills, just as he has -already demonstrated in the 
resourcefulness which gave rise to the infinite varieties and glories of creation (vv. 39-41). This 
paves the way for a theology of transformation.' (Thiselton 2000:1178) 

Resurrection therefore distinguishes Christian eschatology from secular futurology and introduces the 

unexpected into the unfolding of the Universe (Thiselton 2000a:9-10). 

Thus we see again the complexity of description of the future state within the bibUcal literature but the over­

riding theme of transformation through the action of God. There is no support for a swing to continuity that 

neglects discontinuity. The key to resurrection and new creation is not the importance of the material but the 

action of the creator God. The crucial point is that all things in creation and new creation are dependent on 

the Creator's power. While there are different types of physicality throughout creation (v39-41), they are 

there because of the creative action of God. Likewise, there may be different kinds of physicality in the new 

creation because of the resurrection action of God by the Son's authority and in the power of the Spirit. 

Whatever the images of continuity and discontinuity, the fact that images are used from creation is a reminder 

of whCTe the tension is located, that is in the sovereign act of renewal by the Creator God. It is gift. 

5.3 The Gospels 
The diversity in the gospel accounts of the resurrection needs to be takm seriously (Mi. 28:1-20; Mk. 16:1-8; 

Lk.-24:1=53; Jn. 20: L-2-1:25). The„gospel accounts apparently disagree_on.who came to the tpmb, what they 

found there and where the resurrection appearances happened. Barclay characterizes four positions in regard 
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to the gospel accounts (Barclay 1996:18). First, there are those who attempt to harmonize all the material into 

a single historical account (Harris 1983; Wenham 1984). Second, there are those who do not attempt such a 

harmonization but view both the empty tomb and appearance stories as containing a reliable historical core 

(Dunn 1985:63-9; Brown 1993b). Third there are those who consider the empty tomb as legendary but 

uphold the veracity of the appearances (Lindars 1983:116-3 5). Fourth and fmally, there those who reject any 

historicity at all (Ludemann 1994; Goulder 1996:48; Crossan 1998:550-73; Patterson 1998:213). 

While the details of the historical arguments both for and against the empty tomb and the resurrection 

appearances are extensive (Marxsen 1970:68; O'Colhns 1978:49; Fuller 1980:115; Beasley Mun-ay 

1999:367-370; Wright 2003:587ff), we should not neglect the representation of the tension o f continuity and 

discontinuity when these passages are taken together. Whether at the stage of when the Canon of scripture 

was formed or at an earlier stage when independent accounts of the resurrection were in circulation, part of 

the diversity of the narratives reflects such a tension (Welker 2002:35). 

The continuity between the body of Jesus before and after resurrection is reflected by: 

• the risen Jesus is recognized by the disciples (Jn. 20:19-20) 
• he can be touched (Mt. 28:9; Jn. 20:17; Lk. 24:39) 
• he eats fish (Lk. 24:42^3) 
• he shows them his hands, feet and side (Lk. 24: 39; Jn. 20:24-31) 

These passages emphasise physicality (Gundry 1994:204-19). Of course central to the gospel accounts was 

the fradition of the empty tomb. Theologically this acts to rule out any re-interpretation of the resurrection 

that makes it indistinguishable from mere immortality (Carson 1991:638). Yet there is more than just 

physicality. These things have often been so overemphasized that expressions of Christian belief in popular 

piety and apologetics have bordered on physical resuscitation rather than resurrection. However, 

discontinuity is also stressed within the gospel accounts. Although they know that this is the same Jesus he 

seems to have different physical characteristics: 

• the disciples have trouble recognizing Jesus and some continue to doubt (Jn. 20:14; 21:4; 21:12; Mt. 
28: 17; Lk. 24:37) 

• he did not seem to be limited to space and time, appearing in rooms with locked doors (Jn. 20:19-20) 
• there is a real sense of mystery to the resurrection appearances (Mk. 16:1 -8) 

Fletcher-Louis points out that these appearances have some similarities but also differences with the 

appearances of angels in Luke-Acts. Jesus disappears and appears suddenly, but Luke presents the risen 

Jesus as both more divine and more human than the angels (Fletcher-Louis 1997:62-70). While we agree 

with this, the similarities with angels are not in terms of tiie 'spiritual nature' of the risen Jesus, but in terms of 

his unexpected appearances and sense of transcendence. 

The account of tlie disciples on the road to Emmaus gives an interesting example of how exegesis has been 

dominated by continuity more than discontinuity. The two disciples walk miles with Jesus without seeming 

to recognize hiin 0Jkr24:13-35). Commentators give many suggestions why, including the sun was in their 
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eyes, their eyes were filled with tears or that they were too frightened to look around! Others more 

convincingly see the revelation of Jesus in the scriptures and in the breaking of bread being key to the passage 

(Crilsemaim 2002:89-102). However, the obvious point is that Luke is telling us that Jesus was somehow 

different. Jesus in some way has transcended the constraints of his earthly life. He is the Jesus that the 

disciples knew but he is different (Marshall 1978:892-900). 

Once again we see an undervaluing of discontinuity in interpretation of the resurrection. Wright has 

characterized the 'modem consensus' among critical scholars to be around the claim that the resurrection 

narratives gi ew up following a belief in Jesus' exahation (Wright 2003:588). These narratives produced the 

'apologetic legends' of an empty tomb, 'bodily' stories of the risen Jesus to combat docetism, and a second 

stage ascension (Bultmann 1968:290; Robinson 1982:5-37; Riley 1995). In addition, the diversity in the 

narratives come out of rival claims for apostolic authority in the early church (Riley 1995:78-126). 

Yet this wil l not do. There is a surprising lack of reference to other biblical passages and indeed a lack of 

apphcation to personal hope in the resurrection narratives (Williams 2000:195; Wright 2003:599) which 

might be expected i f the stories had been created for theological reasons. Further we might have expected 

that the risen Jesus of the gospel writers was the vision of a dazzUng figure of Jewish apocalyptic fradition 

(Dan. 12:2-3), and that the first witnesses would not be women (Bauckham 2002:268-77) As we have argued 

above, it is not the case that Paul did not believe in bodily resurrection and an empty tomb. Finally, i f the 

stories had been created then we would expect them to be much tidier and consistent (Wedderbum 1999:37). 

It is the discontinuity of the fransformation of the body and how to represent this discontinuity that adds to the 

'untidiness' of the gospel accounts. As Williams says of the resurrection narratives: 

'They do not fall tidily into famihar genres; they do not easily presait themselves as fulfilments of 
prior expectation... They are painfully untidy stories, reflecting sometimes all too plainly the various 
political interests at work in the formulation of the fradition, yet containing more than those interests 
can manage. The cenfral image of the gospel narratives is not any one apparition but the image of an 
absence, an image of the failure of images, which is also an absence that confirms the reality of a 
creative liberty, an agency not sealed and closes, but still obstinately engaged with a material 
environment and an historical process.'(Williams 1996:100) 

5.4 Resurrection and the Future of the Universe 
Extensive surveys of the material show that, with some minor variations, the bodily resurrection of Jesus was 

the foundation of thinking about the future in the early church in 1 Clement, 2 Clement, Ignatius of Antioch, 

Polycarp, the Didache, the Letter of Barnabas, the Shepherd of Hennas, Papias, the Ascension of Isaiah, the 

Apocalypse of Peter, 5 Ezra, the Epistula Apostolorum, Polycarp of Smyrna, Justin Martyr, Athenagorus, 

Theophilus, Minucius Felix, TertuUian, frenaeus, Hippolytus, and Tatian (Daley 2002:136-164; Hill 2002a; 

Wright 2003:480-552). Much of this was worked out in an apologetic context in dialogue with pagan 

contemporaries and a wide range of behefs concerning human sur\dval after death. It is also interesting to 

note that in many of these writers the resurrection was based on a sfrong understanding of God as Creator, and 
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this led to a strong sense of God's purposes for this material creation and its goodness. We also see in many 

places the importance of the theme of judgement linked with resurrection and an apologetic usefulness of the 

theme of God as creator linked to the God of the resurrection. The link broadens the implications of the 

resurrection beyond a simple existential description of experiencing the life of Christ or of evidence to 

convince the individual of the truth of the gospel. 

It is only in the third century in the Acts of Thomas and the Nag Hammadi treatise Epistle to Rheginos that we 

see bodily resurrection rejected and Gnosticism developing. However, Daley points out that around the sanae 

time, we see the development of the conception of resurrection as the reassembly of scattered material 

fragments, a conception which was to remain powerftil through to Augustine. Origen, although sometimes 

characterized as denying bodily resurrection, introduced the important concept of resurrection as 

transformation. He disliked resurrection as reconstitution as he saw the human person in terms of continual 

psychosomatic change. Here we begin to see the resurrection beginning to open up a dialogue with the kind 

of questions that science would pose. Yet too often those questions have concenfrated on the fate of an 

individual after death. Often neglected has been the cosmic dimension of the resurrection. 

We have seen in the biblical passages above, the centrality of the resurrection in terms of creation and new 

creation, whether in the reconciliation of all things or in the imagery of 'firstfruits' which signifies the pledge 

of that which is to come (Hamilton 1957:19-25, 31-33; De Boer 1988:109; Holleman 1996:49-50). The 

tradition of Western philosophy reflecting individualism, the mechanistic Universe of Newton and the belief 

that all things are under the tyrarmy of logic has led to systematic theology devaluing the cosmic dimensions 

of a resuiTcction which is characterised by discontinuity as well as continuity. It is interesting that often 

biblical scholars have been more ready to see the cosmic implications even i f they have been unable to then 

allow them to interact with the insights of science. Yet from detailed exploration of the biblical passages we 

begin to see some important areas of fiiiitfial dialogue emerging. We group these cosmic imphcations of the 

resurrection under the following questions. 

5.4.1 What does the resurrection mean for the doctrine of creation? 
Morgan comments on the empty tomb: 

'However unhistorical, it expresses Christian claims that God really vindicated Jesus... It fiirther 
symbolizes the Cliristian belief that human flesh and bones are precious'. (Morgan 1994:18) 

Morgan does not seem to see the inconsistency of this statement. I f flesh and bones are precious then surely 

the tomb should be empty. He is right to stress that tlie empty tomb is one of the strongest indications of 

God's commitment to this creation, but we have argued above that the historicity of the empty tomb leads to 

this, rather than the empty tomb being read back as a symbol of God's commitment. 
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O'Donovan further suggests that resurrection is God's vindication of creation and our created life. Using the 

parallel between Christ and Adam, he argues that the resurrection is the affirmation of the initial gift of life 

and a transformation of that gift of life (1 Cor. 15:22,45): 

'It might have been possible...before Christ rose from the dead, for someone to wonder whether 
creation was a lost cause. I f the creature consistently acted to uncreate itself and with itself to 
uncreate the rest of creation, did this not mean that God's handiwork was flawed beyond hope of 
repair?...Before God raised Jesus from the dead, the hope that we call 'gnostic', the hope for 
redemption from creation rather than for the redemption of creation, might have appeared to be the 
only hope.' (O'Donovan 1986:14) 

It is important to understand that O'Donovan sees creation not as the raw material of the Universe but as the 

'order and coherence' in which it is composed. The resurrection 'assures us that the very thing which God 

has made wi l l continue and flourish' (O'Donovan 1986:31). However, God's plans go fiirther than just this 

creation. The resurrection vindicates the created order in that it redeems it and fransforms it. 

Therefore, the resurrection opposes the view that simply because the Universe is destined to heat death that it 

is without value. At the same time it also opposes the view that this Universe is an end in itself The 

resurrection reminds us that God acts in this creation for its renewal and transformation. The 'order and 

coherence' of the Universe, embodied in the faithfiitoess of the scientific laws of the physical Universe, will 

not be totally rejected by God in the new creation. 

This may be of importance in how we view the future of time. Jones argues that it is a common 

misconception to see Bultmann as uninterested in bodily resurrection (Jones 1996:32). This is because 

Bultmann sees the resurrection as revealing the full meaning of what it means to be human in the sight of God 

and to be human is to be embodied. Thus Jones suggests the bodily resurrection is important for it locates the 

risen Jesus in time. This is an affirmation of created time. As Rahner states that Christian faith 'must contain 

m eschatology which really bears on the future, that which is still to come, in a very ordinary, empirical sense 

of the word time'(Rahner ]%6:326). We therefore need to oppose any suggestion that the new creation is 

'timeless' and the subsequent undervaluing of the gift of time in this creation. Time is not a mistake or an 

imperfection in creation. Moltmann's view of 'eternal time' comes close to this and must be resisted. 

If this creation is affirmed and yet shown to be in need of transformation, the resurrection also discloses the 

nature of the Creator. The resurrection in body and time speaks of the immanence and franscendence of 

God's presence in the world. Peacocke rightly comments that his Jewish followers encountered in Jesus: 

'especially in the light of his resurrection, a dimension of that divine transcendence which, as devout 
monotheists, they attributed to God alone. But they also encountered him as a complete human being 
and so experienced an intensity of God's immanence in the world different from anything else in 
their experience or tradition.' (Peacocke 1990:343) 

However, we note that Peacocke prefers 'personal resurrection' to bodily resurrection (Peacocke 1990:332). 

Tliis leads-to a view of new creation where the purpose of God for human beings will 'finally achieve their 

fulfilment beyond space and time within the very being of God himself (Peacocke 1979:353). This is 
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inconsistent. The immanence of God in this creation is a very important affirmation of the value of the space-

time structure of the Universe. Holding the resurrection alongside this, means that an immanent and 

transcendent God is able to affirm and offer fransformation to a Universe destined in scientific terms to 

lutility. Talk of 'beyond space and time' is unhelpful and misleading. 

We may also suggest one other implication of the resurrection for the doctrine of creation. That is, the 

res-urrection imphes that this creation is destined to end. Paul sees the eschatological process already begun 

(Witherington 1992:28). The resurrection is a sign that in Thiselton's translation of 1 Corinthians 7:31, 'the 

external structures of this cosmos are passing away' (Thiselton 2000:585). Paul's eschatological frame 

indicates a dynamic cosmic process, with an end to this creation. This not only resonates with the insights 

from science that the end of this Universe is lutility but also with Hardy's suggestion that creation keeps the 

Universe from ending, but also brings it to an end. The stress on discontinuity is important here. Too much 

continuity between this creation and new creation does not take seriously the ending of this creation. The 

resurrection acts as a reminder of the discontinuity. 

5.4.2 What does the resurrection mean for the doctrine of new creation? 
Peters, in noting some of the scientific picture of the end of the Universe, puts it bluntly when he states, 

'Rather than consonance, it appears that we have dissonance between physical cosmology and Christian 

eschatology'(Peters 2002:x). He goes on to suggest that physical cosmology has the potential for falsifying 

Christian behef in the resurrection, i f in the future the whole of the creation is not renewed. Now this seems 

to be a profound statement, but what does it actually mean? At what point in the future might such a 

judgement be made? If intelligent life itself is destined to death in an accelerating Universe, then does the last 

person standing make such a judgement before switching out the lights! Evm then it is not impossible for the 

full renewal of this creation to be after that time. Peters is making a meaningless statement. However the 

Unk he is making can be stated in a much more positive and meaningftil way. Christian belief in the 

resurrection gives us knowledge now of the future of the renewal of the whole of the creation. Indeed, seen in 

this way, we do not see dissonance between physical cosmology and Christian eschatology. 

For i f resurrection affirms creation, then it also points forward to new creation. Moltmann points out that it in 

the experience of the futility of this creation that: 

'Faith in the resurrection is the faith in God of lovers and the dying, the suffering and the grieving. It 
is the great hope which consoles us and gives us new courage.'(Moltmann 1996:73) 

Rather than seeing the resurrection in the perspective of history, Moltmann argues that history needs to be 

seen in the perfective of Christ's resurrection, that is, the resurrection gives a new framework to history'. 

Thus the fliture should not be focused on heat death as an inevitable end to God's purposes, but should be 

focused on the resurrection. He uses Romans 8:11 to illustrate the link between Christ's resurrection in the 

past with the present experience of the Spirit with the future promise of resurrection from the dead. Therefore 
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resurrection is experienced now and the resurrection hope is for this world. The resurrection is God's 

eschatological act in history but it is also 'the first act in the new creation of the worid'. 

This is a very helpfiil description of the implications of the resurrection for new creation. As we discussed in 

Chapter 3, Moltmann sees the resurrection of Jesus as the paradigm for the new creation of all things. This 

does not mean just human beings but the whole of creation, that is 'animals, plants, stones and all cosmic life 

systems' (Moltmann 1990:258). Yet we saw that the phrase 'cosmic life systems' is not expanded in any 

detail and is not worked out for the Universe as a whole. This is due to the lack of detailed bibhcal 

engagement and indeed dialogue with contemporary science in the work of Moltmann. 

In the hght of our engagement with both the science and the biblical literature we can now push further our 

critique of Moltmann's view that the resurrection is the paradigm for the new creation. First, the exploration 

of what the resurrection means for cosmic hfe systems is both possible and necessary. The bibUcal material, 

while having its own limitations in terms of its anthropocentric and cultural horizons, nevertheless encourages 

a questioning of the imphcations for the whole of creation. This comes in part from the centrality of God as 

creator within its thinking. Systematic theology must take both the scientific insights and biblical material 

more seriously in thinking about new creation. Moltmaim's inabihty to expand seriously his thinking to the 

Universe means that his view of the resurrection as hope for this world can easily become a 'this-worldly' 

hope. While important in inspiring Christian action in areas of justice and environment, it does not franslate 

well to questions concerning the end of the Universe. He attempts to hold discontinuity but then because his 

theological horizon is so limited to human beings and the environment of the Earth, it subtly collapses into 

continuity. In the light of the end of the Universe the discontinuity in the resurrection appearances gives more 

ground for believing that God's actions will radically fransform the physical Universe. 

Second, Moltmann suggests that the continuity of old and new in the renewal of creation does not issue from 

the history of the old creation, but it is created by God's act of new creation. We have seen that the danger of 

positions that overstress continuity is that new creation can be seen to issue from old creation and we neglect 

the aspect of God's action. The resurrection stresses discontinuity and the action of God alongside continuity. 

Moltmann is therefore surely right to see the resurrection in this way. The sfrength of this picture of the 

resurrection is that it allows eschatology to be based on something beyond the natural physical processes. 

Third, Moltmann .suggests that the new creation is not a restoration to original perfection but a 'transformation 

in the franscendental conditions of the world itself. As we have seen fransformation is a key concept for the 

biblical literature. The world is not annihilated in order to be re-created, nor does some inherently eternal part 

of creation survive into new creation. The resurrection demonsfrates the fransformation of the whole, whether 

it be the body of an individual or the world. However, Moltmann then goes on to claim that the 

fransformation is about the temporal creation becoming eternal creation just as the resurrection was 

fransformation of the mortal into the eternally living Christ. At this point we must disagree. The New 

Testament does seem to picture the resurrection as something more than a restoration to original perfection, 
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but Moltmann is unconvincing in suggesting that the transformation is characterized by the change from 

transient time to eternal time. There is no need to see the transformation in this way. Indeed our 

consideration of the resurrection body as discussed in 1 Corinthians 15 and the gospel narratives leads to the 

opposite conclusion. Transfomiation is not about transient to eternal time but about a process of decay to a 

process of growth. The resurrection appearances of Jesus speak of a sfrong relationship to historical time. 

Jesus spends a certain length of time with the disciples, he eats, he speaks, he develops relationships, and he 

teaches - all of which are time dependent. The key seems to be that Jesus is no longer bound by the 

constraints of time. He is no longer bound by the having to journey between different locations, and of course 

will not undergo the negative processes of the passing of time such as decay and death. 

Fourth, Moltmaim suggests that Christ's solidarity with tlie dead and the transfigured form of his tanporally 

Uved life means that the whole of what has happened in the lives of all creatures and in the whole of the time 

of this creation, will be gathered up, healed and fransfigured into eternal life and eternal time. We have argued 

that this does not necessarily follow from the resurrection or the biblical literature. Thomas agrees, pointing 

out that the forty days of resurrection appearances and the time between resurrection and Parousia rejects a 

view of new creation as timeless eternity (Thomas 2002:264-5). This is important to maintain. There is a 

tendency in Moltmaim and indeed other systematicians to devalue the importance of time. Barth comments: 

'For us, therefore the resurrection and the parousia are two separate events. But for Him they are a 
single event. The resurrection is the anticipation of the parousia as His parousia is the completion 
and fiilfillment of the resurrection.' (Barth 1936-62:490) 

Now of course the resurrection and Parousia can be thought of a single movement including the Ascension. 

But to term them as a 'single event' either runs the risk of the Left Behind writers of confusing the promise of 

the Parousia with the resurrection, or leaves us with the question of why is there a temporal gap between 

resurrection and Parousia? The very fact that Jesus appears as resurrected body, then disappears from view, 

in order to return again is important for holding in tension, the ending of this creation and its transformation to 

new creation. Further i f the resurrection and Parousia are a single event, then what does that mean for the 

doctrine of the Spirit at work in the worid? Pannenberg seems to notice this point, but then because of his 

emphasis on the proleptic nature of the resurrection falls into the same frap: 

'The coming again of Christ will be the completion of the work of the Spirit that began in the 
incarnation and with the resurrection of Jesus. From the standpoint of eternity we have here one and 
the same event because the incarnation is already the inbreaking of the future of God, the entry of 
eternity into time'. (Pannenberg 1991-98:627) 

There is no need to collapse the incarnation, work of the Spirit, Parousia and resurrection into the same event. 

Lf we use the term 'single movement' as in Paul's parabola movement of Philippians 2:6-11, we maintain the 

interdependency but also see the space-time distinctiveness of particular actions of God in specific events. 

We see through all of this that time is a much richer concept than simple models would indicate. Further, we 

need to make a distinction between the risen but present Christ and the risoi but absent Christ. As Thomas 

helpfully notes, the primary absence expressed in spatial terms in the ascension is paralleled in temporal 
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teims, that is he is absent until he comes (Thomas 2002:265). In order to explore this more fully we wil l need 

to return to it in Chapter 6 when we examine the nature of time. 

While Moltmann and Pannenberg raise issues of space and time, there is one other aspect of the resurrection 

which is important for the scientific pichire. Russell and Murphy question whether the resurrection of Jesus is 

the first instantiation of a new law of nature (Murphy 2002:202-18; Russell 2002a:3-30). Murphy suggests 

that the laws of nature can be read back into the elemental spirits of the Universe (Col. 2:8), but the exegesis 

is unconvincing. Russell seems particularly keen on a new law in order to avoid his perceived sense that the 

present laws of physics predict a futile end to the Universe and this is inconsistent with Christian eschatology. 

Thus a new law of physics, as yet unknown outside the resurrection, solves the problem. This appeal to an 

unknown law has been a classic appeal in defending miracles (Wilkinson and Frost 2000:173). While this 

may be the case, it is not necessary to invoke such a view of the resurrection. Russell's pessimism is 

misplaced concerning the lack of consonance between cosmology and Christian eschatology. However, on 

the basis of the picture of new creation that we have been developing we need to be open to a fransformation 

of the physical laws themselves. Of course i f the fransformation is characterised solely by discontinuity, then 

our abihty to describe anything in physical terms in the new creation becomes aknost impossible. However i f 

there is both continuity and discontinuity in the fransformation of the physical laws we should be able to 

speculate a limited yet significant amount. We have also been led to agree with Polkinghome and Russell 

that God must have created the universe with precisely those conditions and characteristics that it needs in 

order to be fransformable by God's new creative and fransforming act. 

5.4.3 What does the resurrection mean for the relationship of the Earth to the 
Universe? 
Anthropic insights from science and particular passages such as Romans 8 have raised the question as to the 

significance of human beings in creation and new creation. Typically however theologians have been content 

to explore the future of human beings in relation to the future of the Earth. Occasionally, a few theologians 

have speculated more widely, in particular in the whole area of the incarnation in relation to the search for 

exfraterresfrial intelligence (Weston 1920:128-129; Milne 1952:153; Mascall 1956:36; Pittenger 1959:248; 

Jaki 1980). frideed, as I have argued elsewhere the consideration of this scientific possibihty raises interesting 

questions for biblical hermeneutics and systematics (Wilkinson 1997). 

What is the relationship of the Earth to questions of new creation? One suggestion is that God fransforms the 

Earth and leaves it in its place in the Universe. That however will not do. In such a scenario, a fransformed 

Earth would still be vulnerable to comet impact, the Sun going to a red giant stage and the accelerating 

Universe. Any tiansformation of life on Earth must be closely linked with a fransformation of the whole 

Universe. As we have seen such a broad canvas is far more consistent with the bibUcal material. 

Yet hoW-^6"God's particular actions in incarnation and resurrection as historical events on the Earth relate to 

the rest of the Universe? The gospels see the resurrection of Jesus linked to the global task of evangelism 
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(Mt. 28:16-20), although a more universal significance is seen in the linked accoimts of the ascension. 

However, Paul's understanding seems to be very clear that the events of death and resurrection in Jerusalem 

have far reaching effects for 'all things' (1 Cor. 15:20-28; Col. 1:15-20). Thus, the resurrection demonstrates 

that the purposes of God revealed in Jesus are consistent with his purposes for all creation. Therefore, we 

cannot envisage a renewed humanity or even a renewed Earth without a renewed creation as a whole. 

We can see this link in two other doctrinal considerations which we have briefly noted in our discussion so 

far. The first is the work of the Spirit. The New Testament sees the Spirit involved in the resurrection of 

Jesus and is at work in the life of the believer before the final resurrection (1 Peter 3:18; Rom. 8:11). The 

Spirit is also involved in the current reign of Christ and in the future resurrection of believers (2 Cor. 13:4; 1 

Cor. 6:14). Therefore Thomas argues that the hope of new creation must be seen against the backdrop of the 

work of the Holy Spirit now (Thomas 2002:264-5). Further, we have images of the Spirit as firstfruits or first 

instalment (Rom. 8:23; 1 Cor. 1:22; Eph. 1:13-14). In this sense, the Spirit mediates the risen presence of the 

Jesus who is physically absent. The Spirit's work both in the church and the world is fransformative. As it is 

the same Spirit at work we might expect parallels between the transformation of the individual believer and 

the community of the church and the fransformation of creation as a whole. This is certainly highlighted by 

Paul in Romans 8 and raises some important questions for anthropology and mission. For example, the 

transformation of new creation is through both process and particular evait. One might expect the same 

pattern within the life of the believer, or in the transformation of community. 

Earlier in Chapter 3 we raised questions with Pannenberg's equating of the Spirit with a physical field. While 

problems of physicalizing and depersonalizing God remain, there is something in Pannenberg's conviction 

that tlie work of the Spirit needs to be seen as dynamic and as giving priority to the whole over parts. He 

wants to see the Spirit as giving cohesiveness to the Universe. Indeed, the work of the Spirit could be seen as 

giving cohesiveness to the woik of new creation. Perhaps the Spirit is the ground and the redeemer of the 

relationality inherent in the Universe. Where the relationship between God and his creation is restored we 

see the work of the Spirit in new creation. Thus the signs of the Spirit's presence on the Earth from the 

community of the church to environmental regeneration are the firstfiiiits of the new creation of the cosmos. 

We will return to what this means for space-time and matter in the next chapters. 

It is worth noting that in contemporary Wesleyan scholarship this movement of new creation through 

individual conversion to social change and then to a cosmic perspective has become very popular (Runyon 

1998; Maddox 2002). In fact as we noted in Section 3.1, Wesley was one of the few theologians to take the 

cosmic significance of new creation seriously. This was surely the outworking of a strong sense of the Spirit 

being at work in the world. This aspect has perhaps not had enough attention fiom Wesleyan scholars. 

The second aspect concerning the relationship of the Earth to the Universe as a whole is in the relationship of 

the ascension to the resurrection. Farrow has helpfully emphasized the docfrinal importance of the ascension, 

not least in the hiddenness of the resurrected body of Jesus (Farrow 1999). Does the ascension give us a sense 
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of the hiddenness of the work of new creation? The fullness of the new creation which includes a 

transformed time and space and a lack of decay is hidden from us on the Earth. It is held back and only 

partially present through the Spirit (Torrance 1976:98). The temporal gap between ascension and Parousia 

implies that God wants to take time to bring about the final redemption and at the same time unfold this 

creation (Thomas 2002:264-5). The ascension also universahzes the resurrection for the whole of creation. 

5.5 Continuity, Discontinuity and Transformation 
The resurrection has always been linked to hope. Houlden notes that the setting of the resurrection in the 

New Testament is in apocalyptic expectations, and suggests that it may be 'an icon of the fact, inescapably 

involved in faith, that Jesus is the focus of hope and life.' (Houlden 1986:150) If there is going to be a focus 

for hope in the scientific picture of the aid of the Universe it needs to be something outside of the scientific 

process and Houlden's emphasis on Jesus is helpful. Race commends Houlden's view as: 

"rescuing the enterprise of hope from a rigid dependency on the outcome of sterile debates about, for 
example, what really happened at 'the resurrection'. It also has the advantage of opening up 
alternative possibilities for engaging in Iresh explorations of the meaning of hope". (Race 1994:178) 

Race attempts to apply this 'opening up' to ecology and militarism. He rightly points out that images of hope 

prevalent within contemporary society depend on the imperative for survival. However, rather then see the 

resurrection as providing a hope which goes beyond mere survival, he sees hope in the development of a 

global ethic looking for areas of agreement between different religions. In fact, to develop such a global ethic 

he jettisons the resurrection as historical event. Race's analysis of other religions borders on the discredited 

comparative religion approach in religious education of the l%Os-1970s. More importantly his hope is 

totally 'this worldly'. It lacks any moral or theological distinctive and as a number of leading scientists have 

recently pointed out the development of a 'global ethic' by itself is insufficient to make a difference to the 

environmental crisis (Berry 1994:138; Prance 1996; Berry 2000; Berry 2003). 

We take a completely different approach. By allowing the insights of the biblical texts to inform a discussion 

of eschatology in the light of scientific predictions about the end of the Universe, we have defended the 

importance of the historical event and also developed some of the cosmic implications of the resurrection. 

Pannenberg has argued that history in all its totaUty can be understood only when viewed from its end point 

and the end of history is disclosed 'proleptically' in the history of Jesus Christ (Paimenberg 1968:66-73). So 

what might be disclosed for us in the resurrection that wil l be important for the future of the Universe? 

First, and in line with the previous chapter, the bibhcal texts point us towards the importance of the action of 

God as a basis for hope for the future. The resurrection of Jesus questions a view of the world as a closed 

system with no room for God's action. Indeed such a closed system gives little hope for the future of the 

Universe. Theologians who limit their engagement just to the individual or society or even to the Earth can 

give false hope by reliance on progress and evolution of human society. Stressing continuity in the future 

with what is happening in the present, considering a short time period and narrowing the focus to the Earth, it 
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can be argued that you can see such progress. But these pictures rarely consider that the Universe is destined 

to decay and futihty. The picture is far too simphstic. Creation is both about the development of complex life 

and about pointers forward to new creation. The resurrection becomes a reminder of the importance of the 

action of God not just at the beginning of creation but at every moment and towards new creation. 

Second, the biblical texts concerning resurrection point us towards the transformation of matter. The empty 

tomb demonstrates that the physicahty of this world does matter to God and will not be completely destroyed 

or discarded. Further, whatever the complexity of Paul's discussion of the resurrection body in 1 Corinthians 

15, his central understanding is that of transformation. Thus in terms of the future of the Universe we expect 

God's actions to involve transformation of the physical Universe rather than annihilation and beginning again. 

The biblical passages do not see new creation as God's 'second attempt'. Polkinghome summarizes, 

'the new creation is not a second attempt by God at what he had first tried to do in the old Creation. 
It is a different kind of divine action altogether, and the difference may be summarized by saying 
that the first creation was ex nihilo while the new creation wil l be ex vetere. In otho" words, the old 
creation is God's bringing into being a universe which is fi"ee to exist 'on its own', in the ontological 
space made available by the divine kenotic act of allowing the existence of something wholly other; 
the new creation is the divine redemption of the old'. (Polkinghome 1994a: 167) 

Not only does this transformation point us forward to new creation, the resurrection points to the end of this 

aeation. Mohmann comments, ' i t is God's new beginning which brings this perverted world to its deserved 

and longed-for end' (Moltmann 2000:131). The resurrection demonstrates God's new beginning and the fact 

that this creation is not all that there is or ever wil l be. 

While agreeing witli Polkinghome on transformafion, we differ however in emphasis on the source of 

transformation. Polkinghome emphasizes the faithfulness of God as the source of transformation: 

'the ultimate eschatological issue, and the only adequate ground of hope, is the everlasting 
faitlifulness of God.' (Polkinghome 20O2b:65) 

It is interesting that he points to Mark 12:26-27 for the everlasting faithfulness of God as the ground for hope 

of resurrection. While there is much of value in this, the stress on faithfulness is only part of the story. It is 

the ' I am' God who interacts directly and specifically with the sign of the burning bush and through 

communicating to Moses. It is important to see that it is the faithfulness of God in acting that is important. In 

fairness to Polkinghome, he does have a strong view of the resurrecfion and it is highly influential in his 

eschatology. However, he does not exphcitly acknowledge the extent of its influence. The resurrection 

shows that God acts not just in the sustaining of the processes of the Universe, but also acts in a specific way 

within and at times beyond those processes. Some theologians would call this 'intervention', a term which is 

largely out of favour in contemporary systemafics because of its imagery portraying God as capricious. We 

agree with this, but do not want to move to a picture of God who is imable to interact in specific and gracious 

ways with his creation. Yet the resurrection shows God's faithfulness to his creaUon together with an unusual 

sign of his activity promising new creation. It is only by holding together God's faithfubiess and action in 

creation and new creafion that Christian theology has a fiuitful interaction with the end of the Universe. This 
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is a weakness in Polkinghome's position and may come from a shallow interaction with the biblical passages. 

We will attempt to stress both faithfulness and action in God's transformative work. 

Third, the resurrection body gives us some insights into nature of transformation. McGralh has claimed that: 

'Christian discussion on the resurrection body has attempted to explore the tension between the 
physical and spiritual approaches to this issue. It must be said however, that the debate is widely 
regarded as speculative and pointless'. (McGrath 1998:560) 

While taking the point about being cautious about speculation concerning the future, McGrath is mistaken to 

take this view. Carefiil exegesis of the biblical passages has led to a wealth of insights that are important for 

eschatology. We suggest that fransformation has to be seen in substance-form-mode-context. Often the 

discussion has been limited to discussing transformation of substance, that is, what wi l l the atoms of the new 

heaven and earth be like? Keeping all the factors together does more justice to the biblical passages and the 

nature of the body. The question then for the future of the Universe is how will God transform not just the 

matter, but matter in its relationship to form, mode and context? We wil l return to this in the next chapter. 

Then we have suggested that the transformation from the natural to resurrection body is characterized by the 

transformation from a state of decay to purposeful flourishing. We do not see the fransformation as being 

from fransience to timeless existence. Indeed the resurrection body for Paul is dynamic rather than static and 

the resurrection appearances of Jesus are about being no longer limited by space-time rather than being totally 

isolated from it. Thus we are not surprised by the insights of contemporary science that the Universe is in a 

state of decay. The fransformation will not be a timeless new heaven and new earth but a new creation that is 

dynamic and more temporal not less. In this creation, because of the second law of thermodynamics the flow 

of time is linked to greater enfropy. In the new creation will that be reversed? 

Fourth, the resurrection reminds us of the need of holding together continuity and discontinuity in any 

thinking about the future. We have seen that contemporary theology often overemphasizes a 'this worldly' 

eschatology. The resurrection accounts helpfully remind us of the importance of discontinuity between this 

creation and the new creation, which is necessary in the context of the heat death of the Universe. At the 

same time they stress a tension between continuity and discontinuity thai i f never clearly defmed, needs to be 

maintained. It may be a difficult discussion but it is exactly in that tension that eschatology needs to locate 

itself (Pannenberg 1968:66-73). The resurrection stops us from going to either extreme of complete 

continuity or complete discontinuity. It also in the complexity of the resurrection accounts reminds us of our 

limits in resolving the tension. 

Fifth, we have highlighted the crucial role of the Spirit in the woric of franstbrmation. Salvation, as 

Bauckham comments, is both restorative (repairing the damage done by sin) and progressive (moving the 

work on to its completion)'(Bauckham 1986:239). Can we therefore see signs of the Spirit restoring damage 

and_progressing-God's work on to completion? This may be an area which has had a lot of attention in terms 

of the Spirit's work i i i the life of the believer, but how do we see it in the cosmic context? We saw in Paul's 
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discussion in Romans 8, that the Spirit works in the tension between creation and new creation, sharing in the 

'groaning' of this creation and yet pointing forward to the hope of that which is to come. Yet the Spirit's 

work is more than that. I f the damage of sin is the breaking of relationships between Creator, creatures and 

creation, then is the Spirit's work a restoring of those relationships in part as a sign of the final reconciliation 

of a new heaven and a new earth? Restored relationships now in terms of individual forgiveness, community 

reconciliation, the care of animals and responsibility for the environment then become signs of God's 

purposes for the whole of creation. 

Having said that we can go on and ask the question of how might this transformation and 

continuity/discontinuity work out in terras of the physical Universe? The nature of space-time and the nature 

of matter in a new heaven and new earth seem to be key in answering this. It is to this that we tum next. 
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Chapter 6 
ModeSs of continuity and discontinuity: Space-time 

I f the resurrection of Jesus gives us the best model of the new creation, we can ask how this new heaven and 

earth wi l l exhibit both continuity and discontinuity with the present creation? How might we characterize this 

theological continuity and discontinuity in terms of the scientific view of the Universe? Within many aspects 

that might be explored, two areas are crucial, that is the nature of space-time and the nature of matter. 

In Christian history, space-time and matter have been important considerations in eschatology. 

Premillennialists like Irenaeus were the most likely to argue for the necessity of a renewed earth in the ftiture 

of God's purposes. However, we need to be carefiil in seeing too much continuity here. The renewed earth 

was a staging post, a penultimate state, not the ultimate expression of God's deliverance. In fact both 

premillennialists and amillennialists in the early church reflected three key neo-Platonic assumptions about 

the world and the future. First, temporality was imperfect, so that any new heaven and earth would be 

'above' this temporal world in an Eternal Now, not in some awaited future. Second, matter was also 

inherently imperfect, only indivisible souls could exist in the ideal state of the Etemal Now. Third, the 'soul' 

was found only in rational beings, hence no non-human animals or plants, let alone the physical earth, were 

candidates for this ideal state (McDannell and Lang 1988; Maddox 2002). These assumptions have permeated 

much 'Christian' eschatology since. Time, matter and the non-human creation have been dismissed, leading 

to souls ascending to heaven as ghostly apparitions leading to an atemporal existence on some kind of 

spiritual cloud. This pushes discontinuity to an extreme and leaves this creation as useless and irrelevant. 

However, i f we hold together continuity and discontinuity in the way we have been arguing then both science 

and theology can be in dialogue about these things. Polkinghome rightly suggests that i f the new creation is 

the eschatological transformation of the old, then 'science may have some modest role to play in clarifying 

what wil l be the necessary degree of continuity required for this to be the case' (Polkinghome 2002b: 13). 

Therefore we shall explore what science tells us about space-time and matter in this creation and bring it into 

dialogue with theology. We shall see that Christian theology has moved a long way since the three Neo-

Platonic assumptions above in a way that makes the dialogue extremely fruitful. 

In terms of space-time, many contemporary theologians suggest that divine eternity should not be conceived 

of as sheer timelessness (Peters 1993:175-6; Russell 2000:46-55). Time is important for relationship and 

growth. The continuity may be that time is real in the new creation but the discontinuity is that time no 

longer limits us in the way that it does in this creation. In this creation time is associated with decay and 

growth, but in new creation might time be simply about growth? 

The nature of time and space has fascinated scientists, pliilosophers, theologians and writers over the length of 

human existence (Achtner et al. 2002). Theologians do not speculate about subjects such as time in a cultural 
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vacuum. Assumptions and speculations about time are of^en greatly influenced by both science and popular 

culture. We therefore need to briefly review the main insights from these areas. We wil l then examine the 

philosophical and theological questions, in particular, whether time and space can provide the key to 

understanding the continuity and discontinuity of the relationship of creation and new creation? In addition, 

are there any models or new insights that can be transferred into the theological arena? 

6.1 Time and Contemporary Culture 
Speculation about time has been one of the main themes of the science fiction industry. Here the big 

questions of existence are explored in narrative form. At times it may be dismissed as 'pseudo-science' or 

indeed 'pseudo-theology' but it does serve an important purpose. Hawking comments, 'Science fiction... is 

not only good fun but it also serves a serious purpose, that of expanding the human imagination'(Hawking 

1997:xi). Perhaps on time it expands the human imagination most of all. 

Of course, speculation about time is not new. From Wells' The Time Machine in 1895, to movies such as 

Back to the Future science fiction writers have examined the consequences of time ti-avel. Wells was a 

graduate of Imperial College and scientific language permeates his discussion. However he does not care 

about a mechanism for time ti-avel. In contrast, scientists themselves have speculated about the means. 

To travel forwards in time is very easy in terms of ageing. More difficult would be a person frozen in deep 

sleep who could emerge hundreds of years into the fiiture to fmd a very diffa"ent world. This demonstrates in 

itself that there exist in popular culture subjective perceptions about the nature of time. Time is coupled with 

ageing and decay, but at the same time there is the belief that time is coupled with change and progress. In 

the year 1900, science and technology were triumphant. Evolution had explained the diversity of the natural 

world and virtually all the questions of physics seemed to be answered. Western culture, represented by the 

engineering of the Eiffel Tower was to be exported as God's way of salvation. In such a picture, an 

eschatology that stressed the continuity of this creation and a new creation was popular. However, this dream 

of human progress turned into nightmare in the abuse of the envirormimt and the horrors of war. In the new 

millennium, discontinuity is popular, represented in the best-selUng Left Behind series. The view of time is 

interesting in these books. Believers disappear to a 'timeless etemity' while non-believers have another 

chance, being left in this world's linear time. Meanwhile the figures of evil are destroyed also in this time. 

Once again, time is associated with growth and change. Whether in science fiction, scientific optimism or in 

US fimdamentalism we see a fascination with time, its linear yet complex nature, and how our human 

perception relates to reality. When we turn from popular cultiire to the insights of science, we see some 

parallels to this and yet some differences. 

6.2 General Relativity 
Two problems remained for physics at the end of the nineteenth century; the detection of the ether and the 

radiation from a heated body. These problems would in fact lead major theories of twentieth century physics. 
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general relativity and quantum theory, both of which would raise revolutionary questions for space and time. 

The problem of the ether concerned the detection of the medium through which light waves travelled. 

Maxwell had united electricity and magnetism in an elegant theory showing that light could be understood as 

a wave motion of electric and magnetic fields. However, light fravels through a vacuum, so there had to be 

something else to propagate these waves, the ether. Michaelson and Morley attempted to show that the speed 

of light would be different in two dfrections due to the Earth's motion through this postulated ether, but they 

found that the speed of Ught did not vary at all. In a brilliant insight, Einstein saw that talk about the ether 

was unnecessary, and the speed of liglit was the same however you measured it (Einstein 1905:891). This 

was the basis of his Special Theory of Relativity. He argued that for observers not undergoing acceleration, 

the laws of physics should be the same. The result was the abandonment of absolute time, that is, one's 

measurement of time depended on one's motion. Clocks fravelling at speeds close to the speed of hght would 

appear to run slower than those at rest. Other consequences were that as speed increases, so mass increases 

and length contracts. These effects only become obvious at speeds close to the speed of hght, so that at an 

everyday level we do not notice them. In such a picture, time is not to be totally divorced from space, but the 

two are to be talked about together in a framework called 'space-time' (French 1979). 

Einstein's General Theory of Relativity went on to take gravity into account and give a radically new 

description of it (Einstein 1916:771). He suggested that space-time was not fixed and permanent, but could 

be described as being shaped by the presence in it of material bodies such as stars and planets. The mass and 

distribution of matter in the Universe determines the geometry of space and the rate of flow of time. This 

complex interaction of matter and space-time was described by a set of equations, whose solution gave the 

geometry of space-time and showed how bodies moved within it. However, they were so difficult that they 

could only be solved in a few simple cases. One of these was for a uniform distribution of structureless points 

freely floating in space-time, which is in fact a good approximation to the Universe, since when taken as a 

whole, the clusters of galaxies have a relatively uniform distribution. Soon de Sitter and Friedmann showed 

that the theory predicted that the Universe was not static but expanding. Einstein, disturbed by such a 

conclusion, was tempted to modify the equations in order to make the Universe static. Little did he realise 

that this modification in terms of a cosmological constant would resurface in the accelerating Universe. 

General relativity in connecting the rate of flow of time to the disfribution of mass, also showed that time runs 

slowly not only i f you fravel at speeds close to the speed of light but also i f you are in the region of a strong 

gravitational field such as that near to a black hole. While such effects have beai experimentally 

demonstrated, other possibilities of General Relativity remain theoretical. Could space-time be distorted in 

such a way that it bends back onto itself, forming loops in the four dimensional structure of space-time which 

could provide a route backward in time? In 1949 Godel had found a cosmological model of a rotating 

universe satisfying the Einstein equations in which journeys into history were permissible (Godel 1949:447-

50). However, this had no resemblance to the physical Universe in which we live. Nevertheless, a number of 

physicists including Tipler, Thome, Morris and Yurtsever have suggested that such effects might occur close 
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to a black hole, or in rotating black holes or in wormholes linking black holes (Wilkinson 2001:111-112). 

While such situations would have to be carefully engineered and impractical to test experimentally, such 

speculation demonstrates the complex nature of time. 

In particular, would such a time machine violate what seems to be a fundamental aspect of the Universe, that 

is, cause and effect? Could time travellers go back and kill their own grandparent? Is there a principle that 

forbids travel backward in time in order to maintain cause and efifect? Or are our notions of cause and effect 

too simpUstic? Most physicists, on the obsen'ational fact that we have not seen time travellers from the 

future, would argue that time travel is not possible. However, the theological consequences of time travel 

have never been seriously considered. Yet, it raises some interesting questions. Human responsibility and sin 

would not be possible in a Universe where time travel was easily done (Asimov 1955). We need to live with 

the past and indeed it is necessary for learning, growth and love. Yet the very possibility of time travel raises 

the question of God's relationship to time. Time may be subtler than we think. 

This discussion may seem at first glance to be a long way away from the relationship of creation and new 

creation. However, questions of this sort demonstrate just how little we really understand the nature of time, 

even with the successful descriptive tools of special and general relativity. Further, contemporary physics 

has opened up a world where in Polkinghome's phrase 'the tyranny of common sense' has been exploded. 

Torrance points out that because we cannot perceive the structure of space-time by our senses, it encourages a 

humility towards surprising aspects of our experience of the Universe as a whole (Torrance 1976). Rather 

than imposing our everyday experience of the world as the pattern for the nature of the Universe, modem 

physics has encouraged a sense of wonder and openness to novelty and the unexpected. 

The fmal reflection from general relativity is that it superseded the Newtonian model of the absolute nature of 

space and time, which theologically had led to the mechanistic view of the Universe. Time and space are 

much more subtle. There is a subjective element in terms of how you measure them, and they are intricately 

woven into a complex relationship with the geometry and bodies of the Universe. Time is not isolated but is 

only seen in relationship to space, how you measure it, and the mass of the bodies around it. It is not difficult 

to move from there to the suggestion that time has to be seen in relationship to God. Much thinking about 

God has set up time as an isolated ontological concept and then asks how God can 'intCTvene' or be 

'timeless'. Perhaps the relationship between God and time is much more organic, that is, the very existence 

of time depends on the sustaining creativity of God. 

6.3 The Arrow of Time 
I f it is claimed on the basis of relativity that all time is relative, an inadequate picture of time is givai. There 

is the further fundamental question of how time on the atomic level relates to time at the everyday level. 

The arrow of-time is a phrase coined in 1927 by Sir Arthur Eddington (Coveney and Highfield 199-1). It 

means that.at the level of the everyday world, time has a direction. This is shown by.five important insights. 
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First, the second law of thermodynamics states that the disorder in a closed system, characterized by a 

property known as entropy, increases with time. It was previously thought that i f the force of gravity was able 

to halt and reverse the expansion of the Universe, then in a collapsing Universe entropy might decrease, so 

reversing the arrow of time. However, work by Hawking and Penrose showed this not to be the case. Time 

would flow in the same direction even in a collapsing Universe (Hawking 1988). However, the recent 

discoveries we described in Chqjter 2 about the expansion of the Universe have however made this irrelevant. 

We now know that the Universe will expand for ever and never collapse, thus time wil l always have the same 

direction as increasing entropy. Second and third, the Universe both expands in size and increases in 

complexity. We can make a distinction between the Universe now in terms of its structure of galaxies and the 

lack of structure when it had just emerged from its period of inflation (a rapid expansion of the Universe early 

in its history). Fourth, we experience cause and effect in the Universe and M h , our psychological experience 

is that of a flow of time. We can distinguish between past and future. 

However, at the atomic level and indeed in the laws of physics themselves, time is reversible. That is, 

Newtonian mechanics, relativity and quantum mechanics all work well with time running in reverse. For 

Newton, space and time were absolute and his laws of motion allowed predictions of both past and future. As 

we have seen, in Einstein's theories of relativity, space and time are linked, but the equations themselves do 

not distinguish between past and future. Indeed, Einstein attempted to comfort the grieving family of 

Michelangelo Besso in 1955 with, 'For us faithful physicists, the separation between past, present and future 

has only the meaning of an illusion, though a persistent one'(Jammer 1999:161). Einstein was overstepping 

tlie case. The distinction may not be there at the atomic level, but it is not an illusion at the everyday level. 

How does the arrow of time emerge from this reversible atomic world? It may be that the arrow of time 

emerges from the measurement problem of quantum theory. Alternatively, Rees points out that the 

irreversibility of time may be linked to the cosmic expansion. In the early universe, the time asymmetry 

would not show up in any local measurement because the density would be so high that microscopic 

processes would occur very fast compared to the expansion rale. However as the Universe expands these 

processes are affected allowing the emergence of structure and complexity (Rees 2000). Others including 

Prigogine point to the self-organization of complex systems where order emCTges from disorder, while 

Penrose suggests that in a quantum theory of gravity the arrow of time would be exphcit (Penrose 1989; 

Prigogine 1997). Nevertheless, there is no gena-al agreement amongst physicists as to how to reconcile the 

arrow of time with the reversibility of time at the atomic level. Both the arrow of time and speculation about 

time travel demonstrate the ability of modem physics to engage with these questions, but also demonstrate 

that the nature of time and our perception of it are still somewhat mysterious. 

This mystery and the philosophical difficulties of giving a coherent view of time have led some to doubt the 

reality of time at all. McTaggart argued that as time is riddled through by inconsistencies and contradictions, 

it cannot be real (McTaggart 1927). Are our perceptions of time simply socially determined? Yet our 

understanding of relativity and the arrow of time cannot allow such a position. Relativity does remind us that 
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our perception of time is not absolute, as it depends on how we are travelling or where we are in a 

gravitational field compared to someone else's perception of time. Yet the arrow of time does enable us to 

make a distinction between past and future. The expansion of the Universe and in particular the temperature 

of the microwave background radiation give to us a sense of the history of the Universe and its timescale, 

which would be shared by different observers in different parts of the Universe. 

These insights raise important theological questions for understanding creation and new creation. Is time real 

and how important is the arrow of time? Certainly within the Christian tradition, time has been viewed as 

both real and linear. Delumeau has noted that the notion of the end of time is a recurrent theme in literature 

and has fuelled innumerable millenarian movements. However, it is almost entirely confined to the Jewish 

and Christian contexts where time is viewed as linear (Delumeau 1995). This is in contrast to much Eastern 

thought in its anphasis on cyclical time, and belief that, after immense eras, everything wil l return to its 

original starting point. Certainly the tides, solstices, seasons, and stars suggested to ancient civilizations 

cyclical time, but as Ehade has commented, 'Christian thought tended to transcend once for all the old themes 

of eternal repetition' (Eliade 1969:34). The reasons for this Unear view of time come from a variety of 

Jewish and Christian sources. The Universe was viewed to have a definite beginning in the sovereign acts of 

God, God revealed himself to the people of Israel at specific times in their history, and such events as the 

death of Jesus were unique and could not be repeated. Augustine for example argues against the idea of 

cycles of time on the basis that Jesus could die only once. 

However is time real and linear in new creation? I f it has a direction and is an important constituent of this 

creation, will there be continuity or discontinuity in new creation? We have argued that complete 

discontinuity in the nature of time leads to a timeless new creation and an associated timeless God. We need 

to explore more how God relates to time before we return to the issue of continuity and discontinuity. 

6.4 Imagining Time at the Beginning 

Part of the question of God's relationship to time is highlighted by the origin of the Universe. How does time 

behave at the beginning of the Universe? In one of Hawking's early papers he produced a theorem that 

asserts that space-time admits a global time function i f and only i f it is stably causal (Hawking 1968:433-35). 

Stably causal space-time means that there are no temporal loops which would ruin the idea of a global time of 

the Universe. Yet is that all that can be said about time? 

In his more recent work. Hawking aims for a single theory, a quantum theory of gravity, which would 

describe the initial conditions as well as how the Universe changes with time. Such a theory would. Hawking 

hopes, pick out one initial state and hence one model of the Universe. While acknowledging that a complete 

and consistent combination of quantum theory and gravity has not been achieved. Hawking nevertheless 

believes that some of its featuies are fairly certain. One feature he proposes, in order to describe the Universe 

by quantum theory, is that the calculations are done using unagihary time. The calculations would then use 

Euclidean space-time, where any distinction between time and space disappears. 
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This has the following important implication. The surface of a sphere is finite in size, but there is no edge to 

its surface. This same property of a finite size with no boundaries is possible in four dimensions of space, 

rather than the two dimensions of the surface of a sphere. But the Universe as we know it has three 

dimensions of space and one dimension of time. Hawking's proposal is that when the Universe is the size of 

the quantum scale, the ordinary concept of time is transcended and becomes like another dimension of space, 

thus giving four dimensions of space. As the Universe expands beyond the quantum scale, so time 

crystalUzes out into a dimension distinct from space. It is important to stress that the use of imaginary time 

and hence Euclidean space-time is a mathematical device to calculate answers about real time. 

The second proposed feature of a quantum theory of gravity is that gravity is indeed represented by curved 

space-time. I f the Universe's space-time stretches back to infinity (that is, the Universe has no beginning in 

real time) or it starts with a singularity, the problem remains of specifying the initial conditions. However, 

using Euclidean space-time: 

f t is possible for space-time to be finite in extent and yet have no singularities...at which the laws of 
science broke down and no edge of space-time at which one would have to appeal to God or some 
new law to set the boundary conditions of space-time'. (Hawking 1988:135-136) 

That is, space-time is seen like the surface of a spha-e, finite and yet without a boundary. 

Now what does this mean? If, as in this proposal time becomes a superficial feature of nature, then as we go 

back in the history of Universe we approach but never reach time zero. Time has faded away before we reach 

a time zero singularity. The Universe has a fmite past of 13.7 billion years, but no beginning in time with no 

temporal boundary. Hawking's theory therefore suggests that there would be no singularity of the Big Bang 

at which the laws of science would break down. In real time, some 13 .7 billion years ago, the Universe would 

have a minimum size corresponding to the Universe having arisen by a chance quantum fluctuation from a 

state of absolutely nothing to a small, fmite expanding state. While few philosophCTS and theologians have 

engaged with this, it raises some interesting questions. What is the ontological status of imaginary time? I f 

time crystallizes out in the early Universe does this mean it is not real? Is time a 'superficial' dimension to 

the Universe? What does this mean for God's relationship with time? 

It needs to be stressed that Hawking's views on quantum gravity are not widely accepted by the scientific 

community. Indeed there exist other quite different suggestions that attempt to answer the same problems of 

initial conditions (Penrose 1989; Heller and Sasin 1998:48-54; Gibbons et al. 2003). The lack of consensus in 

the scientific community should make us cautious about accepting any one theory at the present time. In 

addition, it is not clear whether some things wil l work, for example, can quantum theory be legitimately 

applied to the whole Universe, or will the no boundary proposal be consistent with current models of galaxy 

formation?^ Barrow discusses the question of singularities at some length and concludes that until we better 

understand the nature of time we wil l not know whether the no boundary ideas are correct (Barrow 1988). 

Others go-even further, criticizing Hawking!s-'sleight of hand', noting that the no boundary:-condition simply 
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replaces the classical singularity by a quantum singularity (Gingerich 1988:288; Tipler 1988:23). Thus the no 

boundary condition is not fully implemented. 

With the possibilities of sfring theories uniting gravity and quantum theory still having severe problems 

(Greene 1999), Hawking has more recently examined the possibilities of M theory, where we Uve in a four-

dimensional surface or brane in a higher dimensional space-time. There could for example be 11 dimensions, 

with 7 of these dimensions so small that you cannot see them, fri this picture gravity would permeate tlie 

whole bulk of the higher dimensional space-time (Hawking 2001). In all of this Hawking admits that a 

consistent theory of quantum gravity is not yet available. 

Hawking may be proceeding along the right lines in exploring the beginning of the Universe, but a so-called 

theory of everything does not explain everything. Barrow rightly argues that the structure of the Universe is 

not determined or 'understood' when we know all the laws of nature (Barrow 1988:101). A theory of 

everything is necessary but insufficient for a f i i l l explanation of the Universe we observe. He suggests that 

many other things must complement such a theory, such as the values of the physical constants and indeed the 

origin of the laws of physics themselves. Hawking has still to 'smuggle in' the requfrement that the Universe 

must have gravity and quantum behaviour (Polkinghome 1988a; Starmard 1993). 

While we note these limitations, what are the theological consequences of such a 'brief history' of time? Few 

theologians have responded to Hawking's theory of quantum gravity. This is possibly due to the difficulty of 

non-scientists understanding the scientific concepts, and the difficulty of using appropriate analogies to 

describe these concepts. This has especially been the case on the question of time. One of the exceptions is 

Craig who criticizes Hawking for being a 'non-realist' because of his use of imaginary time (Craig and Smith 

1995) . Craig argues that imaginary time is just a mathematical dodge, and any conclusions drawn from it 

have no relation to the real Universe. In Craig's view Hawking can say nothing of value about the real origin 

of the Univer^. However, we need to be careful here. It is wrong to write off Hawking as just an idealist or 

having just an instrumentalist view of his theory. He is using a mathematical technique in order to describe 

tlie real Universe. This is admittedly not always clear from his popular writings. He occasionally states that 

he is just interested in the mathematics, but his over-riding commitment is to describe the Universe itself and 

its origin. His use of imaginary time allows a description of the Universe that begins as small, finite and 

expanding in real time. This is a reasonable scientific method, whether or not the theory actually works. 

Craig misunderstands Hawking's picture. Hawking is suggesting that time is real, not that it is just a useful 

ordering device imposed by our minds. At the same time, he is suggesting the possibility that as we move 

closer to the origin of the Universe, the nature of time changes. Indeed, as one goes back the notion of time 

eventually melts away. The origin of time is separated from the origin of the Universe and the Universe is 

such that 'once upon a time there was no time' (Barrow 1993). 

The theological consequences of this picture are intriguing. First, Hawking's grappling with the nature of 

time at the beginning of the Universe has showed us even more deeply how mysterious and subtle is the 
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nature of time. As we look forward to new creation, we must be prepared to allow our view of time not to be 

rigidly fixed by our everyday concepts. It is not that imaginary time wil l be the way to describe the 

relationship between creation and new creation. Simply, it is that we need to be careful not to be ruled by the 

tyranny of common sense. Second, it very clearly it destroys any sense of the cosmological argument in 

temporal form. Cause/effect arguments for a Creator do not work i f time fades away before we get back to 

the origin. Third, it reinforces the view that time is inextricably linked to the physical Universe. Time 

appears only because of the expansion of the Universe. We return here to Augustine's understanding that the 

Universe was created not in time but with time (Augustine 1946:2:237). Fourth, it is possible to have time 

without some of the fraditional philosophical problems and descriptions that involve the begiiming or end of 

time. Fifth, Hawking's view corresponds to 'creation out of nothing'. Traditionally, theologians have 

considered this in terms of matter or even space. Here we are faced with a model of a Creator who transcends 

time and creates i t Sixth, does the use of multi-dimensions of space-time help us in thinking about how God 

gives the Universe an arrow of time and yet is not confined to it? 

Before we take these questions forward. Hawking has illustrated one more important issue, that is, it is 

extremely difficuh to communicate concepts of time. This too has important theological consequences. 

6.5 Representing Time 
With Huygens' invention of the first successful pendulum clock in the n"" century, the clock became the 

image of a predictable, mechanistic universe. Time was disentangled from human events and was absolute. 

Such an image became important for the development of Western theology. The Universe was 

understandable and predictable. Thus, Paley likens it to a watch in his exposition of the design argument 

(Paley 1825), an image which surfaces again within the recent inteUigent design movement (Broom 2001). 

This image of the Universe led to a deistic understanding of God. As Leibniz and others pointed out, such a 

predictable mechanism means that God cannot and would not want to intervene in such a Universe. 

The linear view of time, encouraged by the Judaeo-Christian tradition led to a framework for progress. This 

aided the development of science and technology. However, in this God's purposes had a direction to them, 

as the history of salvation unfolded from the begiiming to end, sustained by the action of God. A major 

change came when God was replaced by human ability. In fact the 20* century has been dominated by the 

'myth of human progress', an overarching story by which human history was pictured as a march towards 

Utopia, a state of perfection both for the society and individual. The path to such Utopia became identified 

with the power of human beings to change the world through science, technology and education (Bauckham 

and Hart 1999). As we have seen such a dream has not delivered, but that sense of human progress still 

strongly informs many speculations about the future. It reinforces a view that sfresses the continuity between 

creation and new creation, seeing a gradual and inevitable progress towards the Kingdom of God. 

We see here an important issue. The way that time is represented in models and in culture has an important 

influence on theology. The theological implications of a clockwork Universe or the myth of human progress 
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have left a long legacy, partly because they have not been able to reflect the complexity and subdety of the 

nature of time. Science can give some insights, however, it is not enough to represent the whole of our 

experience of time, both objectively and subjectively. Ricoeur comments, 'speculation on time is an 

inconclusive rumination to which narrative activity alone can respond' (Ricoeur 1984:122). He argues that 

discussion of the nature of time must be in a form which itself is time-dependent, that of narrative. This is 

shown in the widespread use of fictional stories to speculate about time by philosophers (Quinton 1973; 

Swinburne 1981; Shoemaker 1984), physicists (Feynman 1964:42-9) and science fiction writers. This should 

not be underestimated. The physicist and the theologian must recognize the importance of narrative. Indeed 

any discussion of the relationship betweeai creation and new creation must involve the use of narrative, which 

is the way that many of the bibUcal writers engage with these questions. Do the concepts of modem science 

allow us to translate those narratives in a way that is fruitful in thinking about new creation? 

6.6 God's Relationship to Time 
Theologians and philosophers have tried to understand how an eternal God can relate to a temporal Universe. 

Augustine's view has been characterized in terms of 'the sharp, metaphysically grounded distinction he draws 

between time and etoTiity' (Daley 1991:131). Time is created as an entity. The Universe expands not in time 

but with time. Time is the 'place' in which we dwell, the place of change and cormption. Etemity is where 

God dwells, the place of changelessness and incormption. The bridge between the two is the life, death and 

resurrection of Christ. Thus Augustine preserved the immutability of God, as only creation is the reahn of 

change and time. This metaphysical separation of God and the temporal Universe is reflected also in the 

classic picture of Boethius who saw God as outside time, looking down on all of time. Thus God experiences 

all time at once and knows every moment of the future as well as the past simultaneously. Some have 

interpreted general relativity to support this kind of picture (Stannard 1989). The four dimensions of space 

time are laid out as a sheet before God and he can both see all that is happening or is going to happen as well 

as intervening at any point in space or time. 

Although such a picture may have some support from general relativity and from some theologians (Garrigou-

Lagrange 1934:1:3-4; Stump and Kretzmaim 1987:219-52), there are some fundamental problems. Many 

have argued that to say that God is outside of time is to deny that God is a pCTSon (Kneale 1960-1:87-108) and 

that time is an inevitable concomitant of both communication and consciousness (Lucas 1973:45, 300). For 

God to be active in personal relationship he must in some sense be in time. The picture of Boethius also 

underestimates the difference between space and time, and the difficulties of God's perception of space and 

time. He suggests that everywhere is present to God in the spatial sen^. This depends on whether God's 

possession of space can all be present to Him spacelessly, that is present in His mind. However, you carmot 

argue by analogy as Boethius does that this is tme of time. As Lucas points out, time is not a point like space. 

Rather than being an instant, it is in fact an intaval and it is difficult to see how intervals can be 

simuhaneously present in God's mind. We also need to be clear that the Boethius picture rests on a view of 

the world as predictable mechanian. - We shall retum to quantum theory and chaos in Chapter 8, but at this 
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point we need to note that in our current view of the world the future may not be fiilly determined. Peacocke 

sums up the force of this: 

'God has so made the natural order that it is, in principle, impossible even for God, as it is for us, to 
predict the precise, future values of certain variables.'(Peacocke 1995:280) 

Therefore there may be a 'self-limited omniscience' on the part of God (Owen 1984; Polkinghome 1988b; 

Hasker 1989). The ^ace-time map of Boethius may not be all filled in. Such self-limited omniscience is not 

helped by Aquinas' future potentialities known by God because Aquinas assumed that every effect has a 

cause, which is not the case in quantum theory. 

This issue of God's knowledge of the future and God's relationship to time has provoked controversy among 

theologians. Some defend God's omniscience and foreknowledge in a classical sense (Kvanvig 1986; 

Plantinga 1987:171-200; Craig 1991). However we must disagree with this view. God camiot be totally 

separated from time, i f he is in some form of personal relationship with creatures and the Universe which 

takes petitionary prayer and human responsibihty seriously (Pike 1970:xi; Gale 1991). From biblical studies 

CuUmann states, 'Primitive Christianity knows nothing of a timeless God' (Culhnann 1951:63). The personal 

and living God of bibUcal theism is a God who changes not in his essential nature, character or purposes but 

does change in the way he responds to his people. Wolterstorff emphasizes this further: 

' I f God were eternal, he could not be aware, concerning any temporal event, whether it was 
occurring, nor aware that it wi l l be occurring, nor could he remember that it had occurred, not could 
he plan to bring it about. But all of such actions are presupposed by and are essential to, the biblical 
presentation of God as a redeeming God. Hence God as presented by the biblical writers is 
ftindamentally in time.'(Wolterstorff 1975:200) 

Many systematic theologians now argue for God's temporal not timeless eternity and that God must possess 

time as a personal agent (Davis 1983; Padgett 1992:23-27). Polkinghome goes further arguing that i f creation 

is characterized by the God given process where the Universe can explore its own potentiality, then that 

temporal process should have some continuity with God's continued purposes in new creation (Polkinghome 

2001b:103). Thus some theologians have suggested that God has both eternal and temporal poles to his 

nature. Others use the Trinity as a way of maintaining both his eternal and temporal aspects. Yet others 

speculate that God is timeless without creation and temporal subsequent to it (Wolterstorff 2000:5-10). 

Perhaps the solution however is more fundamental. Rather than separating time and eternity, we may need to 

see time as a fundamental part of eternity. Here a popular analogy that has been used in apologetic writing 

can be of assistance (Houghton 1995; Ross 1999; Middleton 2002). It is the notion of multiple dimensions. 

Imagine a 2 dimensional world as first suggested in Abbott's Flatland (Abbott 1999). Beings in this world are 

limited to moving in the 2 dimensions of their sheet-like universe. A being inhabiting 3 spatial dimensions 

instead of 2: therefore has an interesting relationship vvith the 2 dimensional world. The being inhabits the 

same 2 dimensions but is not limited in the same way. They are not bounded by the 2 dimensional world, can 

interact with any point within that world in ways.that could be. both_.describable but inexpUcable to the 

inhabitants, and can give freedom to the 2 dimensional worid. Such an analogy has been used widely and 
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indeed partly underlies the Boethius model. However, it is always used with an emphasis on the spatial 

dimensions. What i f the analogy viewed the imaginary world as being characterized by one dimension of 

time with its own direction of flow? What then i f a being existed who inhabited the same dimension of time 

but is not limited in the same way? He or she is not bounded by the one dimension of time world, can interact 

with any instant within that world in ways that could be both describable but inexphcable to the inhabitants, 

and can give freedom to the one dimension of time world. 

1 am therefore suggesting that our experience of time in the physical Universe is a small and limited part of an 

ontologically real time that we might call eternity. God in Trinitarian relationship inhabits tiiese higher 

dimensions of time. We need to be clear about what is being suggested here. Our knowledge of multi-

dimensions is being used as an analogy to model God's relationship to the temporal Universe. It is not a 

claim that these higher dimensions are open to scientific investigation. However, such an analogy receives 

support from the claims that certain models for quantum gravity require 10 or even 26 dimensions for the 

physical Universe. Out of these large numbers of dimensions, the 3 dimensions of space and 1 dimension of 

time of the Universe we experience crystallize out in tiie early stages of the emergence of the Universe from 

the Big Bang. We can tiiink of the one dimension of time with its arrow 'crystallizing out' of eternity through 

God's creative action, providing a world though limited yet possessing a small part of God's etemal time. 

God thus exists in time but is not hmited to the one dimension that limits us. 

Others have suggested similar models in terms of eternity as a depth dimension to space-time (van den Brom 

1993; Conradie 2000; Conradie 2002:288). Conradie goes on to claim, 'Higher dimensions would, by 

definition, be inaccessible to scientific investigation and would tiierefore franscend any scientific competence' 

(Conradie 2002:290). Yet is the possibility of the existence of the higher dimensions implied in quantum 

gravity and sfring theory, a pointer to tiie fact that this Universe is not all there is? However, i f we push for 

using this multi-dimensionahty as more than an analogy, we run the risk of limiting God in the higher 

dimensions and produce a panentheistic understanding of the relationship between God and the world. 

Swinburne offers an altemative to this. In his discussion of space he argues that it is not a logically necessary 

truth that there is only one space. He then suggests that heaven is regarded as a doctrine about another space: 

'Christians have always maintained that in Heaven after the General Resurrection men wil l be 
embodied... Bodies must be located at places. So Heaven must be a place I f the Christian wishes 
to maintain the docfrine tiiat Heaven is a place, he does much better to claim that it is a place not 
spatially related to Earth.' (Swinburne 1981:40) 

However, this raises far more problems than it solves. I f we were to use this as a model for time, the 

problems would be severe. What does Swinburne mean by 'another space' and i f this space is not related to 

Earth then how does God relate? Swinbume does not seem to see that these problems could be overcome by 

referring to more dimensions of space-time than the ones we experience. In fact, he is stopped from seeing 

this, by tiding to show logically that Uie Universe must only have 3 dimensions of space (Swinbume 

1981:125). His argument is weak using our experience to be the logical basis of the nature of tiie Universe. 
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Because we cannot conceive of more than 3 dimensions of space, Swinbiime concludes that there carmot be 

more than 3 dimensions. However, as we have seen, our everyday experience of space-time is not enough. 

General relativity, Riemannian geometry and 10 or 26 dimensional space-time show us a very different 

Universe with degrees of good experimental evidence. Swinburne is right to emphasize the importance of 

space both in this world and the world to come. By thinking about higher dimensions of space-time he would 

not need to introduce the false notion of 'different spaces'. 

Another difficulty with the Boethius view is that it does not take seriously the arrow of time and the 

distinction between past and future. It could be argued that this is simply due to human psychological 

understanding, but the issue is highlighted when we look at chaotic systems. Many systems in the Universe 

are inherently unpredictable, even i f their laws are understood. These so-called 'chaotic systems', such as the 

weather system, can never have their future fully predicted. Does this unpredictability mean that the future 

itself is still undecided? This is an important insight but we need to be careful about this. Not all systems in 

the Universe are chaotic, and so it is possible for human beings, never mind God, to be sure about certain 

things in the future. For example, we can know that the Sun will one day run out of hydrogen fuel and swell 

up as a red giant. Further our inability to predict a system does not rule out God knowing the flihire. 

As is often the case the reality may be more complex than any simplistic philosophical solution. Within the 

.Tudaeo-Christian tradition represented in the Bible, God is seen as both sovereign over the future and able to 

respond in a real way to the present, for example in answering prayers. God both transcaids time but also 

engages with time, relating in a personal way to his creation. Does our dimensional analogy help us here? 

God transcending time surely means that he is not limited by our experience of time. Personal relationship 

means that God has some real relationship with time. Indeed we might invert the order and argue that 

because God exists in Trinity, time is the result of God's nature. Both these things can be naturally 

accommodated by the analogy of God existing in (or indeed providing) higher dimensions of time. But does 

this rule out real openness in terms of the fiature? 

This is difficult to envisage within the analogy. However, the key is distinguishing the difference between 

God knowing the future and God controlling the future. The openness to the future is a result of an arrow of 

time in our Universe. Here the parallel with space breaks down. Space does not have any equivalent arrow. 

However we might note that space is still real without an arrow. Can time be still real without an arrow? 

Time can be real without an arrow, but growth and relationship seems to presuppose an arrow. Lucas argues 

that communication is dependent on time having a direction and indeed time is the pre-requisite of change 

(Lucas 1973:45; Lucas 1973:102). 

Therefore does God experience a flow of time? By the very act of creation of the Universe, to which he 

relates, God experiences a flow of time. The difference then between our experience of time and God's is 

twofold. First, he is not constrained by the arrow of time in the way that we are. Imagine the flow of a river. 

A person who cannot swim is taken along by the flow. However, a strong swimmer experiences the realit>' of 
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the flow but is not controlled by it. He or she is not limited by the flow. Second, as Brunner has suggested, 

our experience of the flow of time seems to be inevitably coupled with the experience of decay (Brunner 

1951:1-12). We can identify that either in terms of individual ageing or the increasing entropy of the 

Universe. It has been suggested, although not worked through in any detail, that time is radically affected by 

sin (Doyle 2000). Is finitude the impact of sin, so that our experience of death and the end of the Universe are 

'the sting of finitude' (Conradie 2002:283). We need to be careful about this. While it may be right that 

'finitude in awareness is anxiety" (Tillich 1951:1:191-94), there is also the desire for narrative completion of 

our life stories. Finitude in itself can be both and good depending on its context. Whether the coupling of 

decay and time is the result of sin, or whether simply part of the 'vale of soul-making' of this creation, the 

reality of decay and our experience of the flow of time cannot be denied. 

God's kenosis is characterised by allowing and sustaining the Universe with an arrow of time, yet he is not 

constrained by this arrow. He does interact at various points in this time. In fact, the biblical writers see that 

within that flow of history, time is given meaning by God's acts (Ps. 118:24; Mk. 1:15; Jn. 7:6, 12:23). This 

multi-dimensional view of time has something in common with the 'etemaUst' position which traces its 

history back to Plotinus (Braine 1994:340). In this view, God is not outside of time but is in time, 

'temporally omnipresent' in that he has all times in actual presence (Gutenson 2004:117-132). Some have 

ai gued that this position is incoherent or unintelligible. Gutenson defends it by an appeal to special relativity 

suggesting that i f God is travelling around the universe at the speed of light, absolutely no time would pass for 

him while the entirety of universal history would pass for the rest of the cosmos. While Gutenson is not 

claiming that God is travelling at the speed of light, he is trying to use Special Relativity to argue for the 

passage of time and timelessness to be held togethCT. Unfortunately this does not work. Relativity is about 

relative time, and we do not have the ability to say that at the speed of light there is timelessness. 

In contrast our multi-dimensional model can suggest temporal omnipresence in addition to kenosis. God 

gives an arrow of time to this creation which operates within the 4 dimensions of space-time. His faithful 

upholding of the physical laws sustain the movement of time as we experience it. Further i f he does exercise 

his own temporal freedom in unusual actions of grace, these need to be minor departures from the overall 

flow of the creative process. I f we are locating the arrow of time in the act of creation then we may 

tentatively make the theological prediction that the arrow of time is not simply psychological but should 

emerge as a natural consequence of the laws of the physics, in a similar way to Rees' hope that the arrow of 

time would emerge from any theory of quantum gravity. Indeed we might also make the theological 

prediction that higlier dimensions of space-time will be necessary to imderstand the nature of the Universe. In 

this we have responded to Russell's challenge that in a fruitful dialogue theology might be able to contribute 

towards scientific research programmes. At the very least, any future theory of quantum gravity would 

possibly invaUdate the above model or keep the door open to it. 

How might we envisage God in this kind of model? The differentiation in unity of the Trinity has been a 

classic way of describing God as transcendent and immanent. In this the mediating work of the Spirit 
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becomes important. Pinnock, following Augustme, has suggested that the Spirit can be thought of as the bond 

of love between the Father and the Son (Pinnock 1996). While in danger of depersonalising the Spirit, we 

agree with Pinnock of the Spirit as key in relations. Pannenberg wants to talk about the Spirit in terms of a 

field, but would there be some help in talking of the Spirit as the ground of the multi-dimensional space-time? 

Again there are problems of physicalisation and depersonalisation with such an unage, but the Spirit as the 

activity of God in relating dLBerent dimensions of space-time might be worth further thought. The Spirit as 

the dynamic connection between dimensions reflects both the creating and redeeming aspects of God's work. 

6.7 The Nature of Space-time in the New Creation 
How might this relate to new creation? Biblical eschatologies stress both the present and future natures of 

new creation. We live in the 'in-between times', following the death and resurrection of Jesus which 

inaugurates the last days of this creation and the beginning of new creation. Thus, Christian discipleship and 

community exists in the tension and worship is the focal instance of the tension between present and future. 

We have suggested that higher dimensions may be a model to help us in thinking about God's relationship 

with time without being limited by it. Torrance makes a similar point on the basis of the incarnation: 

'while the Incarnation does not mean that God is limited by space and time, it asserts the reality of 
space and time for God in the actuality of His relations with us, and at the same time binds us to 
space and time in all our relations with Him.' (Torrance 1969:67) 

If space and time are important in relationship witli God, then is this true of new creation also? 

Torrance goes on to argue that the relation between God and space is not a spatial but creative relationship, 

and in that both God's transcendence of and unmanence in space and time can be understood. He traces the 

Greek view as characterized by the Aristotelian defmition of space as a receptacle. This view surfaced again 

with Lutheran theology, space being a receptacle containing within its limits that which occupies it. Torrance 

argues that this view also underlies Kant and Newton's absolute space and was often coupled with duaUsm, in 

seeing space and time as ontologically independent from God. In contrast, the view of 'Nicene theology' as 

represented by the Patristic period and Reformed theology, saw God as containing the entire Universe not in 

the manner of a receptacle but by his divine power. Space and time have to be thought of dynamically, that is 

in their relation to the power of God. Patristic and Reformed theology work with a relational view of time 

differentially or variationally related to God and to human beings (Torrance 1974:43-70). Thus: 

'time and space are functions of events in the Universe and forms of their ordffly sequence and 
structures. Space and time are relational and variational concepts defmed in accordance with the 
nature of the force that gives them their field of determination. '(Torrance 1976:130) 

Space and time are therefore inherent in the contingent processes of nature. 

What then_of jthe resurrection which, as we have constantly argued, is the key to understanding the continuity 

and discontinuity? Torrance quotes with approval Barth's comment on space and time, 'Mark well, bodily 
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resurrection' (Torrance 1976:xi). However, i f the resurrection implies the importance of space and time to 

the new creation, we need to be cautious. Cyril of Alexandria argued on the basis of John 20:19f that there is 

a ftindamental problem in tully understanding the resurrection (S. Cyril 1874-1885:12.1). Torrance follows 

this line not being able to apprehend the resurrected order from within the frame of the old order. I f we could 

llien there would be no difference between creation and new creation. However, as resurrection is the 

eruption of the new creation in the midst of the old, it 'brings with it the capacity to create in us new 

conceptions and new categories of thought with which to apprehend and speak appropriately and therefore 

objectively about it'(Torrance 1976:177). Resurrection stresses the discontinuity of creation and new 

creation, but also brings with it the capacity (however Umited) to understand the nature of new creation. 

Further, as Barth stressed, resurrection of the body goes against the view that human existence in time and 

space is unreal and asserts the being and action of God himself in space and time (Barth 1936-62:1.2.130f). 

Paimenberg of course has continually stressed that the resurrection is the 'unique break-in of the reality of the 

end-time'. He goes on to comment on the way this relates to the scientific picture: 

'One often hears the objection that a historian who reckoned with possibilities of this kind would 
come into conflict with the natural sciences. Curiously enough this objection is seldom raised by 
scientists nowadays, and least of all physicists; it is most often heard on the lips of theologians, or 
even historians. In these quarters a dogmatic view of the natural sciences is evidently still 
widespread which is no longer held by the sciences themselves'. (Pannenberg 1972:110) 

In terms of our understanding of space and time, Pannenberg has a point. We have seen the modem 

scientific picture is a long way from the world of absolute space and time and the mechanistic Newtonian 

worldview. However, we do need a model of space and time in the new creation and the resurrection gives 

us that. Barth has stressed that Jesus is the point of supreme focus for the whole universe of space and time, 

by reference to which all its meaning and destiny are finally to be discerned (Barth 1936-62:111.1.437-511). 

As we saw earlier, Bnmner characterized our experience of time as the experience of decay. Torrance sees 

the resurrection however, as a 'new kind of historical happening historical event emancipated from decay' 

(Torrance 1976:88-89). Can this be model of new creation? The new creation will have history that is a real 

experience of time but will be emancipated from decay. It is interesting that we also saw this kind of concept 

emerging fiom the biblical literature concerning resurrection. 

Certainly i f the resurrection is the model tor new creation, then time has to be real in the new creation. As 

KUrmeth states, 'time is embraced in the new creation, in the reality of the resurrection' (Ktlnneth 1965:188). 

Yet how is space-time differoit? Torrance uses the language of redemption, healing and restoration 

(Torrance 1976:90). For someone who specifically states that he wants to explore this issue in both 

theological and scientific terms, Torrance is then disappointing in actually describing what it means for space-

time to be healed and restored. A parallel with our own experience of healing and restoration is difficult to 

see. Some of the biblical images stress that the resunection leads to human beings having the image of God 

renewed (Col. 1-3). "Other biblical images perhaps rriore helpfiilly in this context stress the resurrection 

leading to a new existence where there is no decay, that is, an individual life free of suffering, tears and death; 
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This may be a helpful way forward. The continuity stresses the reality of time in new creation. The 

discontinuity stresses the way time is now decoupled fi"om decay. 

Maximus the Confessor defined etemity as time in the absence o f change: 

'For time is etemity, whenever it stands apart from change, and etemity is time whenever it is 
measured by being the vehicle of change'. (St. Maximus Confessor 1862:XCI.1164B14-C3) 

However, as we have seen, change is important to relationships and gro\vth. I suggest that change wil l be part 

of new creation but that change wil l be positive. The resurrection is a historical happening that points not to 

decay, but points forward to the end time of restoration and renewal. Polkinghome uses the helpful 

illustration of music, which gives an image of change without repetition or loss (Polkinghome 2002b: 120). 

The experience of decay wil l no longer be part of the flow of time. Lucas characterises etemity: 

'We should not think of it as timeless or changeless, but as free from all those imperfections which 
make the passage of time for us a matter of regret A l l our feelings about time are coloured by 
our own imperfections; our limited lives, the impermanence of what we love and value, the weakness 
and fallibility of our judgement, our failures of wil l , our inability to cope with circumstances or to 
control the course of events, our underachievements and our straight sins. '(Lucas 1973:307) 

In addition, to this decoupling of the flow of time and decay, the resurrection suggests that time wil l not limit 

us in the same way that we are Umited by it now. As we saw in a previous chapter, the New Testament writers 

see the risen Jesus in time, in that he communicates and relates to the disciples, but at the same time he does 

not seem limited in the same way. It is interesting to note that we have been led to the suggestions that time is 

decoupled from decay and the experience of time does not involve limitation from a consideration of tlie 

resurrection. Lucas arrives at the same conclusion by a philosophical investigation on the nature of time. 

Such a view of continuity and discontinuity in space-time means that the new creation will be an existence of 

growth and flourishing. In the words of Polkinghome, the continuity between this and new creation is 'a 

history characterized by persisting fulfillment rather than transient coming-to-be' (Polkinghome 2002b: 16). 

Jackelen has recently characterized time as not marching but dancing, a metaphor which highUghts the 

dynamic nature and relatedness of time and etemity (Jackelen 2002). 

Interestingly enough, such a temporal eschatology is seen in the theology of Wesley. Bence has pointed out 

that not just did Wesley believe eschatological salvation had a present dimension, but that he emphasized how 

this dimension is subject to ongoing realization (Bence 1979:45-59; Bence 1981). In contrast to Augustine 

he did not see the fmal goal as a restoration of a static state of a restored Garden of Eden, nor did he think that 

our imperfect moral character is instantaneously fransformed at death into the perfect character required in 

etemity. Wesley was always committed to flirther growth and transformation, and so life in the new heaven 

and earth wil l be a greater existence than that of Adam and Eve (Wesley 1931 :III.334; Wesley 1978:11.426; 

Wesley 1988:2.411-12). This dynamic view of creation and new creation certainly reinforced Wesley's 

emphasis on hohness and his optimism of grace (Wilkiiison 2000k). Key for Wesley was also the doctrine of 
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the Spirit in terms of prevenient grace. It was the Spirit going ahead and making any choice for good possible 

that gave both evangelism and the holy life their energy. 

We therefore come back to the importance of the Spirit in exploring the relationsliip between creation and 

new creation. A Trinitarian view reinforces a dynamic and complex view of creation and new creation. This 

needs to be developed further following this present work. The Trinity itself guards us from too static a view 

of God and God's relationship to creation and time. It further reminds us of the complexity of such a 

relationship. The tiiune pattern is the way God relates to all things but is also the pattern of oui" knowledge of 

that relation. To the extent that we can understand how God is related to what goes on, we understand it 

'through Jesus Christ' and 'in the Holy Spirit.' So it is with our perception of creation and new creation. 

Russell has suggested there are five themes to contemporary thought on etemity. First, the co-presence of all 

events without destroying their distinctiveness; second, flowing time; third, duration; fourth, prolqisis where 

the future is aheady present and active in the present; and fifth, a single global future for all creation so that 

all creatures can be in community (Russell 2002a:27). It may be beyond any one model to hold of all these 

things together. Of the five the most difficult to envisage is co-presence while maintaining distinctiveness. 

Having said that, our picture of new creation is not too different from the other elements. 

We are suggesting that time is real in new creation. Yet new creation does not simply begin after the ending 

of the old. While ontologically present in more dimensions of time, it can only be seen in this creation with 

an epistemological limitation, that is, we see just glimpses of it without being able to fully explain it. I f the 

model of higher dimensions is used to help us picture this, then we need to be careful to distinguish between 

God and new creation, or in other words we need to hold God's transcendence as something always greater 

than the created order of both creation and new creation. It may be here that we can employ the traditional 

language of 'heaven' (Conradie 2002:277-296). I f heaven represents the higher dimensions of creation, then 

heaven can be God's dwelling place, even though the highest heavens cannot contain God. Heaven is the 

relative transcendence of the earth, while the earth is the relative immanence of heaven. Thus, heaven is a 

dimension that transcends but also includes the Universe, but heaven cannot be equated with God. Here the 

biblical pictures of new creation where heaven and earth come together and God comes down to his people 

(Rev. 21) are helpful, not least in the way that they give central importance to the Christian hope of new 

creation rather than being 'taken off to heaven'. An alternative way to use our multi-dimensional model to 

picture Christian hope would be to relate it to the perishable being clothed with the imperishable ( I Cor. 

15:53). I f new creation is the expanding the dimensions of this creation, then we are no longer limited by 

decay and we experience eternal life in all its 'fullness'. 

6.8 Continuity and Discontinuity in Space-time 
Reviewing the wide range of insights into space and time, from contemporary culture, science, philosophy 

and theology, we see the importance of narrative. As Crites comments; 
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'the formal quality of experience through time is inherently narrative. . . The self in its concreteness is 
indivisible, temporal and whole, as it is revealed to be in the narrative quality of its experience. 
Neither disembodied minds nor mindless activity can appear in stories. There the self is given 
whole, as an activity in time.'(Crites 1971:291,309) 

This is another illustration of direct dialogue with the biblical accounts. They especially question an over 

reliance in systematic theology on Greek philosophical concepts of time and eternity. 

Our emphasis on resurrection and new creation suggests that the continuity/discontinuity between creation 

and new creation can be explored through maintaining the following: 

• Time is real in both creation and new creation 

• There is a decoupling of time and decay in new creation 

• Time is not limiting in new creation, in the same way that it is limiting in this creation. 

This is in contrast to those who see eternity as timeless such as Pannenberg for whom fulfibnent is impossible 

'without an end of time' (Pannenberg 1998:561). Van den Brom righdy suggests that Moltmann and 

Pannenberg reject an ultimate role for temporality (van den Brom 2000:165). In trying to redeem history they 

neglect the value of history. Holding continuity and discontinuity sees the value of temporality and history. 

Further, we have suggested a model which sees God's experience of time as in more dimensions of space-

time than the one dimension of time which we expeiience. In that model God experiences time as real, but is 

not limited by our one dimension. This multi-dimensional view, which receives support from cosmological 

work on the early Universe, provides a new model with some clear advantages in thinking about God's 

relationship with time and time in new creation. Could this be pushed further to claim the making of a 

scientific prediction from the theological understanding of the Universe? We have tentatively suggested that 

theological considerations might point us towards the arrow of time being a consequence of the fundamental 

laws of the Universe and that there are more dimensions to time. Russell sees the ability of theology to make 

such scientific predictions as part of the true integration of science and religion, and indeed necessary i f 

theology is going to be taken seriously by scientists (Russell 2004, in press). While sharing that conviction 

if dialogue is real, we must acknowledge that such theological 'predictions' are not of the same status as 

scientific predictions which are made on the basis of scientific models in order to explore their realism and 

coherence. Russell goes too far in implicitly suggesting that theological predictions can be brought to the 

same table. This would require a methodological openness which is not typical within scientific communities. 

Even with that, we must however exercise caution on such theological predictions. As we stated such a 

model is conceptually reinforced by some models of quantum gravity that see the Universe as having more 

than 4 dimensions. Such a consideration of other dimensions has a long fiistory with Kant asking, 'Why does 

space have three dimensions?'(Handyside 1929). In fact, much more work needs to be done. Initial woilc on 

the nature of universes with different diinehsiohs of bdtli space and time suggests that three dimensions-of 
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space and one of time is important for stable life to exist (Whitrow 1955:13; Whitrow 1959; Barrow 

1983:337; Barrow 1983:24; Tegmark 1998:1). Barrow sums this up: 

'Worlds with more than one time are hard to imagine and appear to offer many more possibilities. 
Alas, they seem to offer so many possibilities for happenings that the elementary particles of matter 
are far less stable than in worlds with a single time dimension Worlds with more than one 
time dimension do not allow the fiiture to be predicted from the present.' (Barrow 2002:4.13) 

So there is a problem with the physics of multi-time dimensional worlds. However Barrow points out the link 

with matter. I f one wei e to postulate a continuity/discontinuity with space-time then that would be related to 

a continuity/discontinuity in matter. To this we turn in the next chapter. We are not worried by the fact that 

worlds with more than one time dimension do not allow the future to be predicted from the present. So while 

this is an important corrective it does not rule out multi-dimensional time. Indeed there is a suggestion that in 

certain circumstances, such as low temperatures, complex structures can be stable in such Universes 

(Yndurain 1991:15). Now this does not mean that we are suggesting that the new heaven and the new earth 

are going to be a cold place! We are simply noting that this is an active area of scientific research where 

theologians can take a keen interest and indeed may be useful conversation partners. 

Current scientific thinking does provide some diSiculties for the model we are suggesting. Howevei-, more 

work needs to be done on this and indeed there may be observational tests of such possibilities. Barrow 

argues that i f the constants of nature are really framed in more dimensions than three, then the dimensions 

would change their size with the expansion of the Universe which would then be revealed by a change in our 

'constants' of Nature (Barrow 2002). Currait observations testing the fine structui e constant in the absorption 

spectra of distant quasars may fmd some evidence of change (Webb et al. 2001:1208). Not only would 

changes in the constants of Nature signily the possibihties of more dimensions but would also mean that ' life 

could be on a one-way shde to extinction'(Barrow 2002:4.15). It is possible that they would slip out of range 

that allows life to exist, although recent research suggests that the vacuum energy may hmit any change in the 

fme structure constant (Barrow et al. 2002:043515; Barrow et al. 2002:201-210; Barrow et al. 2002:284-289). 

It is clear that the other area that needs to be explored, in addition to space-time, is the question of the nature 

of matter in both creation and new creation. I f persons are going to exist in new creation, then we have seen 

that space and time seem to be necessary to maintain personal relationship. However, the only persons we 

know are embodied beings. How do we represent the continuity/discontinuity tension in terms of the matter 

in creation and new creation? This is especially important for the Christian fradition in tenns of its doctrine of 

creation and indeed its sacramental view. To this we tum next. 
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Chapter 7 
Models of Continuity and Discontinuity: Matter 

In terms of matter what wil l be the nature of the new creation? In an oft-quoted remark, Bede once asked 

'When the risen Jesus ate fish, what happened to the fish?' It is interesting that the emphasis on the 

occurrences of the risen Jesus eating in the gospels cannot totally be explained by a Eucharistic interpretation 

(Lk. 24:28^3; Acts 10:41; Jn. 21:13). The resurrected Jesus implies some form of physical embodiment that 

has the continuity with this creation of eating fish and seeing tlie marks of the nails. However, the risen Jesus 

does not need to eat fish to survive, and the marks of cmcifixion are marks of glory rather than suffering. 

Physical matter has been transformed. But can we say anything at all about such a transformation? 

In order to explore how the continuity and discontinuity in fransforaiation apply to matter, we find ourselves 

once again at an exciting time in both science and theology. Insights from the physical and biological 

.sciences and biblical, feminist and sacramental theology give us fascinating insights and challenges. 

7.1 The Nature of Matter in this Creation: Scientific Insights 
Polkinghome comments that in eschatology science poses questions to theology but the answers: 

'wi l l have to bear a sufficiently consonant relation to the process of this present Universe so as to be 
persuasive that, amid the redemptive transformation of the old through God's gracious action, there 
is enough continuity to make sense of the conviction that it is indeed Abraham, Isaac and Jacob who 
hve evo-lastingly in the divine presence'. (Polkinghome 2000:41) 

So what are the questions and the 'consonant relations' in terms of matter? In the last century insights from 

relativity, quantum theory, chaos and complexity theory have been important in how we understand matter. 

7.1.1 Mass 
A popular conception of matter is that it is 'stufP which is a non-varying aitity in the Universe. Yet E = mc^, 

as well as asserting a fiindamental inertia of aiergy, reminds us that mass can be converted to energy and 

energy to mass. The prime example of this mass-energy equivalence is provided by stellar tiiermonuclear 

reactions. But the equivalence also applies to changes. Any change in the energy of a body implies a change 

in the body's inertial mass. Einstein commented tiiat the 'most important result of a general character to 

which the special theory has led is conconed with the conception of mass' (Einstein 1920:46). 

He saw it as a fundamental link between the laws of the conservation of energy and the conservation of mass. 

But theologically it is important also. Many will see a body in terms of what Newton called, 'solid, massy, 

hard, impenetrable, moveable Particles' (Newton 1952). Yet the atoms themselves have a mass containing 

both the kinetic energies of its constituent particles and the potential energies of their electrical and nuclear 

interactions; In addition, any change in the internal state of the atom iS;accompanied by a flow of energy 

into or out of it, with an associated increase or decrease in mass. This is a dynamical, not static context. 
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Special Relativity has even more to say. The inertial mass of a body varies with its movement. We need to 

distinguish between a body's rest mass and its mass depending on the velocity at which it is travelling. 

Between 1909 and 1915 this effect was shown experimentally in series of experiments (Shankland 1961). At 

the very least these insights question any theological or philosophical pictures of our bodies as simply a static 

collection of unchanging particles. To characterize matter we need to be aware of its energy equivalent and 

indeed the context it finds itself in, at its simplest whether it is moving or not. 

7.1.2 Quantum theory and chaos 
Contemporary science fijrther demonstrates the relationality of the world. The special and general theories of 

relativity mean that we must take seriously the relationship of space, time, matter and motion. Indeed, 

fundamental to relativity is also the role of the observer. The time interval that the observer measures 

depends on where the observer is and how they are moving. 

Quantum theory also stresses this aspect of the world. This immensely successful theory reveals a world 

quite different fj-om the everyday world described by Newton. Instead of things being determined, they are 

uncertain, uncaused and unpicturable. This uncertainty of position and momentum, and energy and time, 

dissolves our classical picture and indeed many of the solid foundations of 'common sense'. 

However, the implications go further, although admittedly it is in dispute in just which direction. A 

fundamental problem remains with quantum theory and that is how the quantum uncertainty of atoms 

becomes the definite world of the everyday (Milbum 1998). The traditional answer given by Bohr, is that the 

intervention of macro world measuiing instruments 'collapse' the probability of the quantum world into 

definite answers. Yet those very measuring instruments are themselves composed of atoms that have 

quantum behaviour. What makes them different to atoms or electrons in them? To avoid this difficulty, an 

alternative is that the intervention of a conscious observer leads to a measurement. It is not until mind 

becomes involved that an answer becomes definite. This has the same problem as before, the brain being 

composed of atoms, but it might be argued that we still do not fully understand the relationship between mind 

and brain. Wheeler extended this interpretation to suggest that mind that has brought the Universe into being. 

There is however one more suggestion. Everett's many worlds interpretation states that in every act of 

measurement, each possibihty available is realized and at that point the Universe splits into separate universes 

corresponding to the reaUzed possibilities. Every possibility is realized in different universes. The number of 

universes that this produces is unimaginable and it sees to be the antithesis of the quest of physics to look for 

the simplest explanation. However, it has become popular with cosmologists, particularly those who want to 

apply quantum theory to the begiiming of the Universe. 

While some of the philosophical questions remain unanswered, quantum theory demonstrates yet more 

relationality in the nature of the physical world. In 1935, Einstein, Podolsky and Rosen highlighted what they 

believed was an unacceptable consequence of quantum theory. In this EPR paradox, they pointed out that 

two quantum particles such as electrons, once they have interacted with each other, retain the ability to 
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influence each other even though extremely large distances separate them. Einstein felt this showed that 

quantum theory was incomplete. Yet observations have confirmed that this really happens. What the 

experiment demonstrates is that at the quantum level, there is in Polkinghome's phrase 'togetherness in 

separation'. Quantum theory highlights the relationality of quantities, measurements and observers. Matter 

cannot be isolated from this complex web of relationships. 

Alongside, relativity and quantum theory the emerging field of chaos and complexity theory are a strong 

reminder that entities cannot be treated in isolation from their environments. Many systems in the world are 

simply too complex to admit long-range predictabiUty (Lorenz 1963:130-41; Lichtenberg and Lieberman 

1983; Crutchfield 1986:38; Houghton 1989:41-51; Stewart 1989; Kim and Stringer 1992; Gleick 1993). 

These systems exhibit a great sensitivity to initial conditions, very different outcomes arising from 

infinitesimally different starting points. Lorenz named the phenomaion 'the butterfly effect', that is systems 

hke the weather system are so sensitive that the flapping of a butterfly's wing in Rio could lead to a hurricane 

in New York. Thus the reductionism so cenfral to Dawkins' view of the world (Dawkins 1995; Dawkins 

2003) is not a good model for understanding the complexity of the natural world. 

7.1.3 The Importance of Pattern and Information 
Complexity theory portrays a picture that to understand the physicality of the Universe you need not only to 

understand the constituents of nature but also how they relate. Many systems are not simply .reducible to 

their constituent parts, but new levels of organization arise out of complexity. Page highlights the fact that the 

world contains both order and chaotic systems, continually in state of change (Page 1985; Page 1996). We 

need to understand the changing and developing character of the natural order and in that explore the 

processes behind the patterns as well as the protons. 

Gregersen has reviewed the development of complexity theory and concludes that not only does it break the 

dominance of reductionism but that it also raises the importance of pattern and information (Gregersen 2004, 

in press). It has been applied to landscapes, ecological systems, brains and even the economy. It 

demonsfrates that systems can be very simple at one level and also very complex on another. Patterns emerge 

in complex systems that are not reducible to their constituent parts. Further these pattans can be understood 

by taking into account infoimation fransfer within the system and with the environment. 

When applied to biological systems several authors have stressed the informational aspects of life (Kilppers 

1985; Kuppers 1990; Yockey 1992; Davies 1998; Loewenstein 1998). Molecules like DNA and RNA can be 

considered as a genetic databank where life is an information processing and propagating system. Thus the 

traditional emphasis on trying to explain life in terms of physics and chemistry is never going to yield results. 

In the words of Peacocke it confiises the medium with the message (Peacocke 2001). Information theory is 

still in its infancy (Chaitin 1990), and has been used by some to argue for a renewed design argument with 

God as the one needed-to insert the information (Dembski_2002b; Dembski 2002a). While this may not be a 

wise apologetic strategy, nevertheless it is clear that information depends on context and links the local and 
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global properties of a system (Kuppers 1995). Further, information is never absolute but only relative and 

that indeed information can only have a meaning with respect to some other information. The meaning of 

information always depends on the context of understanding between sender and receiver, so that meaning is 

determined by the interpretation of the information through the receiver that also links to history as well. 

Thus, as Kauffman argues, the behaviour of complex systems can only be understood by both a reductionist 

account of its constituents but also a holistic account of the overall pattern (Kauffman 1995). Al l of this 

demotes the 'stuff of matter from its central role in our understanding of the world. We see from the above 

that in exploring the continuity/discontinuity in the fransformation of the physical Universe we must hold 

together mass-energy-pattem-information. Gregersen is helpful in saying that complexity theory is a 

reminder that God is the 'richness of everyday phenomenon'. God's action in the world has to be seen in the 

context of mass-energy-pattem-information. 

7.2 Biblical Insights on the Transformation of Matter 
Alongside these scientific insights, we see some theological developments, such as renewed recognition that 

the biblical documents demonsfrate the importance of the material. Brueggemann suggests that an important 

role of Old Testament theology is to remind the church of the elusiveness, materiality and concreteness of 

Yahweh's dealing with Israel, against Hellenizing trends which would downplay it (Brueggemann 1997). 

Yet in terms of the transfonnation of matter in new creation we have very little apart from the resurrection 

narratives. The turning of between 120 to 180 gallons of H2O into alcohol at the wedding feast at Cana is one 

example, yet most commentators are silent on the physical transformation. This is particularly interesting 

when Beasley Murray claims that the sign of John 2 denotes 'events that herald things to come, especially in 

relation to eschatological future'(Beasley Murray 1999:33). While the cenfrality of Christology is noted by a 

number of commentators they do not see any issue in the fransformation of matter (Morris 1971; Barrett 1978; 

Brovra 1983:i-xii; Slovan 1988; Carson 1991). The nature of the miracle has even been called 

'profane'(Hengel 1987:83-112). Indeed Lindars states, 'we have a miracle-story in which the miracle itself is 

unimportant'(Lindars 1987:123). Lindars is too quick to dismiss its historicity, but even i f it is myth the 

fransformation of matter is cenfral to the mfracle story. It is difBcult to find any commentators who have 

engaged with this issue (Green 2002; Padgett 2002). The surprising exception is Grayston, who with a high 

degree of scepticism over historicity, nevertheless raises the question of whether the watCT was turned into 

wine (Grayston 1990:31). He suggests two possibihties, either the guests were given appropriate mental 

stimulus to perceive water as wine or that the water underwent atomic transformation from a compound of 

hydrogen and oxygen to a compound of carbon, hydrogen and oxygen. This he concludes would have been 

'remarkable' but then does not pursue it ftirther. It is remarkable that virtually none of the commentators see 

in the sign a very clear demonstration (whether historical or in story) of the capacity (hat God possesses for 

the transformation of matter. This could be in a fundamental changing of the substance of matter, or it could 

be the way that we perceive matter. Of coiirse biblical scholars woiild pass the issue of how such a mfracle 
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might have happened over to the philosophical theologians. Yet it is striking that so few actually recognize it 

as an issue in the stor)'. 

7.5 The Body and Soul Debate 
I f systematic theology has been controlled more by the legacy of Greek philosophy than by the biblical 

narratives, then nowhere is this able to be more demonstrated than in the debate over the existence and nature 

of the soul. The dominance of philosophical theology at the expense of biblical studies has controlled many 

systematic approaches in this area. While the miracle stories of transformed matter have had little attention, 

there has been a revived debate in terms of the existence or non-existence of the soul and its relation to the 

body. This has been part of a larger contemporary debate as to what is the human person (Gregersen et al. 

2000; McMullin 2000:367-393; Myers and Jeeves 2002; Barbour 2003; Shults 2003; Green 2004). Of course 

this is a debate with a long history. Augustine saw soul and body, after the fashion of Plato, as two separate 

substances held together in an uneasy union. Aquinas reflected a weaker form of dualism inspired by 

Aristotle. Soul was seen as the substantial form of the matter-form composite and therefore not a complete 

substance in its own right. In terms of the modem debate we can distinguish a number of features. 

7.3.1 Modem Defences of Body/Soul Duality 
Barr has long argued that body/soul dxialily is embedded in the Bible on the basis that for the believer: 

'the relation of his or her soul to God was central. It was about the soul, primarily, that God cared; 
and it was through the soul that men or women knew and enjoyed God. '(Barr 1992:103) 

Indeed, some have argued that Paul had a view of resurrection of the dead in 1 Corinthians 15 but moved to 

immortality of the soul ui 2 Corinthians 4:7-5:10 (Boismard 1999) . Yet these are minority voices within 

those who work vvitli the biblical material. 

Behef in the soul has been defended by primarily Christian philosophers who want to solve what they think is 

a problem of disembodied personal existence after death (Swinburne 1986; Cooper 1989; Hasker 1999:206-7; 

Moreland and Rae 2000:23-40; Cooper 2001:218-28). While acceptmg tiiat resurrection is the eventual 

outcome after human death, they see this as not happaiing until the day of resurrection. How thai is parsonal 

identity or continuity held between the death of the believer and the time of resurrection? (Harris 1983:133) 

This then influences some biblical commentators. For example, Martin argues that Paul in 2 Corinthians 5:1 -

10 is discussing such an interim state (Martin 1986:101-108). In large part this is simply due to a difficulty 

in too linear view of time. With a multi-dimensional view of time, a believer is liberated from the linear flow 

of this creation's time. Thus resurrection for the beUever can be instantaneous while for those still alive in 

this creation it is still m the fuhire (Cassidy 1971:210-217; Best 1987:48). The PauUne image of going to 

sleep, is helpful. For the bedside clock hours pass, while for the sleeper moming comes instantaneously. 

There also seems to be a.pastoral reason why tlie doctrine of the soul has maintained its appeal. Fergusson 

points out that the soul maintains the hope of release from physical suffering (Fergusson 2000:5). It has been 
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embedded in Christian spirituality for many centuries and is not easy to move beyond. We also notice the 

strong influence in this of an individualistic tbcus on life after death. I f the focus is actually on new creation 

of which individual resurrection is a part, then the pastoral needs are put into the much healthier context 

which values community and the structures of this creation. 

The problems with tlie soul are well known. Such a view tends to devalue the body and by imphcation 

matter. It pushes discontinuity too far in eschatology and denies the sovereignty of God. I f the soul is 

absolute is it uncreated? And does an immortal soul devalue the action of God in resurrection and new 

creation. Of course those who defend the soul often see immortality to be a gift from God, and a number of 

revised forms of dualism have been suggested such as 'integrative'(Taliaferro 1994) or 'emergent'(Hasker 

1999:206-7) Yet it does not do justice to either the biblical sources or contemporary scientific insights. 

7.3.2 Psychosomatic Unity in Science 
The study of the human person and the nature of mind/brain have faced a number of scientific challenges in 

recent years. The growth of neural networks and artificial intelligence provokes the question of whether a 

machine wil l become conscious (Ashbrook and Albright 1997; Foerst 1997:6; Herzfield 2002). The success 

of the Human Genome Project and the development of modem medical techniques raises the question of 

whether we are more than our genes (PetCTs 1997a; Moore 2000). Psychology has developed in seeing the 

complexity of the mind/brain relationship (Jeeves 1997; Feinberg 2001:150-152) and philosophers have 

begun to examine the nature of consciousness (Dennett 1993; Chahners 1996; Dmnett 1996). 

There have been reductionist voices saying that human beings are simply 'gene survival machines' (Dawkins 

1989). However the weight of evidence points to a rediscovery of the psychosomatic unity of the human 

person, speaking of an intrinsic interdependence of mind and brain (Kendall 2001:490-493; Jeeves 2002:3-32; 

Jeeves 2004:13-30; Jones 2004:31-46). Murphy suggests that the tightening of the mind/brain hnk in 

neurobiology makes it more improbable for such an ontologically separate entity as the soul to exist and this 

has become increasingly popular in much contemporary theology (Pannenberg 1991-98:182; Miller 

1994:507-19; Booth 1998:145-62; Murphy 2000:99-131; Miller 2004:63-74). 

7.3.3 Biblical Insights 
In addition, there has been a significant movement in biblical theology in seeing the human person as a 

psychosomatic unity (Edgar 2000:151-64; Berger 2003). The Greek tradition of an immortal soul, it is 

claimed, has been imposed onto the biblical texts. Indeed dualism rathei- than monism is the minority opinion 

amongst bibhcal scholars over the past century (Chamberlain 1993:765-74). The Hdjrew tradition does 

indeed have a view of the psychosomatic unity of the person (Mason 2000:67-82), yet is silent about the fate 

of the dead (Johnston 2002). Bauckham points out that the Old Testament has no interest in parts of human 

being surviving after death. However, relationship with God is the important thing and at death this is 

severed and therefore life comes to an end. Thus, no soul or spirit survives death (Bauckham 1998:80-95). 
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In terms of the New Testament, Green has made an extensive study of the data (Green 1999:51-64; Green 

1999:3-22; Green 2002:33-50). He reviews the evidence used by those who hold anthropological dualism and 

sees it based on the belief that biblical eschatology holds to a disembodied intermediate state. The concept of 

Sheol, the parable of the rich man and Lazarus (Lk. 16:19-31), the words of Jesus to the criminal on the cross 

(Lk. 23:39-43), and Paul's discussion in 2 Corinthians 5:1-10, which have all been used to argue for such a 

disembodied intermediate state do not justify such a conclusion. Green shows that this belief is an extra-

biblical construct. Theiefore the overall biblical picture presents 'the human person fundamentally in 

relational terms'. I f the language of the soul is to be used it needs to be recast in relational terms. 

It is no surprise to see Barr as one of the few dissident voices on this. He questions the recent swing from 

discontinuity to continuity as shown by holistic views of the human person, arguing that it has obscured the 

extent to which fraditional Christianity 

'had committed itself to that very Greek-based, immaterialist and immortalist, viewpoint which 
theologians were now so anxious to sweep under the carpet Becoming convinced, along with the 
rest of the modem world, that body and personality belonged very much together, and that 
immortality of the disembodied soul had rather little attraction for anyone, they 'found' the more 
welcome 'totality' view of the human person in the Hebrew outlook and went on from there to insist 
on interpreting the New Testament accordingly'. (Barr 1992:99) 

He argues that belief in the soul exists alongside resurrection in the New Testament and he shows how 

immortabty of the soul is clearly present in the Westminster Confession. Barr is certainly correct in 

identifying the swing from discontinuity to continuity. The New Testament is more complex in its views of 

immortaUty and resurrection than is often represented. At the same time, Barr's view needs to be resisted. 

The New Testament is not as dualistic as traditions of Christian theology have led us to think. The dominant 

view of the human person is that of ontological monism, and this 'emphasis on anthropological monism in the 

New Testament underscores the cosmic repercussions of reconciliation, highlighting the notion that the fate of 

the human family cannot be dissociated from that of the cosmos' (Green 1998:127). 

In one of the most recent volumes on the soul, the biblical scholars and scientists fmd common ground (Green 

2004). It is only the philosophical theologians who are still trying to defend dualism. Bynum observes that 

the concern for material and sfructural continuity was so important to traditional Christian understanding of 

the resurrection and new creation that it had to be maintained against philosophical incoherence, theological 

equivocation and aesthetic offensiveness (Bynum 1995). Systematic theology today has a tendency to object 

to philosophical incoherence at the expense of the bib heal material and scientific insights. 

7.3.4 The Revival of the Soul? 
Therefore it is difficult to imagine any future for the concept of the soul. Surprisingly however Polkinghome 

is one who wants to retain it. He wonders whether the consequence of anti-dualism is that we do not speak of 

soul and therefore lose a meaningful way of talking about continuity between this life and death. He finds 

the term 'soiil' helpful in describing the 'real me' which links the .boy of early duldhood to the ageing 

academic of later lite. He rightiy points out that there is no evidence for the soul as an independent spiritual 
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component. Further he suggests that the 'real me' cannot be described in material terms, as the atoms within 

the human body are continually being replaced with a cycle of a few years. Thus the carrier of continuity is: 

"the immensely complex 'infonnation-bearing pattern' in which matter is organized. This pattern is 
not static; it is modified as we acqufre new experiences, insights and memories, in accordance with 
the dynamics of our living histor\'. It is this information-bearing pattern that is the soul." 
(Polkinghome 2002b: 105-6) 

In locating the continuity in pattern, Polkinghome sees in this a revival of the Aristotelian idea of matter and 

form, in terms of matter/energy and pattem-forming information. He follows this with suggesting the revival 

of the Thomist notion of the soul as the form of the body. Not only does this provide continuity in this life 

but also links the person who has died with the person in new creation. Souls are held in the mind of God 

before resurrection in the matter of the world to come. 

It is right to see the body as more than matter and that continuity cannot be maintained in just the body or 

indeed in a duahst spiritual entity, but it is seems an unwise and unnecessary move to reinfroduce language of 

the soul. It complicates the picture due to the long intellectual history connected to 'soul', which continually 

raises the dualist view. Wright has commented that 'the language of soul is telUng us a story; the trouble 

with shorthand is that they can become absolutised'(Wright 2000:31-51). The consequence of this has often 

been neglect in seeing any continuity in the materia] at all. McMuUin points out that the value of sfressing 

continuity in non reductive physicahsm means that resurrection or etemal hfe 'would be a consequence of 

grace, not of nature' (McMulUn 2000:170). The danger is that it locates the continuity in nature not grace. 

Then the soul is too static a concept to convey the 'real me'. Jarvis suggests that the 'self is itself the 

integrative process, a process that is never finished and which may be affected by the physical body (by age, 

illness, tfredness) but transcends it. So a person, a self, has fraits and characteristics that are formed but not 

unchanging (Jarvis 1995:44). Further it does not do justice to modem biblical scholarship m either language 

or concept (Shults 2003). I f one does want to talk about the pattern providing continuity then there is no 

reason why this cannot be held in the divine memory and/or the resurrection being immediate in the time 

frame of the believer and God (1 Cor. 15:52-53; Lk. 23:43). 

The reinfroduction of the language of soul also has the danger of individualism and the neglect of relational 

aspects. We have argued that continuity/discontinuity must be held in matterTcnergy-pattem-information, but 

we need to be clear that this is a combination which is both dynamic and has to be seen in context. A pattern 

is not intrinsic to entity, in the sense that a pattern only makes sense in the interpretation of an observer. That 

is, it is a relational quality. The pattern that is 'me' must include the human relationships and relationship 

with God, and indeed we may also add history and potentiality. 

The importance of context is also shown in a very different arena, that is, in recent work in learning 

organizations. Senge starts from the basic premise that confrary to the integrative process of the development 

of the self, people are taught to break apart problems and complex tasks into smaller component parts because 
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these are seen to be more manageable (Senge 1992). But problems usually are complex and the result of this 

fragmentation is that we tend to lose the connectedness of the wider whole; we no longer see the wider 

picture. Senge destroys the illusion that the world (or an organization) is created of separate, unrelated forces 

and stresses the importance of context, relationships and the way that developmait is a communal activity 

rather than an individualistic concept. These are important correctives to the individuaUsm of the soul. 

Polkinghome is aware of some of these dangers but in using the language of the soul neglects the communal 

aspect that is so central to New Testament eschatology. By not taking seriously enough the context of the 

information pattern, the soul reduces back to an information entity, rather than the 'real me' being seen in 

relation to other people and in relation to God. Indeed Polkinghome at times borders on the Platonic idea of 

these souls being held in the everlasting realm of mathematical entities. This gives them i f not uncreated 

status, then at leiist a static eternal concept. There is little room for growth of the 'real me' in new creation. 

For these reasons it seems unwise to reintroduce the language of soul. It is better to speak about matter-

energy-pattem-information, and indeed to add context. We then need to see continuity and discontinuity 

within that. Green suggests that life after death should be described as 'relationally shaped and embodied', 

'gift ' and sharing in the transformation of the cosmos (Green 2004:85-100). This does more justice to the 

biblical and scientific insights than does reviving the language of the soul. 

Yet how do we speak about the fiiture of human life? Rahner states that 'eschatological fiilfilment is the 

surpassment of life but not the denial of creatureliness'(Rahner 1974:323-346). However, is there more to 

say on the surpassment of life, in particular about re-embodiment? What will be the continuity in resurrection 

of a baby who dies in childbirth or an older person who dies with Alzheimer's disease? Does divine grace 

redeem, restore what was lost, and will the good that was never bestowed be regained? The issue of ageing 

or the decay of this body is especially important, not least in the way we view disability. While there is a 

sense in which a person who has been confined to a wheelchair all of their adult life might gaze forward to the 

hope of being able to run in the new creation, there is also a sense in which their disability is part of who they 

are. To move too quickly to the suggestion of a 'repaired' body in new creation, has the danger of suggesting 

that they are somehow sub-human in this creation and of adding to the discrimination they experience within 

society. Is there any way of thinking of the transformation of the body in terms of continuity and 

discontinuity which values this insight? Indeed, the context here is important. The decay of this creation's 

physical body can affect both our relationship to others and to God either in positive or negative ways. 

Further, does a transition state such as a disembodied soul help with the problem of change between this life 

and the next? It has been argued that i f the new creation is characterised by new community, then how will 

this be possible with such diversity between people of today and people of 1^ century Palestine? Will we all 

need to be cleansed from sin and given some kind of common ground before community is possible? hi 

addition, some have asked whether babies who died before childhood are transformed into adults before new 

creation? These are difficult questions. Yet an intermediate state does not necessarily help, unless you view 
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new creation as timeless with no space for change, growth or development. In creating new community with 

common ground pertiaps one of the biblical themes which needs to be developed is that of tlie process and 

event of judgement. Does God in this clear away all that which would inhibit the new community? 

Before we attempt an answer to such questions we need to explore the relationship between body and context 

in terms of insights from feminist and sacramental theology. 

7.4 Feminist Theology and the Importance of the Body 
U" the defence of the soul emphasizes the neglect of the material body and the danger of individualism, 

feminist theology has been an important movement that provides a corrective. It is a complex movement with 

a complex history (Loades 1990:1; Schneiders 1991:15-25; Koch and Stewart Van Leeuwen 1993:21-25). 

Yet of particular interest for our present subject is the way it develops the interrelation of creation, redemption 

and sacramentality (Radford Ruether 1992:240; Johnson 1993). In reaction to some theologies that have at 

times demonized the physical, it has emphasized a reverence for the earth and the body with regard to 

goodness and revelatory power. This link to the natural world has led to an involvement in ecology 

(McFague 1993) which stresses the interconnectedness of human beings with the natural world, opposing a 

theological tradition that has made the hiunan condition the centrepiece of its reflection (Gaard 1993). 

This anthropocentric theological tradition has 'treated nature as a timeless and static backdrop' (Chfiford 

1995:177). We have seen this throughout this thesis. In eschatology the human condition has been the 

centrepiece of reflection and the Universe has become a timeless and static backdrop, even for someone such 

as Moltmaim. In his picture the earth is transformed but the Universe remains an unchanging backdrop. 

Feminist theologians/thealogians also point out the importance of the body and how it has been devalued. 

There has been the hnking of sexuality to sin, part of the broader understanding that the soul is good but the 

flesh is evil (Brown 1993 a). A rediscovery of the goodness of sexuahty and the body has been a valuable 

contribution (Cooey et al. 1987; Gudorf 1994; Parsons 19%). hi addition to the influence of dualism, the 

nature of theology in the Western tradition has devalued the body. Cumiingham challenges the 

intellectualizing logic that has divorced theology from reality and calls for a new theology o f embodiment: 

'What is needed .... is a Trinitarian theology of human embodiment, in which the virtues and 
practices operative in a relationship are the focal point, and the bodily specificity of persons is 
understood strictly in the light of their membership in the Body of Christ.' (Cunningham 1988:301) 

Feminist theologians emphasize embodiment for related reasons, that is, they perceive that intellectualized 

theology dehumanizes women and robs them of the significance, reality, locus and status of their bodies. 

Ross has pointed out that feminist understandings of embodiment go fiirther than just the goodness of 

physicality (Ross 1993:93-100; Ross 1998). The body needs to be seen in its social/relational context. Ross 

sees this as primarily the family, but the insight can be extended to the relatiorTal, socio-poUtieal and indeed 
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cosmic structures in which we Hve and interact. We see here resonances to our emphasis that in trying to 

understand the body and any resurrection then the social/relational context is important. 

This emphasis on the body as well as relationships has brought some feminist theology into conflict with 

certain post-modem views of the body which emphasize the endless play of possibilities, and its lack of 

stability. Bordo sees this post-modem view as dangerous, asking what kind of body is it that: 

'is free to change its shape and location at wil l , that can become anyone and travel anywhere? If the 
body is a metaphor for our locatedness in space and time and thus for the fmitude of human 
perception and knowledge, then the postmodem body is no body at all.' (Bordo 1993:229) 

Thus feminist insights reinforce the value of matter, context and relationships in any talk of eschatology. 

We may ask however whether feminist theologians have explored any sense of continuity/discontinuity in the 

eschatological transformation of matter itself In fact one fmds little consida-ation of the transformation of 

matter or indeed eschatology in general. One of the exceptions in eschatology has been Radford Ruether 

(Radford Ruether 1983; Radford Ruether 1990:111-124) . Phan comments that the movement in Westem 

theology to individualistic otherworldly eschatology: 

'introduced a sharp separation between body and soul, between self and the cosmos, between the 
immortality of the soul and the resurrection of the flesh, between earthly realities and the world 
beyond, between time and eternity. This dualism destroyed the ontological unity of the human 
person, bifiircated the destiny of history into natural and supernatural, and drove a wedge between 
nature and grace.'(Phan 1995:208) 

Radford Ruether nssponds to such a movement by pointing out the denigration of the body and especially 

female physicality. She emphasizes collective eschatology that is focused on the human person, the present 

and the stmggle for justice as a never-ending task. Thus with no stress on discontinuity he sees tlie future as: 

'Our existence as an individual organism ceases and dissolves back into the cosmic Matrix of matter-
energy out of which new centres of individual beings arise. It is this Matrix, and not the individuated 
centers of being, which is everlasting'. (Radford Ruether 1990:122) 

The body is given to the earth so that it becomes food for new beings to emerge. Here she develops the theme 

of the importance of birth. The 'cosmic Matrix' means the God/ess, the mother-matter-matrix. The stress on 

continuity gives little hope for transformation and resurrection. She beheves however that her picture sees 

the primary importance of ecology (Radford Ruether 1992:240). However in discounting discontinuity 

completely the eschatology offers little hope for the future for the individual or indeed the Universe whose 

death will not lead to a recycling of a new Universe. No new birth follows heat death. Even the importance 

of ecology may not be as easy as she suggests. As we wil l explore in the next chapter, environmental ethics 

depends not just on an affirmation of the present but also on a vision for a transformed future. 

Radford Ruether is helpful on anbodiment and the value of this creation, but her eschatology is weak. It is an 

exainple of an over-emphasis on continuity at the expense of discontinuity. Such eschatology is also weak in 

the area of disability. Stuart cortunents: 
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'The disabled body queers a great deal of the pitch upon which the theologies of sexuality and gender 
have built themselves. . . the disabled body casts a shadow over the efforts of these theologies to 
claim embodiment as good.' (Stuart 2000:166) 

While raised in the context of feminist theology, Stuart's point links with our previous discussion, where we 

raised the question of how to speak of the resurrection in the transformation of the disabled body. Too much 

stress on discontinuity in terms of complete 'healing' can often be interpreted by those who are disabled 

themselves as implying and reinforcing their feeling of the oppression of being told by society' that they are 

sub-human. However, too much stress on continuity does not take seriously the pain, decay and hope tor 

tliture transformation which is part of human embodiment. Again this is where a tension needs to be held in 

continuity and discontinuity. We have stressed the importance of the tension in systematic theology but the 

tension is extremely important also in pastoral theology. It is significant that the risen Jesus still had the 

marks of the crucifixion. Those marks are part of his identity, but they become symbols of glorification and 

transformation rather than pain and death. 

7.5 Sacramental Theology: The Body and the World 
The importance of the body is also central to sacramental theology. Ross comments that 'the corporeal 

dimension of human life is the basis for all sacramental activity' (Ross 1998:97). Indeed, faninist insights 

into the goodness of the body and its physicality have fed into a renewal of sacramental theology. However, 

we might expect that sacramental theology will help us more in discussing the transformation between 

creation and new creation in terms of matter. Recent reflection on the liturgy has helped in the areas of 

anthropology, Christology and ecclesiology (Vaillancourt 1979), so why not in eschatology? Sacramental 

theology itself has stressed the importance of the body and incorporated insights from anthropology and social 

scientists (Worgul 1980; Duffy 1982). Wil l it therefore provide a fruitful dialogue with cosmology also? 

7.5.1 Doors to the Sacred 
Certainly its emphasis on the nature of the sacred in the Universe should open the door to such a dialogue. 

Matter is seen as the medium of the divine, "The world was created as the 'matter', the material of one all 

embracing Eucharist" (Schmemann 1965:16). Following Temple, Baillie suggested that natural objects can 

become sacramental only because we live in a 'sacramental universe' (Temple 1934; Baillie 1958:47). This 

means that the world is charged with the grandeur of God, a concept used by Irenaeus, Aquinas, Bonaventure, 

Hildegard of Bingen, Gerald Manley Hopkins and more recently by Tracey (Tracey 1982). Thus the matter 

of this creation gives the possibility of 'doors to the sacred' (Martos 1991), as 'God's mysterious and 

surprising presence is shot through the world' (Ross 1998:92) This comes from the doctrine of creation and 

indeed from the Lordship of Christ in creation. There is ambiguity in that the created reality both reveals and 

conceals the presence of God, but this does not detract from the conclusion that the physical reality is 

inherently good and a source of God's revelation. 

This understanding of the. inherent goodness of.the physical reality' has been one of the important elements of 

post Vatican I I sacramental theology (Cooke 1983:7). While this has been a growth area in theology, it is 
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interesting that with such a basis there has been httle consideration of the eschatological transfomiation of this 

physical reality (Rahner 1963; Downey and Fragomeni 1992). Schillebeeckx describes the sacraments as 

'manifested signification'(Schillebeeckx 1963:96) and develops this to see the sacraments are anticipatory, 

mediating signs of salvation (Schillebeeckx 1980). But i f the sacraments are anticipatory signs, what kind of 

signs do they give us about the future of matter? Initially we might say the importance of continuity. But at 

the same time we also see the importance of discontinuity. They both affirm the present creation but point 

forward to a new creation. 

Habgood sees the sacraments as helping us to perceive a deeper meaning in the natural world through the 

transforming presence of Christ. At the same time they are also a conveyance of grace, which is the active 

work of God transforming human beings. He comments that 'sacramental thinking points to a world which 

has to be redeemed before it can tmly reveal the face of God'(Habgood 1995:28). Brown and Loades 

comment on this in relation to time and space: 

'time speaks of the inevitable decay of the world, space of finitude, that we are bound to one place 
rather than another one may argue that this is how time and space themselves operate 
sacramentally: not by endorsing the present universe's temporal and spatial co-ordinates nor by 
pulling us out into a world without either, but rather through faith generating it own distinctive 
medium, its own set of spatial and temporal co-ordinates.' (Brown and Loades 1995:2-3) 

We made a similar point in relation to the biblical material and in the previous chapter on the transformation 

of space-time. There must be an element of discontinuity alongside the continuity. Yet it raises the important 

question as to how much of God's sacramental involvement is in this creation such as this time and place and 

how much is it movement through transformations. 

7.5.2 Eucharist and Eschatology 
The eschatological dimension however has not been fully explored, even when the Eucharist was 

echatologically conceived from the outset (Ziziuolas 1985; Schmemann 1988). In fact, Eucharistic theology 

has emphasized questions of the ontological presence of Christ, the role of sacrifice and the response of the 

individual rather than the proclamation of the 'Lord's death until he comes' (1 Cor. 11:26). 

Wainwright points out that eschatology is embedded in the bibhcal images of Eucharist such as messianic 

feast, the advait of Christ, and first fruits of the kingdom. The Eucharist is already the meal of the kingdom 

but the fmal flilfihnent is still awaited (Wainwright 1971:92). In this tension of the already and not yet, the 

Eucharist expresses the positive value of the material creation and the physical, a point noted by Irenaeus 

(Irenaeus 1992-:IV, 18, 5,1027-29). Wainwright could have followed this naturally through to the positive 

value of the material in new creation, and indeed that the imagery of a feast implying a communal aspect. 

Nevertheless we are faced with the question of tlie relation of Christ's presence at the Eucharistic feast and 

ITis final coming? If Christ is present now (Mt. 18:20), how can his coming be spoken of in fiiture terms? 

Wainwright sees tlie link through remembrance, and goes on to speak of Christ's relation to time: 
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'Because of the sovereignty of the eternal God over time, the one Christ may come to meet His 
people in the present, clothed with the mighty acts of the incarnation, passion, resurrection and 
ascension which are the promise of. . . final salvation, and already exercising the lunctions which He 
will exercise at His fmal coming.' (Wainwright 1971:103) 

The Eucharist becomes the temporal projection of Christ's final advent into the present. In this way it can be 

seen as first fruits of the kingdom, seeing Jesus as speaking the re-creative word which transforms the old 

creation into the new. The new creation will be characterized by divine glory: 

'Not only will all God's saints bless Him, but all his works will give Him thanks...and in this way 
the whole creation will share in the liberty of the glory of the children of God. . . a glory that is 
derived from God and rendered to Him in that service which is perfect freedom. It is on account of 
this circulation of divine glory that it may be said that "God wil l be all in all" in a sense that 
maintains the distinctness of the transcendent God from His creation and yet will allow the whole of 
that creation to enjoy the divine life in so far as it is communicable. '(Wainwright 1971:103) 

This picture sees the renewed creation so entirely submitted to the divine lordship that it would enjoy total 

penetradon by the divine glory, while remaining distinct from the franscendent God it worships. 

What then is the relation of consecrated elements and the transformed creation? I f the elemaits are seen as 

first fruits of the kingdom, how are they also the body and blood of Christ? In addition, for those who view 

the bread and wine as anticipatory feeding with Christ on the fhiits of new creation, how do they understand 

the image of 'feeding on Christ' (Jn. 6:53-58)? Wainwnght wants to avoid either extreme. He suggests that 

the final kingdom is life in Christ, with Christ and Christ living in us. Thus it is about: 

'feasting in fellowship with Christ... on the fiuits of the creation which has been fransfigured through 
His agency as the mighty Word; for this suggests both the transcendence of the giver on whom all 
life depends and also an intimate communion with the Godhead... which yet respects the distinction 
between Creator and creature.'(Wainwright 1971:107) 

Christ is not just the host but also the food. This is a reminder of the mystery involved but are some 

guidelines needed to limit just how far the mystery goes? 

Wainwright suggests a number of such guidelines. First, following Mascall, he suggests tliat franscendence is 

theologically prior to immanence for God is prior to creation (Mascall 1943). Therefore we must take 

seriously images which safeguard transcendence, such as Christ as the giver. Second, a greater emphasis on 

the role of the Holy Spirit means that there is less danger of confining Christ's presence to the elements. 

Further the gift of the Holy Spirit expresses the relationship of 'afready' and 'not yet'. Third, it is important 

to see the Eucharist in its communal setting. One of the dangers of the development of the individuaUstic 

view of Eucharist in the West is an 'atomistic eschatology' (Wainwright 1971:148) In all of this Wainwright 

sees some of the themes that we have been arguing in other contexts in terms of eschatology. Once again we 

see the key theme of the role of the Holy Spirit in relationship. Further, the Eucharist says that the physical is 

important, transformation must have both continuity and discontinuity, and that transformation is not just 

about the matter but the context of relationships in which the matter is located. He comments: 
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'No schema of general eschatology is acceptable which fails to take into account the constitutive 
relation between the "now" and the "then", the "here" and the "there", and within that relation the 
polarities of hiddenness and visibility (contestability and incontestability), interruption and 
permanence, Umited extension and universal scope.' (Wainwright 1971:147) 

The Eucharist in liberation tlieology has similar eschatological themes (Rowland 1995:200-215). 

Farrow explores Eucharist and eschatology and concludes that the Eucharist conveys 'presence testifying to 

absence' (Farrow 2000:203). He sees the ascension as one of the strongest affirmations of physicality as the 

transformed resurrection body of Jesus is taken up into heaven (Farrow 1999). In this picture, the church 

exists in the tension of the presence and absence of Christ. The Spirit resolves this tension in the Eucharist 

where we are both reminded of the absence and raised to the presence of Christ in a similar way to the view of 

Calvin. Yet it does not solve adequately, the question of where and in what form is the risen body of Christ 

now'? We have encountered this a number of times without gaining a clear answer. Is the risen body of Jesus 

now hidden in the future new creation, his presence mediated by the Holy Spirit? 

Certainly the Eucharist is a reminder both of the transforming work of the Spirit now and the 'not yet' or 

'absence' of the new heaven and earth. The resurrection body of Jesus liberated from the constraints of 

space-time may now inhabit the new heaven and new earth, able through the Spirit to work in the space-time 

of this creation. The matter of this creation is good and part of God's future possibilities, but also points 

forward to something better. Under all of this is the constant activity of God. Schwobel comments: 

'The continuity of divine action and the discontinuity of created matter together provide the basis for 
a hope which ttusts in a real transformation in the eschaton, because we can already hear it, feel it 
and taste it in the promise of the gospel and the celebration of the sacraments.' (Schwobel 2000:240) 

7.6 'Radically Different'? Polkinghorne and the future of matter 
Polkinghome has been one of the few to explore how matter might be transformed in new creation. Key to 

his view is the empty tomb and resurrection because it means that the Lord's risen body is the transmutation 

and glorification of his dead body. This gives hope for matter which 'participates in the resurrection 

transformation, enjoying thereby the foretaste of its own redemption from decay'(Polkinghome 2002b:l 13). 

hi terms of redemption, he sees different dimensions of the totality of divinely sustained reality, with 

'resurrection involving an information-bearing mapping between the two, and the redemption of matter as 

involving a projection from the old onto the new'(Polkinghome 2002b:l21). It is this model that he applies 

to the fiiture of human beings after death. Identitying the soul as the 'information-bearing pattern' of the 

body/brain, he suggests: 

'that the pattern that is me will be remembered by God and recreated by him in some new 
environment of his choosing in his ultimate act of resurrection.' (Polkinghome 1996a: 100) 

When it comes'to attempting to describe the-transformation of rnatter-energy he stresses discontinuity: 

151 



'The matter-energy of the world to come will certainly have to be radically different in its physical 
properties to the matter energy of this present creation The matter of this universe is perfectly 
adapted to its role of sustaining that evolutionary exploration of potentiality which is theologically to 
be understood as the old creation being allowed to 'make itself. In an evolving world of this kind, 
death is the necessary cost of life; transience is inevitably built into its physical fabric The 
entities arising in this way are sufficiently structured to endure for a while and sufficiently flexible to 
develop and grow, but they can only sustain their dynamic patterns for limited periods. In our world, 
the cost of the evolution of novelty is the certainty of its impermanence. I f the world to come is to 
be free from death and suffering, its matter-energy wil l have to be given a different character.' 
(Polkinghome 2000:39) 

He justifies this discontinuity by quoting 1 Corinthians 15:50, but gives it no detailed consideration. He sees 

it in a literal sense rather than in the sense of Jeremias' idiom referring to living, but frail and sinfiil human 

beings. We saw in Chapters 5 and 6 that one of the characteristics of this creation is that the flow of time is 

coupled with decay. In the above passage, Polkinghome sees this as part of the creative process within the 

Universe and that this is built into the physical fabric of the Universe. In an apologetic context, these 

suggestions are often presented in a model which uses computer software and hardware. The 'software' of 

our information pattern could be re-embodied on new 'hardware' of our resurrection body. 

On should not underestimate this unique exploration of a key question or indeed how valuable these 

suggestions are. However, a number of questions need to be raised in order to help the exploration go further. 

First, does the language of 'radically different' overstress the aspect of discontinuity? It is an easy distinction 

to locate the continuity in our information pattern and the discontinuity in the nature of matter, but the 

overwhelming evidence of our exploration of biblical and scientific material has been to emphasise the 

interconnectedness of information-pattem-matter-context. The tension of continuity/discontinuity has to 

affect all of these elements together. It is interesting to note that such questions have a long history. Origen 

viewed the body like a river in that the actual matter does not remain the same but the entity is the same. A 

similar view was championed by C.S. Lewis who argued for a continuity of form in terms of a curve in a 

waterfall, that is the form stays the same but the matter in it changes (Lewis 1967:155). Origen was then 

challenged by Methodius in the third century and by the Second Council of Constantinople in the sixth 

century on the basis of whether this gave enough continuity of the body between this life and resurrection, or 

whether he had overstressed transformation (Bynum 1995:67-9). 

Second, while he characterises matter in new creation as 'radically different' he does not go on to explore 

what that difference wil l be. Talk of different kinds of atoms or physical laws is not terribly illuminating. In 

fact, can we say anything meaningfiil on this? Yet i f there is some continuity with this creation and the 

resurrection body of Jesus interacts with this creation then perhaps we should be able to speculate a little. 

Third, the analogy of information pattern put onto another piece of hardware suffers from the assumption that 

the thoughts, memories and feehngs define the human person. This raises the immediate apologetic problem 

that i f this is the soul why cannot such a piece of different hardware be created by human beings? In fact, 

this has-been the dream of 'cybernetic immortality' (Henfeld 2002:1%). Some have even seen human beings 

having the abihty to produce artificial intelhgence as part of the evolutionary progress in such a way that 'the 
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cosmic function of Humanity is to act as the evolutionary interface between Life and Intelligence' (Stonier 

1992:214). Another way of achieving immortality would be to use virtual reality where one's mental self 

might only exist within cyberspace (Stenger 1991:52, 58). Thus Polkinghome opens the door to those who 

want to recreate the myth of human progress in terms of immortahty. 

Fourth, does this picture still sfray too much towards dualism and undeivalue the human body? Polkinghome 

of course stresses the importance of the human body but has a tendency to see the essence of the human 

person as non bodily. The same problem occurred theologically in the different attempts to define tlie image 

of God as reason, morality or free will . Even in my own preference to see the image of God as responsible 

relationship in community (Wilkinson 2002:31-45), there is the weakness of downgrading the physical. 

Goldingay suggests that has been due to the imposition of Greek philosophical categories onto the narrative 

structure of the earlier chapters of Genesis (Goldingay 2000:141). Is a similar thing tme in eschatology? 

Fifth, does Polkinghome's view of a resurrection body which has radically different matter take time 

seriously? The nature of matter in more than one temporal dimension can be very different. Is this the 

source of discontinuity rather than a discontinuity characterised by radically dilTerent matter? Further, is 

there enough stress on the way that personal identity evolves? Indeed personal identity is not just determined 

by my past history and present experience but also by my future potential. This is especially tme when we 

come to consider the resurrection of those who have died before they have matured physically, 

psychologically or spiritually. We often make the assumption that babies who have died in infancy will not 

be resurrected as infants, but can we think more about this assumption? There is a potential in the material 

development of the human body in this creation. How can we think about this in new creation? 

Sixth, underlying Polkinghome's approach is a strong individualism that focuses on the fiiture for the 

individual human person. He is ready to acknowledge this as a weakness. Although focused in his discussion 

of the soul, does it also have implications for his discussion of the future of matter? We have argued that 

context and relationships are cmcially important. Personal identity cannot be understood as an information 

pattern without seeing that information pattern in its context of a web of relationships with others, the natural 

world and indeed God. The insights of feminist and sacramental theology stress this and the biblical insights 

of the corporate nature of new creation critique any eschatological individualism. Murphy strongly defends 

physical monism and acknowledges that personal identity involves 'self recognition, continuity of moral 

character and personal relations, both with God and with others' (Murphy 2002:208). However, she does not 

give enough stress to the relational aspects. We readily accept that the nature of relationships between human 

beings and God will be different in new creation. Do we also need to ask about whether the relationships in 

the physical world will be different? I f our horizon is simply the perspective that matter is made up of 

discrete atoms, we are therefore limited to asking questions about whether the 'atoms' wil l be different in new 

creation. I f however our perspective recognises that we need to speak of matter not just in terms of atoms but 

also their relationships to each other, observers, macro-systems and ultimately the sustaining power of God, 

then the character of new creation may be in fundamental change in those relatiorishijjs. For example, even ih 
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this creation we see a hmited effect of the changing of relationships. Carbon atoms are the same particles in 

graphite and diamond. But the way ftiey are used or perceived in a pencil lead or in a diamond ring involves a 

whole number of relational aspects, both impersonal and personal. A resurrection body may still conceivably 

be composed of carbon and the other elements known to us in creation but the nature of relationships may 

change. Polkinghome is right in suggesting that matter-energy will have a difTerent character but we need to 

be cautious about postulating that matter wil l be radically different. 

Having said all of this, we need to note also how Polkinghome develops his picture. He does not accept 

panentheism (the idea that the creation is in God, though God exceeds creation) as a present reality but 

believes that it wil l become the eschatological reality in the new creation (Polkinghome 1994). The new 

creation wil l be wholly sacramental for God wi l l be all in all. He quotes I Corinthians 15:28 which is also a 

key verse for Moltmann. Thus the world wi l l be integrated in a new and intimate way with the divine life. 

Polkinghorae suggests that the laws of nature wil l be perfectly adapted to no more death, crying or pain just 

as the present laws of physics are adapted to the freely evolving process. So God is involved in a 2-step plan, 

the fu ŝt creation is about kenotic space, but the second is about intimate relationship. 

It is a provocative proposal and raises a number of questions. First, is there more to leam from the 

sacramental view of this world? Polkinghome comments on the Eucharist, 'The bread and wine that are 

elements of this creation are also the body and blood of Christ, elements of the new creation.' (Polkinghome 

2002b: 101) Yet there is little engagement with the presence of Chiist, the work of the Spirit or the Ascension. 

Each of these is rich in theological resources which may add to a panentheistic picture of new creation, but 

also would question such a picture. For example what is the role of the Spirit in new creation? 

Second, does I Corinthians 15:28 really justify such a panentheistic picture? Chrysostom viewed 'that God 

may be all in all' as meaning that all things are dependent on him (St. Chrysostom 1989:39:8). This is tme as 

much of God's action in this creation as in new creation, h/loflfatt and Collins translate 'so that God may be 

everything to everyone' (Moffatt 1938:249; Collins 1999:547). However, de Boer sees 'all things' as 

referring to this Universe (De Boer 1988:125-6). Morris sees it simply as a sfrong expression for the 

complete supremacy of the Lord (Morris 1985:213), while Calvin saw the meaning in reconciliation, that is 

'all things wil l be brought back to God, as their alone beginning and end, that they may be closely bound to 

him' (Calvin 1996:328). This certainly would fit with Colossians I which we looked at in chapter 5. We 

need also to remember Wainwright's use of glory to escape a panentheistic picture. Polkinghorae and 

Moltmann have moved too quickly from the biblical text. There is little to justify panentheism in I 

Corinthians 15:28. Indeed it is difficult to maintain that it differentiates between this creation and the new 

creation. For even in this creation 'in him we live and move and have our being' (Acts 17:28). 

Third, why reject panentheism in this creation and opt for it in new creation. Polkinghome rejects 

panentheism as a model to describe God's action in this creation. It is not clear what makes it suitable for the 
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new creation. We can go further with this criticism. On such a view what enables us to distinguish between 

God's existence and our own existence in new creation? What differentiates us from the life of the Trinit}'? 

For these reasons we do not accept Polkinghome's 'radically difTerent' view of the fransformation of matter. 

There is too much discontinuity in terms of the physical, while not enough consideration of transformation of 

the context and relationships in which the physical exists. An eschatological panentheism is an attempt to 

express that context but it does not quite work. 

7.7 That's the End of the Matter? 
We have attempted to explore the possible transformation of matter in new creation. Continuity without 

discontinuity is a problem. This is illustrated in the medieval period, when the resurrection of the body was 

affirmed, but this was typically portrayed as reclaiming the very body placed in the grave, or its regathered 

parts when necessary (Bynum 1995). At the same time discontinuity at the expense of continuity leads to 

problems also, not least in the danger of duaUsm. 

However, the resurrection encourages a picture of transformation that holds together continuitv' and 

discontinuity. Further, we have argued that matter cannot be isolated in this discussion from space-time or 

from its context and web of relationships around it. Scientific and theological insights into embodiment and 

the psychosomatic unity of the human person mean that matter is important in new creation, a conclusion we 

also came to in exploring the resurrection. Insights from feminist and sacramental theology encourage a 

consideration of fransformed relationships as the key to new creation, but these relationships are not merely 

between human beings and God but between personal and communal identity and the nature of matter. 

Noting that the actual atoms in QUT bodies wil l change during a person's life. Green suggests that our identity 

is formed and found in 'self conscious relationality with its neural correlates and embodied narrativity or 

formative histories' (Green 2004:100). We caimot understand the future of human life in new creation 

without understanding our present embodiment and indeed the ftiture of the cosmos. 

These scientific and theological insights on the importance of relationships have interesting resonances with 

the biblical material. When Paul speaks of life to come, he does not discuss it in terms of soul or substance 

but in terms of relationship 'with Christ' (Phil. 1:23) or 'in Christ' (1 Thess. 4:16) (Lampe 2002:103-14; 

Green 2004:85-100), Work remains to be done on the development of this theme with regard to the 

doctrines of Spirit, ascension and the nature of new creation. 

Nevertheless we can state some tentative conclusions. First, the resurrection means that matter wil l be 

transformed. Theiefore, there is a fiiture to the physical Universe of atoms, photons and macro-structures. 

While the circumstances and laws of this creation point to an end of flitility, the resurrecfion points to a 

different conclusion. Wright suggests the word 'transphysical' as a useful label of the kind of embodiment 

seen in the resurrection-of Jesus (Wright 2003:477). The 'ttans' is intended as a shortening of trarisfonned 

and certainly it may be a good image of the kind of new creation we have been attempting to describe. It may 

155 



not be the atoms themselves that are transformed into a different kind of matter with different kinds of 

fundamental particles. It may be that the atoms find themselves in a dift'erent context and web of 

relationships. The suggestion of a different form of the laws of nature may be the way forward. Or our 

present laws of nature may admit the possibility of other dimensions of time and this may be key to the 

transformation of matter. 

Second, just as continuity and discontinuity must be maintained tliere also needs to be an emphasis on holding 

together pattern and matter in relationship to God. The pattern could be represented in a different kind of 

matter that may have the property of not experiencing decay. Yet we suggest that there is continuity and 

discontinuity in the transformation of the pattern. The human being experiences fransformation not just in 

terms of the body but also in terms of past/present'potential experience. It is the relationship to God that 

allows the pattern and the matter to be configured in way that represents continuity and discontinuity. 

Third, the matter of new creation will continue to be located in space and time. Thus the new heaven and 

new earth will have an everlasting destiny rather than a timeless experience of eternity (Volf 2000:256-278; 

Weder 2000:184-204) . Polkinghome is right to sfress that in tliis creation space, time and matter are all 

linked and so they wil l be in new creation. It wi l l be a 'temporal world whose character is everlasting' 

(Polkinghome 2002b: 117), 'not an atemporal experience of illumination but the unceasing exploration of the 

riches of divine nature'(Polkinghome 2000:40). This does not necessarily lead to a reformulated concept of 

purgatory which is popular with both Polkinghome and Moltmann, as part of the transformation process that 

fits human beings for everlasting encounter with God (Moltmann 2000:238-255). 

Fourth we have suggested that panentheism is not necessary to new creation. In this we differ from 

Polkinghome. Indeed, we have also raised questions concerning Polkinghome's use of the terminology of 

soul and his characterisation of matter as radically different in new creation. While some of these differences 

may be due to the different weight given to the biblical material, there is still much common ground with 

Polkingliorae. We agree that the resurrection is of central importance to the future of matter and that the 

promise of new life in new creation is gift. 

We hope that we have mapped out some important considerations in terms of the transformation of matter. It 

is area which wil l develop with scientific and theological insights working together. While this work which 

has been focused on the future of the physical Universe is still at an early stage, it still allows us to draw out 

some general issues beyond that focus. In particular we can move to asking what our conclusions mean for 

the ftiture of the biological worid, the docfrine of providence, the doctrine of hope as it works out in ethics 

and apologetics, and fmally the relationship between science and reUgion. It is to these topics that we tum 

next. 
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Chapter 8 
Fruitful interaction: Creation and New Creation 

We have been exploring the nature of fransformation for the physical Universe in the action of God from 

creation to new creation. We have suggested the importance of continuity and discontinuity based on the 

resurrection, and suggested models for the fransformation of space-time and matter. While these things have 

been focused on the futihty implied by scientific models of the end of the Universe, the question is whether 

they have wider apphcation. In this chapter we therefore consider new creation in terms of the biological 

world, the importance of eschatology for models of providence, the relationship of hope in the areas of ethics 

and Christian apologetics, and finally the dialogue between science and religion. 

8.1 New Creation and the Biological World 
Issues within the biological world have been increasingly important in recent years both within theology and 

within society. Ecological concerns in terms of the destruction of the natural environment have led to a 

rediscovery of aspects of the docfrine of creation within systematic theology and those working at the 

interface of science and religion. At the same time, the exploitation of animals and the destruction of animal 

species have provoked reflection on the theology of animals (Birch and Vischer 1997). However, once again 

we fmd very little theological reflection on eschatology and the biological world. For example, 'An 

Evangelical Declaration on the Care of Creation' states: 

'We encourage deeper reflection on the substantial biblical and theological teaching which speaks of 
God's work of redemption in terms of the renewal and completion of God's purpose in 
creation'(Berry 2000:17). 

However, in the commentar>' and exposition of the statement by authors including Moltmann, very httle is 

said on the subject of eschatology (Elsdon 2000). In particular, little work has been done on the nature and 

purpose of the animal world and how that relates to Christian eschatology. Can we use some of the 

principles fixsm the context of the end of the Universe to begin to address these kinds of questions? 

8.1.1 The Place of Animals in Creation 
Against the background of scientific research on the physiology and psychology of animals (Thorpe 1974; 

Griffin 1992), little work has been done by Christian theology in thinking about the place of animals in 

creation (Birch and Vischer 1997:3). However, Bu-ch and Vischer suggest that the Genesis account of 

creation sees animals as forming a 'hmited community' with human beings. Animals are part of the human 

environment in creation and human beings have a close relationship with the animals. This is illusfrated by 

animals and humans being formed on the same day. The fact that humans then name the animals shows a 

special relationship with animals, but also that the relationship is limited by differences in statijs. We can add 

to Birch and Vischer's 'limited community' by noting that animals though subject to human beings are seen 

as companions (Gen. 2:18-20) and that the story of Noah shows the importance of preserving a community of 

humans and animals from being destroyed (Gen. 6:2:0; 7:3). 
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God's care for the animal world is reinforced in the New Testament (e.g. Mt. 6:26). This however raises 

some interesting questions. As Farrer observed, 'It must never be forgotten that God is the God of hawks no 

less than of sparrows' (Farrer 1962:104-5). Is the predator nature of the animal world part of God's purpose 

in creation? Within that context it is important to note Job 38:39-40 where the writer clearly understands that 

God's providential care is expressed in the provision of prey for the lion and raven. Birch and Vischer 

interpret this passage to mean, 'It is clearly part of God's creation that life can exist only at the cost of other 

life'(Birch and Vischer 1997:3). This a key question. Does the reality of the animal world as we see it now 

reflect God's purpose in creation or will it be changed in new creation? It is interesting that Birch and 

Vischer, a partnership of theologian and professional biologist, see the cycle of life and death in the animal 

world as part of creation rather than fall. They conclude that death is inevitable and that in death animals 

serve other animals. How one sees creation affects the way that new creation is imaged. 

Scientists reflecting theologically tend to stress the importance of creation as a way of understanding the 

purposes of God. For example in his Bridgewater Treatise of 1837, WiUiam Buckland faced with the 

evidence for a long earth history distinguished between animal and human death, the former being part of the 

Creator's provision for creation, the latter being due to Adam's disobedience. Buckland was reflecting the 

dominance of the design argument which proved the nature and existence of God through nature. A ' fa l la i ' 

natural world was of no great help to this kind of argument. In addition the status of science as 'thinking 

God's thoughts after him' would be undermined i f the object of science's study was not God's purpose. 

A broader yet as important question is then what is the purpose of the biological world and in particular 

animals? A traditional answer in Aristotle, Augustine and Aquinas and then in both Protestant and Roman 

Catholic thought is that animals simply serve human beings (Hormann 1961:274; Calvin 1965:96; Aristotle 

1985:79; Augustine 1993:1.20). This has been interpreted to mean that animals serve humans through work, 

food, or companionship. The argument can be reformed in terms of evolution. That is, animals exist simply 

as part of the evolutionary process that gives birth to human beings (Elphinstone 1976). On the basis of such 

arguments the question may be posed as to whether Christianity is irredeemably speciesist? (Linzey 1998:xi) 

The drfiiculty of such arguments is the scale of the animal world. Many animals exist which are not usefiil to 

humans, and indeed over the long period of earth history there have been millions of animals existing with no 

human being around. Even in evolution there seem to be many pathways that have no direct connection to the 

pathway to human beings. Of course, one may argue that it is the nature of the biological world as a whole 

which gives rise to human beings. This is a fair point in that the evolutionary process holds together novelty 

witli diversity. Without such diversity there would be no process toward intelligence and self-consciousness. 

Yet that is not enough to explain the place of the animals in creation. A theocentric approach is much more 

fmitful. Hick suggests that the 'sub-human animals exist because their existence is accordingly necessary to 

the flihiess of the created world' (Hick 1%8:350). It seems to me that this is beginning to go in the right 

direction but needs to be developed. Yamamoto suggests that humans cannot be hurfian without tlie limited 
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community with the animal world (Yamamoto 1998:89). Hick would agree but would see animals as the 

setting for the making of human souls. However, the existence of animals is necessary to the fiillness of the 

created world not only in providing the nature of the biological and human world, but also in demonstrating 

the extravagance of the Creator God. If, in the words of von Balthasar, 'the whole point of creation is for us 

to know that we are not Creator', then the diversity of the animal world, like the vastness of the physical 

universe, is a reminder of our own limited nature as creatures and at the same time the glory of the Creator 

I f the animal world is an expression of the extravagance of creation, and God's faithful care includes not just 

humans, does God's redemptive action extend to animals? Wildmann in his poem The Holy One and 

Animals (1905) imagines Jesus when faced with animal suffering asking whether there is a peaceful retreat 

where animals can take refLige after suffering. Is there a place for animals in new creation? 

8.1.2 The Place of Animals in New Creation 
This may seem a trivial question but it has a long theological tradition, possibly due to the need to relate 

eschatology with the non-human world and the place of physicality. Augustine thought that humans would 

have some kind of bodies after death, but he viewed this afterlife as timeless, and could see no place for 

animals, plants, or physical matter in such a setting. Thus he argued that the groaning for redemption in 

Romans 8 is actually the unregenerate nature of human beings. However this does not do justice to the text. 

Nevertheless, Augustine saw no need of animals in new creation as human beings were microcosms of 

creation, comprising the physical, the living, the animal, and the rational,. While Aquinas followed him, 

Luther influenced by a literal reading of Isaiah and Romans was drawn to animal salvation. Calvin thought 

that there would be a renewed earth, but resurrected humans would only look on it from their heavenly 

setting. Later dualism triumphed over the biblical passages and animals were reduced to machines. 

However, Wesley became one of the strongest proponents of animal salvation. Influenced probably by the 

Swiss nattiralist Charles Bonnet, Wesley proposed in his sermon The General Deliverance that animals would 

be 'dehvered from the bondage of comiption; into glorious liberty... they shall enjoy happiness suited to their 

state, without alloy, without interraption, and without end' (Wesley 1988:2.437-50). As compensation for the 

evil they experienced in this life God would move various animals higher up 'the Chain of Being' in the next 

life. This would give than greater abilities, including perhaps even the ability to relate to God as humans do. 

As Maddox points out, the most significant aspect of Wesley's reflection on the cosmic dimension of the new 

creation is his sense of its relevance for present Christian life (Maddox 2002). He assumed that 'final things' 

are also 'ultimate things'; that is, our convictions about God's purpose provides guidance for what we value 

in the present. Thus, he defended his speculation about God's future blessings of animals on the grounds that 

it might provide, encouragement for us to imitate God whose 'mercy is over all his works'(Wesley 

1988:2.449), and he frequently preached against the abusive treatment of animals (Runyon 1998:202-5). 
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Wesley was not only influenced by the science of his day but also by the biblical passages that had influenced 

Luther and Calvin. As we have seen Paul sees the redemption of human beings very closely associated with 

the redemption of creation as a whole. But does tliis include animals? Jesus in his preparation time in the 

wildemess 'was with the wild beasts' (Mk. 1:13). Bauckham suggests that Mark by locating Jesus' ministry' 

within the context of wild animals is ex-pressing continuity to the Isaianic fradition which sees the Messiah 

bringing about reconciliation between nature and humanity (Bauckham 1994:3-21). Other commentators 

suggest that this is a reference to the community of the sixth day being restored in the messianic age. 

Certainly there is an element of Christian fradition that has seen such a reconciliation or new community 

between the human and animal kingdom. A non-canonical sfrand of fradition from the second to the twelfth 

centuries associated Jesus and the apostles with peaceable co-operative relationships with animals (Linzey 

1997). In addition, many of the saints seem to model a new relationship or community which is without fear 

and where violence is reduced in nattare (Waddell 1934; Butler 1946). These include Kieran of Saighir, St 

Guthlac of Croyland, St Godric, and even St. Cuthbert who demonsfrated such a reconciliation with animals 

(Lapidge 1989:80-1; Backhouse 1995:113). Most famous is St Francis in 'converting' the wolf of Gubbio. 

These may seem to be odd examples but it should be understood that they represent an extensive fradition that 

expresses not just reconcihation but holiness characterized by divine power over nature. Whethei" these 

stories are believed to be history does not defract from the point that early in Christian thought, there existed 

tlie view that the fundamental nature of animals could be redeemed through the redemption of human beings. 

The key biblical passage for this behef is Isaiah 11:6-9 which we looked at in Chapter 4. The way this 

.passage is treated by contemporary commentators is instmctive. For example. Watts gives no discussion of 

the animal imagery beyond the messianic theme and its bringing of 'justice to the people and peace to all of 

God's creation' (Watts 1985:175). This is typical of most of the commentaries, which engage little with the 

place of animals either in creation or new creation. Bmeggemann honestly comments: 

'The poet imagines a coming time... .when all relationships of hostility and threat, in the animal 
world as in the human environment, shall be overcome This lyrical statement is one of the 
most remarkable assertions in the Bible that there wi l l be 'all things new' in creation when God fully 
authorises the right human agents. The phrasing is so overwhelming that a commentator (at least this 
one) is at a loss to know how to interpret adequately its majestic scenario' (Bmeggemann 1998:102). 

Nevertheless he claims that as human violation produces enemies of nature, so the reordering of human 

society through the reign of the messianic king leads to new scenario for nature. Yet he does not go on to 

engage with what this 'new scenario for nattire' actually means, commenting that 'this poem is about the 

impossible possibility of the new creation!' (Bmeggemann 1998:103) Bmeggemann is wise not to speculate 

too much on the basis of one passage that is primarily focused on the messianic reign. However, we are left 

with the question of whethei" the 'impossible possibility' means a fimdamental change to the nature and 

purpo^ of animals in the new creation. 

Here we encounter again, the way biblical commentators have stmggled to represent the combination of 

continuity and'discdntihuity in eschatological passages. In order not to fall into the frap of saying that this 
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present creation is of no value, recent commentators and systematic theologians have stressed the continuity 

between creation and new creation. This is shown in recent interpretations of Isaiah 11:6-9, which see the 

passage simply as an ecological imperative (Widyapranawa 1990:70). The reign of the Messiah, which 

changes human beings, is thus worked out by bringing harmony to nature in the present creation (RogCTSon 

1998:13). Oswalt also interprets the passage figuratively. Figures of speech make the overarching point that 

in the Messiah's reign fears associated with insecurity, danger and evil will be removed for the individual and 

the world (Oswalt 1988:283). However, in order to do this he dismisses a more literal intapretation, which 

says that in new creation the nature of the animal kingdom is changed. His dismissal is on the basis that a 

'lion's camivorousness is fundamental to what a lion is'. This he feels makes it clear that the writer was 

suggesting that another interpretation is intended. 

While it is undeniable that the overarching point is about the consequences of the Messiah's reign, we must 

question whether the literalistic mterpretation is dismissed too quickly. Oswalt's argument depaids on 'what 

is fiindamental to what a lion is'. However this will in turn depend on what is fundamental. Does the 

present biological and physiological reaUty reflect what is fundamental or is nature in some way fallen? C.S. 

Lewis stresses that animals should always be seen in community with human beings yet asks what the future 

for the animal kingdom will be. He suggests each species has a corporate self: 

'And i f we cannot imagine even our own eternal life, much less can we imagine the Ufe the beasts 
may have as our 'members'. I f the earthly lion could read the prophecy of that day when he shall eat 
hay like an ox, he would regard it as a description not of heaven, but of hell. And i f there is nothing 
in the lion but carnivorous sentience, then he is unconscious and his 'survival' would have no 
meaning. But i f there is a rudimentary Leonine self, to that also God can give a 'body' as it pleases 
Him - a body no longer living by the destruction of the lamb, yet richly Leonine in the sense that it 
expresses whatever energy and splendor and exulting power dwelled within the visible lion on this 
etirth... indeed, that we shall then first see that of which the present fangs and claws are a clumsy, 
and satanically perverted, imitation.' (Lewis 1984:130-131) 

Such a view is very platonic in the sense of 'Lionhood' being more important than the particular entity of a 

Hon. It utilizes a fall of the natural world to separate out the attractive and non-attractive features of the lion. 

This view is also represented in a few commentaries which take a more literalistic interpretation. For 

example, Motyer suggests that the renewed creation will be characterised by a reconciliation of old hostilities 

where predators and prey are reconciled, a change of nature where carnivores become herbivores, and the 

curse of the Fall is removed so that serpent and child can play together (Motyer 1993). 

Thus Brueggemann in his 'impossible possibility of the new creation', Lewis in his present biological world 

being a 'perverted imitation' and Motyer in his change of nature removing the curse of the fall, are all 

pointing to a discontinuity between new creation and old creation in the biblical traditions as it rrfers to the 

animal kingdom. This is far more convincing than the 'ecological' interpretations of Rogerson and others 

who want to stress continuity. I f the context is the experience of a rural village where danger and violence is 

observed in the animal kingdom, then images of lions eating straw go far beyond our exploitation of the 

planet, bi particular, the images go far beyond human ability to change. So little of the vision is 'humanly 
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possible' that the passage is more about discontinuity than continuity. This discontinuity is also important to 

the animal theology and ethics of Andrew Linzey, to whom we turn next. 

8.1.3 The Animal Theology of Andrew Linzey 
Linzey's.4«/>na/ Rights (Linzey 1976), though not unique in its conclusions for animal welfare (Godlovitch et 

al. 1971; Singer 1976; Claik 1977; Regan and Singer 1989), caused a degree of controversy in its claim that 

the Bible gave support for the concept of animal rights (Griffiths 1982; Barclay 1992:49-61; Linzey 1994). 

His theological starting point is Earth's criticism of Schweitzer's ethics based on 'reverence' tor the whole of 

creation (Schweitzer 1923). In turn Linzey criticizes Earth's distinction between the importance of human 

Ufe over animal life. He makes four points. First, Earth's Christology is inadequate, having no relation to the 

non-human creation. Second, the patristic principle that what is not assumed in the incarnation is not healed in 

the redemption does not mean that only human life is healed in redemption. Earth argues that Jesus did not 

come as angel or animal but man' and therefore sees the incarnation as an aflBrmation of humanity alone 

(Barth 1936-62:in.l.l6). However, Linzey argues that the incarnation is not an affirmation simply of 

humanity but of 'God's Yes to creation' as a whole. Third, Barth does not take seriously the themes of the 

reconciliation of all things in the New Testament (e.g. Col. 1:19-20) and in early theologians such as 

Athanasius and Irenaeus. Fourth, the Old Testament theme of God's covenant with the earth demonstrates 

God's continued commitment to the non-human creation. On the basis of this Linzey argues for the 

importance of animal rights in ethics, and indeed the importance of animals in eschatological models. 

Linzey is correct in his criticisms of Barth. In fact, his case is strengthened by more exploration of the 

doctrines of creation and incarnation. If, as argued above, humans and animals form a limited community in 

creation, then this needs to be taken seriously in ethics and in thinking about redemption. Earth, Erunner 

and others have stressed that one of the fundamental aspects of the nature of human beings created in the 

image of God is their diversity and commimity. This recognition of the nature of creation has in part meant 

an emphasis on the relational and communal aspects of redemption and new creation. In the same way, the 

creation account's linking of humans and animals reminds us of its importance in eschatology. M addition, 

the setting of the incamation in the context of Jesus as Logos and creator of all creation (Jn. 1: 1-18; Col. 

1:15-20; Heb. 1 ;l-4) gives a Christology that includes the whole of creation. It is from that basis that the 

New Testament speaks of the reconciliation of all things in Christ (Galloway 1951; Murray 1992). Linzey 

may or may not be convincmg in his argtunent for animal rights, but he does show the important place that 

animals have in creation and new creation. 

He then goes on to consider eschatology, asking what is the ultimate end of all creation in the hght of the 

pattern of creation, crucifixion and redemption as disclosed in the person of Jesus Christ? He suggests that 

human beings, being 'the centre of recreation' through Christ, have to recognise their responsibility for 'the 

moral liberation of other species' (Linzey 1976.75). Linzey rightly argues that this eschatological 
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understanding has implications for the way we care for the environment and in particular issues of animal 

testing, hunting and cruelty. 

Yet Linzey goes further interpreting Romans 8 as liberation fi-om pain and suffering not just for human beings 

but for those 'animals sharing a similar capacity for sentiency' (Linzey 1976:76). Thus animals are liberated 

from their futility. Hick had earlier objected to the postulate of a new animal creation of millions and milhons 

individual animals as a response to animal suffering (Hick 1968:352). Linzey argues against this, suggesting 

that a similar type of argument could be used against a heaven for milhons and millions of human beings. 

Then in a key statement, Linzey suggests that natural law should not be discovered in the way things are but 

in the sense of what should be. Armstrong had criticized the Isaianic vision of the lion lying down with the 

lamb as an attempt 'to get rid of the beasts of prey or change their nature beyond recognition'(Armstrong 

1981.44). However, Linzey sees animals in bondage to violence and the predatory nature of the non-human 

biological world. The Isaianic vision for Linzey is the situation as God wants it to be, and represents the real 

nature of animals so that 'God's transforming love is not determined even by what we think we know of 

elementary biology' (Linzey 1994:83). Clark makes a similar point in waming of reading God's wil l fi-om 

our experience of the natural world, stating, ' I f nature is unambiguously God's wall, God apparently wants us 

to be predatory nepotists' (Clark 1998:123). Yet Linzey is not content with simply a negative statement about 

not reading God's wi l l from the present reality. He wants to make the future the representation of God's will. 

It is on this basis that Linzey argues for vegetarianism for Christians, The redeemed human being must act in 

accordance with the reality of the new creation rather than the nature of the carnivorous and predatory reahty 

of this creation. Barth had seen this line of argument: 

'Yet it is not only understandiable but necessary that the affumation of this whole possibihty [killing 
animals] should always have been accompanied by a radical protest against it. It may well be 
objected against a vegetarianism which presses in this direction that it represents a wanton 
anticipation of what is described by Isaiah 11 and Romans 8 as existence in the new aeon for which 
we hope... .But for all its weaknesses we must be careful not to put ourselves in the wrong in face of 
it by our own thoughtlessness and hardness of heart'. (Barth 1936-62:111.4.324) 

Apart from the ethical debate about vegetarianism, this argumait raises important questions for systematic 

theology. It is based on seeing God's purposes in new creation. Yet does this devalue this present creation? 

Interestingly, Linzey does not make a great deal of Genesis 1:30 where animals may only eat plants, or indeed 

the number of texts which show the widespread belief in antiquity that humans and the animals were once 

vegetarian (Westermann 1984:163-164). Such a position can say that this creation was 'not good' from the 

start or is somehow fallen. Indeed, Linzey does argue that the Genesis 9:3 permission to eat animals is 

separated from the vegetarianism of Genesis 1:29-30 by the Fall and the Flood, showing that camivorousness 

is part of the world not intended by God (Linzey 1998:4). In contrast the 'creation spirituality' of Matthew 

Fox rejects the fall of creation and therefore accepts eat and be eaten as the God given law of the Universe 

(Fox 1983). Linzey wiU aot accept that the fundamental nature of the animal kingdom is that of aggression. 
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Linzey convincingly makes the case for discontinuity between creation and new creation in terms of the 

animal kingdom, but does he go too far? From the future of the Universe we have seen the importance of 

discontinuity when eschatology is brought into contact with the scientific world. Yet we have also seen the 

importance of keeping a tension with continuity. How might this work for the biological world? 

8.1.4 Holding Together Creation and New Creation in the Animal World 
Holding continuity and discontinuity together means that our understanding of the biological world in 

creation and new creation is more comphcated than either Linzey or Fox allow. We see that not least in the 

handling of the bibhcal material. For example, Linzey uses Isaiah 11 and Romans 8 to paint a picture of a 

new reality which reveals God's ideal, but ignores Job 38.39-40 which points to God's will in the provision of 

prey for the lion. God's wil l cannot be read from either creation or new creation; it must be read Irom both. 

In addition to this we need to ask whether animal sacrifice, the dietary laws and the example of Jesus further 

aimphcate the pictuie. I f animal sacrifice was sanctioned by God was this an affirmation of the predatory 

and violent nature of the animal world, and God's affirmation of our right to kill animals? However, 

Rogerson suggests that for some it symboUzed 'the failure of humanity as represented by Israel to live in the 

world as God intended' (Rogerson 1998:17). He argues that it therefore registers human failure and also the 

hope of a world to come. This he suggests is shown by the priestly syslan of animal sacrifice being 

presented against the backdrop of the Priestly accoimt of the origins of the world that paints a picture of an 

original creation that was vegetarian (Rogerson 1998:58). This is interesting but not totally convincing. 

Rogerson himself acknowledges that this may just be a small strand of the understanding of sacrifice. We 

see again that the biblical material is not simple to interpret. In terms of dietary laws, Houston argues tliat 

these laws of clean and unclean animals 'mediate the contradiction between the ideal of a non violent world 

and the fact of unrestrained violence against animals'(Houston 1998:24). In a similar way to Rogerson he 

points out that in the priestly historical work the original creation did not have killing for food. He sees the 

dietary laws as a mediating solution in a fallen world. But even i f they are a 'mediating' solution, on this 

view they would still be part of God's provision. 

However, the biblical picture is even more complex when we examine the life of Jesus. Bauckham points out 

that Jesus showed concern for animals, which even supersedes the requirement to observe the Sabbath law. 

Jesus reflects the value of animals and compassionate action towards them. Yet Jesus did send the demons in 

the Gadarene swine, ate fish and lamb at the Passover, and possibly would have participated in animal 

sacrifice (Bauckham 1998:33-48; Bauckham 1998:49-60). Clearly, although animals have value, humans are 

more important than animals. The fact that Jesus does not demonstrate vegetarianism undermines in part 

Linzey's argument that God's will can be seen in bibUcal passages that support vegetarianism. Indeed, we 

can add. to Bauckham's point by noting that there is no evidence of any Jews or Christians adopting 

vegetarianism out of a desire to return to the paradisal condition of humanity. In particular, Peter is directed 

by God to ki l l and eat on the basis that 'Do not call anything impure that God has made clean' (Acts 10:9-16). 
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It is therefore difficult to find a consistent and simple picture of the Bible's view of the natural world in 

creation and new creation. This is a severe problem for Linzey who wants to read God's intention from 

certain eschatological passages. The biblical authors are struggling to hold together a good creation, a fallen 

world and a new world to come. Many commentators do not seem to follow the same struggle. For example, 

Lloyd argues that the predatory nature of the animal world goes against the 'movement of Clirist's self 

offering' (Lloyd 1998:149). Yet Christ's self offering involves pain and death. It does not of course justify 

animal suffering but is a reminder that in this creation there may be suffering that serves a higher purpose. 

In addition to the complexity of the biblical evidence, a theological understanding of the natural world is abo 

complex. What is the nature of the natural world as creation? Is it as God intended and therefore is it 

perfect? Or is it ambiguous containing both moral good and natural evil? I f it is the latter and indeed our 

work so far indicates that it is, can it be at the same time as God intended and in process towards some goal? 

I f Linzey stresses too much discontinuity, then others overstress continuity. Pantheism has fuelled the sense 

of the natural world as perfect. Lovelock's 'Gaia' hypothesis, representing the earth as a self maintaining, 

self repairing system, has been interpreted by some to deserve our reverence and by others to deserve our 

worship (Lovelock 1989). The decline of belief in traditional theism with its 'other worldliness' of life after 

death means that this world is as good as we get, and human beings rather than being stewards of creation are 

simply a small part of Mother Nature. Some theologians, guilty at the enviroimiental damage blamed by 

some historians on the Judaeo-Christian tradition, have followed this line. These theologians: 

"Al l insist that true doctrine rejects any split between Spirit and Nature, the Eternal and the Here and 
Now Jewish or Christian stories and doctrines that seem to imply otherwise must be interpreted 
'metaphorically' i f they are to be acceptable: notions like 'Original Sin', 'Fallen World', 'the World 
to Come' are suspect". (Clark 1998:127) 

Clark rejects such pantheism, pointing out that such a view justifies anything. For example, pollution can in 

fact simply be seen as evolution in action. Instead, he argues for Christian theism, which distinguishes deity 

and nature and gives human beings a moral framework for caring for the enviroimient. 

hi addition, the cross shows us that the world is not as God inteaided and there is something different ahead: 

"The Cross of Christ tells us unmistakably that all physical evil, not only pain, suffering, disease, 
corruption, death and of course cruelty and venom in animal as well as human behaviour, but also 
'natural' calamities, devastations, and monstrosities, are an outrage against the love of God and a 
conti-adiction of good order in his creation. This does not allow us to regard evil and disorder in the 
universe as in any way intended or as given a direct function by God in the development of His 
creation, although it does mean that even these enormities can be made to serve His final end for the 
created order". (Torrance 1981:139) 

So even i f 'cruelty and venom' are a contradiction of good order, they can nevertheless be used by God in 

achieving his purposes. Indeed, there is a sense that the new creation is only possible because of the cost of 

this creation. The risen Jesus showing his scars and receiving glory as the 'lamb who was slain' suggests that 

God's puiposes are worked out in a fallen creation. It is too simphstic to identify the eschatological hope of 

Isaiah 11 with a return to Eden. The predatory nature of the creation at present may be a perversion of God's 
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onginal intention but it still represents part of God's preparation for new creation. Smith has cnticized an 

mstrumentalist view of animal suffering as anthropocentric and leaving God responsible for suffering (Smith 

1991:159-174). hideed he uses this as argument against the existence of a loving and powerful God. 

However this only works if God is the source of animal suffering and i f the world as we have it is divorced 

totally from any hope of new creation. 

The source of evil is of course a traditional problem for philosophical theology. As we shall see in the next 

action, it has become popular to stress the fi-eedom inherent in creation either fiiom the insights of chaos and 

quantum theory or from a theological understanding of God's kenosis. This freedom is viewed either as a gift 

given by God or an inherent feature of reality to which God is subject. The consequence of this freedom is 

that the future is open, although this openness is often overstated. Attempts have been made to use process 

theology to understand animal suffering (Hosinki 1998:137; McDaniel 1998:161). They helpfully enable an 

understanding of animal life as ambiguous containing both good and evil and stress the risk inherent in 

creation. However, their weakness is that there is no sense of a future reality which is different to this 

creation and which is achieved by the action of God. Without this they are open to Smith's critique. 

Creation and new creation as the actions of God must be held together. 

The insight of the freedom inherent in creation is important but needs to be held together with the purposes of 

God working to new creation. The same can be said of those who have attempted to use the Fall as a way of 

understanding the predatory nature of the animal world. Lloyd suggests that the Fall is cosmic in scope and 

not limited to human sin. The consequence of this is that ' i f nature is fallen, then there is no straightforward 

line to be drawn from present reality to the purposes of God' (Lloyd 19%:370). The predatory naUire of 

creation is due to a cosmic fall, but according to Lloyd this cannot be identified as the human fall, as 

predation existed in a fossil record before humans. 

The question then is what fell? Williams had suggested a 'collective fall of the race-soul of humanity in an 

indefmitely remote past'(Williams 1927:513), but this has no support either scientific or biblical. A process 

view might suggest nature itself fell but this is giving to physical and biological processes an 

anthropomorphic sense of choice. Lloyd suggests that the Fall of the angels is the best candidate for an effect 

on nature. As Mascall and others have argued (Plantinga 1974; Lewis 1984; von Ealthasar 1992:466-501), i f 

there has been a moral revolt within the spiritual dimension of the created order then this may 'drastically 

disorder the material world, and that, while its development wil l not be entirely fhistrated, it will be 

grievously hampored and distorted' (Mascall 1956:36). Thus in Lloyd's view human beings evolve into a 

world where they are given the task of heahng and subduing a disordered creation (Lloyd 1998:160). 

While this may locate the origin of evil outside of God it is dangerous in going too far in devaluing creation 

itself. Linzey seems to fall into this trap of gazing to new creation and allowing the fall to blot out the 

importance_gf creation. In the process which involves freedom or fall, we must see continuity between 

creation and redemption as well as discontinuity. Blocher rightly cautions that while Paul in Romans 8: 
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'declares that the whole created order has been subjected to vanity because of Adam - for the fall of 
the head had repercussions over the whole domain entrusted to him... he gives no indication of either 
the extent or, above all, the form of the change. The Psalms which sing of God's creation as we now 
see it and the texts in the book of Job which celebrate its awesome beauty stand as a warning against 
the temptation to exaggerate the difference for nature itself .(Blocher 1984:487) 

Gunton also comments on the importance of holding together creation and new creation: 

'the distinctively Christian contributions to the process are in generating an awareness of the 
penultimacy of all matters to do with this world of time and space, and yet of the capacity that even 
this penultimate has to praise the God who made it ' . (Gunton 1993:124) 

Linzey while rightly seeing discontinuity in the eschatological vision does not hold togetho" sufficiently 

creation and new creation. By basing his ethics so much on new creation he ignores the complexity of the fall 

and the limited nature of the description of new creation. Gunton cautions: 

'It is not for us to say where the whole Universe or even the whole earth is going. We know in part. 
There is a 'sometimes' because eschatology is never completely realised, except it be in Christ. And 
even there, all is in one sense not yet complete the logic of the resurrection is that Jesus' story 

awaits completion'. (Gunton 1993:126) 

Thus when we address questions of eschatology to the biological world, especially the animal kingdom, the 

biblical and theological arguments stress the importance of holding discontinuity between creation and new 

creation. However, discontinuity may be pushed too far creating too much of a wedge between creation and 

new creation. The animal theology of Linzey gives an example of this. By using the fall to say that we 

cannot read God's purposes from our experience of the world as it is now, and by a literal reading of certain 

eschatological passages from the Bible, Linzey rightly stresses discontinuity but then pushes it too far. His 

ethical claims particularly in the area of vegetarianism are therefore weakened. 

A more convincing picture recognises a transformation of animal nature in new creation. That franstbrmation 

will represent both continuity and discontinuity. The relationships that animals have with humans and with 

each other will be changed. Such a picture while not insisting on vegetarianism does however give a strong 

ethical imperative for Christians to be involved in animal welfare issues where relationships between animals 

and human express community characteristic both of creation and new creation. 

8.2 Eschatology and Models of Providence 
Providence has traditionally encompassed the doctrine of creation in terms of God's relationship with the 

Universe but has also included the doctrines of preservation, incarnation, resurrection and miracle. Rarely has 

it included eschatology. Can the scenarios of the end of the Universe sharpen up the question of how 

providence and eschatology need to be in relationship? 

Traditional Christian theology has understood God to have a personal and particular concern for the unfolding 

histories-of his creatures. His action in the wprld-is seen not only in creation, but also in the Exodus and in 

the cross. However this raised a number of problems. First, how could a God whose transcendence was 
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understood in the Greek sense of utter changelessness be actively involved in the particularities of redemptive 

history? Second, the more strongly one speaks of God's particular action in the world the more forceful 

becomes the problem of why he allows evil. This led some theologians to show great reserve about a God of 

particular providential acts in order to give a defence to the problem of natural evil in terms of the regular 

structure given to the world. That is, i f God allows the natural world to proceed without intervention, then he 

must allow the good and the bad. Third, how can a personal God act as an agent within the regularly ordered 

world revealed by scientific study? The very laws of nature, taken by some to testify in their rational beauty 

to God's existence, may leave no room for his free action. The theological liberalism of the 19th and early 

20th century, responding to these problems, therefore began to model a universal presence of God in the 

world but alongside this God was forced out of particular actions in the world. God may be behind the 

evolutionary process of human development but he was not capable or willing to do miracle. The stress on 

immanence could not stop a move to deism in some circles. 

In reaction to this, the biblical theology movement wanted to stress that at the heart of the Bible was 'a 

confessional recital of the gracious and redemptive acts of God'(Wright 1952:120). However, while this 

affirmed the action of God recorded in the Bible, by continuing to accept that God does not intervene in a 

world described by the predictability of science, the biblical theologians left the concept of the act of God 

empty or equivocal (Gilkey 1961:195; Dilley 1965:66-80). They called for philosophical theology to address 

this problem of where is God's action located, yet did not explore themselves the fundamental question of 

whether the worid of modem science actually does deny the concept of God's action (Thomas 1983). 

In fact, many of the classic texts on providence in the twentieth century demonstrate a serious ignorance of 

contemporary science (Ogden 1963:164-187; Kaufman 1%8:175-201; WUes 1971:1-12; Cobb 1973.207-22; 

Griffin 1975:342-60; Bultmaim 1983). Kaufman even states in 1968 that 'we cannot conceive of an event 

without prior finite causes'. This is embarrassing to the extreme. Quantum theory had been around for at 

least 40 years and Pollard had written about its implications for providence 10 years earlier (Pollard 1958). 

Even today many explorations of providence are predicated on the mechanistic world-view stemming out of 

the predictabihty of Newtonian systems. But the scientific world has moved on. In 1986, the International 

Union of Theoretical and Applied Mechanics made a public apology: 

'We collectively wish to apologize for having misled the general educated pubhc by spreading ideas 
about the determinism of systems satisfying Newton's laws of motion that, after 1960, were proved 
to be incorrect Modem theories of dynamical systems have clearly demonstrated the unexpected 
fact that systems governed by the equations of Newtonian dynamics do not necessarily exhibit the 
'predictability' property.'(Lighthill 1986:38,35) 

Just as doctrines of providence have been developed without any sense of scientific progress, so eschatology 

has rarely taken into account scientific pictures of the end of the Universe. Is this another example of Snow's 

two cultures, or is an undervaluing of the natural world by theologians. 

While Gilkey could^oihplain that providence had been demoted to the level o f a footnote in twentieth century 

theology (Gilke>' 1963:171) and Ricoeur spoke of 'the death of the God of providence' (Ricoeur 1974:455), 
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the last 40 years have seen a growth in interest. This goes beyond the simple use of tlie language of 

providence in situations of crisis that continues to have a strong tradition in Christian spirituality. There has 

been a serious attempt to understand the nature of providence and to bring it into dialogue with insights into 

the world from science (Russell et al. 1993; Russell et al. 1995; Russell et al. 1998; Russell et al. 1999). Yet 

alongside the growth of interest in both providence and eschatology, little has been done to bring them 

together into a meaningfiil dialogue. Can we use insights from the end of the Universe to contribute to this? 

8.2.1 Models of God's Providence 
In order to do this we need to map the different models of providence that are currently available in the 

theological arena'. Then by exploring the implications of the end of the Universe for these models, we wil l 

begin to generate some theological principles to take the dialogue forward. 

8.2.1.1 The'ail in the mind'God 
The existentialist approach of Bultmann draws a distinction between the 'exterior' world of science and the 

'interior' world of religion, in that there is a fundamental difference in our knowledge of physical events 

compared to the God who is known in experiaice. God does not act in the physical world in any particular 

physical way, but achieves his purposes by 'acting' in the person of faith as they encounters God's Word. 

Bultmann sees, "the paradox of faith, that faith 'nevertheless' understands as God's action here and now an 

event which is completely intelligible in the natural or historical connection of events" (Bultmann 1983.64). 

This view however was constructed on an outdated understanding of science. In addition, it suffers from the 

obvious question of how does God do this? We may not understand the exact relationship between mind and 

brain but we do know that there is a relationship. How does God change a person's mind without in some 

way having to interact with the physical neural network? While not going down the reductionist line, it is 

much too simplistic to divorce the mind from the physical. Even a model of God changing a person's mind 

implies some particular interaction of God with the physical world. 

In terms of the end of the Universe this approach throws the emphasis on human activity as the source of 

redemption. While this is easy to see in terms of the environmental crisis, it is much more difficult to see in 

the cosmic context. As we have seen the eschatologies of Dyson and Tipler do not offer realistic hope. Hope 

for the physical Universe has to be located in the action of God on a wider canvas than just the human mind. 

8.2.1.2 The 'sit back and watch' God 
Wiles argues that God is Creator and Sustainer but his acfion is limited to the single act which caused and 

keeps the Universe in being. It is an act that allows radical freedom to human creatures and indeed radical 

self-Umitation on God's part (Wiles 1986). His analogy is that of an improvised drama, where the author 

' fhis material in part is based on a paper originally published without acknowledgement - Wil^.ns.on, D. (1998) The God 
of the Physical Universe' In: Science, Ufe and Belief_{<^^. Beriy, R. J. and Jeeves, M.) ApoHos, Leicester, pp. 89-105. It 
also takes its basic models of providence from Polkinghome, J. C. (1988) Science and Providence, SPCK, London. 
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gives basic characters and the setting. The resulting plot may follow the intention of the author, but the 

actors have freedom to determine their own outcome. Evil becomes the risk taken by God in allowing 

freedom to life within a physical lawful environment. Thus providence becomes a kind of teleological insight 

into the general physical process that interprets religious experience in retix)spect. For example, conversion is 

not to be understood as God forming a particular relationship witli an individual but is simply recognition of 

God's action in bringing the world into being. 

Now God must have a consistent relationship with his creation and part of the expression of God at work in 

the world will be found in the reliability of the laws of nature. However, the approach comes close to deism, 

in the sense that God is seen to start the Universe and then have nothing more to do with it, particularly in 

specific acts. The Universe becomes a 'no-go' area for God, and in the light of this it is difficuh to see how 

God can be spoken of in terms of personal relationships (White 1985:70-71). We might also ask that i f God 

allows freedom within the Universe why does he not also allow himself a degree of freedom? To deny God 

total freedom, does not necessarily mean that he has no freedom at all. Furthermore, how can this view be 

reconciled with the incarnation? It is interesting that in order to defend his position. Wiles has to work hard to 

explain away the bodily resurrection of Jesus. He questions the historical evidence in an exaggerated fashion. 

He even draws a parallel between it and the historical evidence for the Virgin birth (Wiles 1994:117). This 

is somewhat surprising given the confrast of space and importance in the New Testament to each tradition. 

Yet he has to dismiss the resurrection, as it does not fit with his view of providence. He rightly sees it as firm 

evidence tiiat God has intervened in specific ways in human history and therefore in the physical Universe. 

Without that basis in the resurrection. Wiles can offer no hope for the physical Universe and long-term life m 

the Universe. By embracing the resurrection as a specific providential act within the space-Ume history of the 

Universe a much more relational view of providence can be developed. The 'order and coherence' of the 

Universe is affirmed but God's purposes are beyond simply this creation. The resurrection demonstrates 

discontinuity or new aspect to God's actions within the Universe. 

Wiles wants to be serious about science but works with a mechanistic Universe that no longer exists. He does 

not address at all the end of the Universe as predicted by science. This is not surprising, as it would cause 

major difficulties for his model. The author has given the actors freedom to explore their potential in a theatre 

that is condemned to demoUtion and the author can do nothing about it. Wiles has no concept of new creation 

and no concept of the action of God beyond the one creative act. 

8.2.1.3 A'persuasive'God 
This approach uses an analogy between God's action and our experience as agents and attempts to proceed by 

assimilating the nature of the Universe to our namre. This is process theology which sees each event in the 

Universe being the selection of a possible outcome followed by actual realization. Each event has a psychic 

pole and a material pole, and God works as an agent at the subjective stage, exercising his power by 

persuasion rather than coercion. It has a number of distinguished defenders (Cobb 1973:207-22; Griffin 

1975:342-60; Cobb and Griffin 1976;Pailin 1989; Barbour 2000). The atfraction of this is that God is able to 
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lure the physical while interacting with the 'spiritual'. This would give hope in terms of the physical 

Universe i f the nature of the material world had psychic poles. God could lure the physical Universe away 

from its end of futility into a new creation. 

However, a number of problems have been raised (Clayton 2000). First, there is no evidence whatsoever that 

the physical world has such a nature, and it is not easy to see how the psychic and material poles are 

connected. Second, carried to its logical conclusion, it means that primitive objects such as quarks have an 

ability to 'select' outcomes, which does seem a httle ludicrous. Third, it is difficult to see how God can do 

anything of importance at such a level. Is God reduced to as passive a deity as Wiles' creator? 

8.2.1.4 An 'open' God 
Within mainstream theology since the work of Moltmann (Moltmann 1985) and Vanstone (Vanstone 1977), 

it has been fashionable to see God's creative love accompanied by vukierability. In this theology of kenosis 

God limits himself and gives to humans and the Universe, a degree of freedom to explore potentiality. Thus 

God creates through an evolutionary process that includes chance, to give human beings the possibiUty of 

development with the consequent risk of suffering (Murphy and Ellis 1996:247; Ward 1996). While often 

accepted without much criticism in European theology, this God who gives openness to the future has 

provoked major controversy in US evangehcal circles. Pinnock and Sanders have argued for it against a bitter 

backlash from more conservative theologians (Pinnock et al. 1994; Sanders 1998; Pinnock 2001). This is not 

only of interest to evangelicals, but the battle has often been presented as between Wesleyan/Arminian views 

of the providence of God compared to Calvinism. 

Pinnock argues that fraditional theism championed by Calvinism's view of an all-confrolling sovereignty was 

developed primarily from Greek philosophy and presents God as 'manipulative, llitureless, motionless, 

remote, isolated', and is profoundly unbiblical. In terms of theological method, Pinnock uses the Wesleyan 

quadrilateral of experience, tradition, reason and scripture, with a primary commitment to scripture. He 

argues that the Bible uses images of God as a tree personal agent who acts in loves, changes his mind, co­

operates with his people, and responds to prayer. Thus he concludes: 

'God's unity will not be viewed as mathematical oneness but as a unity that includes diversity; God's 
steadfastness wil l not be seen as a deadening immutability but constancy of character that includes 
change; God's power will not be seen as raw omnipotence but as the sovereignty of love whose 
strength is revealed in weakness; and God's omniscience will not be seen as know-it-all but as a 
wisdom which shapes the future in dialogue with creatures'. (Pinnock 2001:27) 

God creates a world where the future is not yet settled and takes seriously our response. Pinnock speaks of 

the 'most moved mover' in contrast to the 'unmoved mover' of classical theism and this understanding has 

practical consequences in the areas of prayer, lifestyle, friendship with God, freedom and guidance. 

There are significant similarities here with process theology. However, 'openness theology' would defend 

significant differences. First, biblical authority is more iihportant thanlhe philosophical system, and second 
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there is a greater stress on God's transcendence. God is not dependent on the Universe, he can intervene in 

acts of miracle and there wi l l be a defmite victory over evil at the end. In process theology God is limited to 

exercising only by persuasive power and that is in the nature of things rather than freewill choice. 

It is claimed that both the process view and the open view share common roots in Wesleyan/Arminian 

tradition (Stone and Oord 2001). We need to be careful about this. Certainly the affirmation of human 

freedom is common. However, Wesley and Arminius held to traditional defmitions of unchangeability, 

eternity and omniscience. Both process and openness go beyond this with more radical modifications such as 

God having a temporal aspect in order to give a more 'coherent' philosophical view. 

Such a view has been severely criticized by evangelicals on both sides of the Atlantic from a mishandling of 

scripture to reducing God's power and agency (Helm 1994; Bloesch 1995:254-60; Carson 1996:215; Geisler 

1997:11-12; Sproul 1997:143; Bray 1998; Picirilli 2000.259-71; Ware 2000). The debate is fiielled partly by 

a political struggle within evangelicahsm between reformed movements influenced by Calvinist theologies, 

and the growth of more Arminian Pentecostal and charismatic traditions which would acknowledge a debt in 

part to Wesley (Cross 2000:30-1). Fackre sees the sfrengths of the openness view as connecting with views of 

God's suffering love, taking seiiously the biblical narrative, and giving reality to the experience of daily 

prayer (Fackre 2002:319-323). However he also points out Piimock's aggressive style and the neglect of 

other positions which may provide a middle way between the above sides (.Tewitt 1985; Colver 1999). 

There is great value in the openness view, not least in terms of its presence and dialogue within the 

evangelical wing of the Christian church. It highlights a recurring theme of this thesis in terms of the control 

within westem systematics of Greek philosophy compared to biblical narrative. While wanting to affum the 

way that openness theology uses biblical narrative to critique long held systematic convictions, we also see 

weaknesses with it. Piimock emphasizes the primacy of scripture. Yet, his presentation of scripture is often 

biased. For example he claims that the parable of the prodigal son (Lk. 15:11-32) 'dramatizes the truth of the 

open view of God'(Pinnock 2001:4). This is fine as long as you do not comphcate the matter by noticing that 

Luke joins this parable with 2 other parables that 'dramatize' God as taking the initiative seeking a lost sheep 

and a lost coin (Lk. 15:1-10). To take scripture seriously means that these images must be held together in 

any doctrine of providence. This neglect of emphasis on God's initiative also surfaces in Pinnock's 

description of a 'bilateral covenant' in the Old Testament between God and his people. Yet the nature of the 

covenant depended on God's free act of grace and then Israel's response in the obligations of grace. Here he 

departs from the Wesleyan heritage which would want to emphasize prevenient grace alongside the openness. 

This becomes more of a problem for the openness view when it comes to eschatology. Its biblical emphasis 

wants to reflect eschatological closure in the victory of good over evil but it is difficult to see how this might 

happen. Further there is virtually no engagement with the major biblical themes of new heaven and new 

earth. Pinnock does use the analogy of God as the 'master chess player'. He is the consummate guide 

allowing both freedom to the other person involved in the gairie and yet able to biing about ultimate victory. 
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But does such an analogy represent genuine openness? The struggle to find an adequate picture shows the 

Umits of the openness view in the light of eschatological closure. 

Advocates of openness such as Eoyd link genuine openness of the future to Christian responsibility: 

'Knowing that what franspires in the fiature is not a foregone conclusion but is significantly up to us 
to decide, we wil l be more inclined to assume responsibility for the future.' (Boyd 2000:94) 

While this is certainly the case, it is only half the story as Wesley would be keen to point out. Part of our 

motivation for Christian witness and action is not just the belief that we can make a difference, but also that 

the end is assured. God's plan for new creation demonstrated in the death and resurrection of Jesus is about 

the eventual triumph of good over evil. This gives confidence to Christians alongside opportunity. 

Before we leave the openness view, we note that Pinnock has little to say on the mechanism. He touches on 

chaos and quantum theory without development and then speculates that 'perhaps God uses the created order 

as a kind of Body and exercises top-down causation upon it' (Pinnock 2001:35). This leads us on to the next 

model but i f Pinnock wants a 'coherent picture' he must take this more seriously. Often he states 'God is 

inside not outside time'(Pinnock 2001:32) without justification or an exploration of the consequences. 

8.2.1.5 A'bodily'God 
'Panentheism' also uses an analogy between God's action and our action but attempts to assimilate God's 

action in the world to our action in our bodies. Ogden used the analogy of the action of a pCTSon, especially 

the inner action by which the self constitutes itself (Ogden 1%3:164-187). Jantzen sees the world as God's 

body, God working in it just as the soul works within the body (Jantzen 1984). Peacocke goes down a similar 

path, though not to the same exfreme, by seeing the Universe as a foetus in the womb (Peacocke 1979:158, 

370-2; Peacocke 2001). In commenting on this view, Clayton writes: 

'God can act on any part of the world in a way similar to our action on our bodies... God also 
transcends the world and wil l exist long after the physical universe has ceased to be.' (Clayton 
1997:264) 

Therefore, does panentheism give hope in the light of the futility of the end of the Universe? 

Such an approach is atfractive, not least in holding together both immanence and franscendence. However, it 

does have problems. First, the analogy suffers from the fact that we just do not understand what embodiment 

means. How are mind and brain related, and what does it actually mean to say that 'the soul works in the 

body'? We saw the difficulties of such concepts and language in the previous chapter. Second, i f the 

Universe is in some way God's body, then God becomes totally vulnerable as the Universe changes with time. 

The analogy is very good at 13.7 bilhon years when the Universe has order and discernible structure, but is 

totally inappropriate when the Universe is a quark soup. And what was God like before the Big Bang? Third, 

such;an_analogy sees the nature of the physical world as an organism having unity to its overall structure. 

Although favoured by some who have ti ied to use modem physics to defend an Eastern view oT the^orld 
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(Capra 1983; Zukav 1989), the Universe is just too subtle to fit the picture. It shows a mixture of qualities 

reflecting 'organism', 'mechanistic' and 'chaotic', of which we will say more in a moment. The Universe 

does not resemble in any way a body. It is a subtle admixture of many things. Fourth, it can be argued that 

panentheism threatens God's otherness and freedom, but also compromises the world's freedom to be itself. 

In terms of the end of the Universe it is therefore not surprising that there are strengths and weaknesses. 

Transcendence gives hope beyond the physical processes of the Universe. However the imagining of 

immanence in terms of body makes God vulnerable to the heat deatli of the Universe. Is God or part of God 

destined to heat death? 

8.2.1.6 A 'Chaotic'God 
Polkinghome has suggested a new way of looking at providence. His starting point is i f there is room in the 

physical worid for our own exercise of free wi l l then surely God must enjoy a similar room for manoeuvre. 

He then goes on to locate that room for manoeuvre within chaotic physical systems (Polkinghome 1988b). 

Our present physical laws do not constitute an exhaustive description of the world, as science merely gives us 

a tightening grasp of reaUty. Furthermore, they do imply flexibility of action within the process they describe. 

The uncertainty of quantum events has been used to suggest that this may be the locus of God's free and 

'cloaked' action (Pollard 1958). Such a view has its proponents today such as Russell who sees its value in 

explaining God's relationship with the Universe in its first moments when only quantum processes were at 

work in the Universe (Russell 2004, in press). However, in a Universe of 13.7 billion years, events at the 

atomic level do not always reflect events at the everyday level. The atoms in my body have a non-zero 

probability of passing through the atoms of a wall, but this does not mean that this happens often! 

Chaotic systems have a great advantage over quantum systems in that their effects are felt at the everyday 

level. In confrast to the 'clockwork world' deduced from Newtonian mechanics, chaotic systems obey 

immutable and precise laws that do not act in predictable and regular ways. When the dynamics of a system 

is chaotic it can only be predicted i f the initial conditions are known to infinite precision. This obviously is 

impossible as even a computer as large as the Universe would not give such precision. This means that for 

finite beings there is an uncertainty to systems within the everyday world even i f the laws of physics are 

known. It must be sfressed that not all systems are chaotic, and even in chaotic systems such as the weather 

gioss features such as global warming can be predicted. 

Polkinghorae argues that it is in chaotic systems that God has freedom, and that his action is unable to be 

direcUy seen. The sensitivity of complex systems to initial circumstance means that they are unpredictable. 

Polkinghome then makes a significant step. Viewing science as a critical realist activity, he makes a strong 

hnk between epistemology and ontology. On this basis he argues that chaos means that there are systems in 

the Universe-that are inherently open to the future, they are unpredictable and undetermined. From this 

cmcial step of the intrinsic openness to the future of these systems, three things follow. The first is that here 
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is a genuine justification for human freewill. Second, the future is not implied by the present and thus any 

kind of Laplacian determinism is ruled out. Third, he argues that God is at work in the flexibility of these 

open systems as well as being the ground of law. His particular activity is real but hidden. Polkinghome 

exfrapolates chaos theory' to the limiting case of zero energy, so that God's action is a non-energetic input of 

information that expresses holistic patterns. God's selection among the envelope of possibilities present in 

chaotic processes could bring about novel structures and types of order exemplifying systematic higha--level 

organizing principles (Polkinghome 1991). 

This provides a mechanism for the openness views described above. Providence becomes a subtle interaction 

between our freedom, the freedom inherent in the physical nature of the Universe and God's freedom. God 

does not know the fiiture, as it is not yet determined. Miracles, that is, events of radically unexpected 

character, are seen as an outworking of this openness in particular circumstances. Natural evil can have a free 

process defence in an analogous way to the free will defence for moral evil, in that the openness that the 

Universe has in exploring its potential can sometimes be for good and sometimes for evil. Intercessory prayer 

is defended in its traditional sense. Therefore, is it right to pray for rain? Yes it is, according to 

Polkinghome. This is because the weather system is a chaotic system showing this openness to the future. Is 

it right to pray for summer to come before spring? The answer is no, for the seasons are determined by the 

simple non-chaotic system of the Earth's rotation about the Sun. 

What can be said about such an approach? It certainly takes modem science seriously in a way that many of 

the other approaches do not. Chaos is a major discovery of the last three decades and it has shown that our 

mechanistic view o f the world is only a small part of the story. Furthermore, Polkinghome defends God 

having the freedom to work in acts of special providence while self-limiting the areas of those acts. 

However, there is reason for caution. First, it is not clear that an epistemological openness has to imply an 

ontological openness. Chaotic systems cannot be predicted by finite beings. But that does not stop an infinite 

being able to predict the system. As Stewart mischievously sfressed, God may play dice with the Universe 

but always win (Stewart 1989). Second, some have levelled the charge of a 'god of the gaps' at 

Polkinghome. However, such a charge, in Coulson's terms of inserting God where science is unable at 

present to give an explanation, does not apply (Coulson 1955). Chaotic systems do yield an understanding of 

their laws. Yet is there a sense in which Polkinghome's view leads to a 'god of the gaps' in confining God to 

work in the gaps of scientific prediction. Is God so confined? Has he so limited his activity that he only 

works in chaotic systems and in a way that is hidden? While this may fit well with a self limiting kenosis on 

the part of God, it does not fit well with the bibhcal emphasis of God's special providential activity as 'signs'. 

If God's work is hidden in chaotic systems, then the scientific problems of such action are reduced. But i f his 

work is hidden then how can we identify it as a sign of the Kingdom? 

This view does give God freedom and a mechanism to act in the physical world. It is easier to see God's 

influence acting in chaotic systems rather than at the level of quantum sy sterns; God can act in a significance 
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way and has the freedom to act in terms of the end of the Universe. But to see God just working in this way 

may represent continuity between creation and new creation, but does not do justice to discontinuity. To give 

real hope then God must be capable of working beyond tlie confines of chaotic systems. 

8.2.1.7 A 'big enough' God 
Farrer suggested that God's action in the Universe should be described in terms of 'double agency' (Farrer 

1967). He argued that we cannot conceive of God's way of acting in terms of our own, and therefore the 

causal joint between God's action and ours will always be hidden. Each event in the Universe wil l therefore 

have a double description, it can be spoken of in terms of the providential action of God while at the same 

time have a ful l natural description in the laws of nature or the action of human agents. Such an approach is 

not confmed to Farrer. MacKay vigorously defended a strong view of God's providential guiding of history 

while at the same time allowing for a complementary description in terms of natural processes (MacKay 

1978). Such a view laid the foundation for much evangelical thinking and can be found in eminent scientists 

such as Sir John Houghton, who emphasizes that God i f he is God is big enough to do this (Houghton 1995). 

MacKay differs fiindamentally witli the approach of Polkinghome. Stressing God's sovereignty he believes 

that this is unaffected by modem science. No hidden gap is needed for God is able to write into the history of 

the Universe whatever he chooses. This is backed up by an argument conceming human freewill that he 

called 'logical indeterminacy' (MacKay 1974). The core of the argument is to say that no human agent could 

be given an absolute prediction of the future without itself changing the conditions on which the prediction 

was made. The future is thus, even in a totally deterministic world, unable to be determined. MacKay's 

approach has been attacked for its Calvinism and neglect of the biblical material (Forster and Marston 1989; 

Holder 1993). Second, is this really freedom, either in the biblical sense or in terms of how we experience 

freedom? Yet Farrer gives an important corrective to those who would want to give an overly coherent and 

fully worked out model of providence. Will there always be a sense of mystery to the causal joint? Do at 

times we simply have to accept double agency? 

8.2.2 Providence and New creation 
The end of the Universe poses some important questions for models of providence, and each has strengths and 

weaknesses. How can eschatology and science be brought into fhiitful dialogue with providence? 

A useful example is that of the American theologian Albert Outler (Outlet 1 %8). It shows a commendable 

engagement with science, coupled with an implicit Wesleyan approach. He begins by considering just how 

closed nature and history are to the action of God. Rejecting quantum theory as the gap in which God works, 

he nevertheless uses it to show the limits of science and to make the case that the scientific laws are 

provisional and descriptive not prescnptive. He tlien argues that grace is 'the mainspring of any proper 

Christian docfrine of providence' (Outler 1968:55). He defends the sovereignty, freedom and grace of the 

triune God and wants to hold this view of God against those who have tried to diminish it in order to solve the 

• problem of evil. 
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For Outler, God is undeniably in charge but also this world is a place where human freedom is real i f limited. 

Grace is seen not only as the giving of freedom to what God has created but also God's active involvement in 

the world. Thus because of grace 'he is truly free to allow evil as the dark shadow of corrupted good and yet 

sovereign to veto its final triumph'(Outler 1%8:%). Outler does not give a systematic explanation for 

holding together 'God's freedom and his forebearance, his unmerited mercy and his omnicompetence' (Outler 

1%8;95). He defends it from the Bible and is more interested in how the practical import of this docfrine 

works out in Ufestyle. Providence gives Christian lifestyle its 'buoyancy and graceftibess' (Outler 1968:123). 

To perceive God's gracious presence is to respond in worship, see this life as good and to be freed from 

uhimate anxieties so that we can live intensively in the present and hopefully toward the future. 

Outler's approach is helpful as it embodies some important elements. The Wesleyan understanding is implicit 

in Outler's work, and proves a usefijl conversation partner in setting out four key considerations. The first is 

that holding the tension of continuity and discontinuity in new creation is dependent on a certain theological 

method. It is interesting that the doctrine of providence has often been located in the areas of systematic or 

philosophical theology. As we have seen this has often isolated it from scientific insights and indeed the 

complexity of the biblical material. Further, within those disciplines there has been a tendency to move 

towards a coherent and simple model of providence. This leads the modem Calvinists into one rigid model 

while at the other end of the theological spectrum God is divested of any power or freedom in order to solve 

the problem of evil. Wesley's contribution into this area is significant. Wesley was not a great systematic 

theologian in the fraditional sense but had the ability to 'face seemingly infractable problems and to place 

them into a creative tension which was not resolved but was lifegiving'(English 1979:91). Thus prevenient 

grace enabled him to place a Protestant soteriology alongside a Catholic doctrine of perfection. In the area of 

providence and eschatology, it is important to resist any attempt to oversimplify the doctrines for the sake of 

coherence. Complexity and mystery must be maintained, especially i f this is life giving. 

We have seen such complexity in the eschatologies of the Bible. Complexity has also always been at the 

heart of scripture, fradition and experience concerning providence. In a chapter on 'How God works in men's 

hearts', Calvin explores the complexity of how God, the Chaldeans and Satan are all active in the Chaldeans 

attack on Job's shqiherds and flock (Calvin 1972:II.iv.2). Further, sometimes the biblical material claims that 

nothing happens that God does not make happen (e.g. Is. 45:7) and sometimes it claims thai time and chance 

have an important part to play (e.g. Eccl. 9:11-12). We cannot selectively choose the parable of the prodigal 

to fit with our providential leaning and ignore the lost sheep and coin. This difi'icult tension is a reminder that 

any one view of providence might be neat and simple in the philosophy textbook but may be far too simplistic 

to do justice to a complex Universe and the God of that Universe. It is too easy to look for a simple 

philosophical or theological system and ignore some of the biblical data or indeed our experience of God. 

Likewise, the tendency within eschatology has been to over-emphasize continuity or discontinuity in order to 

attempt to produce a simple or logical philosophical picture. To hold continuity and discontinuity in the same 

picture is more complex and difficult. Yet we have seen that such" complexity must be maintained -as 
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hi^lighted by the picture that science, and the Bible gives us of the physical Universe, The Methodist way of 

holding together experience, reason, bible and tradition is extremely fruitful for holding such complexity 

(Thorson 1990; Gunter 1997). It also allows an affirmation of the importance of our experience of the world 

not least in the insights of modem science (Hawkin and Hawkin 1989; Wilkinson and Frost 2000). Chaos and 

quantum theory must be taken seriously. They may not provide easy gaps into which one can insert the 

intervention of God, but they do demolish the mechanistic Universe that has so dominated discussions of 

providence. They ranind us also that any model of providence must reflect the varied and complex nature of 

the Universe. There is predictability and unpredictability, and a number of different avenues that God may 

choose to interact with the Universe. At the same time theology must be serious in its interaction with science 

but must not be dominated by it. The Methodist quadrilateral is a simple way of challenging any discussion 

that is overly dominated by experience, reason, Bible or tradition. It is clear from the above how easy this 

can be. It also challenges the temptation to build too simple a model. 

Second, providence needs to be seen in relationship to new creation. I f as a doctrine it has been isolated 

within systematic or philosophical theology, it has also been developed in isolation from new creation. 

Discussion has cmtred on providence and creation with httle attempt to reflect the importance in Christian 

tradition of new creation. A major emphasis in recent Wesleyan theology has been the recognition that the 

theme of new creation is a major part of Wesley's mature theology and indeed may play an integrative role 

(Outler 1985:34-52; Runyon 1998). Maddox has helpfully characterized this 'trajectory' in Wesley's 

theology as moving through new creation in the personal spiritual dimension, through the socio-poHtical 

dimension to the cosmic dimension (Maddox 2002). It is this emphasis on the cosmic dimension of new 

creation that can be brought to the development of any doctrine of providence. Providence must relate to both 

creation and new creation. While the nature of creation wil l inform providence in terms of God's constant 

sustaining of the Universe and his giving of freedom, the nature of new creation brings questions of God's 

ongoing purpose and his own freedom into the discussion. 

The biblical passages which we reviewed in chapters 4 and 5 emphasize the sovereign act of God, with 

eschatology based on God as creator. On the basis of this, Bauckham attacks models of providence that 

make God dependent on the Universe: 

'A God who is not the transcendent origin of all things but a way of speaking of the immanent 
creative possibilities of the universe itself cannot be the ground of ultimate hope for the future of 
creation. Where faith in God the Creator wanes, so inevitably does hope for the resurrection, let 
alone the new creation of all things'. (Bauckham 1993:51) 

Models of providence have to take seriously the Universe over its entire history, rather than just the present 

state of the Universe. Further those models, which picture the Universe as God's body, work reasonably well 

with a Universe of its present struchare, variety and hfe, but are weak when we look forward to a Universe 

which decays in the futility of a lifeless and unstructured heat death. Models that stress immanence too much 

at the expense of transcendence face a bleak future in terms of the end of the Universe. At the exfreme limit 

of this, models where God is a superior intelligence totally contaiiied in the Universe, as have been developed 
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by some scientists in a revamped natural theology, become gods who eventually wi l l die (Davies 1983; Hoyle 

1983; Dick 2000:191-208). Likewise, models that stress God's non-intervention in the Universe are 

presented witli an interesting question in terms of the end of the Universe. For example. Wiles' model sees 

God simply sustaining the creative process of the Universe, limiting himself not to act in the world in any 

particular way. The question then arises of whether God is sustaining a process that wil l end in futility? 

Wood has suggested that providence has been severed from creation (Wood 2002). He rightly sees that 

providence has been allocated the time "in between" the world's creation and its consummation and has been 

drained of any creative significance. Therefore the emphasis in the doctrine has been on preservation, 

stability, order, and harmony, and that the virtues it inculcates are mainly passive. He then argues that we 

must recapture the unity of creation and providence in order to see the 'creative character' o f the doctrine. 

Yet we suggest that he could go further to recognise that providence has also been severed from new creation. 

Gunton has suggested that that creation is to an end, which is that all that is within space-time be perfected in 

praise of the creator. Redemption is then the 'achievement of the original purpose of creation' (Gunton 

1992:57). Moltmann views Christian eschatology not as ending but as beginning, whai creation is finally 

taken up into life of Trinity (Moltmann 1996). To recapture the unity of creation, new creation and 

providence strengthens all, giving providence an encouraging and challenging voice into Christian lifestyle. 

While an open future and a God who gives genuine freedom and responsibility to his creation means that our 

agency can make a significant difference, the goal of new creation gives our agency confidence. Advocates 

of openness see their position as a motivation to Christian responsibiht}' and action, as our free human agency 

can make a difference. While accepting the point, made by dough and Shier-Jones (Clough 2004, in press; 

Shier-Jones 2004, in press) that an Arminian doctrine of grace is the motivation for mission, 1 suggest that 

that it is not enough. Wesley's understanding of new creation gives confidence alongside opportunity. God's 

plan for new creation demonstrated in the death and resurrection of Jesus is about the eventual triumph of 

good over evil. We can believe that we can make a difference, but also that the end is assured. This gives 

confidence to Christians alongside opportunity. This is essential to the 'optimism of grace'. 

The third element to a model of providence that has a fruitful interaction with eschatology is a Trinitarian 

dimension. A welcome move in systematic theology in recent years has been a reaffinnation of the 

importance of Trinitanan theology (Gunton 1993). Wood rightly points out that in systematic theology 

providence has been seen in relation to the Father with the neglect of any Christological or pneumatological 

considerations (Wood 1999:138-152). Thus the tendency is to see the providential God as the Supreme 

Being of philosophical theism and his actions can be determined by natural theology. Such a sterile doctrine 

of providence is corrected by Trinitarian thinking. God is both transcendent and immanent, acting as creator 

and sustainer, incarnate Christ who dies on the cross, and the power and presence of the Holy Spirit pervading 

the church and the world. This reminds us once again that the nature of God's providential action is complex 

and how we perceive it is also complex. The triune pattern is the way God relates to all things but is also the 

pattern of our knowledge of that relation. To the extent that we can understand how God-is related-to what 
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goes on, we understand it 'through Jesus Christ' and 'in the Holy Spirit.' Trinitarian thinking has often been 

neglected in the area of providence in favour of logic or science. It safeguards a specifically Christian 

understanding while posing creative questions to the doctrine. An example of this can be found in 

Pannenberg's attempt to describe the work of the Spirit in terms of the force of a field, as an immaterial force 

causes physical changes (Pannenberg 1989:256). Much can be said against such a suggestion, but it does 

raise the question about whether some generalized physical theory can serve as meaningful metaphor for 

God's cosmic presence, and indeed about what are the limits of such a metaphor. 

We have consistently argued in this thesis that transformation of this creation is a key understanding in the 

biblical literature for new creation. This transformation is not just in the matter or space-time but a 

transformation in context and relationships. The transfomiative work of the Spirit is at the heart of such a 

process. A Trinitarian doctrine of providence encourages a saise of the activity and transformative work of 

God in this creation. 

Fourth, the discussion of providence needs to reflect the importance of prevaiient grace. Here is Wesley's 

understanding of God's free and generous acting in the world, which both gives responsibility to his creatures 

and characterizes his own responsibility as Creator and Redeemer (Maddox 1994; Cobb 1995:35-41). In 

terms of personal salvation, God is active before conversion, during conversion and in the growth to holiness. 

God is active in both preparing this path and in active help along the way. Therefore, in terms of models of 

providence, Maddox is right to comment: 

'While the longstanding Wesleyan commitment to God's response-ability resonates strongly with the 
process emphasis on God's temporal, creative, and persuasive nature, it should be no surprise that 
this same commitment renders many Wesleyans less happy with the apparent restriction of God's 
role in the ongoing process of the whole of reality to only that of "lure". Is such a God still truly 
response-able? Where is the basis for eschatological hope within tliis restriction? Is there not a place 
for God to engage us more actively than this, without resorting to coercion?'(Maddox 2001; 142) 

Wesley's understanding of grace reminds us of God's free, continuous and multi-faceted activity. Further, it 

is a reminder that we cannot save ourselves. Whatever freedom is given to this creation we cannot reach our 

potential in isolation. However we speak of the doctrine of sin, our freedom is severely limited by our 

rebellion against the God whose intimate relationship with us makes us fiilly human. 

8.3 The Continuity and Discontinuity of Hope 
How does our consideration of the end of the Universe affect the present? One of Moltmann's strengths has 

been the way he has seen the importance of the future for the present. Is the heat death of the Universe a few 

billion years in the future just meaningless speculation or has it anything to contribute in the here and now? 

The questions it poses for systematic theology in terms of continuity and discontinuity with new creation do 

have consequences in the following areas of the myth of human progress, ethics and the enviroiunent. 

Christian apologetics and the dialogue of science and religion. 
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8.3.1 The Myth of Human Progress 
Bauckham and Hart see hope as fundamental to being human. However in the West, tliis hope has been 

embedded in a metanarrative of the Utopian myth of human progress, that is, the belief that science, 

technology and education will lead us to a perfect world. This has been demonstrated in the success of 

science and technology, and the belief that education will lead to a morally better society. Both Marxism and 

biological evolution gave philosophical models of progress. God was replaced by human power and 

responsibility for creating the future. It is often on this basis that continuity becomes dominant in the 

relationship between this creation and the fiiture. It is fascinating to see the myth of human progress so 

strongly in the scientific eschatologies of Tipler and Dyson. Bauckham and Hart also point out that this 

dream of progress, in the light of the 20* century, has become a nightmare (Bauckham and Hart 1999:8). 

Both in science and popular culture we see the myth of human progress quite strongly in some of the 

responses to the 'cosmic pessimism' of science. There are those who see science and technology not simply 

as the cause of environmental damage but in fact the way out of such problems. Nuclear technology (and 

then speculation about cold fusion) was sold as energy that would not use up fossil fuels. In the movie 

Amiageddon the world is saved by a combination of technology, human ingenuity and courage. Even within 

the scientific literature, the end of the Sun is combated by terraforming in other solar systems. Yet at the 

same time, the Terminator and The Matrix movies portray science out of control with no hope (Wright 2000). 

A Christian eschatology that is based on a transcendent and immanent God gives real hope in the midst of 

tliis. The Christian hope is not a Utopian myth of human progress, nor does it opt of the world. Bauckham 

and Hart emphasize that it is based on the transcendence of the Creator God, demonstrated in the resurrection. 

Yet that hope has to engage with the reality of what experience presents to us. It needs to be earthed or it 

simply becomes an 'opiate of the people'. The end of the Universe helps us to work this out. It shows 

decisively that the myth of human progress is extremely limited and cannot give hope in the cosmic sense. I 

have argued elsewhere that such optimism in future technology and indeed a critique of it is a major feature of 

recent science fiction (Wilkinson 2000b). In particular the Star Wars movies of George Lucas suggest that the 

myth of human progress is inadequate and hope needs to be based on the belief in transcendence. Neither the 

despair of Weinberg nor the confidence iti human progress of Dyson and Tipler give the hope that faith in a 

transcendent God gives. Tipler is striving for such a thing in his 'Omega Point' theory, but he ultimately fails. 

Moltmarm argues that 'those who hope in Christ can no longer put up with reality as it is' (Moltmann 

1%7:21). Imagining how things can be different, and having the confidence that they can be different, gives 

energy to action now. The scientific picture of the end of the Universe forces the theologian to take 

discontinuity and the action of God seriously. The danger of too much continuity in new creation is that the 

imagination is not stretched enough in terms of difference. This has a debilitating effect on hopeful action. 

Continuity and discontinuity in new creation gives hope. It also forces trust and confidence away from 

ourselves, history or technology towards God. 
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Another important aspect raised by Bauckham and Hart is the importance of narrative in expressing hope. 

We have found the same throughout the biblical literature concerning the future of the Universe and it also a 

powerful strand in science fiction as it addresses the future (Clark 1995; May 1998; Alsford 2000; Thacker 

2001; McGrath 2002:153-172). Kermode has also argued that we deal with the chaos of world by telling a 

stor>'/narrative and that the end of story is important as it gives meaning to the rest (Kermode 1967). This of 

course apphes to the story of the Universe. So much of recent discussion particularly in the science/religion 

field has been to find meaning in the beginning of the story with little consideration of the end. Yet the 

decisive part of the story is God in Jesus redeeming creation fk»m evil. While the story is not yet concluded 

in terms of the physical Universe, the end point will be accomphshed by a transcendent God. If this story is 

to be our own then these are essential elements. It locates our action within the context of God's action: 

'This means that those who Uve by this story Uve within it. It gives us our identity, our place in the 
story, and a part to play in the still-to-be-completed purposes of God for his world. Indeed the story 
is told precisely so that people may live by it ' . (Bauckham and Hart 1999:36) 

Steiner has pointed out that the most creative people in art and poetry make a wager on the world and history 

having meaning and hope (Steiner 1989:227). He calls it a wager on the meaningfulness of meaning. The 

Christian tradition makes a similar wager, but this wager is on the God of the resurrection. The resurrection 

both disrupts this world's belief that death is the end and there is no hope, and offers the evidence that God 

will make things good in the end. Confidence is not placed in human beings or technology but on God. 

Further, the resurrection reminds us that there is more to hope than just survival. 

In fact many of the images about the future used in the New Testament are about that. Bauckham and Hart 

survey these images. In the future the worid will encounter an 'Antichrist', a figure who symbolizes evil and 

lies. This image is a reminder that the future is not simply progress to a better world. As we have seen the 

'Parousia' is an image, which says that sometime in the fiiture Jesus Christ will return in worldwide glory to 

bring in a new creation and a judgement of evil. These images speak of something God will do. Other 

images of the future such as creation as a garden city, future life being like Sabbath rest, a marriage feast and 

the fulfilment of the Kingdom of God, speak of goodness, healing, celebration and the centrality of God. 

They are images that remind us that the 'myth of human progress' through education, technology and science 

to Utopia is not the future. The resurrection faith is not faith in the future but in the God of the future: 

'In faith we shall see duly, our imagination is engaged, sfretched and enabled to accommodate a 
vision of a meaningful and hopeful future for the world, a meaning which could never be had by 
exfrapolating the circumstances of the tragic drama of history itself (Bauckham and Hart 1999:51). 

Houlden sees the resurrection as an invitation to 'an audacious and total hope in the face of life's 

unintelligible ambiguities of pain and joy' (Houlden 1986:151-2). Thus in the face of the futility of the end of 

the Universe or the bleak 'survival' models of Tipler and Dyson, resurrection is the key to hope. 

In this it is important to stress that the resurrection needs to be considered in cosmic terms. A basic primer in 

systematics"such as McGrath describes the resurrection in soteriological terms, that is,-it demonstrates victory 

over death and evil: However when describing, the eschatological consequences McGrath simply discusses 
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the hope of eternal life without any reference to new creation (McGrath 1998:384). New creation both in its 

personal and cosmic setting needs to be part of any discussion of the resurrection in systematic theology, 

8.3.2 Ethics and the Environment 
Santmire has pointed out two options in the Christian view of the natural world (Santmire 1985). The 

'spiritual motif sees human beings liberated from this world to a .spiritual world in the life to come, but this 

pushes the discontinuity between creation and new creation too far. In reaction the 'ecological reading of 

biblical faith' has stressed the importance of creation using themes such as the stewardship of the natural 

world. The diificulty of this view is that it pushes continuity too far and loses any sense of God's 

eschatological acts. However Santmire points out that the ethic for care of the environment becomes stronger 

i f it seen in an eschatological perspective. This lays emphasis not only on God's purposes in creation but also 

in new creation. The original creation is seen as a prototype of new creation. The creation is good but fallen. 

The new creation is linked to the creation but diffo-ent. They both need to be held together in ethics. 

While the link between ethics and eschatology has been emphasized by a number of writers (Braaten 

1974:114; Chilton and MacDonald 1987:129), how does this work out in practice? Eschatological ethics 

need to be in close relationship with creation ethics. Bridger commenting on the relevance of eschatology for 

ecology rightly comments, 'The coming of the kingdom does not overthrow the natural order but rather 

vindicates it ' (Bridger 1990:295), and O'Donovan demonstrates the same commitment to holding together 

creation and new creation in his statement, 'hi the resurrection of Christ, creation is restored and the kingdom 

of God dawns' (O'Donovan 1986:15). As we have seen in previous chapters, the resurrection remains the 

model of the vindication and restoration of creation held together with the dawn of a new creation. 

There are ethical questions about the future, which may seem irrelevant to some at this point, but are already 

being mentioned by sciaitists and philosophers. It would seem that within the next century, human beings 

will have the technological and financial abihty to live beyond the atmosphere of the Earth. Cities in space or 

'terraforming' on planets such as Mars are theoretical possibilities. The ethical questions concerning these 

possibihties are very real. Terraforming has been considered as a way out of the ecological crisis. As we 

have seen this reduces worry about global pollution because you can simply move on to another planet. 

However, it seems likely that the only ones who will 'move on' will be the rich and poweriul leaving the rest 

to the polluted, over populated and exploited planet Eailh. 

Yet in terms of the end of the Universe, even terraforming or cities in ^ace are limited. Does this long-term 

end of the Universe have any bearing on ethical questions? Bridger makes an interesting comment on this in 

the context of ecology. Noting that most ecological ethics stem from some understanding of creation in terms 

of its beginning alone, he argues that eschatology should not be neglected: 

'We are called to be stewards of the Earth by virtue of our orientation to the Eidenic command of the 
-Creator and also because of our orientation to theJuture . TMknowledge that it is God's world, that 
our efforts are not directed toward the construction of an ideal Utopia, but that we are (under God) 

183 



building bridgeheads of the kingdom, serves to humble us and to bring us to the place of ethical 
obedience'. (Bridger 1990:290-301) 

In the integration of the scientific and theological pictures, does the holding together of creation and 

eschatology give a stronger basis for ethics? 

Hardy has pointed out that in earlier times, moral patterns as well as the physical conditions of the world 

suggested 'the fundamental shape of the eschata' (Hardy 1996:155). He suggests that apocalyptic accounts 

identify the moral issues taken into account in final times, and show how they will be resolved. Does the 

scientific view of the end of the Universe itself pose a moral question that has to be taken into account in any 

understanding of how God relates to the last things? 

Schweiker sees a connection between morality and the conception of time. He argues that the modem secular 

worid sees time as 'empty', a void waiting to be filled by human choices and the meanings that we make for 

ourselves. In contrast apocalyptic cosmology presents time as wholly filled with divinely imposed meaning, 

with the danger of external moral tyranny. However, holding continuity and discontinuity together in a 

transformed new creation avoids either extreme. Schweiker sees new creation as a 'transvaluation of our 

values, how we are enabled to respond to the goodness of existence and God's transformations of the patterns 

of life' (Schweiker 2000:137). Gregersen makes a complementary point when he comments, 'The fiiturity of 

eschatological imagery manifests that judgement is not of ourdetermining'(Gregersen 2000.172). 

This is important in giving a wider ethical basis for Christian concern for an involvement in the environment. 

With the perspective of the whole Universe we are forced to see the action of God in both continuity and 

discontinuity. Not only is this creation seen as good it is also seen as the raw material for the new creation. 

The maintaining of the earth's environment, its biodiversity and natural resources is not just for present or 

future generations but part of co-operating with God in the process of tiansformation. As Steck suggests: 

'What faith can do, by the power of God in Christ, to preserve the world of creation is to perform 
untiringly token acts as signs, manifestations of the future salvation in the sphere of the natural 
world, which testify that God has opened His new world for all created things.' (Steck 1978:293) 

O'Donovan has argued that Christian ethics depends on the resurrection (O'Donovan 1986). He criticizes 

those who distinguish 'kingdom ethics' from 'creation ethics' because of the importance of the resurrection. 

As we have seen, he argues that the resurrection both affirms creation and ushers in the kingdom that is about 

God's transforming actions. Thus resurrection becomes the focus of ethics, looking both back and forward, to 

creation and eschatology. It is the continuity that gives weight to the present ethical imperative. So for 

example the argument of 1 Corinthians 6:12-20 depends entirely on Paul's belief that what is done witii the 

present body matters precisely because it is to be raised (Thrall 2002:283-300; Wright 2003:289). 

Thielicke argued in a similar way when he stated, 'Ethics has its place therefore precisely in the field of the 

tension between;the old and-the-new aeons, not in the old alone, nor in the new alone' (Thieiicke 1978:43-4). 

The tension of continuity and discontinuity in the biblical accounts of resurrection can helpfully form a 
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tension in considering ethics in the future of the Universe. That is, any progress in science either in its impact 

on the environment or the wider Universe needs to reflect the goodness of creation as gift with the action of 

God of bringing in new creation. 

8.3.3 Christian Apologetics 
I f systematics has been controlled too much by philosophical theology, the same is true of Christian 

apologetics. Richardson's classic description of apologetics as 'the study of the ways and means of defending 

Christian truth. . . a study undertaken by Christians for Christians' (Richardson 1948:19-20), left theology and 

mission an unfortunate legacy. While it may have been a fair characterization of much of what had gone on 

in the name of Christian apologetics, it suffered from four problems which in the contemporary British 

context has hindered apologetics both in theology and practice. First, the context was primarily the lecture 

theatre rather than the marketplace. Second, the audience was Christians rather than those outside the church. 

Third, the characteristic attitude was 'defence'. This works fine in a culture that sees Christian faith as a 

threat, but what happens in a culture when the church is simply seen as quaint and irrelevant? Finally, 

apologetics often proceeded at the level of general arguments rather than specifics. 

Of course there are still are those who follow this strongly philosophical and defensive line (Craig 1994; 

Kreeft and Tacelli 1994; Phillips and Okholm 1995; Chacon and Bumham 1999; Geisler 1999; Armsfrong 

and Hardon 2001; Dembski and Richards 2002; Evans 2002; Mansueto 2002; Moreland and Craig 2003; 

Campbell-Jack and McGrath 2004, in press). However, a number of us have begun to argue for a form of 

apologetics which is closei- to its biblical roots, sfresses both the intellect and the imagination and takes 

seriously specifics in culture rather than generalities (McGrath 2002:9; Stackhouse 2002; Wilkinson 2002:5-

17; Stevenson 2003; Wilkinson 2004:70-79; Wilkinson 2004, in press-b). In this way a number of bridges 

may be built with contemporary cultui e in order to open up a conversation about the gospel. 

It is into this context that work that on the end of the Universe makes a contribution. As well as attempting a 

treatment of an important area of systematic theology, we also hope that we have followed a contemporary 

model of Christian apologetics. First, apologetics needs to take eschatology seriously. Scherer comments: 

"Does the goal of mission remain making converts and planting churches wherever they do not 
exist, or does the expectation of the kingdom shift the church's priorities to activities which 
somehow anticipate 'a new heaven and a new earth'?" (Scherer 1987:235-6) 

Too often apologetics has been content with the agenda that the worid has presented, rather than being a 

prophetic voice. In addition it has proceeded on the basis of a negation of this world, and consequently 

creation is simply a waiting room for the real glory to come. The image of new creation with continuity and 

discontinuity challenges both the church and the world. In particular it allows bridges to be built with those 

who see the futility of the end of the Universe. By bringing together the eschatologies of the Bible into 

dialogue with scientific insights, we have continually affirmed this creation. We have further seen that there 

may be pointei^ in the scientific insights of this creation which point toward new creation, and therefore a 
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renewed natural theology may be pursued with reference to the end as well as to the beginning. Dark has 

argued that traditional apologetics sees apocalyptic in world denying terms rather than the way the future 

pushes into the present. However, i f it is seen in world affirming and evil denying terms then it opens the way 

to see a revelation of something of the sacred in pop culture (Dark 2002). One can say a similar thing in 

terms of the end of the Universe. 

Second, the end of the Universe is important in apologetics as it is an example of building a very specific 

bridge with contemporary cultwe. By taking a current contemporary issue one can show the challenge and 

opportunity faced by the Christian faith, and indeed the relevance of Christian faith to the world. As I have 

argued elsewhere this is especially important in the contribution that Christian faith can make in a media 

dominated culture (Wilkinson 2004, in press-e). Polkinghome makes a similar point: 

'One feels one has to ask the systematicians to exhibit more clearly the motivations for some of the 
statements that they utter. I beUeve that, in relation to eschatology, explorations of a bottom-up kind 
can help make accessible to contemporaries those insights of a destiny beyond death, that otherwise 
might seem to them to be no more than implausible airy fantasies.' (Polkinghome 2002b: 145) 

Indeed, this 'bottom-up' strategy has been foundational to Polkinghome's approach to the whole field of 

science and religion. His recent work on eschatology has tended to have more focus on the future for the 

individual human person, demonstrating an intellectual and imaginative presentation of the plausibility of 

Christian belief This work's focus on the end of the Universe demonsfrates a complementary approach. 

Third, the end of the Universe also has a confribution to make to wholeness in Christian apologetics. We 

have attempted to show integrity to both the science and the Christian faith in the process. Outler comments: 

'The essential task of the Christian apologist is not to search out and desfroy the enemies of Christian 
truth, nor to coddle it from shocks and bmises, but to bear witness to his own understanding of the 
gospel with whatever clarity and integrity he can muster'. (Outler 1968:7) 

On the other side of the Atlantic, the movements of creationism and intelligent design have become important 

apologetic strategies in the science and faith field. Both attack evolution and the perceived naturalism behind 

it (Johnson 2002b; Wells 2002) and both attempt to offer evidence to the existence of God from the physical 

creation (Broom 2001; Dembski 2002b; Dembski 2002a). The force of these movements should not be 

underestimated and they are gaining ground on this side of the Atlantic. Yet they do represent a revived form 

of the design argument. They do not take the futility as well as the goodness of the physical Universe into 

account and therefore have little place for incarnation or resurrection. Such an apologetic strategy is doomed 

to failure. We hope that we have shown just how central the resurrection is in any discussion of the Universe. 

Finally, the fruitful dialogue that we have demonstrated between science and the Christian faith shows that it 

would be wrong in the light of postmodemity and interest in new forms of spirituality to move too far from 

the rational in apologetics (Huyssteen 1998; Chfford and Johnson 2001; Frost 2001; Braaten and Jensen 

2002). Imagination does need.to be part of the apologetic but we do not need to give up the question of ti-uth 

and purely focus on subjective experience. Christianity still has much to say, and the world is still asking 
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modernist questions whether in the religious scepticism of Dawkins or even in the many universes fiction of 

Philip Pulhnan (Pullman 2001; Dawkins 2003). Questions are being raised about the end of the Universe and 

Christian apologetics needs to be engaged with them. 

8.3.4 The Dialogue of Science and Religion 
Barbour has produced a now classic fourfold typology of conflict, independence, dialogue and integration to 

characterise the relationship between science and rehgion (Barbour 2000:113). While others have suggested 

more complicated models (Haught 1995; Drees 1996; Peters 1997b; Gregersen and Huyssteen 1998), 

Barbour's model is widely used. It is worth in conclusion locating our discussion of the end of the Universe 

within this framework. 

The claim that the conflict model has been the characteristic relationship between science and religion in 

history (Draper 1874; White 1896) has been completely discredited (Brooke 1991; Russell 1997), but it 

remains popular in both the scientific atheists (Atkins 1992; Dawkins 2003) and the creationists (Morris and 

Parker 1982; Gilkey 1986; Ham 1990; Numbers 1992). The end of the Universe is a problem for both 

approaches. The scientists of the conflict approach see science as the hope for the future: 

'Science has never encountered a barrier it has not surmounted or that we can reasonably suppose it 
has power to surmount...Religion has failed and its failure should be exposed.'(Atkins 1995:129,132) 

'Material reality discovered by science already possesses more content and grandeur than all the 
religious cosmologies combined. '(Wilson 1998:265) 

The frouble is that for all the hope of such statements we have seen that science cannot give hope in the face 

of the futility of the end of the Universe. For all the achievements of science or the beautiful complexity of 

evolution, in ultimate terms science needs religion. 

At the same time, the creationist case is severely undermined by the fiitihty of the physical Universe. To 

argue that God created a static perfect creation some 6000 years ago does not do justice to the timescale or 

future development of the Universe. This creation is not perfect but longs for new creation. Creationism, in 

neglecting the importance of eschatology for the physical creation, is thus undermined by the scientific data. 

Of course, creationists wil l either argue against the scientific data presented in Chapter 2 or argue that the 

futility is the result simply of a cosmic Fall. While we have acknowledged that the doctrine of the Fall should 

not be ignored, it is not sfrong enough to support such creationist claims. In addition, the increasingly 

prevalent 'creation evangehsm' is shown to be inadequate. The sfrategy here is to persuade the non-believer 

that modem science is wrong and creationism is correct on scientific terms. Once that is accepted, then the 

non-believer wil l accept the tmth of the Bible and become a Christian. This can be critiqued on a whole 

number of levels,_but our woric on the end of the Universe is a strong reminder that the Christian good news is 

about creation and new creation. An evangelistic strategy which is based on creation to the neglect of new 

creation is as weak as a strategy based on new creation to the neglect of creation. 
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The second model that of independence sees science and religion in separate domains, and this has been 

advocated by theologians in the Barthian tiadition, philosophers exploring the nature of language and some 

scientists (Gould 1999:207- 8). While of course science and reUgion have different foci in their exploration 

and description of the world, the end of the Universe challenges such a complete separation. While theology 

may have neglected eschatology in relationship with the physical Universe, work in this area shows just how 

fruitful a dialogue can be. It affirms a view of science and theology as critical realist activities, and leads to 

questions for both science and theology. While some of the insights of Barth have been useful for our 

argument, we disagree with any position which argues tiiat natural science has little relevance for theology. 

Consideration of the end of the Universe has exposed anthropocentric constructions of eschatology and God's 

action in the world. Bringing the biblical images into dialogue with scientific insights has been fruitful to 

both. A consideration of Romans 8 has enabled us to see the futility of the end of tlie Universe in the context 

of a renewed and limited natural theology. At the same time, a consideration of space-time models has 

enabled us to go beyond certain Greek concepts to take more seriously the temporal nature of new creation 

narratives. While keeping the concept of revelation cential we have been able to say a qualified 'yes' to 

nahiral theology. In fact even in tiie language used by scientists such as Dyson and Tipler we have seen tiie 

fallacy of believing that science and religion are non interactive disciphnes. We agree with McGratii that the 

Christian doctrine of creation demands a unitary approach to knowledge (McGrath 2001), and indeed would 

want to extend the basis of tiie demand to 'tiie Christian doctrine of creation and new creation'. 

Thus the third model of dialogue is much more convincing. We have seen that the end of the physical 

Universe poses questions to theology in terms of creation, new creation, providence, ethics and hope. In this 

way scientific claims influence theological tiiought. Further, science raises questions tiiat it cannot itself 

answer. We have also seen that concepts from science can be used as analogies for talking about God's 

relation to the world. The fmal model of integration takes the concept of dialogue further. It raises the 

question of whether there is a revised form of natural theology. We have argued that the futility of the 

physical Universe, while not being a proof in the classical sense of the design argument, may be another 

pointer in such a revised natural theology. Schloss points out that the impact of thoughtful evolutionary 

extrapolation is not 'monolithic optimism' but ambivalent longing for something that evolutionary history 

illuminates tiie necessity of, but does not assure tiie attainment of (Schloss 2002:58). The assurance comes 

from the revelation of God in Jesus, and in particular tiie resurrection. 

Yet any natural theology and indeed any integration of science with religion must take seriously the 

complexity, rate of change and ambiguity of the scientific picture. Such integration in tiie form of process 

theology may seem attractive in terms of tiie evolution of stiiichires and hfe, but does not cope well witii tiie 

end of tiie Universe. Therefore we remain cautious of the degree to which integration can be achieved. 

While we have applauded tiie attempts of Pannenbeig and to an extent Russell to provide integration, we have 

also pointed out that their optimism in achieving it is still somewhat imfounded, not least in the area of the 

end of the Universe. The most fruitful and realistic model is tiiat of dialogue between science and religion. 
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Chapter 9 
Conclusion 

Einstein once wrote to a child anxious about the f^te of the world, 'As for the question of the end of it I 

advise: Wait and see!' It may be wise advice but sometimes Christian theology may be taking it too literally. 

We may need to be tentative in our theological speculation about the future. Yet the God of the future who 

reveals himself in the death and resurrection of Jesus gives us a basis for considering the future now. 

Our task has been to respond theologically to the tremendous interest in the future within contemporary 

culture. From the Left Behind novels to pobtical discussions on how to defend the Earth from asteroid 

impact, we have seen just how important future predictions are within pop culture and science. In particular, 

the discovery of an accelerating Universe, through observations of distant supemovae and the microwave 

background, has in the last five years questioned the purpose of the Universe and the place of human beings 

within its future. The theological questions are clear. The asfronomer and theologian Thomas Wright of 

Durham speculated in 1750 that even the total destruction of our world may be 'no more to the great Author 

of Nature, than the most common Accident in Life with us'. While Wright was correct in pushing us to a 

bigger vision of the Universe, he underestimated the way human life is linked to the Universe and the 

importance of the doctrines of creation and new creation. 

The pessimism of contemporary science concerning the future needs to be seen as a challenge for Christian 

theology, to recapture a bigger view of eschatology, even i f the timescales are huge. Rees comments: 

'What happens in far-future aeons may seem blazingly irrelevant to the practicahties of our lives. 
But I don't think the cosmic context is entirely irrelevant to the way we perceive our Earth and the 
fate of humans'. (Rees 2003:182) 

Certainly, the cosmic context has not been neglected by science. Dyson and Tipler respond the fiitility of the 

end of the Universe through schemes which would maintain intelligent life for as long as possible. In this 

they attempt to provide a scientific and technological hope. They are unsuccessful, but the fact that the 

attempt is made shows just how disturbing the end of the Universe can be. Dyson admits the speculative 

nature of his investigation but argues that it is intellectually worthwhile to explore the consequences of known 

physical laws 'as far as we can reach into the past or the fiiture', because such exfrapolations of known laws 

into new territory can lead to the asking of important questions (Dyson 1979:449-50). 

We have tned to interact theologically with some of those important questions. Much of this work is 

speculative but worth pursuing. Polkinghome is right to say, 'Ultimately the issue is whether we live in a 

world that makes sense not just now, but totally and for ever'(Polkinghome 2002b :xiii). However, we have 

seen that systematic theology even with its resurgence of interest in eschatology has been largely silent about 

the end of the UiTivefse.—Theologians such asrMoltmann and.PannCTiberg.have claimed eschatological models 

which take science seriously but do not deliver when it comes to the end of the physical Universe. This is m 
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part due to their ignorance of contemporary science and in part due to a basic anthropocentricity in 

eschatology. However, their insights into the centrality of the resurrection for Christian eschatology are to be 

welcomed. This has also been central to the work of Polkinghome and Russell who have been among the few 

who have taken the end seriously. 

In the light of these limitations, we have taken a particular way into systematics following the approach of 

Wesley. Our concern has been to look at the biblical material seriously and in detail and allow it to be in 

dialogue with the current scientific picture. This has generated some important questions and insights for 

systematic theology. We can summarise them as follows. 

First, i f Christian theology is to be in dialogue with the scientific picture of the future of the Universe then it 

must take seriously the relationship between creation and new creation. Too often the theme of new creation 

has been neglected. In particular this relationship must be represented by a tension between continuity and 

discontinuity, a tension that is inherent in the biblical material. An over emphasis on continuity, while 

attractive i f the only context is the Earth's environment, in the light of the future of the Universe means that 

there is no hope. A belief in the myth of human progress does not deliver and the eschatologies of Dyson and 

Tipler are inadequate. Yet an over emphasis on discontinuity means that new creation simply becomes a 

'second story' with no connection to God's original creative work. Thus the theology behind tlie popular 

Left Behind series is not biblical and has serious consequaices for Christian involvement and discipleship in 

this world, with a devaluing of the body, the environment and socio-political change. 

Second, this tension can be held using the resurrection as a model of the relationship. We see in the 

resurrection narratives and Pauline thought both continuity and discontinuity between Jesus before the cross 

and the risen Jesus. This becomes a very helpful model to speak about hfe after death for the individual and 

God's purposes in new creation. We have defended sfrongly the empty tomb and bodily resurrection, the 

importance of which is that it indicates God's purposes in transforming matter and space-time. 

Third, the movement between creation and new creation is fransformation of the present creation rather than 

complete destruction of the old creation. Thus new creation becomes the perspective from which creation 

should be seen, and creation becomes the perspective from which new creation is seen. God's work in 

creation is fulfilled in new creation and his work in bringing about new creation is based in his role as 

Creator. Indeed, in exploring any doctrine of God such as providence, kenosis or incarnation, creation and 

new creation need to be held together. We have shown that this is often not the case, particularly in the area 

of providence. We have also suggested that the role of the Holy Spirit needs to be seen in relationship to both 

creation and new creation. In this way, the Spirit can be seen as mediator between creation and new creation 

and the ascaided yet present Jesus. More work could be fruitfully done on this aspect. 

Fourth, we should therefore expect pointers within this creation not just to a Creator God but also to a coming 

creation. We do not agree with Russell and others who say that "predictions of science are in conflict with new 
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the hope of Christian eschatology (Russell 2002a:6). Christian theology together witii contemporary science 

can accept the ultimate finitude of this Universe. Eschatological hope does not hope to escape death but can 

accept finitude as an integral part of creation, as hope is based in God's purposes which are beyond this 

Universe. Therefore the futility of universe does not falsity eschatological hope, a point made independently 

by Conradie (Conradie 2002:290). In fact, we have argued that the very futility expressed by the scientific 

predictions of the end of the Universe may itself be a pointer to new creation, part of the groaning of eager 

expectation of this creation as Paul would describe it in Romans 8. Thus, the futility of the scientific future 

may provide a pointer to franscendence within a revised and hmited natural theology 

Fifth, the action of God and the faithfulness of God must be held together in both creation and new creation. 

As evidenced by the resurrection and the images of the Parousia, God's transformative work wiU be both in 

event and in process, in the initiative of grace and in the co-operation work of grace with his new community. 

We differ in emphasis here with Polkinghome who stresses the faithfiihiess of God. While there is much 

agreement between us, we want to stress a Uttle more the specific activity of God in creation and new 

creation. This reflects more the biblical material and gives a sfronger basis for hope. 

Sixth, we have tried to work out what the tension of continuity and discontinuity means in terms of space-time 

and the nature of matter in creation and new creation. We argue that space and time are real in both creation 

and new creation, thus opposing any view that eternity will be atemporal. A multi-dimensional model of 

God's relationship with time is proposed which proves fruitful in reflecting the bibhcal images and current 

scientific thinking. We tentatively suggest on the basis of this that any quantum theory of gravity would 

involve higher dimensions of space-time and would also explain the observed arrow of time. While the flow 

of time is coupled with the experience of both growth and decay in this creation, we suggest that in new 

creation that the flow of time is characterized only by growth and tiiat space-time is real but not limiting in the 

same way as in this creation. Further, we argue that matter cannot be divorced from space-time or its 

relational context, and that transformation affects the whole of this complex reality rather than being focused 

simply on the constituent atoms of matter. We therefore disagree with a revival of the language of soul in 

order to maintain continuity in the transformation. Both scientifically and theologically this is not a helpful 

avenue. Continuity and discontinuity wil l characterise the transformation of information bearing pattern, 

relationships and the form and composition of matter itself 

We have then attempted to apply tiiese insights to other areas of contemporary interest outside of the context 

of the ftiture of the physical Universe. Holding continuity and discontinuity in creation and new creation has 

important consequences for thinking about Christian eschatology as it relates to the biological world. In 

particular, we see that the animal theology of Linzey goes too far in stiessing discontinuity. In contemporary 

models of providence we see that the models of Wiles, process theology and to an extent panentheism face 

serious challenges in terms of the futiire of tiie Universe. We argue that there is both predictability and 

.openness to the future of the Universe, reflecting God's freedom to act and his self limiting in creation, in 

terms of his sustaining of the physical process and his working toward new creation. However, we conclude 
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fliat many models of providence are far too simpUstic to reflect theological and scientific richness, but we do 

set out from a Methodist theological perspective how diat richness might be explored. ' Finally we make a 

plea for creation and new creation to be held togetiier in Christian environmental concern, the Christian 

apologetic task and the ongoing dialogue between sciaice and tiie Christian faith. 

This woiic was started independently of tiie significant work in this area carried out by Polkinghome. Our 

strategies and theological perspectives have been different. In particular this work has interacted at a more 

detailed level with contemporary cosmology, systematic theology and with the biblical material. It has also 

been characterized by a Methodist approach to theology. It is therefore interesting that while differences 

remain between us in terms of tiie action of God, the nature of the soul, and whetiier tiie new creation 

represents a panentheistic context, in broad outiine we come to similar conclusions. This is due to our shared 

commitment to critical realism in science and tiieology and the cential importance of tiie resurrection. 

Many questions remaui in such a work. Among tiiem are how should tiie doctrine of the fall be worked into 

tiie relationship of creation and new creation and how do we characterise the nature and place of the risen 

body of Jesus in this transition between creation and new creation? More work by biblical scholars and 

systematic tiieologians would be helpful on tiiese issues. 

Nevertheless, in spite of these qualifications and uncertainties, this thesis demonstiates that Christian theology 

has sometiiing important to both learn and say in its dialogue witii contemporary science and cultiire. In 

particular, it is a prophetic voice to the cosmic pessirrusm of science. In the face of those who view the 

futility of tiie future of tiie Universe witii great despair, tiie resurrection is in tiie words of Moltmann not only 

a consolation in a life...doomed to die, but it is God's conti-adiction of suffering and deatii' (Moltmann 

1%7:21). 
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Appendix A 

A Note on Millennium Theology 

The term millennium refers to the period of 1000 years mentioned in Revelation 20:2-7 of the reign of Christ 

and the saints over the Earth. Maddox points out that the notion of the millennium emerged in pre-Christian 

Judaism as a way of handling the alternative models of the future hope offered in Isaiah (long life in this 

worid) and Daniel (eternal life in a reconstituted world). To reconcile these two models, Isaiah was seai as 

describing a yet future thousand-year golden age in this world, while Daniel was describing the final state 

after this age. For Christians there was also the influence of Hellenistic culture which portrayed earthly 

existence as inherently defective and the ultimate human hope as release at the moment of death from this 

earthly setting into the realm of purely spiritual reality (Maddox 2002). 

Various millennial views then emerged (Gundry 1977:45-55; Bauckham 1988:428-430; Daley 1991; Hill 

2002a). Irenaeas saw the millennium as a time where God's rule was fulfilled in the present creation and to 

provide time for the additional spiritual growth that most believers needed before they would be ready to enter 

God's glorious presence. This intermediate state needed the presence of the glorified Christ on the Earth to 

initiate the millennium, so this general model became known as premillennialism. Christ would come, the 

resurrected saints would enjoy 1000 years rule on the Earth before eternal life in heaven. Later 19* century 

premillennialism also saw the return of Christ and the bodily resurrection of the saints preceding the 

millennium, but in the dispensationalist theology of J.N. Darby and others saw a secret rapture of believers 

preceding the coming of Christ. 

Augustine objected to this, and amillennialism saw believers enter directly into paradise at death, where they 

participate consciously in God's eternal rule. This became the dominant view in the West after the belief in a 

millennial kingdom was condemned at the Council of Ephesus (431 CE). hi this view the millennial reign of 

Christ is the age of the church, from Christ's resurrection to the Parousia. Maddox argues that on this view 

the role of a future resurrection and a new creation fades from view if believers go straight to be with the 

Lord. Further the earthly expression of the God's present nile became closely correlated with existing 

structures and reality, and so the status quo is imderwritten. The Lutheran, Reformed, and Anglican traditions 

ultimately reaffirmed the model, at least where\'er they achieved status as the estabhshed church, now giving 

appropriate expression to God's present rule. 

However, some Reformed communities, such as the Puritans in early seventeenth-century England, did not 

have political power. They argued that the fmal period of this present earthly age (which they discerned as 

imminent) would witness the incursion of the full reign of God through the power of the Spirit and the 

correlated faitliful efforts of behevers (Toon 1970:23-41). This became known as postmillennialism, which 

looked forwrnxi to a fiiller exprrasion of God's Rule, but did not assume that it must be preceded by the return 

of Glirist and the resurrection of the saints. 
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