




the p1eople of Israel back from their exile, levelling the mountains before 

them so that 'every valley shall be exalted, every mounta~n and hill made 

low'. And then behind both of those notions lies the third, the deeper and 

more comprehensive one - that God is the being who has absolute authority 

and absolute freedom. God can make nothingng out of nothing; God can make 

a 'people', a coherent community, out of a rabble of slaves and gypsies ­

the Exodus. God can restore a nation to what it was by bringing the 

anonymous exi les back from Babylon. God can, in the human world, make 

identity and human community out of chaos and slavery. To believe in a God 

who can act in this way is to believe in a God who is free - free from the 

conditioning and constraints of the world of human history; a God who has 

the liberty and resource to do new things. 

In these chapters of Isaiah, you see time and again the fascinating 

interweaving of God saying: 'I am doing something new which you could not 

have predicted', and 'I am doing something which has been there from the 

beginning in my purposes'. God appears then as the God whose own liberty 

is revealed in setting free; whose freedom is the act of setting free ­

setting free, renewing, creating community. In the return from exile, God 

is seen as overcoming the history of betrayal and shame and banishment that 

has been the history of Israel; seen as looking back to the days when God 

first established the people of Israel by sheer fiat, by calling, summoning 

them out of slavery in Egypt. That theme of the God who is free to call, 

to call what is from what is not, again haunts these chapters of Isaiah. 

God 'summons the stars and calls them all by their name'. 

That is what I mean by saying we need to read from Exodus to Genesis. The 

doctrine of the creative God does not, in the Old Testament, arise first of 
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all from asking questions about where the universe came from • It arises 

•more from asking how it is that there is a moral and free community; a 

community of God's people living under law, the gift of law, the gift of 

community and order. 

I think that this theme is of some importance. If we were to operate 

primarily, or even exclusively, with a doctrine of creation which rested on 

questions about the origins of the whole universe, the creator God at whom 

we arrived would be in danger of being rather abstract. We would know that 

there was a cause, a first principle; we would ~ know what that causation 

and that 'firstness' meant in our human context. But in the Old Testament 

there is no doubt at all that the God who creates is the God who redeems, 

who saves and sets free. To understand the creative freedom of God is 

something which begins in the experience of a people set free to serve God. 

That, then, is the first point I would like to suggest for reflection; that 

the Christian 'doctrine of creation' begins in its Jewish context as a 

doctrine about the freedom of God. The God who is capable of setting human 

beings free and creating community out of chaos is a God who is in no way, 

and at no point, restricted by the history . f the world; and such a God can 

only be understood as a God who is profoundly, radically, other than the 

world. He is a God who is not an object in the world, not a momen, in the 

story of the world, but whose liberty surrounds everything within the 

universe; a God upon whom all things must therefore finally depend. 

That is what I mean by saying that the doctrine of 'creation out of 

nothing' is the result of a number of imaginative steps forward from the 

belief in a God who saves, a God who creates a holy community. This is not 
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to say {and how could I say, after two such lectuies as you have heard in 

this series> that speculation about· and exploration of the beginnings of 

the universe are of no theological interest - far from it. But, if we 

want to know where the original energy of this doctrine comes from, then I 

would still be much more inclined as a theologian to say that it comes from 

the experience of the call of God to set people free. 

Even in the work of St Thomas Aquinas, as a lot of you will know, the 

arguments to the existence of God based on the nature of the world, the 

argument to God as first cause and first mover, do not deliver a full 

doctrine of God. They take you to the point where you might be able to say 

'I see the world has a context; the world has an active agency surrounding 

and supporting it'. But to fill out what that active agency is like - in 

other words, to give you a full blooded doctrine of the creative God - you 

need a good deal more. St Thomas Aquinas recognises this very clearly when 

at the end of each of his so called 'proofs' of the existence of God, he 

comes to some cosmic principle and says 'and this is what everybody 

understands the word 'God' to mean'. 

So the word 'God' is already around; a word which is already carrying its 

load of associations; a free God, the freeing God. When we talk about 

God's position as the one who guarantees order in the cosmos it is as part 

of a more lively or immediate sense of the word 'God' that is animated by 

the belief in God's freedom that is discovered in the history of God's 

people. 

Having begun then with this affirmation of the divine freedom, are there 

further consequences we might draw as we reflect on the doctrine of 
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creation? I want to suggest four areas in which a notion of divine freedom 

as an interpretation of creation might help us think theologically on a 

wider front. The first of these is what I have already mentioned - the 

possibility of the ~; belief in the divine ft'eedom; God's liberty to 

bring something out of nothing, to bring the unexpected - new community, 

new hope, new identity. All of that, clearly, is significant for our 

understanding of our own humanity. We are, as human beings, not simply 

condemned to repeat. Our life as humans in community before God is not a 

cycle of fore-ordained patterns. There is, in other words, such a thing as 

history; there is change, there is movement - and there is such a thing as 

forgiveness; that is to say, we are not the prisoners of the legacy of sin 

and destructiveness because God calls us to newness, to a new future. We 

live in active hope because we believe in a God who is free. 

That is the first, perhaps most obvious, consequence to draw. The doctrine 

of creation understood as a doctrine about God's freedom is also a doctrine 

about our capacity to live in hope; our capacity to offer and to receive 

forgiveness; our capacity to be, to be recreated and to take part in the 

process of recreation. 'New every morning is the love Our waking and 

uprising prove'; and that commitment to the newness of God's love each day, 

each moment in the Christian life, is a crucial element in our doctrine 

both of God and of the human. We are not condemned to repetition; we are 

not, so to speak, sophisticated hamsters on a cosmic treadmill, repeating 

the same motions and going round and round in predictable circles. We are, 

by t! grace of God, unpredictable because God is unpredictable. Our 

futures are not controlled and scripted, plannable in all respects, because 

God is not that kind of God. God is resourceful enough to make something 
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different of us. That is the first consequence then; the possibility of 

the new, understood as the reality of history, of movement and of change. 

We can perhaps go a little deeper, and touch oa a second area to think 

about. The freedom of God, the creative liberty of God, as set out in the 

Christian doctrine of creation, means among other things that God and 

creation are not the same thing and that God is not a 'thing' in creation; 

that is to say, the creation has its own integrity, it has a life proper to 

it. Here I think of an epigram by that (perhaps) greatest of twentieth 

century Anglican thinkers, Austin Farrer, who said that God not only makes 

the world, he makes it make itself. The world that God makes is not a 

plaything with which God constantly fiddles. The world has an identity and 

a reality, a solidity of its. own precisely because God makes it to be 

different from the divine life. It is over against the divine and has its 

own place, its own proper sphere. 

That means, of course, that if the world is to survive it must have its own 

coherence; it must hang together; its life must make sense and must work 

effectively. If creation were constantly in danger of spinning off course 

so that God had to tinker with it every few thousand years so that it did 

not go too badly wrong - if God had to give creation a sort of 'MOT' test 

from time to time - then clearly there would be something very odd about 

creation; it would not actually have its own solid reality, its own 

independence. 

My second area for reflection, then, has to do with the way in which a 

doctrine of the freedom of God can help us think about the intelligibility 

of creation. It is a coherent and a patterned life. It is at this level 
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that many people have argued that belief in the creative God is actually 

one of the conditions of doing scientific enquiry {whether the scientists 

are fullycognisant of that or not). Belief that what you are engaging 

with makes some kind of sense, has some kind of consistency, is a, 
presupposition of research. Now this kind of argument is vulnerable to 

many sorts of objection, but I think that, at a fundamental level, there 

remains in the practice of the sciences, in the practice of research 

itself, an act of faith - faith in consistency, in intelligibility. The 

theologian will want to say 'that is precisely what belief in the 

difference between God and creation can help you understand'. If creation 

really is not God, if it has its own solidity and its own integrity, that 

is one ground for understanding why creation appears to make sense when we 

investigate it and explore its life and working. 

So those first two points actually stand in some tension with each other. 

Belief in the freedom of God says something to us about unpredictability ­

and it also says something to us about predictability! But that, actually, 

is the universe we are aware of living in; a universe in which we pave 

enormous possibilities of understanding, of grasping patterns and 

interactions; and a universe in which both at the human level and at the 

sub- atomic level, there are baffling unpredictabilities and irregularities 

- randomness - a universe that is in some senses a stable environment and 

in other senses a very unsafe place indeed. The Christian doctrine of 

creation, we can at least say, does not lie about our experience of the 

kind of universe we live in. It does not say, at the end of the day, that 

actually everything is controllable and predictable, so you need not worry. 

Nor does it say that everything is randomness and everything is flux. The 

Christian doctrine, I believe, allows us to say that it is possible to live 
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in this universe and to make sense. 'To make sense' - one of those 

expressions we use very easily and perhaps do not always think about hard 

enough. We make sense; we' have to work at understanding at seeing 

patterns, at living in an intelligible environment. In this task we need 

creativity ourselves, the power of making, of forming, putting structure 

into a world that often seems bewildering. But the sense we make, we 

believe, has some anchorage in what is there; it is not just what suits us. 

, 
So those first two points about the consequences of the doctrine of 

creation hang together- in tension, perhaps, but also, I think, in some 

sort of complementarity. This is the universe Christians say we live in; 

predictable and unpredictable; orderly, intelligible, capable of standing 

under scientific enquiry and also a world in which newness, forgiveness and 

change happen to rational beings. 

I want now to move on to two other kinds of consequence of the doctrine of 

creation and on which I want to spend just a little bit longer because they 

are rather trickier notions to deal with. 

The doctrine of creation, I have said, is about the freedom of God and the 

freedom and the hope that is, therefore, available to us. Nonetheless, it 

also very clear that if creation is indeed creation out of nothing, then we 

and our whole environment depends upon God. The third area I want to 

investigate a little, therefore, is this area of dependence. It is an 

unpopular and unfashionable word and has been for a long time. We do not 

like being dependent. 'I have got my independence' people say, 'and I want 

to keep it'. Dependence suggests infantilism; it suggests that we have not 

really grown up. Some recent theology, especially from the United States 
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of America t has suggested that there really is something fundamentally 

wrong in a creation theology that insists upon our absolute dependence on I 
! 

God. I would want to argue with this on a number of grounds; but the 

primary one , I suppose , would be to look back once again to the roots of 

the doctrine itself. 

Our dependence upon God is a matter of depending on God for the fact that 

we are free; and one of the paradoxes t one of the often difficult areas of 

being Christian t is to try and understand the way in which dependence and 

liberty are not opposites for the Christian t but part of the same process. 

We learn our liberty by r eceIvi.ng , by being summoned and called out of 

unfreedom t out of the real enslaving dependence on circumstances that the 

slavery of Israel in Ancient Egypt stands for. 

If we want to give this a still deeper theological colouring we should 

need , of course , to turn to the account of the life of Jesus in the New 

Testament t in which freedom and dependence go so closely together that they 

are inseparable. For Jesus is dependent unequivocally on the one he calls 

Father t and says t in the fourth Gospel t that he does nothing of his own 

accord; and Jesus Ls , at the same timet the one who has the creative 

liberty to make a difference to his context t in his living and his dying t 

in his preaching and his work of healing. In Jesus there is no great gulf t 

no great opposition between depending and being free t being surrendered to 

God and having authority and creativity in God's world. 

Sot if we are going to talk about dependence in our theology and worry 

about this subject t as we doubtless should t this is the kind of context in 

which we ought to put the whole discussion. The idea of absolute 
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dependence upon God, I have suggested, grows out of the experience in 

Ancient Israel of a people being set free by God and, when the freedom of 

human beings is most dramatically and fully given expression in the life 

and death and resurrection of Jesus, we can see it as a freedom grounded in 

a complete giving to God. 

A notion of 'creating out of nothing' that involves our complete dependence 

upon God does not mean that we are fixe<l in a servile or infantile 

relationship towards God. Belief in the difference between God and 

creation can help us again here. Many theologians of the early Church put 

it in terms like this - and St Augustine is the one who most carefully 

thinks it through. To paraphrase what he says about God's love in his 

treatise On Christian Teaching: we are not made to serve God's interest; 

we are not dependent on God in the sense that God tells us what we are so 

that we wiil fit in with his plans. God does not impose meanings and 

structures on us from outside so as to make us go along with his 'needs', 

with his agenda. 

That can be a great part of what we mean by 'dependence', can't it? We say 

someone is in an unhealthy relation of dependence to someone or something 

else because we believe that they are defined by that someone or something 

else; that they are at the mercy of someone else's agenda, someone else's 

needs. But if God and creation really are different, we are not here to 

serve God's needs and God did not make us for what he could get out of it. 

Likewise, God is not just there to serve our needs, to fill in our gaps, to 

stand in at the awkward points. God is the all-embracing context of 

everything that we are and do, and does not just come in when we run out of 

steam; which is what is meant by the protest many modern theologians have 
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entered against the idea of a 'God of the Gaps', the God who explains when 

we have run out of explanations, the God .who helps when we run out of other 

resources;· the God who is always there to 'fill in'. No, the relation 

between God and creation is more drastic than that: it is a relation of 

real 'otherness'. 

We are not here to serve God's purposes; God is not defined by the serving 

of our purposes. That can sound as if God and the world, and the human 

world in particular, stand over against eac& other in a relation something 

like indifference. But that is the last thing I mean to say; I shall try 

to explain further in a few minutes time. 

Let's stay for a moment with this way of stating the difference that I have 

spoken of - God and ourselves not simply serving each others needs, not 

. .". '" just a cosm1C 'eg01sme a deux' as the French say - a twofold egoism. God 

wants the world to be the world, not to be a passive reflection of what he 

is, but to be itself and to find him ~ being itself. That, of course, is 

the message that every Christian needs to hear. God does not ask us to be 

replicas of each other, standardised, mass produced, cloned human beings. 

We each of us have to find God by the painful struggle in community to be 

ourse I ves, to be the beings we have it in us to be; to find how our 

capacities can grow in and with the capacities of others. 

Again, if God had made a world which simply reflected back to God without 

action, without change, without nuance what God was, there would be no real 

difference. Let me turn here again to Austin Farrer, whom I mentioned a 

few minutes ago. Farrer tells a parable to illustrate this relation; a 

parable which he says he heard from a Jewish thinker. In the beginning God 
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created a world that was perfect, a world which perfectly and absolutely 

reflected back to God the divine glory. And it was so good, so wonderful, 

so perfect~ that as soon as God had made it, it instantly fell back into 

God's bosom. It was literally too good to live; it was not different; it 

was just God allover again - perfection. A world that God makes is a 

world that is not God; a world that is not perfect, a world that does 

change, a world that is in many ways at risk. God wants that world to be 

itself, not simply to be him in disguise. 

This is expressed quite dramatically by a modern French Roman Catholic 

writer (who has been in trouble with the Vatican for various reasons) - a 

Dominican, Jacques Pohier. He wrote a very moving book about his own 

experience of being harassed and being suspended from his work as a Roman 

Catholic priest and theologian - a book called God in Fragments. The last 

section of this book is entitled 'God is God, so God is not Everything'. 

God wants there to be what is not God - a real world - a world which is not 

simply an enormous code for the divine life; not simply an enormous version 

of God in slightly different dress. Pohier believes that Christians are 

really rather reluctant to take this on board, to accept and to celebrate 

the real difference of the world from God as being something that God 

wants. God wants the world to find God and to reflect God by being itself. 

'God is God, so God is not everything': God makes space for what is not 

God. 

Maybe it is this that makes sense of those strange utterances in the 

letters from prison of Dietrich Bonhoeffer - so influential, so life ­

changing for many Christians in the last forty years. Bonhoeffer in his 

prison cell awaiting execution wrote, as many of you will remember, 
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enigmatic fragments, paragraphs of reflection, including such remarks as 

'with God and before God we must learn to live as people who can do quite 

well without God'. Statements like that were, for some, the charter for a 

rather thoughtless secularism, especially in the 1960s, when it was assumed 

that what Bonhoeffer really meant was that the interests of God and the 

world were really identical and you served God simply by activism. I think 

that that is the last thing that Bonhoeffer meant. He was saying much 

more; that you can only understand God .!! God when you see that the 

Christian vocation is twofold: to love and to celebrate God for being God, 

and to love and to celebrate the world for being what it is - and not,
 
constantly to fuse them together either in pietism or in activism. 

Spelling all that out would take me a lot longer than the time I have 

available here; but let me leave that as a trail that some of you may like 

to think about or to follow. It seems to me to express something very 

important about how the 'differentness' of God and the world can be 

significant. 

This leads me on to the fourth area that I want to emphasise in thinking 

about belief in the doctrine of 'creation out of nothing', which really 

arises from what I have just been talking about. God and the world are 

different; our dependence on God is also our liberty in the face of God; 

so, finally, what does that say about the love of God? I said a few 

minutes ago that the risk of talking ~~out the 'differentness' of God and 

the world, standing over against each other like that, was that it might 

suggest that God and the world really had nothing much to say to each 

other; that there was a mutual indifference. But again, turning to some 

of the early Christian theologians - Clement of Alexandria, Augustine, 
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once again, and several others - we can perhaps begin to see how something 

quite distinct is being said. 

Clement of Alexandria, at one point, makes a very remarkable statement 

about the love of God. The kind of love we are used to, he says, is on the 

whole, the love of like for like. If you are a pagan in ancient 

Alexandria, then you can expect, perhaps, that the gods may love your mind 

or your spirit because it is a bit like them. The gods are bodiless and 

unlocateable and so is yorlT mind; so there is a natural affinity - and, in 

human terms, very naturally, you love people with whom you have koinonia, 

he says, people with whom you have something in common. But what is 

distinctive about the love of God is that it is not based on having 

something in common; it is utterly free, it is completely gift. 

God does not love us out of a kind of sentimental feeling that we remind 

him a little bit of himself. He does not love us because he likes the look 

of us, because we are 'the sort of people he can do business with'; and he 

does not love us because he has got some kind of common interest and common 

loyalty with us; as if we were all in the same boat. God has absolutely 

nothing in common with us, says Clement of Alexandria, and that is why the 

love of God is so extraordinary and so much to be celebrated and rejoiced 

in. St Augustine, a couple of hundred years later, was to make very much 

the same point. When you say that the love of God is 'disinterested', or 

'without passion', the last thing you mean is that it is some sort of 

impersonal benevolence. On the contrary, it is a love of such freedom and 

such resourcefulness and such energy, precisely because it is not 

conditioned by the way we are; precisely because it is the love of someone 

wholly different. 
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Think about this theme; think about it in the context of human relations 

and the immense difficulty we have in genuinely loving, giving ourselves 

into the hands of people who are drastically different from us, the 

difficulty we have in trusting those who are different, giving anything of 

ourselves to them. You begin then to see what the point is here: that the 

love which is healing and creative, which miraculously brings something 

different into the world, is the love which transcends 'having something in 

common'; a love which transceads fellow feeling, which is free to take the 

further step of saying 'yes' to those who are different and those who are 

perhaps rather frightening to us. A Christian can talk about this because 

the Christian believes in a God whose love is like that. The differentness 

of God should underline for us the liberty, the universality, the 

. unpredictability (once more) of divine love. 

There then, are four areas in which, I believe, the Christian doctrine of 

creation, understood in the way I tried to suggest at the beginning of this 

talk, might help us think some fairly concrete thoughts about being 

Christian and about being human; I suspect as I've hinted, that the 

doctrine of creation is not adequately dealt with if we simply think of it 

as a doctrine about how things got started. We need to keep thinking about 

it as a doctrine affecting our present relation with God. I think I would 

prefer, instead of talking about a 'doctrine of creation', to talk about a 

'doctrine of how to be creatures'; how to live before God with all this in 

mind - to live with the reality of history (that is, with the fact that we 

cannot wholly control the future), with the fact that the human world is 

mysterious, troubling, dangerous, and yet fraught with hope and with 

possibility. All this means living with the fact also that this is a world 

we can understand, a world by understanding which we may penetrate some way 
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into the wisdom of God, the orderliness of God's own life and action; to 

live as intelligent, critical and questioning beings. 

Being creatures also entails learning how to depend upon God in a way that 

is not servile or childish; learning how to give ourselves to God in a way 

which liberates and does not enslave us; learning how to see God and trust 

God so radically that in depending upon God we become ourselves - and, 

ultimately, learning to live with the very demanding, the very troubling, 
, 

idea of love that all this entails; the love of the different, the other, 

the stranger, the love of the unpredictable and the uncontrollable. 

Living with all these things, is living as a creature, and really believing 

in God the creator is nothing other than learning to live as a creature. 

To paraphrase St James, you can believe that God made the world but the 

devils believe as much, and they tremble. It is not particularly good news 

to be told that God made the world; it is very interesting, but you 

wouldn't be too surprised by the response 'so what?' But if we begin with 

a vision of our present relation to the God who is so drastically free that 

he is capable of bringing something out of nothing, that is a different 

proposition; that is challenging to many things in our lives and our 

thoughts, and it is also - and this must be the final criterion of any 

decent theology - good news. It tells us that God wants us to be here, and 

that is something well worth affirming; we are here because God wants us 

here and God wants us here in our diversity. God does not want us to be, 

as I said earlier, passive reflections of the divine life. God wants us as 

active, diverse people. God wants us to trust him, to give ourselves into 

his hands; but wants that not so that he will feel better for it, but that 

~ may be made free by the contemplative love he offers us. He wants us to 
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take the risk of loving the stranger and the other because that is the love 

in which he founds and sustains everything. 

If there is a way of summing up what I have been trying to outline in this 

lecture, it would be that believing in God as creator is learning to live 

as creatures, in the faith and the trust and the love which that entails. 

If we are asked to explain, to elucidate for unbelievers, what it is to 

believe in a creating God, ,I have a suspicion that we would do best not to 

turn immediately to the pages of speculative cosmology, but to point to the 

lives of believing people who have lived 'as creatures', who have lived 

intelligently and hopefully; who have lived with the realities of history; 

who have lived in dependence on God and found their freedom in that; who 

have learned to love with something of the freedom of the creator. 
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