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Classical theism has sought to define and defend the nature of God 
as both Creator and Governor of the world. As Creator, God is both tran- 
scendent over the world and immanent within it. The divine presence and 
power are constantly necessary for the world’s continuing existence. As 
Governor, God providentially directs world events, as a whole and in 
every part, according to a benevolent divine purpose. Such is a traditional 
pattern of Christian belief.

The problem of suffering, however, presents two contrasting but 
inseparable modes of theological discourse that bring tension to this tradi- 
tional pattern. First, the idea of providence seeks to affirm and explain the 
mode of God’s activity in creation. As such, this idea is also inseparably 
connected to conceptions of divine power insofar as they account for the 
nature and extent of God’s ability to govern the world. Second, the ever- 
present reality of suffering challenges us to explain the apparent inactivity 
of God or the scope and limit of God’s action in our lives.

Theism typically has held that chance and providence are antithetical 
descriptions of the universe. The idea that God exercises a meaningful and 
purposive direction over the universe in general, and individual lives in par- 
ticular, has simply ruled out the operation of chance. In normal conversa- 
tion today, however, people commonly accept the vagaries of life, including 
a highly significant level of pain and suffering, as a consequence of human 
freedom, a product of natural causes or the unpredictability of the world in
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general. Appealing to God’s providence is not a normative part of the con- 
temporary scientific worldview. Indeed, the discoveries of modem science 
have only served to strengthen the thesis that there is a chancefulness lying 
at the heart of all existence, a radical indeterminacy and randomness under- 
lying any of the measurable regularities or laws of nature.

Christian faith today is mostly lived within this paradox of provi- 
dence and chance. Living in a world of chance is belied only by the reli- 
gious instinct we find encouraged throughout the Bible for turning to 
prayer in the anticipation that God acts and is working out the divine pur- 
pose.1 It is within this paradox that I want to explore the resources in John 
Wesley’s theology for constructing a contemporary theodicy. My method 
will be to enter first into dialogue with John Calvin’s doctrine of provi- 
dence as an expression of classical theism and then with the emphasis on 
chance we find in modern science.

John Calvin: The God of Providence2

John Calvin claimed it to be the solace of believers to know that 
their “Heavenly Father so holds all things in his power, so rules by his 
authority and will, so governs by his wisdom, that nothing can befall 
except he determine it.”3 If we are to understand the nature of God’s prov

1Timothy Gorringe puts it well when he says that belief in providence which 
pits providence against chance is “both necessary and impossible, absurd, but 
deeply human.” He continues: “It is not a belief required of us formally by the 
creeds but, much more profoundly, by our daily prayer. Belief in providence is 
the very structure of the religious life: belief that God acts, that he has a purpose 
not simply for the whole of creation but for me, that this purpose can be discerned
and that, through prayer, I can put myself in the way of it Over against this
all embracing trust in God, which is the fabric of Christian life, stands the tyranny 
of chance” (T. J. Gorringe, God's Theatre: A Theology of Providence, London: 
SCM Press, 1991, 1-2).

2See Wilhelm Niesel, The Theology of Calvin (London: Lutterworth Press, 
1956), 6If.; Francois Wendel, Calvin: The Origins and Development of His Reli- 
gious Thought (London: Collins, 1980), 177f.; William J. Bouwsma, John 
Calvin: A Sixteenth Century Portrait (Oxford: Oxford Univei úty Press, 1988), 
162-176; Anna Case-Winters, God,s Power: Traditional Understandings and 
Contemporary Challenges (Kentucky: Westminster/John Knox Press, 1990); 
David C. Steinmetz, Calvin in Context (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995), 
40f; T. H. L. Parker, Calvin: An Introduction to His Thought (London: Geoffrey 
Chapman, 1995), 53f.

3John T. McNeill, ed., and Ford Lewis Battles, trans., Calvin: Institutes of 
the Christian Religion (Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1960), hereafter, 
Institutes, I, XVII, 11.
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idence, we must understand the nature of the God of providence: that God 
as Father is wise Governor and powerful Ruler of the world.4

1. Wise Governor. There have been those in every generation who, 
when confronted with the problem of evil, have sought to demonstrate that 
world events are either subject to pure chance with no higher purpose or 
driven by natural causes according to some necessary and inbuilt purpose.5 
First, Calvin minted his theology against the Epicureans, for whom the 
purpose of life was to seek the greatest level of happiness in a world of 
chance, and over which we have little control. Second, he also proceeded 
to refute the Stoics who thought of providence in terms of God governing 
the world through the inbuilt and irrepressible laws of nature which were 
set in motion at the time of creation. Calvin rejected both these schools of 
thought because the radical indeterminacy of the Epicureans and the deter- 
minism of the Stoics effectively compromised God’s own personal govern- 
ment of the world in general, and the providential care of individual crea- 
tures in particular. Rather, Calvin says that “faith ought to penetrate more 
deeply, namely, having found him Creator of all, forthwith to conclude he 
is also everlasting Governor and Preserver—not only in that he drives the 
celestial frame as well as its several parts by a universal motion, but that he 
sustains, nourishes, and cares for everything he has made.”6

Calvin wants us perceive, by faith, that it is God as Governor of ere- 
ation who determines every particular event, however seemingly insignifi- 
cant. So, “God by the bridle of his providence turns every event whatever 
way he wills.”7 This so called “panergism,” or universal exercise of divine

4The Bible presents us with many different images of God, but, for Calvin, 
none could be more all-embracing than that of God as our Heavenly Father. See 
Parker, Calvin, 43. William Bouwsma argues for the way that the feudal system 
of princely power shaped Calvin’s understanding of the nature and rule of God’s 
power over the world. Anna Case-Winters also demonstrates how Calvin, as a 
man of his time, formulated his theology against very strong patriarchal patterns 
of thought, shaped by his particular socio-political context. See Case-Winters, 
God’s Power, 49f.

5See Charles Partree, Calvin and Classical Philosophy (Leiden: E. J. Brill,
1977), 99f.; Case-Winters, God's Power, 57-58; Parker, Calvin, 45.

6Institutes I, XVI, 1. Bouwsma claims that “Calvin’s emphasis was on 
God’s governance; indeed, his creation of the world interested him chiefly 
because it pointed to his control over it” {John Calvin, 163).

7Institutes, I, XVI, 9. Concerning general providence, Calvin insists that 
“the universe is ruled by God, not only because he watches over the order of 
nature set by himself, but because he exercises especial care over each of his 
works” (Institutes I, XVI, 4).
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power, means that it is misleading to speak of general and particular 
providence, as though God works in two different ways in creation. 
Rather, there is one providence, since all of God’s activity is particular. 
Thus, on the one hand, we are to read the unpredictability and volatility of 
nature as instances of God’s sovereign freedom to act in particular ways 
without any constraint whatsoever.8 On the other hand, the generalities of 
nature are merely God acting in a particular way with dependable and 
memorable regularity, such as the daily rising and setting of the sun, 
which cause us to “renew our remembrance of his fatherly favour towards 
us.”9 Such generalities, therefore, serve to remind us that God’s particular 
government of the world is exercised with goodness and wisdom—faith- 
fully directing all things for our ultimate well-being.10

The nature and extent of divine power is such that nothing happens 
at all except that God directly wills it and willfully directs it. Omnipo- 
tence is not just a measure of God’s power to do anything, but having a 
power which actually does everything. In other words, Calvin also under- 
stood divine omnipotence in terms of “omnicausality.” God is the cause of 
everything that happens, everywhere and at all times.11 Divine power is “a 
watchful, effective, active sort, engaged in ceaseless activity.. . .  For he is 
deemed omnipotent. . .  because, governing heaven and earth by his provi- 
dence, he so regulates all things that nothing takes place without his 
deliberation.”12 Thus, omnipotence denotes God’s action in the world, 
ubiquitously directing and ceaselessly caring for creation.

2. Powerful Ruler. The logic of identifying God’s power and will 
leads Calvin ultimately to reject the power of self-direction in any part of 
creation. Not only does God irresistibly direct inanimate objects,13 but also 
human beings, such that “whether they are good or evil . . . their plans, 
wills, efforts, and abilities are under God’s hand; that it is within his choice 
to bend them whither he pleases and to constrain them whenever he

8See Bouwsma, John Calvin, 163, 166.
9Institutes I, XVI, 2.
10Institutes I, XVII, 7. See also Institutes I, XVI, 1.
11Institutes, I, XVIII, 2.
12Institutes I, XVI, 3.
13Institutes, I, XVI, 2: “Concerning inanimate objects we ought to hold that, 

although each one has by nature been endowed with its own properties, yet it 
does not exercise its own power except in so far as it is directed by God’s ever 
present hand.”
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pleases.”14 In short, there is no other power but God’s power, no other will 
but God’s will. Any power displayed in the world, whether natural or per- 
sonai, is but a realization and reflection of God’s own all-determining will. 
What is more, insofar as God’s will is always realized, so far does Calvin 
identify the power and sovereign freedom of God, albeit at the expense of 
what we would consider to be genuine creaturely freedom.15

Further, the divine will is singular: God does not have a plan for the 
world which can be frustrated or compromised by creaturely causes, as 
though the divine purpose was like a mere human desire that may or may 
not be realized. For nothing happens that is not directly willed by God. 
Calvin’s purpose is to refute any dichotomies or dualisms between God’s 
will and the unfolding history of the world. First, as we have seen, there is 
no difference between God’s general and particular providence. Second, he 
denied the then current medieval distinction between the absolute and 
ordained power of God, “between what God can do in view of his sheer 
and unlimited ability to act and what he has chosen to do in the light of his 
wise and sometimes inscrutable purposes.”16 Third, Calvin rejects the idea 
that God has two wills: one perfect purpose revealed in scripture which 
excludes evil, and another mysterious purpose which is realized through 
the agency of evil.17 Fourth, no part of creation is free to act contrary to the 
divine purpose, as though God must permit what God does not will.18 
Fifth, this divine determinism, which we find coursing through Calvin’s 
doctrine of providence, is also inseparably connected to his doctrine of 
predestination,19 the logic of which means that the future is already fixed, 
leaving no room for chance or fate in the history of the world.20

14Institutes, I, XVII, 6. Note further: “It is an absurd folly that miserable 
men take it upon themselves to act without God, when they cannot even speak 
except as he wills!” (Institutes, I, XVI, 6). See also Institutes I, XVIII, 2.

15Calvin claims that his concept of providence does not interfere with the 
freedom or responsibility of human agency, but, in order to do so, he makes a 
careful distinction between human freedom and human will. Thus, freedom is the 
creaturely capacity to act this way or that as directed by the will. The human will, 
however, is itself governed (i.e., directed and controlled) by the divine will so as 
to realize God’s purposes. Calvin supposes, therefore, that God can determine the 
will without compromising the capacity of creaturely freedom.

16Steinmetz, Calvin in Context, 40.
17Institutes I, XVIII, 3. See Neisel, The Theology of Calvin, 76.
18See Institutes I, XVIII, 3; Parker, Calvin, 47f.
19See Institutes I, XVI, 7; Wendel, Calvin, 178.
20See Institutes I, XVI, 4.
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3. Religious Values and Problems. Calvin’s doctrine of providence 
allows for no easy theodicy, but he perceived it to be the plain teaching of 
scripture that all human experience, whether good or evil, is directly 
willed by God, and always serves God’s justice and love. In this context, 
however, his primary concern is with the religious significance of God’s 
providence for the life of faith.21

First, when we are in the midst of great suffering, our reason and 
experience suggest that we cannot possibly be in the providential keeping 
of a wise and good God. If this is the case, however, then we only fall out 
of God’s hands and into the tyrannical grip of fate or chance, which robs 
our experience of purpose, and ultimately empties it of meaning.22 For 
Calvin, having a view of life which is directed by chance events can only 
lead to anxiety, hopelessness, and despair. Rather, he wants us to develop 
a faith that can see things differently, such that even the apparently evil 
things which befall us actually come from the hand of God, that they are 
part of the divine plan for us, and serve our ultimate good. The limitations 
of our creaturely wisdom and understanding, however, mean that God’s 
perfect purpose and plan remain “secret,” “hidden,” or “mysterious.” 
From our finite creaturely perspective, “as all future events are uncertain 
to us, so we hold them in suspense, as if they might incline to one side or 
the other. Yet in our hearts it nonetheless remains fixed that nothing will 
take place that the Lord has not previously foreseen.”23

Second, such a perspective of faith actually serves to set believers 
free from  anxiety about their present circumstances and future uncertain- 
ties and free for  a life of service and thanksgiving to God, whatever their 
circumstances may be. Freedom, for Calvin, is not about the capacity for 
choice or self-determination, but having the ability to fulfil one’s nature, 
or to live authentically. So, human freedom is realized through submis- 
sion to God’s will, in true humility and service, experiencing the peace 
and hope that it brings.24

21It may be for this reason that Calvin removed his formal discussion of pre- 
destination from that of providence in the later editions of the Institutes, relocat- 
ing it within his treatment of salvation. See Parker, Calvin, 48f.; Bouwsma, John 
Calvin, 173.

22See Institutes, I, XVII, 10.
23Institutes I, XVI, 9. See also Institutes, I, XVII, 8, 13.
24See Parker, Calvin, 47. This can be contrasted with divine freedom which 

means having a will that is necessarily realized according to God’s personal 
attributes of wisdom and goodness.
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Third, believers can be reassured that there are no meaningless expe- 
riences in life. Good comes by way of God’s blessing or reward, and suf- 
fering is God’s punitive or remedial action designed to promote introspec- 
tion and the formation of a godly character. Justice is always done, even 
when the wicked seem to go unpunished, since they are experiencing 
God’s forbearance, which will not last forever. In short, every event and 
experience of life represents God’s way with us humans.

Anna Case-Winters severely criticizes Calvin’s construal of divine 
power as operating in the mode of domination and control. This is a con- 
ception which, she argues effectively, disempowers, depersonalizes, and 
enslaves human beings.25 For many of us, Calvin’s worldview serves only 
to aggravate rather than alleviate the problem of evil, despite the many 
and worthwhile religious values it embodies. It seems to us that the deter- 
minism entailed in such “monological” concepts of divine providence and 
power leaves no other option but to make God directly responsible for 
human suffering, thereby seriously compromising God’s wisdom, good- 
ness and justice.26 Furthermore, monological conceptions of divine gov- 
emment finally undermine the biblical ideas of covenant and prayer as the 
ground of an interpersonal relationship, in which God and human beings 
are mutually responsible and responsive. It is hard to see how, for Calvin, 
prayer can be anything more than a means of simple submission to the 
dominating and controlling providence of God, including a passive accep- 
tance of pain and suffering as a direct outworking of the divine will.

In the final analysis, there are very grave doubts whether the attempt 
to find meaning in suffering as divine punishment or as the necessary con- 
dition for human formation has any genuinely religious or lasting pastoral 
value. Experience has shown that the pain which it inflicts, the guilt 
which it encourages, the bitterness against God which it fosters, and the 
distortion of human personality which it effects, are all to be condemned 
and avoided rather than justified.

25Winters, God’s Power, 70f.
26With respect to moral evil, Calvin would agree that God is responsible, 

although not finally culpable, for the moral evil of human agents. This is because 
every action is realized through the simultaneous operation of both human will, 
whose intentions are evil, and the divine will, who intends and employs the action 
to bring about only good. So, Calvin argues that an action can be morally evil 
from the human perspective but morally good from the divine perspective at one 
and the same time. This argument cannot work, however, in accounting for the 
experience of natural evil, where God must be held both responsible and account- 
able for the suffering it causes.
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John Wesley: The Gad of Liberating Grace27

In reading John Wesley’s accounts of divine providence, we see how 
very near to the edge of Calvinism he actually comes. Like Calvin, how- 
ever, Wesley also minted his views of divine power and providence 
against those of his time who would deny God’s personal involvement in 
and particular care over creation.28 The eighteenth century Deists, like the 
Stoics before them, affirmed God to be Creator of a world governed only 
by its own inbuilt natural laws; and like the Epicureans, they would set 
God apart in heaven with no real continuing interest in creation. Like 
Calvin, Wesley insisted that the eyes of faith would see God to be both 
Creator and Governor of the world—rejecting the idea of a remote and 
general providence in favor of a panergism which sustains and preserves 
the whole of creation, from moment to moment. Like Calvin, he believed 
that the idea of providence must necessarily rule out the operation of 
chance in the world: “Nothing comes by chance; that is a silly word; there 
is no such thing as chance,” says Wesley. “As God made the world, so he 
governs the world, and everything that is in it.”29 Indeed, he argues that 
any view less than this amounts to atheism! “So far as fortune or chance 
govern the world, God has no place in it.”30

27For a thorough treatment of Wesley’s approach to the problem of suffer- 
ing in the context of the experience of the early Methodists, see D. Dunn Wilson, 
Many Waters Cannot Quench: A Study of the Sufferings of Eighteenth-century 
Methodism and their Significance for John Wesley and the First Methodists (Lon- 
don: Epworth Press, 1969). Perhaps one of the more influential thinkers for 
Methodists in this century on the problem of pain and suffering is Leslie D. 
Weatherhead, whose works include Pain and Providence (London: Epworth 
Press, 1932), Why Do Men Suffer (London: SCM, 1935), and Salute to a Sufferer 
(London: Epworth Press, 1962). See also Randy Maddox, Responsible Grace 
(Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1994), 58-62, and Thomas C. Oden, John Wesley’s 
Scriptural Christianity (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1994), 120-131.

28See Frank Baker, ed., The Bicentennial Edition of the Works of John Wes- 
ley (Nashville: Abingdon Press), vol. 3, Sermon 67, On Divine Providence; Ibid., 
Sermon 77, Spiritual Worship; Oden, Scriptural Christianity, 112-120. For an 
account of Wesley’s doctrine of providence and some of its contemporary impli- 
cations, see my “Wesley an Theology for a World Context,” in Philip Meadows, 
ed., Windows on Wesley (Oxford: Applied Theology Press, 1997), chapter 2.

29Baker, The Bicentennial Edition, vol. 3, Sermon 95, On the Education of 
Children, para. 14.

30Thomas Jackson, ed., The Works of John Wesley (Grand Rapids: Zonder- 
van, 1958-59), 4: Journal (6 July 1781). See also WJW 2: Journal (12 March 
1756); WJW 13: Letter to Miss Hester Anne Roe (11 Feb 1779): “Chance has no 
share in the government of the world”; WJW 12: Letter to Miss Ball (23 May 
1773): “We know chance is an empty sound: the Lord sitteth on his throne and 
ruleth all things well. Love him; trust him; praise him.”
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This pattern of thought means that we only endure the experience of 
suffering as it concurs with divine providence, but always in the context 
of God’s benevolence and wisdom which, for Wesley, “are inseparably 
united, and continually act in concert with Almighty power, for the real 
good of all his creatures.”31 In his sermon On the Imperfection o f Human 
Knowledge, Wesley insisted, like Calvin, that the appearance of chance 
must be put down to the limits of human understanding and ignorance.32 
Thus, he attributes all the inequalities of human experience, including the 
phenomenon of undeserved suffering, to God’s inscrutable providence: 
“We cannot at all comprehend, why he raises some to wealth, honour, and 
power; and why, in the meantime, he depresses others with poverty and 
various afflictions.”33 Like Calvin, Wesley also saw this to be an issue of 
both divine sovereignty and human piety. On the one hand, it is only 
through the personal rule of God that the just receive God’s approbation 
and reward, while the unjust are condemned and ultimately fail to flour- 
ish. On the other hand, it is God’s primary purpose to transform human 
hearts and lives so that they might live in holiness and happiness.34

To the extent that Wesley shares Calvin’s views on God’s providence 
they also share similar religious values. With the eye of faith, one can 
penetrate the mystery of divine providence to see the wisdom and good- 
ness of God at work, who directs every experience, including pain and 
suffering, to our ultimate good. The perception of a chanceful world is set 
in opposition to the government of God, such that the fear of chance leads 
to anxiety and despair, whereas the fear of God leads to peace and hope.35 
Insofar as Wesley can be aligned with Calvin, so far must their respective 
theodicies suffer the same criticisms.

31Baker, The Bicentennial Edition, 2, Sermon 67, On Divine Providence, 
para. 14.

32Baker, The Bicentennial Edition, 2, Sermon 69, On the Imperfection of 
Human Knowledge, II. 1. Wesley contends that “it is childish conceit, to suppose 
chance governs the world, or has any part in the government of it: No, not even in 
those things that, to a vulgar eye, appear to be perfectly casual.”

33Baker, The Bicentennial Edition, II.9.
34For a detailed historical discussion of early Methodism on this point, see 

“Piety and Providence: Religious Experience and the Supernatural World,” in 
Henry D. Rack, Reasonable Enthusiast: John Wesley and the Rise of Methodism 
(London: Epworth Press, 1992), 420-436.

35For a thorough examination of the religious values inherent in Wesley’s 
understanding of suffering, and its Christological grounding, see Dunn Wilson, 
Many Waters, 137-151.
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1. The Origin and Nature o f Suffering. Wesley actually traces the 
origin of all evil and suffering back to the primordial sin of Adam, which 
resulted in the Fall of creation as a whole.36 Insofar as all human beings 
share the problem of original sin and a fallen nature, suffering is an 
inescapable fact of experience: we suffer as a result of our own failings, 
through belonging to an imperfect human family, and from disaster and 
disease. Using a favorite therapeutic metaphor, Wesley says that “the world 
is, indeed, in its present state, only one great infirmary. All that are therein 
are sick of sin; and their one business is to be healed.37״  So it is to this end 
that God puts the experience of pain and suffering—“he allots them just as 
much pain as is necessary to their health. . . . The pain of cure must, then, 
be endured by every man, as well as the pain of sickness.” Wesley does 
allow, however, that we can suffer as a result of ignorance and mistake, 
through weaknesses inherent in our creaturely finitude as well as the fallen 
condition. Whatever its cause, God uses suffering as a way of punishing 
sin, making the wicked good, and perfecting the good in holiness.

2. Sovereignty and Justice. We have seen how Calvin’s conceptual- 
ization of God’s power and sovereignty is remorselessly worked out in 
terms of the domination and control of the whole created order, logically 
entailing predestination and, from our perspective, the loss of true human 
freedom. With this comes the uncompromising view that God is directly 
responsible, if not culpable, for the world’s evil and suffering. In his 
Thoughts Upon Divine Sovereignty,38 Wesley affirms that the idea of sov- 
ereignty denotes the irresistible and unconditional will of God, but 
reserves it for the divine activity of creation. So, he asserts that the ere- 
ation and continuing existence of all creatures, with their various crea- 
turely capacities and all their inequalities of being and birth, derive from 
God’s sovereign power and determination. On the one hand, it is by God’s 
sovereign will that the natural world is created inert, incapable of motion 
or self-direction. On the other hand, it is by God’s sovereign will that 
human beings are made in the divine image, with the God-like capacity of 
free agency, to exercise genuinely undetermined choice.

36For detailed treatments of Wesley’s thinking, see Barry Bryant, “John 
Wesley on the Origins of Evil,” Wesleyan Theological Journal, 30:1 (Spring, 
1995), 111-133; Dunn Wilson, Many Waters, llOf, 139f.

37Baker, The Bicentennial Edition, 3, Sermon 109, The Trouble and Rest of 
Good Men, intro.

38See Jackson, The Works, 10, Thoughts Upon Divine Sovereignty, 361f.
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For Wesley, then, the difference between inanimate nature and 
human beings necessarily occasions a distinction between the way God 
governs each. The natural world, which is incapable of self-determina- 
tion, is both created and governed by God’s sovereign power, irresistibly 
and unconditionally moved and directed by the Spirit, who is the “Soul” 
of the world.39 Here, Wesley still operates with a Calvin-like idea of 
God’s sovereignty as over-ruling (or dominating and controlling) nature.40 
This principle also informs Wesley’s anthropology insofar as the body 
derives its motion and agency from the controlling presence of the human 
“soul,” which shares the divine spiritual nature. In creating human beings 
with the power of self-determination, however, Wesley departs from 
Calvin by reconceptualizing the mode of God’s government in respect of 
human freedom as a matter of justice, mercy and grace, rather than sover- 
eignty.41 For Wesley, the Calvinistic notions of sovereignty and predesti- 
nation actually compromise the justice of God who, according to Calvin’s 
logic, punishes those not free to do right and rewards those not free to do 
wrong.42 Rather, in his sermon On Divine Providence, Wesley says that 
“all the manifold wisdom of God (as well as all his power and goodness) 
is displayed in governing man as man; not as stock or stone, but as an 
intelligent and free spirit, capable of choosing either good or evil. Herein 
lies the depth of the wisdom of God, in his adorable providence; in gov- 
eming men, so as not to destroy either their understanding, will, or lib- 
erty.”43 For Wesley, therefore, the idea of divine justice involves a limita-

39See, for instance, Baker, The Bicentennial Edition, 4, Sermon 118, On the 
Omnipresence of God, II. 8.

40Baker, The Bicentennial Edition, 2, Sermon 68, The Wisdom of God's 
Counsels, para. 4: “For the whole inanimate creation, being totally passive and 
inert, can make no opposition to his will.”

41Baker, The Bicentennial Edition: “Whenever, therefore, God acts as a 
Governor, as a rewarder, or punisher, he no longer acts as a mere Sovereign, by 
his own sole will and pleasure; but as impartial Judge, guided in all things by his 
invariable justice.”

42See Jackson, The Works, 10: Predestination Calmly Considered, 216, 223־ 
4, 233-4.

43Baker, The Bicentennial Edition, 2, Sermon 67, On Divine Providence, 
para. 15.
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tion of God’s sovereignty in respect of, and response to, the genuine crea- 
44.turely freedom of choice between good and evil

3. Liberty and Grace. Wesley typically describes human liberty as 
having three characteristics: a liberty of contradiction (the power to do or 
not to do), a liberty of contrariety (the power to act one way or the con- 

trary), and the liberty of choice (the power to choose between good and 
evil, God and self).45 While the liberty of contradiction and contrariety 
are properties ‘natural’ to the spirit of human beings created in the image 
of God, we do not have the liberty of choice by nature—the fallen condi- 

tion means that we are unable to choose what is good or godly. Wesley 
tells us, however, that no human being is in a state of mere nature, since 
all have the prevenient grace of God, which is the Holy Spirit striving 
with the human heart to direct it into godly patterns of thinking and 
doing. In this sense, there is only true freedom insofar as God supematu- 

rally imparts the liberty of choice through the gracious personal presence 
of the Spirit.46 This liberty of choice is actually a function of conscience,

44See Baker, The Bicentennial Edition, 2. Sermon 68, The Wisdom of God's 
Counsels, para. 4: “Here evil men and evil spirits continually oppose the divine 
will, and create numberless irregularities.” Despite this, Wesley continues, God 
continues by his wisdom “to carry on his own glorious design—the salvation of 
lost mankind. Indeed, were he to do this by an absolute decree, and by his own 
irresistible power, it would imply no wisdom at all. But his wisdom is shown by 
saving man in such a manner as not to destroy his nature, not to take away the lib- 
erty which he has given him.” See also Baker, The Bicentennial Edition, 2, Ser- 
mon 63, The General Spread of the Gospel, para. 9: “Only suppose the Almighty 
to act irresistibly, and the thing is done; yea, with just the same ease as when 

“God said, Let there be light; and there was light.” But then, man would be man 
no longer: His inmost nature would be changed. He would no longer be a moral 
agent, any more than the sun or the wind; as he would no longer be endued with 
liberty—a power of choosing, or self-determination: Consequently, he would no 

longer be capable of virtue or vice, of reward or punishment.”
.11 .45Baker, The Bicentennial Edition, 4, Sermon 116, What is Man?, para 

para. 46”יSee WJW 10: Some Remarks on “A Defence of Aspasio Vindicated 
5, 356: “I believe that Adam, before his fall, had such freedom of will, that he 

might choose either good or evil; but that, since the fall, no child of man has a 
:10 ,natural power to choose anything that is truly good”; Jackson, The Works 

Some Remarks on Mr. Hill's Review, 392: “We both steadily assert that the will 
of man is by nature free only to evil. Yet we both believe that every man has a 
measure of free-will restored to him by grace”; Jackson, The Works, 10: Predesti- 
nation Calmly Considered, para. 45, 229: “I only assert, that there is a measure of 
free-will supernaturally restored to every man, together with that supernatural 

” ’.light which ‘enlightens every man that cometh into the world
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which is not a property of human nature per se9 but the mode of God’s 
inward government, perpetually inviting and influencing human beings to 
live in holiness of heart and life.

Thus, for Wesley, God’s power in human lives is not about domina- 
tion and control, but actively guiding hearts set at liberty to choose what 
is good and godly. Since the goal of holiness is the condition for true 
creaturely happiness, God’s power and providence act to open up the pos- 
sibility for human flourishing. True freedom, therefore, is co-constituted 
by the undetermined freedom of the human spirit and the governing direc- 
tion of the Holy Spirit, “strongly and sweetly influencing all, and yet 
without destroying the liberty of his rational creatures.”47 God rules with- 
out over-ruling—“without turning man into a machine.”48 In this way, 
Wesley attributes both the problem of evil and the possibility of virtue to 
genuine creaturely freedom.49

In contrast to Calvin, Wesley willingly asserts that the continuing 
existence of evil and suffering represents a limitation in the power, though 
not the sovereignty of God. It is actually God’s own sovereign will that 
human beings should be free, therefore “He that can do all things else 
cannot deny himself. . . . Were it not for this, he would destroy all sin, 
with its attendant pain in a moment. . . . But in so doing he would coun- 
teract himself; he would altogether overturn his whole work, and undo all 
that he has been doing since he created man upon the earth.”50 In making 
room for creaturely freedom, therefore, Wesley carefully prizes apart the 
concepts of God’s sovereign control and governing power, which Calvin 
had systematically conflated. Indeed, his strategy is similar to that of the 
Scholastic distinction between the absolute and the ordained power of 
God which Calvin vigorously denied. David C. Steinmetz claims that 
“Calvin’s principal objection to the distinction is that, in his judgment, it

47Baker, The Bicentennial Edition, 4, Sermon 118, On the Omnipresence of 
God, II.l.

48Baker, The Bicentennial Edition, 2, Sermon 67, On Divine Providence, 
para. 15.

49See Baker, The Bicentennial Edition, 25: Letter to His Father (15 Jan. 
1731), 264-267. Here, Wesley is responding to Archbishop William King’s Ori- 
gin of Evil. Wesley also makes this point in an eschatological context in Baker, 
The Bicentennial Edition, 4, Sermon 140, The Promise of Understanding, and 
vol. 2, Sermon 60, The General Deliverance.

50Baker, The Bicentennial Edition, 2, Sermon 67, On Divine Providence, 
para. 15.
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separates the power of God from his justice.”51 Rather, for Wesley, it is in 
the very limitation of divine power that justice is done—genuine human 
freedom being an inviolable aspect of God’s sovereign will. The connec- 
tion between creaturely freedom and the limitation of God’s power in 
Wesley’s understanding of suffering, however, means that the divine pur- 
pose can be either furthered or frustrated by the responsiveness or resis- 
tance of human beings to the influence of prevenient grace.

4. Responsibility and Ambiguity. Insofar as human beings are free to 
inflict pain and suffering on themselves and one another by inappropriate 
and ungodly activity, they must be held directly responsible for the conse- 
quences of their actions.52 The same logic, however, cannot be applied to 
the vagaries of disaster and disease which we usually call “natural evil.” To 
account for this, Wesley uses two modes of theological discourse. On the 
one hand, he has a dynamic sense of life lived in a struggle with demonic 
powers which are held responsible for inflicting much human suffering.53 
This strategy has the virtue of making evil spirits, as free creaturely agents, 
directly responsible for natural evil. On the other hand, Wesley can also 
interpret natural disaster as the exercise of God’s sovereign control over 
nature. In his Serious Thoughts Occasioned by the Great Earthquake at 
Lisbon, he argues that God’s justice and “therapy” for sin, on both a per- 
sonai and national scale, is exercised through the apparently unpredictable 
forces of nature, such as earthquakes. “Allowing there are natural causes of 
all these,” he says, “they are still under the direction of the Lord of nature: 
Nay, what is nature itself, but the art of God, or God’s method of acting in 
the material world?”54 Despite some possible developments in Wesley’s 
thinking over time, this is a basic cosmological assumption which contin- 
ues to condition his whole view of divine providence.55 Indeed, God’s abil

51Steinmetz, Calvin in Context, 49.
52This amounts to what has come to be known as the “free-will” defense. 

See Jerry L. Walls, “The Free Will Defense, Calvinism, Wesley, and the Good- 
ness of God,״ Christian Scholar's Review, 13:1 (1984), 19-33.

53See Dunn Wilson, Many Waters, 113, 117ff, 155ff, 183f. Also, Rack, Rea- 
sonable Enthusiast, 432f.

54Jackson, The Works, 11 : Serious Thoughts Occasioned by the Late Earth- 
quake at Lisbon (1755), If. We see here many echoes of Charles Wesley,s earlier 
sermon, WJW 7: The Cause and Cure of Earthquakes (1750), 384f, in which he 
asserts that earthquakes are “God’s proper judicial act, or the punishment of sin: 
Sin is the [moral] cause, earthquakes the effect, of his anger.” The cure of earth- 
quakes, then, comes down to fearing God, departing from evil, and repentance on 
a personal and national scale.
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ity to subdue the natural world also grounded the early Methodists’ belief 
in intercessory prayer: that God could respond to their supplications for 
meeting their spiritual and physical needs.56

For Wesley, the point is that suffering can never be assigned to the 
operation of chanceful or blind natural causes: divine providence is exer- 
cised in and through all the causes of our suffering, by way of command־ 
ing natural processes or permitting the agency of evil, to bring about 
God’s good purpose. It is unfortunate, however, that the boundary 
between these two patterns of thought is unclear with respect to natural 
evil, making it difficult to distinguish between suffering directly com- 
manded by God and that indirectly employed through divine permission. 
What is unambiguous, however, is Wesley’s intention to affirm that our 
experience of evil and suffering should be read in terms of God’s particu- 
lar purpose for us.57 The plain fact is that the Christian life means both 
doing and suffering the will of God.58

55Dunn Wilson tends to see Wesley’s view of God’s direct responsibility for 
earthquakes, etc., as an abberation in his otherwise consistent thought that natural 
evil is caused by demonic powers (Many Waters, 131, 135, 137, 179). It may be 
unfortunate, but, as we have discussed, such divine activity is logically entailed by 
Wesley’s idea of God’s sovereign control over nature, and his attempt to harmonize 
what the scriptures teach about divine power and providence. Wesley’s later writing 
allows for the possibility that even such things as earthquakes could be the result of 
demonic activity, and Dunn Wilson interprets this to be a shift in Wesley’s thought 
to a more consistent position. We find, nevertheless, a constant connection God’s 
sovereign control over nature and liberating-direction of human beings in Wesley’s 
understanding of divine providence and his interpretation of human suffering.

56See Rack, Reasonable Enthusiast, 433; “Providentially Protected Person,” 
in Richard P. Heizenrater, The Elusive Mr. Wesley, Vol. II (Nashville: Abingdon 
Press, 1984), 125-130.

57In Wesley’s letters to Miss Bolton, from 1771 through 1790, we find both 
of these modes of discourse employed to account for her lifelong illness, as she is 
exhorted to see the hand of God in all things. On the one hand, God is described 
as actively leading her into suffering and “inflicting” her with it. On the other 
hand, God is described as permitting Satan to attack her, or as deliberately 
employing Satan to chasten her. On this basis, it becomes difficult to defend 
Dunn Wilson’s argument that the basic truth in Wesley’s thought is that “it is evil 
which causes suffering and God who uses it” (137), as a strategy to absolve God 
of direct responsibility for human suffering. The plain fact is that, whether God 
commands or permits the experience of suffering, Wesley consistently and fre- 
quently ascribes it all to the providence, and the will, of God. See also Jackson, 
The Works, 13: Letters to Mrs Loxdale (15 August, 1781; 9 March 1782).

58This is an expression and pattern of thought found frequently throughout 
Wesley’s works. See Jackson, The Works, 1: Journal (26 June 1736); WJW 4:
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The distinction that Wesley makes between God's sovereign control 
over inanimate nature and liberating-direction of spiritual creatures lies at 
the root of this problem. In this, Wesley is clearly influenced by the sci- 
enee of his day, by allowing an indeterminism and unpredictability at the 
level of human freedom which is rejected at the level of nature as a whole. 
But what if science showed that there is an indeterminacy and unpre- 
dictability, not only in human agency, but at the heart of all nature—that 
there is a fundamental freedom in nature itself?

D. J. Bartholemew: The God of Chance

According to Calvin and Wesley, the perception that any of our life 
experiences result from the operation of pure chance, or that they are sub- 
ject to merely natural causes, is demonstrative of human ignorance, and 
not the way the world actually is. Classical theism, in pitting chance 
against providence, randomness against meaning, and indeterminacy 
against purpose, has provided the context for some of modem science’s 
most forceful attacks on the Christian faith. In his book Chance and 
Necessity, the French biologist Jacques Monod claims that, while there 
may (or may not) be a Creator of the world, evolutionary theory proves 
such a Creator could not be the God of providence affirmed by classical 
theism.59 Evolutionary theory is grounded in the belief that natural selec- 
tion is driven by random variations in the reproductive process, caused by 
mutations at the molecular level, which are the product of “pure chance, 
absolutely free but blind.”60 His argument is, therefore, the antithesis of 
classical theism: just as for Calvin and Wesley, providence ruled out 
chance, so now for Monod, chance rules out providence! Further, the 
introduction of ideas like Heisenberg’s uncertainty principle, and quantum 
theory’s image of the unpredictable atom, has demonstrated that there is a 
fundamental indeterminacy in nature at the sub-atomic level. So, the prob- 
lem posed by modem science is how to reconcile the reality of a world 
full of chance with a God full of purpose.

Journal (26 November 1778); Baker, The Bicentennial Edition, 1, Sermon 12, 
The Witness of Our Own Spirit, para. 11, 2, Sermon 59, God's Love to Fallen 
Man, para. 7, 3, Sermon 84, The Important Question, III.6. That Christ is our 
example of this, see Baker, The Bicentennial Edition, 1, Sermon 20, The Lord 
Our Righteousness, 1.4.

59Jacques Monod, Chance and Necessity (London: Collins, 1972).
60Ibid., 110.
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/.  From Neo-Determinism to Neo-Deism. Scientist-theologians 
have typically sought to demonstrate that the indeterminacy of the world 
is the very sphere within which God’s providence is exercised. First, there 
is the option represented by thinkers such as William G. Pollard and Don- 
aid M. MacKay, who argue that God secretly but providentially deter- 
mines things at the sub-atomic level.61 This kind of approach can be 
described as “neo-determinism,” for we are forced to conclude that what 
appears to be the unfolding of chance events at the lowest level is really a 
matter of human ignorance or illusion. Calvin would say “amen” to that!

A second approach, represented by people such as John Polking- 
horne and D. J. Bartholemew, is that, although there may be a genuinely 
radical uncertainty at the sub-atomic level, the nature of the world as a 
whole cannot be reduced to nor be the product of pure chance.62 The very 
regularities of nature which Calvin and Wesley appealed to in support of 
God’s determining providence can be shown to grow from a bed of 
chance. Bartholemew observes that “random processes yield pattern and 
regularity when observed in the aggregate. So much so that it almost 
appears, over a wide range of experience, that randomness is a precondi- 
tion of order.”63 Bartholemew’s strategy, then, is to conceptualize God as 
the Creator of a world of chance who determines in the act of creation 
itself the nature of this chanceful process to be one in which the regulari- 
ties of nature can arise.64 Thus, God can be thought of as using chance to 
particular ends in the process as a whole.

61See William G. Pollard, Chance and Providence (New York: Scribner, 
1958); Donald M. MacKay, The Clockwork Image (Leicester: InterVarsity, 
1974), and Science, Chance and Providence (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1978).

62D. J. Bartholemew approaches this from the perspective of statistical 
mathematics. From the perspective of physics, see John Polkinghome, Science 
and Creation (London: SPCK, 1988), and Science and Providence: God's Inter- 
action with the World (London: SPCK, 1989).

63D. J. Bartholemew, God of Chance (London: SCM Press, 1984), 73. He 
describes the world as a giant “stochastic” process: that is, one which develops in 
time according to chance (or probabilities) rather than deterministic laws (75). 
Such a process, developing randomly in time, he says, “can exhibit regularities 
which are, in a sense, inherent in the laws of change themselves. In other words, 
order is a consequence of chaos” (78).

64Ibid., 102. Earlier, Bartholemew shows that deterministic systems (such as 
random-number generators) can be a source of unpredictability and chance. So, it 
is both true to say that chaos can arise out of order as well as order out of chaos.
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We could clearly describe this pattern as a form of “neo-deism,” an 
argument for God’s general providence over creation, acting through the 
chancefulness of nature. What is more difficult, however, is to imagine 
how God might exercise any kind of particular or special providence, the 
kind which cares for the life experiences of individual creatures, and 
which Calvin and Wesley were at pains to defend.65 In saying this, Bart- 
holemew is clearly aware of the danger that his argument seems to press 
us into a rather deistic perspective, such that God creates the world and 
then leaves it to unfold according to its own chanceful process.66 His 
strongest argument for particular providence consists in the opportunity 
God has to make a difference in the world through influencing the freely 
responsive activity of human beings.67 This is what he describes as a 
“top-down” approach to providence, in which God is seen as exerting his 
direct influence at the highest level of creation rather than the “bottom- 
up” theology of the neo-determinists, where control is exercised from the 
lowest level.68 This resonates with the way Wesley understands God’s 
gracious government of human beings. Wesley’s emphasis on particular 
providence, however, also requires a more “bottom־up” approach to the 
lower levels of creation.

2. Religious Values and Problems. Both Calvin and Wesley argued 
against employing the idea of chance to account for the problem of evil 
and suffering on the premise that it compromised the freedom and power 
of God, and was, therefore, the enemy of meaning and purpose. Barthole- 
mew has sought to overcome this antithesis of chance and providence by 
arguing that indeterminacy itself is both the product and the means of 
God’s purposive action in the world. This approach, he claims, has a num- 
ber of advantages.

65Ibid., 129, 140. Although he is reluctant to rule out the idea that God can 
act locally by determining particular events (in much the same way as human 
agents do), he does not find it very plausible.

66Ibid., 121. To avoid this conclusion, he identifies the “special” providence 
of God with the act of creation understood as both event and process: “Special 
providence is thus more accurately regarded as part of the continuing creative act 
rather than as a distinct and subsequent action of a different kind.” Gorringe has a 
helpful account of this idea which originates in Lutheran Orthodoxy (God's The- 
atre, 15f).

67Bartholemew, God of Chance, 139.
68Ibid., 141.
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First, a world of chance is the necessary formative environment for 
the emergence of intelligent and spiritual life, freely capable of loving 
God. This stands, therefore, as a powerful critique of Wesley’s assump- 
tion that one can have genuine creaturely freedom in a natural world 
determined by the sovereignty of God. Second, in a world of chance the 
potential for genuine freedom and the problem of evil can be seen as 
opposite sides of the same providential coin. Thus, he goes some way to 
developing a theodicy in which the unequal distribution of human suffer- 
ing is the inevitable consequence of a world process designed to bring 
about the greatest good.69 Third, a world of chance provides the capacity 
for recovery and adaptability in the face of destructive forces. These 
would include the ecological harm done by human causes (e.g., pollution 
and consumption), and the human suffering that results from natural 
causes (e.g., disease and earthquakes). Fourth, he claims that a world of 
chance is also demonstrative of God’s justice and impartiality, such that 
the rain falls on good and bad alike.70

Bartholemew argues that it seems reasonable “to suppose that a 
world with all the properties necessary for it to fulfil God’s purposes 
could not avoid being one in which accidents happen. One of the purposes 
of the incarnation would then have been to demonstrate the difference 
between God’s true nature and the accidental and harmful accompani- 
ments of creation. This Jesus did in healing the sick, feeding the hungry 
and, supremely, by suffering crucifixion and rising again.” There are, 
however, some important weaknesses in Bartholemew’s position from the 
religious and pastoral perspectives. As the theological antithesis of 
Calvin’s views on divine power and providence, Bartholemew’s argument 
only succeeds in replacing the determinism of God with the tyranny of 
nature—the rule of God by the rule of chance. Either way, both Calvin 
and Bartholemew force a radical distinction between God and creation: 
Calvin by conceptualizing divine power and freedom in terms of domina- 
tion and control, and Bartholemew by emphasizing the autonomy of the 
world as a chanceful process.

While we argue that Calvin’s monological concept of divine power 
tends to depersonalize human beings, it could be argued that Barthole- 
mew’s process of chance tends to depersonalize God. On the one hand,

69Ibid., 109. He continues this line of argument on pages 156-159.
70Ibid., 98-100.
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Calvin’s emphasis on divine power compromises the notion of human 
freedom as the capacity for undetermined choice. On the other hand, 
Bartholemew’s emphasis on the autonomy of the chanceful world process 
compromises the power and freedom of God to act on behalf of individual 
creatures. Indeed, in his rejection of “neo-determinism,” and despite his 
protestations to the contrary, Bartholemew’s “neo-deism” means that the 
world stands separated from God, whose normal mode of activity lies 
only in externally “shaping” a chanceful “raw material” without collaps- 
ing its basic indeterminacy. The concept of God who works from the 
“top-down,” but whose power to act is so radically compromised, how- 
ever, means losing the central religious value of the providential care of a 
personal God over particular creatures. In doing so, the potentially valu- 
able role of chance in providing a credible Christian theodicy is lost. So, 
we might want to ask whether the price paid throughout the history of 
personal human suffering could ever be justified by the potentialities of 
some generalized chanceful process.

From their different perspectives, Calvin, Wesley and Bartholemew 
use the argument that evil has a necessary function in the process of 
human formation, but if the goodness of classical theism’s God is ques- 
tionable on the grounds of willing human suffering, then the goodness of 
Bartholemew’s God is equally questionable for permitting it on so grand a 
scale. The additional problem for Bartholemew, however, in appealing to 
the greater good of the general world process, is that suffering may or 
may not finally contribute to human flourishing at the personal level. He 
suggests that God must be “seen as doing his best to mitigate the unpleas- 
ant features of the world which are necessary for wider purposes.”71 
God’s best, however, may never be good enough. Given the fundamental 
chancefulness of nature and the powerlessness of God, it must remain 
uncertain as to whether or not the pain and suffering it entails, on a global 
as well as personal scale, will ever be finally redeemed.72

71Ibid., 139. Emphasis is mine.
72Bartholemew is somewhat ambivalent on this point, and his rather agnos- 

tic conclusions are not particularly satisfying (Ibid., 100-102). Indeed, Barthole- 
mew’s appeal to the impartiality of events in a world of chance as being indica- 
ti ve of God’s justice seems highly inadequate and lop-sided. The impartial 
operation of chance is really the impersonal action of God, who is unable to guar- 
antee that the just will flourish in the end, and that injustice will be ultimately 
condemned.
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It is ironic that neither Calvin nor Bartholemew do justice to the bib- 
lical view of prayer as the free petition of human beings to a gracious God 
for meeting the needs of life. Calvin’s determinism compromises the free- 
dom of human asking and Bartholemew’s neo-deism compromises God’s 
power to freely give. What they are both left with is a weakened version 
of intercessory prayer as a means of aligning the individual with God’s 
will, whether it be in terms of submission or co-operation.73 We might 
want to perceive Wesley, however, as struggling to find a more acceptable 
balance between the freedom of nature and the sovereignty of grace that 
can satisfy a truly biblical Ufe of faith.

Toward a Contemporary Wesleyan Theodicy

In conclusion, I want to identify some principles arising from this 
comparative study for the purpose of constructing a contemporary Wes- 
leyan theodicy. In doing so, I seek a middle way “between blind chance 
and inexorable necessity,” as Wesley put it, or between the somewhat 
“softer” options of neo-deism (as the tendency to abstract God from the 
world) and neo-determinism (as the tendency to understand God’s power 
in terms of domination and control). I suggest that the strategy we see in 
Wesley’s departure from Calvinism, in upholding genuine creaturely free- 
dom, can be extended to nature as whole, without compromising God’s 
personal and particular providence.74 In doing so, I choose to accept and 
work with the current scientific view that chance or indeterminacy is a 
fundamental ingredient of the world in which we live, a world which God 
has made.

1. Freedom as the Possibility fo r Flourishing. We must take seri- 
ously the point that Bartholemew makes about the chancefulness of nature 
as a whole being the necessary condition for the nurture of genuinely free 
and spiritual life. While freedom is a spiritual value which Wesley would 
affirm, he would go further to define true freedom as the possibility for

73Although Bartholemew does allow for the possibility of God’s responsive 
action, it is within the severe limits already described for God’s direct influence 
on, rather than in, the world.

74In doing so, I seek to recast God’s relationship to nature as a whole in 
terms of liberating-direction. In this view, the divine-human relation and that 
obtaining between God and non-sentient creation are not the same (for this would 
be to make a category mistake) but analogous, i.e. following the same pattern but 
differently instantiated. Thus, God acts differently in human life and non-sentient 
creation, but by liberating and directing both.
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holiness and happiness afforded by the prevenient presence of the Spirit, 
directing us through conscience. True freedom, therefore, is not the same 
as chancefiilness: it is not being able to act in an undetermined way, but 
having the liberty to choose God's way for human flourishing.

Analogously, we could affirm that God’s relation to nature as a 
whole is of the liberating-directing sort, though differing both in kind and 
degree from spiritual creatures. Instead of governing through sovereign 
control, the Spirit imparts and sustains a fundamental freedom in nature, 
and the possibility for flourishing, through the flexible regularity of 
moment to moment divine government, manifest in what we normally 
refer to as “natural laws.” The liberating-directing presence of the Spirit, 
then, sets the possibilities and the limits within which nature as a whole 
can freely develop.75

Leslie Weatherhead puts it this way: “I am quite sure of the most 
important fact that God has guarded this universe. . . . Some terrible 
things can happen, but it is not true to say that anything can happen.”76 
God does not govern by dominating and controlling any part of creation, 
but by liberating and directing the whole of it. An unpredictable world 
“guarded’’ or directed by grace may not yet be the best of all possible 
worlds, “but, it is the world o f best possibilities.”77

2. Freedom as the Gift o f God. There is a tendency among scientist- 
theologians to view both indeterminacy and the possibility for flourishing 
as an inherent characteristic of nature itself. So, in a rather Platonic way, 
Bartholemew prefers to think of the chancefulness of nature as the “raw 
material” on which God works from the outside.78 John Polkinghome

75Working with this tension, Polkinghome describes nature as having a 
“freedom within regularity which is our basic human experience” (Science and 
Providence, 29). Necessity, he claims, is the ground of possibility. So, “chance in 
this context is the means for the exploration and realisation of inherent possibil- 
ity, through continually changing . . .  individual circumstances” (38-39).

76Weatherhead, Salute, 41-42.
77Ibid., 38.
78See Bartholemew, 142, 138. “Once more we see how useful it is to think of 

randomness as a kind of ‘raw material’ which can be moulded into shape by exter- 
nal forces” (161). He claims that this mode of activity does not entail a collapsing 
of the basic indeterminacy of nature, but rather changes the constraints within 
which it is free to operate. It remains unclear, however, exactly how God could pos- 
sibly exercise this level of “influence” or how effective it might be in achieving 
determinate ends. He does, however, posit the idea of psychokenesis as an analogy.
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also prefers to speak of the laws of nature as being “the way matter actu- 
ally is” and that “this is the area in which Christian theism is ‘necessarily 
tinged with deism.’ ”79 “That the universe is capable of such fruitfulness,” 
he continues, “speaks to me of a divine purpose expressed in the given 
structure of the world.”80

In refuting the deists, Wesley asserted that there was no such thing 
as mere nature, for all things are sustained only through the perpetual 
influx of God’s personal presence and power. True creaturely freedom, 
therefore, does not denote some inherent characteristic of nature, which 
sets it apart from God, but the possibility for flourishing relationally 
imparted by the Spirit’s own liberating-directing presence and power. The 
gift of true freedom is the gift of God’s very self to the world.

It is because Wesleyan theologians have understood the so-called 
“laws of nature” to be God’s moment to moment preservation and govern- 
ment of creation that they have always affirmed the possibility of divine 
action in the material world. From the analogy of human agency alone, 
God can at least be thought of as one agent among many, although univer- 
sally present and infinitely more powerful. It is also for this reason that 
Wesleyan theologians have refused to rule out miracle—which is not so 
much God’s intervention in a natural process from the outside, but God’s 
choosing to do things differently for a moment on the inside.

3. Freedom as the Possibility fo r Failure. A world which is given 
the freedom to flourish must also have the freedom to fail, both personally 
and naturally speaking. So, we can reinterpret Bartholemew’s theodicy by 
redefining evil and suffering as the failure to flourish. This can occur as a 
result of sin, ignorance, or mistake at the personal or social level; or it 
may occur as a consequence of lawful but unhappy accident at the level of 
nature. It is in this vein that Polkinghome helpfully extends the free-will 
defence of moral evil to the whole of creation, in terms of what he would 
call a “free-process defence.”81 Just as we can say that failure to flourish 
personally and socially is the result of sin, so we can claim that disaster 
and disease result neither from sin, nor necessarily from demonic powers, 
but from the freedom of nature itself to fail us.

79Polkinghome, Science and Providence, 38.
80Ibid., 39.
81Ibid., 66.
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Insofar as creation as a whole has been set free to flourish and fail, 
we cannot avoid the conclusion that God is indirectly responsible for the 
possibility and even the probability of evil and suffering. But this is the 
necessary condition for the nurture of genuinely free spiritual beings 
capable of loving and serving God.

4. Freedom to Flourish through Failure. Dunn Wilson suggests 
that “Wesley bases his teaching upon three practical foundations; the 
Christian must expect to suffer, but he must not seek suffering, neither 
must he avoid it if it comes to him.”82 We can affirm this approach on the 
basis that both flourishing and failure are inescapably connected in the 
Christian life. On the one hand, growth in holiness comes by way of a 
lifelong struggle against sin and the suffering that it entails, both person- 
ally and socially. On the other hand, suffering from natural causes belongs 
to our creaturely condition, living within the contingencies and vagaries 
of a world set free by God to become the best that it can be.

The general chancefulness and unpredictability of nature helps us to 
affirm with Wesley that failure and suffering have no intrinsic value, and 
are not to be sought out as such, but that they can be used by God to 
flourish human beings in co-operation with the providential and redeem- 
ing activity of the Spirit. We should also recognize, however, that the 
Spirit may actively lead us into the place of suffering, confident in the fact 
that God,s ultimate purpose is that we might flourish, personally and 
socially. Not all suffering is to be avoided, although it is always to be 
ameliorated.

5. Freedom to Fight against Failure. Dunn Wilson also suggests 
that the early Methodists’ view of the Christian life as a cosmic struggle 
between good and evil helped shape their attitude towards the sufferings 
of others: “firstly, that Christians must not cause suffering to others, and, 
secondly, that Christians must alleviate the sufferings of others.”83 It is 
within this context, he argues, that much of the stimulus for Methodist 
philanthropy and social action, in the fight against poverty, sickness, vice 
(e.g., drinking and gambling), and oppression (e.g., the slave trade) is to 
be found.84

82Dunn Wilson, Mony Waters, 128.
83Ibid., 121.
84Ibid., 121f.
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Appealing to the agency of evil powers in nature may help to 
absolve God of direct responsibility for human suffering, but it also car- 
ries the danger of absolving human responsibility for the suffering caused 
by misguided and sinful self-interest (personally, socially, and ecologi- 
cally). Reinterpreting the problem of evil as the freedom of creation to 
fail, however, means that the responsibility for suffering is placed where it 
belongs, in the ungodliness of human choosing and the unpredictability of 
nature in general. God’s responsibility lies in the directing of nature by 
grace—providentially fighting against failure, through guiding and gov- 
eming the human heart, challenging social institutions, and overcoming 
the harmful vicissitudes of nature itself. It is the responsibility of Chris- 
tians to become partners in God’s providence, co-operating with the Spirit 
in the divine project of personal, social, and global flourishing.

It is also in this context that we might think of suffering as being part 
of God’s will for the Christian life, as the Spirit leads us alongside others 
in need to share in, transform, and redeem their pain and suffering. This 
pattern of evil and suffering, actively embraced and finally redeemed, is 
the pattern we see in Christ’s own life, death, and resurrection.85

6. Freedom as Vulnerable Love. In upholding the freedom of God to 
providentially care for creation, the problem for theodicy lies in explain- 
ing the apparent inactivity of God to alleviate so much evil and suffering 
in the world. Wesley began to answer this question by appealing to a self- 
limitation of God’s power which respects the freedom of human beings to 
both flourish or fail. In extending this to the natural world, we could also 
say that this self-limitation of divine power respects the freedom of ere- 
ation as a whole, to flourish or fail. Weatherhead’s definition, “power is 
the ability to achieve purpose,”86 helps us rethink divine omnipotence as 
the sufficiency of God’s power to fulfil the divine plan of ultimately flour- 
ishing creation as a whole and in every part. That purpose is to open up 
the possibility for creation to become the best that it can be through God’s 
liberating-directing grace. God’s powerful presence and providence, 
therefore, acts within creation to the furthest extent without compromis- 
ing the gift of freedom itself.

85Ibid., 144f. It is for this reason that we must depart from Leslie Weather- 
head who consistently argues that it was not within God’s plan and will that 
Christ should suffer and die, except insofar as developing circumstances within 
his life made it necessary.

86Weatherhead, Salute, 49.
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Necessarily remaining hidden to us, however, are the boundaries 
within which God can act in nature while upholding a world process 
capable of nurturing genuine human freedom. We at least can be sure that 
the presence and power of God is able to redeem even the worst of human 
suffering, in one way or another, although God may have to continually 
readjust the work of providence to meet the moment to moment needs of 
a life which is free to fail. God’s purpose for human flourishing may be 
frustrated, but it is never finally defeated. Our prayers are always helpful 
for discerning God’s presence and becoming a partner in providence to 
ameliorate our own suffering and the condition of others through the exer- 
cise of godly vulnerable love.

The truth of this approach is that there are things God simply cannot 
do, and there is much that does not go God’s way (except that the free- 
dom to fail is actually a part of God’s way). What we have, however, is a 
liberating power that makes itself vulnerable in its own self-limitation. In 
other words, God loves the world by setting it free. It is in this context 
that we can recover those other important biblical images of divine weak- 
ness and powerlessness which many contemporary theologies have 
brought to our attention (such as liberation, feminist, and process thought) 
as a means of helping us rethink rather than reject the valuable instincts of 
classical theism.87 Perhaps most significantly, we see the deeply personal 
and relational nature of God’s vulnerable love through the cross and res- 
urrection. There God is revealed both as a fellow Sufferer and the One 
whose providence and power can ultimately redeem our suffering.88

87For an account of the way that these approaches relate to Wesleyan theol- 
ogy, particularly in North America, see Theodore Runyon, ed., Wesleyan Theol- 
ogy Today: A Bicentennial Theological Consultation (Nashville: Kingswood 
Books, Abingdon Press, 1985). In part, the purpose of my argumentation here is 
to demonstrate that we can incorporate the insights of process theology from a 
theistic perspective, without having to subscribe to process metaphysics.

88For a classic modem exposition of this theological perspective, see Jürgen 
Moltmann, The Crucified God (London: SCM Press, 1974); Paul S. Fiddes, The 
Creative Suffering of God (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1988).
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