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I.
Introduction to the Openness Doctrine


Evangelical theology has, in recent years, been drawn into a very significant and challenging discussion regarding the doctrine of God. What precipitated this discussion, as much as anything, has been the critique of classical theism by process theology, a critique which Roman Catholic Thomists have interacted with significantly over the past several decades and which evangelicals have engaged in an increasingly serious manner for roughly the past two decades. In short, this process critique has claimed of classical theism that its conception of God as simple, timelessly eternal, absolutely immutable and wholly impassible results in a God who is quite literally unrelated to the world, existing apart from the temporal and ever changing experiences of his creatures. Talk as you may, say process theists, about this God loving and interrelating with the world; whereas in truth, this God is wholly separate from any real Creator-creature relationship and so stands in static isolation from the world he is said to love and care for. The process alternative has been a shift, in my view, to the opposite extreme, in which God's relatedness to the world is absolutely changeable and relative ("surrelative" as Hartshorne puts it), such that God's own existence and the substance of his concrete nature is actually dependent wholly upon (to use Whiteheadian language) all the constantly emerging and perishing occasions of experience that make up the world. If classical theism represents God as absolutely independent of the world, process theism sees his actual or real nature as absolutely dependent on some world or other. In classical theism, divine transcendence overshadows meaningful, substantive divine immanence; in process theism, divine immanence overshadows meaningful, substantive divine transcendence.


In this context, the Openness doctrine of Clark Pinnock, Richard Rice, John Sanders, William Hasker, and David Basinger, most prominently, proposes to offer a middle alternative which accomplishes what both classical and process approaches desired but failed to do, viz., to present a balanced view of the divine transcendence and immanence. In their book, The Openness of God, Pinnock writes of their view:

In this book we are advancing . . . the open view of God. Our understanding of the Scriptures leads us to depict God, the sovereign Creator, as voluntarily bringing into existence a world with significantly free personal agents in it, agents who can respond positively to God or reject his plans for them. In line with the decision to make this kind of world, God rules in such a way as to uphold the created structures and, because he gives liberty to his creatures, is happy to accept the future as open, not closed, and a relationship with the world that is dynamic, not static. We believe that the Bible presents an open view of God as living and active, involved in history, relating to us and changing in relation to us. We see the universe as a context in which there are real choices, alternatives and surprises. God's openness means that God is open to the changing realities of history, that God cares about us and lets what we do impact him. Our lives make a difference to God--they are truly significant. God is delighted when we trust him and saddened when we rebel against him. God made us significant creatures and treats us as such. (pp. 103-104)

In brief, what Pinnock and others propose is that though God is in himself separate and independent from creation, he has freely made a world in which he invested significant freedom in his human creatures. In order to ground the legitimacy of this freedom, God does not determine, nor does he know, all that happens. We are free to follow or reject God, and God responds always to us in real interactive relationship, endeavoring to guide the world toward the purposes he has for it. There is a great risk for God in all this, since he does not know the outcome. But the value of human freedom and the significance of the God-human relationship this enables makes it worth this risk.


The openness doctrine is a significant proposal and one that deserves serious reflection by evangelical thinkers. In what follows I can only sketch the outlines of some of the main points of response I would suggest to the openness doctrine, beginning with two positive features followed by two pairs of concerns.

II.
Positive Features to be Affirmed


A.
God's Self-sufficiency: the Asymmetrical Nature of the God-creature Relationship


Let it be said clearly at the outset: the openness doctrine is not a version of process theism. One of the clearest distinctions between these two conceptions is that the former affirms fully classical theism's view of God's full aseity and self-sufficiency (i.e., God's ontological independence from the world) whereas the latter affirms a strict and symmetrical ontological dependency relationship between God and some world or other.

The Trinity lets us say simultaneously two very important things about God--that God is (on the one hand) self-sufficient in fullness and (on the other hand) open to the world in overflowing love.... The triune God (unlike God in process theism) does not need the world to make up for a love and mutuality lacking in his nature. The Trinity allows the church to confess that god is both self-sufficient and loving at the same time. (p. 108; cf. p. 180, f.n. 68)

B.
God's Immutability: Redefined to Distinguish Legitimate Senses of both the Divine Immutability and Divine Mutability


Another positive feature of the openness doctrine, in my view, is its reformulation of the divine immutability from the static absolutism that represents much of the classical tradition, to one in which there are appropriate senses of both divine immutability and mutability. My own work on this subject has led me in a direction very similar to the one presented in the openness view. Pinnock writes, "God is immutable in essence and in his trustworthiness over time, but in other respects God changes. For example, God changes in his response to events in history"

(p. 117). I, too, have distinguished what I have called God's ontological and ethical immutability as distinct from his relational mutability (see "An Evangelical Reformulation of the Doctrine of the Immutability of God," JETS 29/4 [1986] 431-46). I agree with the openness proponents that biblical theism requires something like this construction, although I disagree, as will be evident, with just what elements we might include in the divine mutability.


It is evident from the preceding that the openness doctrine understands God as changing, in part, as he enters into real relations with his creatures. The classical view, that God had only a relation of reason with the world, entails that God in no sense is affected by his relationship with finite creatures. God does not literally feel compassion, nor is he literally angry or sorrowful or delighted. His simplicity, timelessness and absolute immutability preclude this possibility. But is this the God of the Bible? Is not God everywhere said to have entered our time and engaged in relationships with his human creation? The openness view is right to insist on the reality of God's personal relatedness with the world, and so affirm his real involvement in the temporal and changing conditions of human affairs.

III.
On Opening What's Closed (i.e., Unrestricting what is Restricted)


A.
God's Immanence: From Excessive Transcendence to Excessive Immanence


The transcendence / immanence balance in the doctrine of God is extremely difficult to establish and maintain. The openness view proposes to chart a middle position between classical and process theism, and in many respects it accomplishes just this. God is ontologically independent of the world (as with classical theism), yet he enters freely into real and interactive relationship with his creatures (as with process theism). In the broad picture given here, the openness view is closer to classical theism than to its process rival.


Yet, the actual outworking of God's relationality with the world extends God's immanence beyond proper biblical parameters. In the openness view, there is a tendency to see God's relationship with his human creatures according to an incarnational model. Citing John 1:14, Richard Rice explains:

The fundamental claim here is not simply that God revealed himself in Jesus, but that God revealed himself in Jesus as nowhere else. . . . Accordingly, from a Christian standpoint it is appropriate to say not only that Jesus is God, but that God is Jesus. For Christians, Jesus defines the reality of God (p. 39). (note: cf. Pinnock, p. 101)

If Jesus defines God's reality, as Rice has stated, it is easy to see that we end up not only with an incarnational Christology but with an incarnational theology proper. And what's wrong with this? Only that the incarnation marks an historical time when Jesus, the eternal Son of God, laid aside his glory (see John 17:5) and many privileges and prerogatives of deity (see Phil. 2:5-8) in order to take on the finitude, weaknesses and limitations of human servanthood. Incarnation, then, marks a limitation of full divine expression, not the nature of that divine expression itself. Therefore, our theology proper dare not be incarnational lest we conceive God wrongly as subject to experiencing human weakness and limitations in himself as Jesus did for the purpose of his mission. Yes, God is immanent. He is intimately involved in the affairs of his people and governing and overseeing the whole sweep of human history. But his immanence is from the standpoint of transcendence (consider Isa 66:1-2) in which he cares for us while retaining all the power, wisdom, knowledge and glory that is eternally his.


B.
Gods Plans: From Comprehensively Fixed and Certain to Risk-taking and Dependence on Human Decisions


It is at the heart of the openness proposal that the future is open--open, that is, to us and to God. As our five authors tell us, "God takes risks in this give-and-take relationship, yet he is endlessly resourceful and competent in working toward his ultimate goals" (p. 7). In the desire to accomplish his purposes, God always faces the stubborn reality that humans may resist his

will and that he must persuade convincingly if he is to fulfill what he desires. To a great degree, the openness proponents are saying only what their Arminian colleagues have long said. The Arminian view has long been that God's power to fulfill his perfect will may be and is thwarted by human resistance (e.g., when humans hear and reject the gospel). But what is especially poignant in the openness view is the notion that God plans and works without the advantage of knowing the future. Hence, the whole venture is, quite literally, an enormous risk for God, not to mention the world.


Since I'll address the question of God's knowledge of the future in a few moments, here I wish only to point out that a clear and consistent stream of biblical teaching runs contrary to this risk-taking proposal. Consider Daniel 4:34-35:

I, Nebuchadnezzar, raised my eyes toward heaven, and my reason returned to me, and I blessed the Most High and praised and honored Him who lives forever; for His dominion is an everlasting dominion, and His kingdom endures from generation to generation. And all the inhabitants of the earth are accounted as nothing, but He does according to His will in the host of heaven and among the inhabitants of earth; and no one can ward of His hand or say to Him, "what hast Thou done?"

The point clearly is that God raises and puts down; he rules over all; and people (even great kings) are unable to thwart God's will and ways. Consider also Deut. 32:39:

See now that I, I am He, and there is no god besides Me; it is I who put to death and give life, I have wounded, and it is I who heal; and there is no one who can deliver from My hand.

The point of life and death, wounding and healing, is to establish the extremes of life over which God has complete control. And the point again is made that people are incapable to thwart God carrying out his will. Or consider Psalm 135:5-6:

For I know that the LORD is great, and that our Lord is above all gods. Whatever the LORD pleases, He does, in heaven and in earth, in the seas and in all the deeps.

Whatever the Lord pleases he does. There is no qualification here regarding running into stubborn people. He does his will throughout creation. Were this not true, the question Paul asked in Romans 9:19, "Why does he still find fault? For who resists His will?" would make no sense. The fact is, no one does ultimately resist his will. As Paul puts it in Eph. 1:11, God "works all things after the counsel of His will." Yes, God is relational and actively involved, but a risk-taker he is not. He is God, and he plans and carries out his perfect will, without failure or defeat.


One interesting application of the openness view that the future is open and God depends on us for how things turn out is in regard to petitionary prayer. If prayer changes things, David Basinger argues (pp. 156-62), it entails that our prayers can actually change God's mind. And if not, what is the point of prayer. But there are two problems here. First, even though God does not know the future (in the openness view), he certainly understands the past and present supremely better than do we. What, then, are we doing in prayer as we seek to change God's mind? Do we think we could have a better informed perspective than does he? Knowing God's vastly superior understanding and wisdom (even as acknowledged in the openness view), would we really want to seek to change God's mind, even it we could? Surely the openness proponents would continue to affirm the point of the rhetorical questions announced in Isa. 40:14, "With whom did He consult and who gave Him understanding? And who taught Him in the path of justice and taught Him knowledge, and informed Him of the way of understanding?" Second, given the loving nature of this God, and given his superior, though finite, knowledge of human affairs, would he not already be seeking to accomplish the best for all those whom he loves? For what, then, do I pray, and how may my prayers be effective? What this illustrates is that perceived advantages of the openness doctrine may vanish when considered further under the scrutiny of Scripture and reason.

IV.
On Closing What's Open (i.e., Restricting what is Unrestricted)


A.
God's Knowledge: From Comprehensive Knowledge of Past, Present and Future, to Knowledge of Past and Present Only


There is little doubt that one of the most controversial aspects of the openness proposal is its view that God's knowledge consists of knowledge of the past and present, but not of the future. Because the future has not happened, it is argued, there is nothing to be known, and so no one, including God, could or can know the future. Classical Arminians as well as traditional orthodox theists generally find this view problematic. Openness proponents cite many texts which indicate God repented of actions he previously proposed, claiming he learned new information as the future unfolded that affected what he had planned. They also claim that most predictive prophecy may be understood as declaring only what God intends to do (over which he has complete control in the future), or it is implicitly conditional, saying in effect what God intends so long as such and such occurs. What should we think of this proposal and the reasons given for it?


First, regarding the divine repentance, it is not at all clear that we are meant by biblical writers to take these statements as indications of a literal change of mind in God. The church has long held that such statements are anthropomorphic, and this has not been an ad hoc, a priori decision. The rationale has included the textual argument that on this issue, the Bible has two apparently contrary things to say, and these two must be reconciled. It says in some places that God changed his mind, and in others that God cannot do so! Concerning the latter (of which seven of the 35 usages of nhm, "repent", say God does not change his mind), the two most important are Num. 23:19 and 1 Sam. 15:29. They state quite clearly that God is not like humans who change their minds. In light of this, church theologians have long held that the situation in regard to the divine repentance is akin to Scripture's attributing bodily parts to God. What is the same in both cases is that there are two sets of biblical data, not just one. God has hands, eyes, arms, etc., but elsewhere he is said to be Spirit. Likewise here, God is said to change his mind or repent, but elsewhere Scripture affirms he cannot so change. What is the conclusion? Generally, it has been held that Scripture's attributing bodily parts and repentance to God are anthropomorphic, for the following reason: a given ascription to God may rightly be understood as anthropomorphic when Scripture clearly presents God as transcending the very human or finite features it elsewhere attributes to him. On these grounds, it seems best to deny of God a literal change of mind.


But what if God learns things from the unfolding of future events and actions? Certainly, if this were the case, it would cause us to reconsider the above conclusion. But is there good reason to hold that the God of the Bible does not know the future? Consider first Psalm 139:4, "Even before there is a word on my tongue, behold, 0 LORD, Thou dost know it all," and verse 16, "Thine eyes have seen my unformed substance, and in Thy book they were written, the days that were ordained for me, when as yet there was not one of them." How can one do justice to these texts from the perspective that God does not know the future? Furthermore, consider Isa. 40-48, perhaps the single strongest portion of Scripture supporting God's knowledge of the future. There are no less than 8 separate sections in these chapters whose point is essentially the same, viz., Yahweh, the God of Israel, may be known as the true and living God in contrast to those idols pretending deity on the basis that the true God knows and declares the future before it occurs while those impostor rivals declare and know no such thing. For example, in Isa. 41:22-23, God puts forth a challenge to the idols to prove their deity: "Let them bring forth and declare to us what is going to take place; as for the former events, declare what they were that we may consider them, and know their outcome; or announce to us what is coming. Declare the things that are going to come afterward, that we may know that you are gods." Following the challenge, Yahweh specifies exactly how he has so fulfilled the challenge himself. He declared from the beginning, from former times, that we might say, "He is right" (Isa. 41:26). Or consider the bold claim of Isa. 46:9-11 in which Yahweh says, "I am God, and there is no other; I am God, and there is no one like Me. Declaring the end from the beginning, and from ancient times things which have not been done, saying, "my purpose will be established, and I will accomplish all My good pleasure.... Truly I have spoken, truly I will bring it to pass. I have planned it, surely I will do it." Or again in Isa. 48:3, "I declared the former things long ago and they went forth from My mouth, and I proclaimed them. Suddenly I acted, and they came to pass." The point over and again is that God declares what will take place, and it occurs exactly as he has said. This, God says, proves he is in fact God!


Interestingly, John's Gospel, in which Jesus is presented as having the glory of his Father, contains a similar theme. Several places in John we find Jesus appealing to knowing and predicting the future that others may believe, as Jesus puts it, that "I am He." The similarity with Isaiah is striking (remember John 12:37-41 where John identifies Jesus with the God of Isaiah's vision). Consider John 13:19: "From now on I am telling you before it comes to pass," Jesus tells his disciples, "so that when it does occur, you may believe that I am He." (cf. 14:29; 16:4) The point is the same as in Isaiah. Jesus' knowledge of the future is evidence that he has the knowledge of God. Beyond these explicit statements, we also find Jesus in John telling Peter of his denial before the rooster crows (see John 13:38 with 18:19-27), and predicting the kind of death Peter would die (John 21:18-19). In both of these cases, Jesus prediction required that other humans do precisely what Jesus predicted they would. Yet, these are not presented as mere guesses regarding the future. Rather, Jesus knows what other free agents will in fact choose to do.


This fits the pattern of predictive prophecy throughout the Bible. Without knowledge of the future, how could God predict with such accuracy and assurance things like Cyrus' name and attending events of his reign, or the destruction of Jeroboam's alter 300 years in advance, or Jesus' death by crucifixion with the casting of lots for his clothing and his bones not broken, or Judas' betrayal, and on and on--all events in which the fulfillment depended, in significant part, on what free humans freely chose. Concerning Christ, think specifically of Acts 2:23, "this Man, delivered up by the predetermined plan and foreknowledge of God, you nailed to the cross by the hands of godless man and put him to death" and Acts 4:27-28, "For truly in this city there were gathered together against Thy holy servant Jesus, whom Thou didst anoint, both Herod and Pontius Pilate, along with the Gentiles and the peoples of Israel to do whatever Thy hand and Thy purpose predestined to occur." Regularly God knows and ordains what free human beings carry out. The alternative is appalling: it is a good thing the Pharisees and Roman soldiers did not repent at the preaching of Jesus, lest God's promise to offer his Son might have failed. No, such divine predictions are not dependent upon possible human choosing which might thwart his purposes. God knows and ordains the future, and so it comes to be. This is not philosophical sophistry; it is the straightforward meaning of text after text of Scripture. God knows the future, and if we have understood Isaiah, John, Jesus, Peter, and Paul rightly, by its denial of this truth the openness doctrine of God diminishes God's deity.


B.
God's Power: From Ultimately in Control of All to a Largely Persuasive Kind of Power, Leaving Humans much in Control


What assurances do we have in the openness doctrine that good will triumph over evil, and God's purposes will succeed in the end? We are assured that God is creative beyond our imagination and able to respond to human opposition in ways that bring about divine victories in the end. This makes for comforting rhetoric, but on analysis, it seems hollow. Openness proponents want it both ways. On the one hand, they want humans to have significant freedom, to stand against God's will or follow him, so that God's creation of humans is in a real sense a risky undertaking, but on the other hand, they assure us God will win in the end. Is it a risk or not? Can humans successfully stand against God or not? On this point, it appears process theologians are more honest with the implications of their theology. When radical freedom is proposed such that God yields and responds to human decisions, and when the future is not known by any, including God, it is simply unwarranted posturing to offer assurances that the future will be as God would like.

V.
Conclusion


The openness doctrine of God offers some important correctives to classical theism, but on these points, evangelicals broadly are working on reformulations of the doctrine of God that allow for a more dynamic sense of God's real relatedness to the world. The openness view is by no means the only path toward such reformulations. Yet in other important respects, the openness view sacrifices too much of the divine transcendence, sovereignty, omnipotence and omniscience to be acceptable to many evangelicals in both Arminian and Calvinist circles. We can be grateful for the stimulation it has afforded us, but I remain unconvinced of its viability. When what is opened should remain closed, and what is closed should remain opened, it may be best to conduct our explorations along other lines.

