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Introduction 

The unwelcome question, O h God, why?' is familiar to most people 
through personal experience, but those with the duty of pastoral care may 
come upon it frequendy. The central paradox is how an all-powerful, loving 
God can permit suffering, a question which has been posed throughout the 
ages but is perhaps best known in its pre-Christian Epicurean phrasing: 

Is God willing to prevent evil, but not able? Then he is impotent. Is he able 
but not willing? Then he is malevolent. Is he both willing and able? Whence 
then is evil?1 

The development of a theodicy which is consistent with scripture, 
philosophy and experience has taxed theologians throughout history, and 
with the addition of science into the mix a new twist has been added. The 
aim of this paper is to describe and critique a movement which began in 
North American evangelical culture known as openness theology, so-called 
because it describes a belief in an open, largely undetermined future. I will 
oudine its main arguments and possible shortcomings. In a second paper, 
(in effect Tart Two'), I will seek to show how openness theology can be 
modified and extended using both a scientific understanding of time and 
modern interpretation of classical ideas regarding God's eternal nature to 
take account of these objections. 
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However, it is first necessary to describe the arguments which have laid 
the foundation for the growth in the openness movement. 

Paradox or Mystery 

In the pre-Enlightenment era, the Epicurean paradox would not have 
seemed to be so much of an issue, since recourse to God's mystery would 
satisfy many enquirers. Weinandy sums up the approach which is more 
likely to be adopted in the current period: 

Many theologians today, having embraced the Enlightenment presuppositions 
and the scientific method that it fostered approach theological issues as if they 
were scientific problems to be solved rather than mysteries to be discerned and 
clarified.2 

However, Weinandy who himself believes that such an approach is 
regrettable, does not go far enough in his assessment. Experience indicates 
that many ordinary people in this postmodern era willingly reject what they 
assume to be Christian beliefs because of their perceived inherent illogical
ity. For many, the Epicurean paradox is a sufficient enough barrier to faith 
and it is into this gap that openness theologians have crept with a funda
mental reassessment of the temporal nature of God, rooted primarily in a 
moderately conservative reading of scripture, but then firmly argued from a 
philosophical stance. They have declared that the paradox can be resolved 
provided one is willing to forego an eternalist understanding of God's ontol
ogy, a move which they feel is wholly justified from scripture. 

The Opennes s Understanding of God 

Openness theology falls into a broad band of theologies which could be 
loosely grouped together under the banner of 'Divine Temporalism'. This 
includes those such as Swinburne3 who have an almost Barthian under
standing of God creating time and subjecting himself to it. Where they 
differ from Barth is in the belief that God does not know the future since it 
has not yet happened. For instance Swinburne suggests that: 

. . . God may choose to create creatures with freewill (as I have understood 
that), and in that case the universe may indeed contain the occasional surprise 
for God.4 

Vardy takes a different approach, clarifying time more clearly as some
thing which has always existed because God exists, rather than as a separate 
created entity: 

Before the creation of the universe, with its physical objects which could 
provide a measure of time, time would still have existed, since God's thoughts 
would have been sequential.5 
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In this sense, time is an attribute of the divine which we see reflected within 
the created world. 

These different philosophies view time as either a divine attribute or a 
necessary part of creation embraced by God. Openness theology appears 
to be less concerned with an understanding of time per se, a weakness which 
I will come to in due course. 

Openness theology's evangelical roots dictate a moderately conservative 
interpretation of scripture, but that in itself should not detract from the 
thought-provoking issues being raised. Although the term 'openness theol
ogy' has only been coined relatively recendy, the underpinning ideas have 
been developing for some time in Protestant theology as witnessed by the 
comments from Vardy and Swinburne mentioned above, neither of whom 
are part of the openness movement. It is a form of 'Sempiternalism', 
defined by Yong as following the Heraclitan philosophical model which 
'emphasizes the ontological reality of temporal passage'6. Therefore God is 
referred to as 'everlasting' or 'the Ancient of Days' rather than 'timeless'. 

The basic premise is that the future is considered to be largely 'open' in 
that the only things which God knows for sure will happen are those which 
he has foreordained. All other aspects are left 'open' and consequendy 
much of the future is formed by God in prayerful partnership with human
ity. This is not to state that God experiences the same time as humanity, 
since as material beings our time-frame references appear to be bound to 
the forces of nature as defined within relativity theory. As I have 
mentioned, a weakness in openness theology as I have understood it, is a 
lack of consideration of the nature of time. God is deemed to have a differ
ent but nevertheless genuine experience of past, present and future wherein 
he experiences memories of an unalterable past, the continuous change of 
the present and the anticipation of a future which is as yet unformed. This 
implies that God has an absolute frame of reference, i.e. that there is a 
divine time which everything happens with respect to. I will return to this 
oversimplification later. 

In the openness model, God can still be described as omniscient, since 
he knows everything which can logically be known,7 but since the future has 
not yet happened it is unknowable. The outcome of the openness claim 
that humanity has true libertarian freedom would therefore be that God 
cannot know for sure what each individual will do, although with complete 
knowledge of the past and present he is able to discern the likely decisions 
which we might make. Nevertheless, our libertarian freedom means that 
God is able to be surprised by our actions. 
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The implication of this model is that, contrary to some classical models, 
the picture of God's personality as depicted in the openness understanding 
of the Bible is not anthropomorphic but genuine. God has recognisable 
emotions, being, for example, genuinely upset when we choose to ignore 
him. Sanders quotes Heschel as saying that 'God's concern for justice and 
love is not an anthropomorphism; rather our concern for justice and love is 
a theomorphism'8, - where Heschel's words are consistent with Genesis 
1:26: 'Then God said, "Let us make humankind in our image, according to 
our likeness"'. 

On this understanding, the scriptural descriptions of God transcend 
metaphor since any true relationship must be between individuals who 
divulge, at least partially, their true identity (or their best understanding 
thereof). This literalist understanding both of scripture and communication 
requires consideration and I will return to this second possible limitation 
later. 

In terms of its practical considerations for Christian living, openness 
theologians are quick to point out that it makes sense of intercessory prayer, 
since if the future is as yet unformed God is able to listen to our desires and 
weave them into the tapestry of his plans. Indeed our very prayers may 
influence the plans he has, as evidenced in the biblical support for the model 
which I will now describe. 

Biblical Support Cited for Opennes s Theology 

As an evangelical model, openness theology is based firmly in scripture 
and so it is necessary to examine some of the evidence for this approach 
which has been offered. There are large parts of human-divine dialogue 
from scripture which could be described in support of this model. Space 
limitations require that only a few can be discussed in detail. 

Beginning with the Old Testament, numerous references describe God 
having limited knowledge of the future. The first instance of this is in Gen. 
6: 5-6 in which God sees the evil of humanity and is sorry he created 
human beings. The demonstration of emotional grief is important in itself 
since it indicates God to be deeply affected by his creation rather than 
remote from it. In terms of the temporal argument Wenham9 suggests one 
can translate the Hebrew more strongly, substituting 'regretted' for 'was 
sorry'. Regret, in this context, might even imply that humanity's disobedi
ence, the outcome of God's creation of a libertarian universe, had not 
clearly been foreseen. 

Another example from the Old Testament concerns the calling of 
Moses in Exodus 3-4. The words attributed to God suggest his uncertainty 
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about the future regarding the signs he has given to Moses to convince the 
elders of Israel of his words. Exodus 4: 1-9 describes three signs; the staff 
which becomes a snake; the hand which becomes leprous and then 
cleansed; and the Nile water which will become blood when poured out. 
The key statement from God in Ex. 4: 8-9 (italics mine) is: c^f they will not 
believe you or heed the first sign, they may believe the second sign. Ifthty 
will not believe even these two signs . . .' 

There appears to be acknowledgement of chance and free choice here. 
God is giving Moses several signs in case the elders do not heed each one. To 
do so suggests that in this instance, God is unsure how they will react. 

A second group of Old Testament scriptures concern occasions when 
God appears to change his plans in response to intercessions, implying an 
undetermined future. The first example considered here might even suggest 
divine short sightedness at the disastrous consequences of being merciful. 
This concerns 2 Kings 20: 1-6 in which Isaiah is sent by God to King 
Hezekiah to tell him to prepare to die. Hezekiah cries out to God for mercy 
and God responds, promising that He will instead heal him, and give him 
another 15 years of life. Two results of this life extension could give one 
cause to question God's wisdom in changing his mind, had he known the 
future outcome. The first was Hezekiah's inappropriate decision to show 
envoys from Babylon everything that he had stored, leading to Isaiah's 
prophecy that this would result in the Babylonians returning to take these 
things back to their homeland for themselves. The second was that in the 
extra 15 years Manasseh was born to Hezekiah, taking the throne on his 
death. According to 2 Kings 21 he led Israel back into sin, undoing all his 
father's work. 

Similarly there are two further stories about Moses. In the first, Ex. 4: 
10-17, Moses provokes God to anger by pleading with him to send someone 
else. God, despite his anger, alters his plans to include Aaron as Moses' 
mouthpiece. The second, described in Ex. 32, records the repercussions 
following the incident with the golden calf in which God proclaims that he 
will destroy Israel and start a new nation from Moses. This in itself suggests 
a divine willingness to change plans, but Moses bravely disputes with God, 
imploring him not to destroy Israel and to remember the promises he made 
to Abraham, Isaac and Israel. Exodus 32:14 makes the outcome of Moses' 
intercession quite plain: 'And the Lord changed his mind about the disaster 
that he planned to bring on his people.' 

Sanders10 postulates that God could have rebutted each of Moses' argu
ments, or simply declared that because he was God he could do as he 
pleased, but instead he listened to Moses and changed his plans. One could 
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speculate further that God's knowledge of Moses' character and the 
strength of his reaction indicated that perhaps God realised that to follow 
through with his threat would have alienated Him from Moses, thus making 
it impossible to carry out his back-up plan of forming a new nation from 
Moses. 

There are also several passages which indicate that God will threaten 
punishment and then refrain from punishing if the threat leads to repen
tance. These include Jeremiah 18: 7-10, Amos 7: 1-6, Joel 2: 13 and Jonah 
4: 2 in which Jonah declares that Ί knew that you are a gracious God and 
merciful, slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love, and ready to relent 
from punishing.' 

Although these are a limited number of passages drawn from many 
possible examples, openness argues that they represent the general thrust of 
the Old Testament in which God deals with a wayward and often disobedi
ent people, threatening them with punishment, then repenting of it if they 
turn back to him. 

With respect to the New Testament there is less material to work with, 
of which a large proportion is mainly teaching rather than the narrative and 
prophetic style that the Old Testament examples are drawn from. We 
should also take account of the development of theology and the influence 
of Greek philosophy on the New Testament authors. However, Rice uses 
broad brushstrokes, on the basis of Jesus Christ being the incarnation of 
God, to show how his life was 'characterised by service to and sujferìng with 
rather than power over human beings11.' The point of this is that if Jesus was 
the very incarnation of God, yet did not seek to have power over us, then 
why should we imagine the Father to be any different? A God who is 
temporal and who has the utmost respect for the libertarian free will he has 
given to his creatures seems to have far more in common with the person of 
Christ than one who is atemporal and unapproachable. The parables of 
Luke 15, the Lost Sheep, the Lost Coin and the Prodigal Son, exemplify 
this. In each case the character representing God, i.e. the shepherd, the 
woman, and the father, exhibits tremendous joy at finding that which was 
lost. Indeed Jesus underlines the joy in heaven over a sinner who repents in 
verses 7 and 10. Openness theologians would argue that more sense can be 
made of these parables by believing heaven to exist alongside us temporally 
than by envisaging an atemporal eternity. Once again it is worth highlight
ing that this view appears to neglect an understanding of the nature of time. 

It is worth noting that contemporary eternalists such as Barth do not 
seem to be quite so constrained by Greek ideas as the temporalist movement 
credits them as being, seeking instead to reconcile an eternalist position with 
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an interactionist God in the person of Christ. Nevertheless, openness theol
ogy raises interesting questions such as how could the father possibly rejoice 
at the return of the prodigal son if he had always known that the son would 
return, and how can heaven rejoice at a sinner who repents if it had always 
been known that the sinner would repent, if indeed it had even been deter
mined by God that the sinner had no free will to do anything but repent? 

Rice also makes a similar point regarding the cross itself: 

The idea of a suffering God is the antithesis of traditional divine attributes such 
as immutability and impassibility. It contradicts the notion that God is 
immune to transition, to anything resembling the vicissitudes of human experi
ence.12 

Sanders13 draws on the Son being the image of the Father in the exam
ples where Jesus appears to change his mind to deal with unexpected 
changes in circumstance. Examples include the Canaanite woman who 
persuaded Jesus, against his will, to heal her daughter in Mt. 15: 21-8, and 
the way in which he broke off his journey to healjairus' daughter by delay
ing first to speak to the haemorrhaging woman who had surprised him by 
touching his clothes in faith and apparendy taking her healing from him. 
However, I do not believe that these examples represent a strong reinforce
ment of his arguments. If we believe Jesus to be fully human as well as fully 
God, why should we be surprised if he changed his mind? To do so is 
clearly a human attribute regardless of whether it is also a divine attribute. 

Sanders14 also draws attention to the nature of Jesus' prayers in Gethse-
mane in Mt. 26: 36-44. In each case Jesus cries out to the Father beginning 
with the word 'if'. It could be surmised that Jesus did not believe that the 
future was inalterable, and was praying that God would change his plans. 

Finally, one could argue that the writer of Revelation succinctly 
described God's temporal but everlasting nature in the song of the four 
living creatures who sing: 'Holy, holy, holy, the Lord God the Almighty, who 
was and is and is to come' (Rev. 4: 8). 

There is an awareness amongst openness theologians of problematic 
passages in the Bible, particularly eschatological passages in which God or 
Christ seem to possess intimate knowledge of events which have not yet 
occurred. Boyd has recendy clarified an openness position regarding some 
aspects of the future being setded, and others being open: 

the sovereign Creator setties whatever he wants to setde about the future, and 
hence he perfectly foreknows the future as settled to this extent. He leaves open 
whatever he wants to leave open, and hence he perfecdy foreknows the future 
as possible to this extent.15 
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In other words, God can reveal some of what will happen because as sover
eign he has determined that particular incidents will happen. However, to 
say that some of the future is determined is not to say that all of the future 
is determined, and as I have shown, openness believes much of the future to 
lie in possibilities, not predetermined actualities. 

Returning to the Epicurean Paradox 

This brief tour of openness theology returns us to the Epicurean para
dox, but now with an evangelically styled response. By suggesting that the 
future is undetermined, except for those parts which he has specifically 
planned, defined within the model as those aspects of the future to which 
prophecy refer, openness theologians believe they have restored libertarian 
freewill to humanity in a way that classical theology cannot. Clearly some 
forms of Calvinism do not even pretend to include freewill, believing in a 
specifically deterministic universe, but other classical interpretations of 
theology would claim that it is possible for God to be beyond time and eter
nal, and yet for humanity to retain libertarian freewill. To this argument an 
openness theologian16 would say that if God resides beyond time, and is able 
to examine any action by a 'free' agent, then that agent would not be free 
since if God knew what choice they would make, then they would be unable 
to make any alternative choice, since God is perfect and hence his knowl
edge is perfect. 

However, the openness model has shown a way in which this philosoph
ical problem can be surmounted. If God does not know the future, then an 
agent is truly free, and consequendy God cannot in any way be held respon
sible for their libertarian action. God is willing to prevent evil, but he is not 
able to, not by virtue of impotence, but because he has chosen to create a 
universe populated by libertarian agents. If one person chooses to perpe
trate an act of violence on another, they are truly free to do so since God 
would not have known for sure that such an outcome was likely. 

Shortcomings Evident in Openness Theology 

I perceive several shortcomings in openness theology, none of which 
disqualify it from consideration, but instead mark its relative newness and 
the need for further development. I will pursue these shortcomings in a 
second paper but it is necessary first to oudine them here. 

The first and most obvious objection could be that openness is overly 
dependent on a fairly conservative reading of scripture, with all the prob
lems of metaphor inherent in such a reading. The second, more important 
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objection is the distinction which could be drawn between some strands of 
classical theology in which all time resides in God's present, summarised for 
example by Barth: 'Eternity is the simultaneity of beginning, middle and 
end, and to that extent it is pure duration'17; - and the openness belief that it 
is simply the present moment which exists in God's present. In the first 
instance this is theologically unsatisfying because it implies that the past is 
'lost' to God, but it also underscores an incomplete understanding of time, 
since modern physics leads us to understand that there is no such thing as 
the present instant. The rate of flow of time is dependent on the velocity of 
the observer and their position relative to a gravitational body. Thirdly, 
openness does not sufficiendy deal with 'natural evil', leaving the Epicurean 
paradox only to be applied to human evil. 

In the second paper I will examine these three questions and show how 
openness theology can be extended in its scope in order to be more scientifi
cally and philosophically satisfying. 
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