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Be glad then, you children of Zion, 

And rejoice in the LORD your God; 

For He has given you the former rain faithfully, 

And He will cause the rain to come down for you— 

The former rain, 

And the latter rain in the first month. 

Joel 2:23-24 KJV 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
Christian believers easily acknowledge providential care of God in their lives. It is fairly com-

mon for a driver to thank God for safely returning home after a long journey, for a mother to pray 

for God’s protection for her children, or for a farmer thanking God for the rain saving his crop after 

a long draught, to name only a few examples. The ease with which these believers refer to God’s 

care are however in sharp contrast with the difficulty theologians have when adressing questions 

concerning God’s agency. 

In the last decennia, the analytical philosophy of religion explicitly addressed questions regard-

ing the care of God in the debate on divine agency. This philosophical debate arose in reaction to the 

natural sciences which deny any reference to divine agency as a valid explanation. The questions 

posed in this debate are therefore questions concerning the relationship between theology and sci-

ence, the effectiveness of divine agency as an explanatory model and the ways in which the natural 

mechanism underlying divine agency could be conceived of.  

In this thesis, I want to discuss the work of two authors who can be located in this analytical 

strand of thought: John Polkinghorne and Maurice Wiles. I will introduce these two authors to a fic-

tional character, a farmer. Let us say that this fictional farmer is a pretty normal farmer, and there-

fore pretty religious. Once, when after a long and dry summer his crop was in a bad state, he was 

worried if his crop would make it in the end. However, one morning when the farmer woke up, he 

looked through the window and saw the rain pouring down on his fields. Considered that he is a 

fairly traditional believer, it was maybe not so strange yet for our thesis very interesting what hap-

pened then: in his heart he thanked God. 

By introducing Polkinghorne and Wiles to this farmer, I will try to find out in what way these 

theologians deal with his ‘act of thanksgiving’, with his thanking God for the rain. I thereby presup-

pose that what the farmer does is nothing special but rather a fairly common behavior to be found 

among believers. Hence, as the farmer in this thesis functions as an example of the regular believer, 

I hope to find out how these theologians deal with language and actions referring to God’s provi-

dence of regular believers in general. I selected these two writers not so much on their expected 

ability to properly address what the farmer does when he thanks God, but on the unique viewpoints 

they have considering divine agency. I hope that I, by criticizing them, may find a way of correctly 

interpreting providential language. 

In short, Polkinghorne is an example of certain authors who try to take serious the claim of be-

lievers that God acts in the world by entering the scientific discourse. Against popular versions of 

science, Polkinghorne argues that in fact the scientific results and theories cannot exclude the possi-

bility that the world can be manipulated by God, thereby thus arguing for what is called an interven-

tionist view: God in fact intervenes in our world. Maurice Wiles on the other hand stands out as a 
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particular example of a non-interventionist: he accepts that both daily experience and science prove 

that God does not act in the world, but denies that this is a problem: Christianity in its core is not 

about belief in certain acts of God, but about taking the right attitude towards God and the world.  

We will come to see that both authors in their own ways try to take a positive stance towards the 

farmer’s act of thanksgiving. Nevertheless, I will argue that they do not understand its exact mean-

ing because they fail to see the precise nature of this religious act. This is related to their wrong con-

ception of the theological enterprise and its relationship with other sciences. I will argue that theol-

ogy must not investigate the facts to which the farmer refers, so as to explain in what sense his act 

does or does not make sense, or what his act in fact means; rather theology should understand how 

the farmer’s thanksgiving is functioning in his broader worldview by which he knows that he is re-

lated to God. Only in that way can theology do justice to what believers in general mean when they 

utter language or perform other acts while referring to divine agency. 

Summarizing, my thesis will be led by this question “How can theology rightly understand the 

faith of believers in general, and their belief in providence in specific? And in what ways does this 

approach differ from that of either Polkinghorne or Wiles?” 
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2 JOHN POLKINGHORNE 
John Polkinghorne, an Anglican priest, originally worked as a theoretical physicist. It was only 

after twenty-five years that he ‘turned his collar around’ and became an Anglican priest.1 From that 

moment on, he calls himself a scientist-theologian. His career-switch started a list of publications 

relating theology and science, to begin with ‘The way the world is.’2 This first publication was in-

tended to be an apologia, a sophistic way to explain to former colleagues his sudden turn to theol-

ogy,3 but it is not unfair to also read the rest of his work as a continuing apology in which he tries to 

defend the need of combining the two disciplines, theology and science. In the years 1986-89 three 

books were published which laid the foundations for his later work: One World,4 Science and Crea-

tion,5 and Science and Providence.6 In these and later works Polkinghorne tries to show the com-

plementary character of theology and science, and argues that they have a “fraternal relationship” 

for both have a concern for finding reality and truth.7  

Polkinghorne, in defending theology as a proper discipline, argues that science is not able to 

give a full account of how the world is: for science in its contemporary form cannot describe agency 

–be it human or divine- but it cannot exclude it either. Theology should come to aid science in its 

goal of exploring the world by exploring agency and relating it to other scientific insights. Polking-

horne in doing so finally concludes that the belief in an acting God can be fully compatible with sci-

ence.  

Starting with a general introduction in his theory of divine action, this chapter intends to give a 

concise overview of his theory with its central concepts. Furthermore it will try to analyze his views 

on the nature of theology and doctrine. As Polkinghorne is a very prolific writer but at the same time 

faithful to his earliest insights, it would be both too time-consuming and unnecessary to follow 

Polkinghorne’s research through the years. I shall therefore mainly stick to the aforementioned tril-

ogy, but will not hesitate to bring in arguments or quotations from more recent works if they add to 

the understanding of Polkinghorne’s view as outlined in his early works. 

                                                      
1 Polkinghorne, J. C. Exploring Reality. The Intertwining of Science and Religion. (New Haven: Yale 

University Press, 2005), ix. 
2 ibid., The Way the World Is. (Grand Rapids, Mich: Eerdmans, 1984). 
3 ibid., One World. The Interaction of Science and Theology. (London: S.P.C.K., 1986), 33 
4 ibid. 
5 ibid., Science and Creation. The Search for Understanding. (Boston: New Science Library, 1989). 
6 ibid., Science and Providence. God's Interaction with the World. (Boston: New Science Library, 1989). 
7 Science and Creation, xii. 
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2.1 Polkinghorne’s theory of divine agency 

2.1.1 Science and agency 

Polkinghorne is convinced that it is possible to believe in a God who acts in this world, even in 

this modern era where science seems to be able to explain everything without reference to God. He 

says that we should not abandon our belief in an acting God as a result of scientific arguments be-

cause science in fact can leave room for divine agency. In his search for arguments for the possibil-

ity of divine action, he starts with the remark that science does not only seem to have problems with 

divine agency but also with human agency. Science, in its search for order, always has a tendency to 

view the world as deterministic and explains events rather by pointing to general laws of nature -

which on their turn rest on even more general laws of nature- than to specific actions of persons. 

Nevertheless, Polkinghorne claims that the possibility that we can willingly move and act is such a 

fundamental fact of experience that science just cannot honestly reject the reality of it.8 In other 

words: our daily experience of free will informs us that the world cannot be completely determined.  

We will soon see that Polkinghorne gives more arguments than only this ‘prima facie’ argument 

for a nondeterministic world, but first we have to take a closer look to the link he creates between 

divine and human agency. Polkinghorne claims that a rejection of divine agency often also implies a 

rejection of human agency; it is therefore probable that showing how human agency operates also 

teaches us something about divine agency. Polkinghorne presumes that human agency and divine 

agency have enough in common to be compared to each other. In fact, he even believes that it must 

be possible to univocally speak about human and divine agency,9 or in other words: it is possible to 

construe one description of general agency which counts for both kinds of agency.  

Of course, human agency and divine agency are different from each other in lots of ways, be-

cause God is transcendent while human beings are not. It is, for example, an essential part of human 

agency that the agent is embodied, says Polkinghorne. Our body is the centre of our experiencing 

ourselves and also the centre of our acting. We do not only have a body, but we are a body. Contrar-

ily, God does not have a body: he is omniscient and does not view the world from one perspective, 

and also God is not for his existence dependent on anything just as we are dependent on our body, 

for he does not need anything besides himself.  

Yet, to a certain extent they are comparable after all, says Polkinghorne. Just to lift a tip of the 

veil: according to Polkinghorne the way in which we move our body, in which our mind interacts 

with our body, is comparable to the way in which God interacts with the world.10 The analogy thus 

does not consist of a comparison of us acting in the world (e.g. when we lift up a hammer) with God 

                                                      
8 Science and Providence, 10. 
9 Science and Providence, 17. 
10 Science and Providence, 19. 
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acting in the world. It rather is a comparison of the way our mind moves our body (e.g. when we lift 

up our arm) with the way God moves the world. In fact one should better say that Polkinghorne does 

not describe a God acting in the world. Polkinghorne with this analogy tries to describe a God mov-

ing the world. We already saw that Polkinghorne wants to arrive to a way to speak univocally of at 

least some characteristics of human and divine agency. In fact, Polkinghorne now seems to argue 

that the resemblance between Gods agency and human agency is the fact that both need matter to 

have a ‘hook’ onto which both God and we ourselves can anchor, in order to move it. For us human 

beings, this ‘hook’ is probably located in our body, for our body is always the means by which we 

act. For God then, this ‘hook’ is located in the world as a whole. If Polkinghorne succeeds in effec-

tively describing how this ‘hooking’ operates, it seems that he will be able to speak univocally of at 

least one aspect of divine and human agency: the ability of the world to get ‘hooked’ by something 

is in that case the same ability which allows for human agency as well as divine agency.  

We could summarize as follows: science cannot account for, and sometimes even seems to ex-

clude the possibility of agency. Our experience of the possibility of our own agency however is too 

strong to be rejected by science. Therefore, we should acknowledge that science until now is lacking 

the abilities to describe the reality exhaustively. With this disability of the present science in mind, 

Polkinghorne proposes a view in which the world is moved by God in somewhat the same way as 

our bodies are moved by our souls. Furthermore he proposes that both divine and human agency 

make use of a certain property of the worldly matter. We will first follow Polkinghorne in his inves-

tigation of agency in general and especially human agency in order to find the mechanism underly-

ing what we have called the ‘hooking’, and then find out how he uses this knowledge to explain how 

the world is also open to divine agency. 

2.1.2 The hooking of mind to matter 

As we have seen, Polkinghorne claims that our daily experience of free will already proves that 

the world cannot be completely determined. However he does not only use this prima facie argu-

ment, he also tries to work out in what way then agency must be scientifically understood. To begin 

with, Polkinghorne claims that agency is dependent on mental phenomena like willing or reasoning. 

Science often only takes into account material phenomena and lacks the right tools to speak of the 

other phenomena. Yet, says he, these mental phenomena are just as part of the world as material 

phenomena are, and thus science has to pay attention to these as well. It is here that theology may 

prove itself to be a fruitful assistant of science: theology is experienced in describing mental phe-

nomena.11 

In speaking of mental phenomena, there is -according to Polkinghorne- the twofold danger of 

wrongly opposing it to material phenomenon. First, there is the danger of dualism which treats the 

                                                      
11 Science and Creation, 69. 
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mental and the material as two completely separated worlds (e.g. cartesianists seem to do this by 

giving priority to the mental over the material). Second, there is the danger of monism which re-

duces the mental to the material, just like some modern scientists seem to do (e.g. certain neurosci-

entists who hold that mind is nothing more than a complex interaction of matter). Polkinghorne him-

self wants to do justice to both the mental and the material part of the world, without reducing the 

one to the other or too strongly separating them, and argues for an approach which he calls dual-

aspect monism.12 This dual-aspect monism states that matter and mind, the physical and the spiri-

tual, are different aspects or ‘poles’13 of the same whole reality, of which science only investigates 

one part. Only with this dual-aspect monism is it possible to conceive of a human being as a psycho-

somatic unity. Polkinghorne states:  

“If you take me apart you will find that all you get will be matter – in all the elusive subtlety that 

quantum mechanics has taught us to attribute to the material – matter ultimately found to be constituted 

of the quarks, gluons and electrons which compose all the rest of the physical universe. Neither soul 

nor entelechy will be found as a separate part of the residue. Yet if you want to encounter me you will 

have to refrain from that act of decomposition and accept me in my complex and delicately organized 

totality.”14 

One can ask in what ways exactly mind and matter are complementing each other. For what does 

it mean that reality consists of mental phenomena and material phenomena, and added upon that the 

claim that those phenomena are neither strictly separate nor reducible to one of both? How can we 

conceive of this? The quote above points to Polkinghorne’s solution: to encounter a person is not to 

encounter a collection of particles, but to encounter a complex and delicately organized totality. A 

human being is neither the sum of its particles, as a neuroscientist sometimes claims, nor a soul ‘in-

dwelling’ a body, as a cartesianist could claim. The neuroscientist errs in reducing mind to matter, 

and the cartesianist errs in separating mind and matter too strongly. Contrary, it is for Polkinghorne 

due to the exact way in which the particles hang together, relate to each other, interact with each 

other, that makes the complex whole that this person is. There is something about a person that is 

not reducible to the material particles of which he or she consists. When we speak of a person, we 

have in mind not something extra to the bunch of matter but something other than the bunch of mat-

ter, and according to Polkinghorne this other is related to the ‘complex and delicately organized to-

tality’. We should not understand this as the introduction of another kind of matter, which he then 

calls ‘mental’. What he intends to do, is to show that a person indeed is ‘just’ a bunch of particles, 

which however, due to the way they relate to each other, makes the totality of those particles some-

thing of a special kind which is not anymore reducible to these particles. 

                                                      
12 Exploring Reality, 57. 
13 Science and Providence, 26. 
14 Science and Creation, 72. 
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Polkinghorne thus notes that in this world we see a great deal of regularity, but we also experi-

ence agency. He also notes that wherever agency or mind or persons occur, systems are far more 

complex and ‘delicately organized’. What Polkinghorne in fact has yet not arrived to, is a theory 

where he explains how these delicately organized systems relate to mental phenomena like agency. 

It is not clear why a crystal (as an example of a bunch of particles relating to each other in a very 

simple pattern) differs so hugely from a human being, other than the latter being composed of a 

more complex pattern. Could we not just say that a human being is something like a highly complex 

crystal? What does a ‘crystal’ need extra to allow for agency in it to ‘appear’? 

In fact the question which Polkinghorne has to address is: what is ‘complexity and delicate-

ness’? A metaphor could help us out here. The deists of the eighteenth century conceived the world 

as a great complex system and compared it to an ingenious clockwork mechanism. As we all know, 

this deistic clockwork world is not only very complex, but also very rigid. Just like a real clock, 

once we now the exact state of the world at twelve o’clock, we can predict the exact state at one 

o’clock, two o’clock and every other possible future time. We can also by retrospection know what 

the exact state of this clockwork-world was at every other given time in the past. The only reason 

for not knowing every future and past state of the world is our ignorance of the exact state of the 

world-clockwork now. If we (theoretically speaking) could overcome this inability of ours, we could 

be able to predict not only the turning of the seasons and the tides, but all our seemingly free actions 

in this clockwork-world, which thus are determined after all. Of course, this clockwork-world does 

not allow for any real human agency, or you should call the programmed motion of the robot-arm of 

a machine an act and the machine an agent.  

Now, according to Polkinghorne, this clockwork-world does not exist. Not only does this clock-

work-world conflict with a worldview allowing for agency, but science has since long rejected 

clockwork mechanics as its paradigm. The world, just like clocks, is very complex and to that extent 

the comparison goes. The world however is, contrary to what deists thought, not as rigid as a clock. 

In fact, the complexity of the world is from a complete other order than the complexity of a clock. 

The clock is complex in that the descriptions of its initial conditions would take up a lot of work: all 

gears, springs and pointers of the clock differ in their initial positions and properties, some being 

bigger than others or attached in different ways to others. In fact a clock can be so complex that one 

is better of with just a rough description: the pointers point roughly to one o’clock. This is enough 

for a rough prediction: in an hour or two, the pointers will be pointing roughly to three o’clock. But 

precisely here the world shows itself to be of a different kind of complexity. According to modern 

science and described by chaos-theory, the world is of a complexity which, when roughly described, 

does not give any clue to what direction it will move: it is a chaotic complexity.15 

                                                      
15 Science and Providence, 28-29; Exploring Reality, 21. 
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The famous paradigm example of this unpredictable behavior is that of the weather: the slightest 

differences in the initial conditions, an unforeseen move of a butterfly in the hills of China or the 

Amazonas, can in the long run make a difference between a sunny day and a tough tempest at the 

Dutch coast. Not that all tempests are caused by butterflies: we just will never be able to know if 

this butterfly that made its unforeseen move has shared in causing either the tempest or the sunny 

day a week later or even both, and certainly do not know what unforeseen events on their turn have 

caused this butterfly to make its move. Because every initial condition is dependent on such tiny 

little factors, it is practically impossible to give any real prediction of the future of this complex sys-

tem. This complex chaotic system is thus complex in a way incomparable to the complexity of the 

clockwork. And because Polkinghorne believes that ‘there are at least as many disorderly clouds in 

the world as there are orderly clocks’16, the world as a whole must be at least as unpredictable as the 

disorderly clouds in the sky. 

The only way that the clockwork image can be saved, is to prove that the world, when exactly 

described, is predictable at last. In that case, the world would only differ from a clock in that it is 

more complex, but not of a different complexity. This however is, according to Polkinghorne, im-

possible to achieve: it is practically impossible (but probably even theoretically impossible17) to 

know all initial values and check if our world is a clockwork world after all. It will therefore finally 

be a decision which cannot be made on scientific grounds: either the world is to be seen as a highly 

complex clockwork of which the machinery is forever veiled from our scientific enquiries, or the 

world is just as it appears to us with a certain degree of regularity but also with a certain degree of 

openness and intrinsic unpredictability which leaves room for us to act freely.18 The decision for 

Polkinghorne is clear: he opts for the latter because only that worldview can be harmonized with the 

experience of the possibility of agency.  

We can now return to the question of complexity and delicateness of the human body. Just like 

the world is more cloudlike than clockwork-like, the human body as a whole is more cloudlike. And 

exactly there lies the difference between the human body and a crystal: that (theoretically very pure 

and clean) crystal is even more easily predictable than a clock; for once you have seen a tiny piece, 

you can tell what the whole crystal looks like. A (living) human body however is loaded with unex-

pected and spontaneous behavior which is unpredictable, and that is what we call the possibility of 

free agency. This unpredictableness does not necessary arise from the smallest particles but is due to 

everything together: both the particles and the way in which they are organized probably add to the 

complex cloudlike human person. 

                                                      
16 Exploring Reality, 21. 
17 Exploring Reality, 12, 22, 33. 
18 Exploring Reality, 35. 
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When we call the particles which make up a thing the ‘lower’ level and we call the whole thing 

the ‘higher’ level, we could say that in the case of a crystal, the higher level is completely defined 

by the lower level: the crystal as a whole is completely caused by the powers on the lower level, and 

therefore by describing the particles and their properties it can be inferred how the crystal as a whole 

looks like. Now, in the case of a human being, Polkinghorne say that the higher level can not be 

fully explained by reference to the lower level. The lower level by its chaotic and cloudlike behavior 

does not completely cause every aspect of the totality. First of all, the higher level has its own so-

called emergent properties: just as out of non-wet hydrogen and oxygen emerges water with the 

property of being wet, out of non-mental elements emerges a body with the property of being able to 

run. But secondly and essential for Polkinghorne’s theory, in this cloudlike structure that a human 

being is, a so-called strong emergent property can arise: a property that is not only a property of the 

whole rather than of the pieces, but also a property that cannot in any sense be reduced to the pieces. 

Wetness is not a property of a H2O molecule, yet it can be explained by reference to the structure of 

the molecule itself. The ability to think however cannot according to Polkinghorne be explained by 

reference to the structure of the body itself, and the thoughts itself are therefore able to be free 

thoughts: in a certain body with given particles, thoughts can think either this or that, without being 

forced into one of them by the particles which build the bodily structure.19 

Now the final step Polkinghorne takes is claiming that this higher level has its own causal pow-

ers, so that thought can be free thought. He also claims that this higher level can causally influence 

the lower level, so that thought can cause the individual particles to change. Human beings, by vir-

tue of the chaotic and complex pattern of the particles of which they consist, can therefore as a 

whole complex being freely decide to lift an arm, which then of course also influences the lower 

level: the particles of the arm are moved. If Polkinghorne would not take this step, free thought was 

possible, yet the body itself would be clockwork-like in the end. Whatever someone would think, his 

body would go the way it was determined to go. But with the introduction of this ‘downward causa-

tion’, the body moves under the influence of the free thought. In order to study a person, it will thus 

be insufficient to explain the movements of that person by attaching value only to what the smallest 

particles in the brain or somewhere else do. If we did that, we would be thinking of a person just as 

a clock of which every action emerges from the tiny gears and springs: a study of the gears is imme-

diately a study of the whole ‘clockwork orange’. The world according to Polkinghorne by contrast is 

a world in which the smallest particles are not the (only) ones determining the course of the world, 

but complex systems like human agents can as a whole influence the cause of events on the level of 

subatomic particles of which those human agents consist.20  

                                                      
19 Science and Creation, 69. 
20 Science and Providence, 31. 
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What Polkinghorne says about the two aspects of the world has to be understood in light of the 

above. When an organized system like a human being acts, this agent’s act cannot be reduced to the 

particles of which he is built up. The act can only be reduced to the person as a whole, which con-

sists of the particles being ordered in a certain system out of which emerges something we call 

‘mind’, on its turn being able to influence the particles. Polkinghorne thus can say that mind is not 

something that is found inside matter but that mind is another aspect of the world. Human persons 

thus are not one half matter and the other half mind: both the material and the mental are aspects of 

the same human person. You cannot reduce the person to either mind or matter but have to do jus-

tice to the complexity of the human being.21 

2.1.3 Gods action in the world 

Now that we have a clearer picture of how Polkinghorne wants us to think about the position of 

agency in the regular world, it is time to move on and explore further the character of divine agency. 

For in what ways does God’s agency differ from ours? We already noted that Polkinghorne com-

pares us moving our bodies on the one hand with God moving the world on the other hand. When 

we move our bodies, we make use of the flexible and open structure of the particles of which we are 

built to move them into the direction we want to move. When God however ‘acts’, He makes use of 

the flexible and open structure of the world, a body that in a sense is not His body for He is not by 

necessity ‘hooked’ to the world as we are to our bodies.  

As we have said, Polkinghorne wants to describe what the world is like, that both human and di-

vine agents can operate in it. He has described human agents with reference to two poles of the same 

human entity, mind and matter. The material part of a human person is his body, which however is 

delicate and complex and therefore has a ‘mind’ which emerges from this body. This mind is not 

‘something else’ but another aspect of the same ‘thing’. Mind cannot exist without matter, and mat-

ter in the delicate and complex organization of a human being per se has this mind. Described in this 

sense, we can imagine that a bodily movement is caused by a nonmaterial emerging aspect of this 

body, namely the mind. According to Polkinghorne, the relation between God and the world is in 

some way comparable to this relation between our mind and our body. We started our investigation 

by saying that Polkinghorne argues for a property of the material world which allows it to be hooked 

by something nonmaterial, be it a human soul or God. We now know that we have to modify this 

‘hooking’ by explaining that there is not something else (a mind) that is hooked up to a human body, 

but that the human mind is an emerging aspect of the material body. The material world thus has the 

property of being able to allow for emerging mental aspects when organized in a certain complex 

way.  

                                                      
21 Science and Creation, 70. 
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Following this line of thought, it would seem that the comparison between God and the world on 

the one hand, and our mind and body on the other hand, leads us to say that God is an emerging as-

pect of the whole world. Polkinghorne however strongly opposes every theory that views God as the 

mind of the world,22 for he wants to maintain that God is the free creator of the world. God can 

never be an emerging aspect of the world, for that would imply that God is dependent on the world 

for his existence. We should thus say that the relation between God and the world is somehow the 

same as the relation between our mind and our body, but the analogy needs the qualification that 

God is not dependent on the world as our mind is dependent on our body: God is only dependent on 

the world because he wants to be dependent on the world, and even that only to a certain extent.23  

Here however a difficulty appears at which we have to pause for a minute. Polkinghorne com-

pares the relationship between a mind and a body with that between God and the world. Of course, 

God’s relationship with the world is a contingent one and not a necessary one. But is not the princi-

ple underlying the relationship between a mind and a body a principle of necessary co-dependence? 

As argued by Polkinghorne, mind is related to a body by virtue of its emerging from the structure of 

the body, and precisely that is the mechanism. How then can we use this principle of emergence to 

clarify in any way how God as independent mind relates to matter? And even more, how can we 

ever reach a univocal language by which we can describe both phenomena with the same words?  

Furthermore, Polkinghorne pictures a highly questionable image in which it seems that there are 

two entities coexisting, God and the world. God from the ‘outside’ of the world behaves as the Mind 

of the world and thereby moves it. But what does it mean that God exists ‘outside’ of the world? 

When the world is everything that is, there is no ‘outside’ of the world where another agent could 

ever possibly exist. And when the world is not everything that is, as such allowing God to exist out-

side of this world, it would reduce God to a mind indeed not inside of this world but not any less to 

‘just’ an agent among other agents, acting on matter just as any other agent. The least we should say, 

is that there is in Polkinghorne’s view a certain fuzziness of the concept of ‘world’. 

Polkinghorne surely feels that he has to prevent God from being ‘just another agent’, and there-

fore tries to further distinguish God from human minds. An important claim of Polkinghorne about 

God’s action in the world is the claim that God, contrary to human beings, can act without being an 

‘energetic cause’.24 God does not need to put in extra energy to make things happen but when there 

is an open situation which can have two outcomes the one which God wills shall happen.25 This 

means that God does not have to compete with forces of nature to bring about His will and thus, ac-
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cording to Polkinghorne, safeguards God from being a cause amongst other ‘worldly’ causes.26 The 

fact that God is not an energetic cause means that God cannot be found in the way that other causes 

are found. We cannot on empirical grounds decide if it is God or fate at work. We also cannot re-

move God’s action from a part of creation and see what happens, because we do not know what 

God’s action consists of:27 Gods work will always be hidden to the purely scientific eye.  

Although Polkinghorne wants to do justice to the fact that God is not ‘just’ a cause amongst 

other causes, it can be questioned if he now succeeds in doing so. He introduces a distinction be-

tween energetic and non-energetic causes, to be able to distinguish between ‘normal’ and divine 

causes. Still in his view something is caused either by divine causation or by another cause. When 

however some things are caused by normal causes, and other things by God, be it non-energetically, 

does this not mean that God finally is ‘just another cause’? Why should the fact of being non-

energetic make an absolute difference with other causes? One still can ask oneself about a particular 

event, say the narrow escape of sailor John who passed by a hurricane, if that lucky event is caused 

either by God, by John, or by normal behavior of sub-elementary particles. Either only one of those 

causes is responsible for the escape, or two or all of them working together. In fact, having infallible 

knowledge, we could explain the causal chain by telling which part of the escape was due to whom, 

and God would have a minor though essential role in it (say 10%), but John had his part in (60%) it 

and regular particle behavior too (30%).  

In Polkinghorne’s description there is no such thing here as a wholly different type of cause, 

logically distinguished from the others. One is non-energetic, and two are, but then, one is a human 

being and the others not. God as non-energetic cause still seems to function as a cause in the abso-

lute same sense as John or sub-elementary particles are a cause. Although Polkinghorne thus further 

qualifies the difference between God and human minds, and God and other causes, he does not want 

to claim that God’s being a cause is fundamentally and logically different from a human being a 

cause, probably because he wants to keep applying the word ‘cause’ univocally to both God and 

men. It seems that Polkinghorne cannot properly distinguish human and divine action such that it 

justifies the claim that God is not of this world. We will return to this problem in our final chapter; 

let us for now move on by returning to Polkinghorne’s description of divine agency. 

We now know that, according to Polkinghorne, God can act in the world, but do not yet know 

when and where God acts in the world. For example, when is God at work in the world, and when is 

it pure chance how things happen? Where can we find acts of God? 

Polkinghorne distinguishes between two ‘areas’ where we experience the acts of God. First there 

is the world as it is: God has created everything there is, and in this everything can be seen the hand 

of God. For example the orderly structure of reality testifies of the faithfulness, and the fine-tuned 
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and well-balanced laws of nature which support life on earth so well testify of the benevolence of 

God.28 In short, Polkinghorne recalls what traditionally is called ‘general providence’. 29 This area 

deals with the general purpose of God for the world, seen in the structure of the world as it is, and 

contains both creation and its sustaining. Polkinghorne however does not want its readers to think of 

this ‘sustaining’ as needing a too active involvement of God. The world has its own place and its 

own freedom. Natural evil like earthquakes and tsunamis are to be seen as natural processes –

bestowed with freedom by God– instead of events brought about by God.30 It is informative to note 

that Polkinghorne repeatedly tells us that in the interpretation of these sorts of events Christianity is 

closely allied to deism.31 

There is another important area in which we can experience Gods acts, namely our daily lives. 

Where in the first area God necessarily works relatively impersonal and general, the second area 

reveals his concern for individuals. Christianity speaks of God as a Father who looks after the needs 

of his people. Polkinghorne sees this area as important to consider, although he notes that it can be 

misused. People often attribute Gods providence to unimportant events in their lives without asking 

why God does not act in more important events where His work is needed more. Polkinghorne says 

about this: ‘Too glib an evocation of special providence may trivialize God’s action in the world, 

but the rejection of all such particular action reduces God to the role of an impotent spectator.’32 We 

will return to this later on (in 2.2.3), but for now it is important to notice that Polkinghorne wants to 

maintain the possibility of speaking of Gods daily care for human beings. 

 The two distinctive areas of acts of God (the natural order and our daily lives) would not be 

complete when a third way of God acting in the world would be forgotten. God sometimes rules the 

world by not acting, or by letting things be. This safeguards our freedom to act, although it also al-

lows evil to exist. It can also safeguard the freedom of other beings to act, such as the freedom of 

Satan, who can freely test Jobs faith without God intervening. In this way also the absence of acts of 

God paradoxically testifies of Gods active involvement in the world.33  

2.1.4 Conclusion 

We have seen that Polkinghorne argues that divine agency seems to be denied by science, but in 

fact cannot be scientifically excluded. He started by searching to describe human agency and relate 

it to what science knows about the material world. To arrive at a properly balanced view of the in-
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terwovenness of mind and matter, Polkinghorne proposed to view both our body and the world not 

as a clock but as a cloud: a very complex and delicate system where tiny little changes can cause 

dramatically different outcomes. He argues that the actual movement of our body as a whole cannot 

be explained by reference to the movement of the tiny particles of which our body is built: there 

must be other causes at work, which he calls top-down causality: human beings as a whole can in-

fluence the way in which the subatomic particles of their bodies behave. This is the way that human 

minds are ‘hooked’ upon their bodies. 

Furthermore, Polkinghorne proposes to think of God as moving the world in an analogous way 

as a whole to bring about events on smaller scales. The world as a whole is, according to Polking-

horne, a complex and delicate cloudlike structure, just like our bodies. We noticed that it however is 

difficult to see how the comparison actually clarifies: our mind hooks unto our body precisely be-

cause it is just another aspect of the body. God however is either another aspect of the world, in 

which we could say that God is the mind of the world, or the ‘hooking’ of mind onto matter does not 

explain how God hooks onto the world. 

We finally saw that, according to Polkinghorne, God acts in the world in both a general and a 

specific sense and sometimes refrains from specific action. A believer is justified to attribute to God 

the structures of the world. Furthermore in his daily live he may expect God to be actively involved, 

although he has to be careful not to attribute too easily specific events to Gods agency because of 

the risk of devaluating it.  

2.2 Analysis of Polkinghorne 

Now that I have gone at length to introduce Polkinghorne’s thoughts about divine agency, I shall 

analyze it according to the questions raised in the introduction. To be able to characterize his doc-

trine of providence, I shall look to his view on theology as a whole, his view on the character of a 

doctrine, the position of beliefs of Christians in his theory, and his view on the religious context of 

providential sayings, thereby noting how this influences his view on providence. 

2.2.1 Polkinghorne on theology 

In the introduction on Polkinghorne I noted the career-switch that he made, from physics to the-

ology. In his own words: “Many things altered in my life when I changed from being a physicist and 

became a priest, but one significant thing remained the same: the central importance of the search 

for truth. All my life I have been trying to explore reality.”34 In this quotation, Polkinghorne says in 

short what he is trying to do in his whole work: exploring reality. According to him, theology shares 

with science the object of study, namely the world as it is, ‘the way things are’.35  

                                                      
34 Exploring Reality, ix. 
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The fact that theology and science share reality as their object, does not mean that they are the 

same, for they both study another part of reality. Theology studies that part of reality that is accessi-

ble with ‘religious experience’, while science studies that part of reality that is accessible with 

‘sense-experience’. Therefore also their method differs: science uses tests and experiments because 

the part of reality that we can experience with our senses is expected to behave regularly and ac-

cording to laws of nature; theology studies reports of religious experience like scriptures and tradi-

tions because God is expected to reveal himself there. 36  

So what are the religious experiences of mankind then? Polkinghorne points to William James’ 

investigation in the “experience of unity with the ground of all being”, and notes that these experi-

ences can even somehow be investigated: by using breathing techniques, mystical experience seems 

to occur. “It is the task of theology to help us to assess their true nature and what they tell us about 

the world in which we live”.37 This does not lead Polkinghorne to the conclusion that theology must 

do experiments with these mystical experiences (although he does not explain why not, maybe be-

cause religious experience is not “subject to advance specification”?38). The Anglican theology 

which Polkinghorne is committed to, studies scripture and tradition which testify of religious ex-

periences in other places and other times. Theology in Polkinghorne’s view thus investigates the 

transferred religious experiences in a certain tradition. 

Although theology has a completely different methodology, it has a lot in common with science: 

since both search for truth, both use theories which can be corrected in the light of new evidence.39 

And more important: because both are talking about the same world, be it different aspects of it, 

they cannot do without each others contribution: “theology, truly conceived, seeks the most pro-

found integration of all human knowledge and so has to respect the offerings made to it by all 

branches of inquiry into the way things are”.40 Polkinghorne makes a double statement here: on the 

one hand theology seems to function truly as the regina scientiarum, the queen of all human knowl-

edge; on the other hand it leans heavily on what other sciences have to say. His ideal therefore is a 

fruitful dialogue between theology and science as a real conversation where arguments of both sides 

are being considered, and he rejects a view where theology and science are in complete separation 

from each other, as if they concern different realities. The theological investigation in scripture and 

tradition therefore has to be informed by other historical data, psychological insights and scientific 

theories. Only in that way can theology investigate if the testimonials of scripture and tradition 

about the religious experiences are indeed true.  
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Polkinghorne’s emphasis on the exploration of reality in theology is closely related to the epis-

temological principle that he adheres to: realism. According to a realist view on theology, good the-

ology gives good descriptions of how reality is like, and bad theology gives bad descriptions of how 

reality is like. What exactly makes a description good or bad generally depends on the type of real-

ism. In the simplest form of realism, a good description of how reality is like could be defined as: 

the objects (or relations or properties) that the description points to must indeed exist and have the 

characteristics that the description gives. This position, simple as it may sound, proves difficult to 

defend. Therefore a variety of different more or less realistic positions exist, all trying to take into 

account possible counterarguments. Polkinghorne calls his realistic position ‘critical realism’ and 

has discussed it in various publications.41 The ‘critical part’ consists of the acknowledgment that 

theories do not ‘mirror’ the world in a strict sense, because our language is unable to capture the 

world exhaustively and our knowledge is too small. Both science and theology must strive not to 

absolute certain truths, but to verisimilitude.42 The content of science and theology is then “an un-

derstanding which is never complete but ever capable of further improvement. The terms of that un-

derstanding are dictated by the way things are.”43 This means that the theological methods must be 

judged according to their powers to give insight into reality, and theological theories are adequate 

when they give an adequate description of this reality. Of course, Polkinghorne would not hesitate to 

say that this is the same adequacy as is needed for scientific theories.  

Theology in this way has a focus on factual statements about reality, and we will come to see its 

effects on Polkinghorne’s view on the nature of doctrine. In the final chapter I shall discuss the 

problems concerning this realistic view on theology and describe alternatives. For now I shall be 

content to have mentioned his critical realism, and continue by analyzing his opinion on the nature 

and function of doctrine. 

2.2.2 The nature and function of doctrine 

With Polkinghorne’s critical realism in mind, we can imagine what Polkinghorne’s view on doc-

trine, or dogma, in general is. This realistic focus will probably interpret a doctrine as (at least 

chiefly) a statement about the world which can be correct or incorrect. For when theology focuses 

on reality, right doctrines are those doctrines which give good descriptions of that reality. Indeed 

Polkinghorne affirmatively cites Whitehead who says “The dogmas of religion are the attempts to 

formulate in precise terms the truths disclosed to the religious experience of mankind. In exactly the 

same way the dogmas of physical science are the attempts to formulate in precise terms the truths 
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discovered by the sense perceptions of mankind.”44 Consequence of this view seems to be that we 

can say e.g.: ‘the total amount of energy in an isolated system remains constant’45 is in exactly the 

same way describing the sense-experiences as ‘God is creator of all that lives’ is describing the reli-

gious experience.  

Viewing a doctrinal statement as analogous to a scientific statement of course affects the func-

tion of doctrine: a doctrine in this way is considered to be a statement informing the believer about 

the way the world is. The doctrine of providence for example tells believers that it is a fact that God 

takes care of them, even if they do not see it or have that experience. It is questionable however if in 

this view a doctrine can be normative in the way it is sometimes used: with Polkinghorne’s view on 

doctrine, the proper way to address heretics would be to tell them that they are mistaken about the 

nature of reality, instead of calling them unfaithful.  

A seemingly useful aspect of this view on doctrine is that it can explain and positively interpret 

the development of doctrine in general: new doctrines are new insights into the way the world is. 

Sometimes doctrinal changes, e.g. the abolition of slavery, are interpreted as showing the relativity 

of our knowledge, but Polkinghorne can use this doctrinal advancement to support our belief that 

our present knowledge is right.46 Doctrine is therefore advancing, evolving towards more knowl-

edge, and we can be quite confident that our theological body of knowledge is slowly becoming 

more adequate. 

2.2.3 Polkinghorne and the farmer 

Let us now move from the doctrine of providence to the daily use of providential language. In 

the introduction we considered the example of the farmer who, staring trough the window and look-

ing at the rain, thanks God that his harvest will not be entirely lost this hot summer. In what way 

does Polkinghorne address what the farmer is doing?  

According to Polkinghorne’s realistic interpretation, saying that something is an act of God is 

reporting a fact. The claim that the farmer makes about the rain coming from God, is therefore be-

fore anything else either right or wrong. From this realistic focus, it is then not surprising that the 

question if such a claim is justified is considered important. Polkinghorne says that “much talk of 

special providence seems so selective and manipulative of what is happening,”47 so in other words 

states that these claims are often not justified. And earlier on (see ‘Gods action in the world’) we 

already noted that Polkinghorne is afraid that providential language soon trivializes God’s action in 

                                                      
44 One World, 28. 
45 Which is the law of conservation of energy. 
46 Exploring Reality, 122. 
47 Science and Providence, 42. 



 21

the world. So how are we to use this language? Do we first have to be absolutely sure that some-

thing comes from God, before we make can make the claim that providence is at work? 

Polkinghorne does not go that far. He already pointed out that, because of the non-energetic 

cause that God is, one can never be sure that indeed God is at work. It is just not possible to describe 

the causal chain such, that only with God in it, rain will fall. This is a clear undercutting of a possi-

ble demand for proof that God is at work: the falling of the rain can be causally explained without 

reference to God. Furthermore he would point out that the farmer cannot test if the rain comes from 

God by repeating the hot summer again but now without God acting in it.48 Then what are directions 

for knowing when such a claim is at least justified?  

Polkinghorne notes that there must be a certain balance between acknowledging that God indeed 

is involved in our lives on the one hand, and affirming that there is a ‘perplexing variety of individ-

ual destiny’ on the other hand.49 With this ‘perplexing variety of individual destiny’, Polkinghorne 

points to the fact that people tend to speak of providence in cases like accidents where only one per-

son is miraculously saved. It can be expected that this person thanks God for his not being killed in 

the accident, but this man has to take into account the ‘perplexing variety of individual destiny’ 

which reveals itself in the fact that all others involved in the accident died after all.50 Polkinghorne 

thus thinks it not immediately unjustified but indeed more or less troublesome to speak of provi-

dence in situations like this. This is quite understandable, keeping Polkinghorne’s realistic interpre-

tation of providential language in mind: if it is a fact that God caused rain to restore the crop, it also 

is a fact that God caused the rain which e.g. was the cause for a terrible traffic-accident. It also then 

is a fact that God gives something to this farmer (a good harvest) which He withholds from others, 

in the third world for example. If the farmer attributes the rain to God, he makes a claim with huge 

consequences of which he would not be held accountable. According to Polkinghorne, it is thus best 

to speak of providence in situations where the ‘provision’ is not at the cost of others or where it is 

clear why it is not provided to others.  

Polkinghorne has less trouble viewing the order of the world as resulting from divine action. 

Even chance or (seemingly) chaos are to be seen as the way in which God has made the world a 

truly free and open world, also pointing to Gods benevolence.51 It is thus possible that the farmer 

thanks God for the rain, not because God has directly willed this rain but he has created the world as 
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such that there is the possibility of rain. With this view however, we are far away from Polking-

horne’s first intention: to make it possible to speak of special providence in the life of the believer.  

Is there any other possibility where the farmer may look for God’s agency? The farmer now is 

told to be careful to thank for the rain, because it is highly possible that this would directly mean 

attributing accidents because of the bad weather to God. Can Polkinghorne give him a hint what 

events he may safely attribute to God? To begin with, Polkinghorne wants to maintain that God 

“brought Israel out of Egypt, raised Jesus from the dead.”52 Not because this is exhaustively proven 

or justified enough, but because without this, the church would be “profoundly in error.”53 And in-

deed those events and facts are surely something for which the farmer may be thankful towards 

God.  

When it comes to special providence however, things seem to get more complicated. First of all, 

it appears that only after a period of time can someone be able to see if indeed something worked 

out well or not. The farmer staring trough the window may be glad that the crop is saved, but does 

not yet know all the consequences of the rain. Maybe after some time the farmer can be surer that 

the rain that saved his crop did not destroy the crop of his neighbor, nor was responsible for a terri-

ble accident on the highway. That would enlarge the possibility that the rain indeed was a direct 

consequence of an act of God. 

Second, although God is involved in the daily life of the farmer according to Polkinghorne, God 

works in those areas of the world where things are most arbitrary. In Polkinghorne’s words, God 

works on those places where the world is the most cloudlike. This means that seemingly unimpor-

tant events may be an act of God, because of their important consequences in the long run. Impor-

tant events on the contrary may not be an act of God, because of their nasty consequences in the 

long run. While the farmer is staring at the rain, it is possible and even more probable that mean-

while God is acting in other areas of his life in an indiscernible way.54 

Polkinghorne thus indeed has something to say to the farmer! To begin with, in an imaginary 

conversation that Polkinghorne and the farmer could have, Polkinghorne would show a favorable 

attitude to the farmer’s belief in Gods active involvement in his daily life: surely that is something 

Polkinghorne wants to encourage. Continuing however, he would cautiously point out the possibly 

malicious consequences of the farmer’s claim that the rain is a gift from God to save his crop: ‘not 

only don’t you know all the consequences of the rain –for who can guarantee that the rain that saves 

your crop does not also cause accidents on the road?-, but if God could directly give you rain, why 

would He withhold it from e.g. the Third World?’ When the farmer would be confused, starting to 

doubt his faith in God’s providential care, Polkinghorne however could reassure him that God in-
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deed does act in his daily life, but probably in ways far more complicated and invisible than the 

farmer would ever think.  

2.2.4 A short evaluation 

Polkinghorne is -as believer and priest- highly empathic towards providential language and we 

have seen that he is devoted to proving that providence is not unscientific but even probable in the 

light of the natural sciences. First of all, Polkinghorne states that, no matter if we believe in provi-

dence or not, there clearly is a gap in contemporary science and a lack of knowledge about mental 

phenomena. He argues that it is highly questionable if every aspect of life must be reduced to the 

movement of elementary particles, and opts for a view which intends to truly leave room for other 

causes than causes on the level of elemantary particles to operate. Arguing that mind can be seen as 

an emergent property of a bodily structure, Polkinghorne tries to relate the theologians’ language 

about free will, soul, mind etcetera, to the scientific language about the micro-cosmos. 

Secondly, Polkinghorne extrapolates this view which allows for mind to be a true cause in the 

world, to the debate on divine action. Just as mind is able to move the body it emerges from, God 

can move the world –however not emerging from it. Both mind and God make use of the same prin-

ciple of matter. 

Several questions however stand. First of all, we are not convinced by Polkinghorne’s endeavor 

to describe the process of ‘hooking’ of mind to matter. It seems that Polkinghorne does not describe 

any kind of ‘hooking’ but only describes the ‘emergence’ of mind out of matter. This however 

makes it very difficult to compare mind’s interaction with a body to God’s interaction with the 

world.  

Furthermore, it is very questionable if Polkinghorne in the end can do justice to the religious 

speech of providence. As we saw in the last section, Polkinghorne’s theory of providence involves a 

large amount of correction on providential speech as it is generally spoken by believers. Polking-

horne wants to reclaim space for a belief in the Christian God, but he seems to end up with a space 

unfitting for the God of most Christians. God indeed acts, but according to Polkinghorne in far more 

complex ways than believers will probably acknowledge. We should ask whether Polkinghorne in 

the end really solves the problem he himself so properly notices, of a scientific worldview clashing 

with traditional belief. It is not improbable that another view on the relationship between scientific 

and theological language would more effectively handle this clash. 
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3 MAURICE WILES 
A main thrust behind the philosophical work of expert in patristics Maurice Wiles55 is his firm 

conviction that theology must be in dialogue with the surrounding culture: just as in the days of the 

early church, theology must be ready to be held accountable for its beliefs and also not hesitate to 

incorporate cultural insights. The works discussed below should be read in the light of this effort of 

taking seriously both the demands of faith and modern culture. 

His work God’s action in the World56 is a defense of a noninterventionist interpretation of divine 

action, with an emphasis on the interpretation of divine action language like that of our farmer. As 

such his work could be helpful for our project. In this book, Wiles argues for an interpretation of 

language about divine action that is not special but only general. Wiles wants to reject the view that 

God intervenes in the world, as if He is just an agent amongst other agents. God acts, but His act is a 

general or a single act of creating and sustaining the world. He thus argues against a theory of spe-

cial divine action and indeed does not intend it to be orthodox. In fact, he notes that Christianity has 

always wrestled with the very problematic idea of God acting in the world, and thinks it is time to 

‘remake’ Christian doctrine.57 

This chapter introduces Wiles’ view on divine action, and relates it to his understanding of the 

nature of theology and doctrine. It will make use of several of Wiles’ works, most notably God’s 

action in the world.  

3.1 Wiles’ theory of divine agency 

3.1.1 Single divine action 

Wiles’ theory of divine action can be summarized as the proposal that we conceive of God’s ac-

tion in the world not as various acts on particular moments, but as one single divine act of creation 

and sustaining. An act, he says, is distinguished from another act by its different intention, and vice 

versa is the criterion for processes to be a single act their having one shared intention.58 Conceiving 

of God’s action in the world as one action, therefore, in fact means conceiving the whole work of 

God as directed towards one goal, with a single intention. This single intention, says Wiles, can at 
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least from human viewpoint be described as: the flourishing of human beings in a free relationship 

with Him.59 Hence God’s exercise of power –creation and sustaining of the creation– must always 

be understood in this single context of His love for us. Although Wiles admits that this description is 

possibly too anthropocentric and could be improved, his point is clear: the whole of Gods creative 

act including the whole history of creation is directed towards one final eschatological goal which is 

God having a true reciprocal relationship with His creation.  

The reason Maurice Wiles makes this move of explicitly subsuming everything God does under 

one goal, lies in his analysis of the debate on freedom and predestination. According to him, this 

debate is confused, especially on the concept of creatio ex nihilo. This doctrine was articulated in 

conflict with early heresies thinking that the ‘dirty clay’ of which God created the earth was the 

cause of evil. Christian teachers like Tertullian and Origen –rightly, in Wiles’ eyes– rejected their 

‘easy’ solution to the problem of evil and instead spoke of a creation out of nothing, thereby saving 

God’s ultimacy. Once however this idea established itself as the orthodox interpretation of the doc-

trine of creation, it gave rise to interpretations in which God as the absolute controller of the world 

did not allow for any worldly freedom to exist. As an example, Wiles points to Aquinas, who in-

tended to safeguard the contingency of the world. However, says Wiles, no matter how hard Thomas 

tried to emphasize the existence and reality of finite causes –which is necessary to be able to speak 

of real human freedom– he did not manage to interpret human freedom as a real freedom apart from 

Gods will. Human beings will things, but that is because God wills them to will those things and as 

such there is no freedom left. Hence Aquinas tries hard to safeguard human freedom but in the end 

does not succeed in doing so. And not only Aquinas, but –according to Wiles- many other Christian 

teachers too end up with language more akin to Calvin’s harsh theory of predestination than they 

intended.60 

 The source of the problem, says Wiles, lies in the fact that creation out of nothing seems to im-

ply that God is the sole cause of everything there is, and when God is the sole cause of everything 

there is, one can always say that something happened because God wanted it to happen. This impli-

cation of the Christian doctrine of creation leads to a troubled view on both human freedom and the 

nature (and source) of evil.61 However, says Wiles, this implication is not necessary. It is possible to 

hold on to the doctrine of creatio ex nihilo without ‘lapsing’ into the concept of predestination when 

one views God’s action as one single act of creating and sustaining a free and independent world 
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which allows human beings to enter into a true reciprocal relationship with God. In this way, human 

beings and the world as a whole are –and always will be– dependent on God for their being, but in-

dependent from God for their acting (or, in the case of the world, independent for its own free proc-

esses). According to Wiles, only in this way is it possible to believe in God’s ultimacy and absolute 

power which He uses to create the world out of nothing –to ‘call the world into being’– while leav-

ing the world free to act for itself.62 

This view of God having a single and loving intention thus has clear advantages and, at least at 

first sight, is able to prevent some of the difficulties Wiles seems to notice in the history of doctrine. 

The intimate relationship between God’s ultimacy, expressed in the creatio ex nihilo, and a determi-

nistic worldview has now disappeared. Hence when we speak of creation and its sustaining as one 

single divine act, we can both speak of God’s ultimacy and human freedom. Speaking of a single 

act, however, cannot but raise questions to the nature of the relation between that single act of crea-

tion and the multiple events in history that are traditionally attributed to God. What consequences 

does Wiles’ proposal yield for the interpretation of stories of acts of God? Let us turn to this ques-

tion. 

3.1.2 Single action and multiple events 

God performs one single act with at least one intention, claims Wiles. However, traditionally 

Christian believers have viewed various events and even acts of people as acts of God. God’s acts 

were innumerable: from giving rain or halting the sun to making evil kings perform some good 

deed; from healing the sick to forgiving the sinner. What consequence for these stories does it make, 

that Wiles claims that there is only one single act of God? Before we can answer this question, we 

have to clarify what exactly Wiles means with this ‘single act’. 

First of all, speaking of one single act consciously rules out that God holds ‘finite’ or special in-

tentions. God is powerful to heal the sick, but according to Wiles, His intention in that case should 

never be interpreted as directed towards the mere health of a sick person. His intention in a special 

act should be the same as the shared intention of all other sub-acts performed by Him, or the ‘sin-

gleness’ of his master-act would be endangered. If God heals the sick, it would be because He thinks 

that this healing helps furthering His final intention of bliss for all people, and in that way would be 

a part of the same grand act of continuing creation. God would not heal the sick merely because He 

wants the sick to be healed, without any relation whatsoever to his overall intention. 

Secondly, Wiles does not intend to say that God’s act is a ‘simple’ act, with as its intention the 

bringing about of only one event. Wiles allows an act to be complex and uses an analogy to clarify 

his proposal. He gives the example of Solomon building the temple. Just as in ordinary language we 

can claim that Solomon built the temple, while acknowledging that there were a whole range of 
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workers like carpenters or goldsmiths, conducting their own actions in order to fulfill the wish of 

Salomon, Wiles wants us to claim that God fulfills his intention while acknowledging that lots of 

other agents have to perform their own acts. Probably Solomon himself never even touched a ham-

mer and maybe even did not draw the first sketches of the religious building, but still we can speak 

of Solomon building the temple as he is the one who performs the master-act, while the carpenter 

and goldsmith are conducting sub-acts with possibly different intentions (e.g. earning money for 

their family). An act therefore can be made up of lots of different events and sub-acts.63  

With this said, it does not seem to be illogical to say that God has conducted one single act of 

which events like healing the sick and making evil kings perform good deeds are a part, a sub-act so 

to speak. It would be possible to convey of evil kings acting out with bad intentions, while it is God 

who makes them do so out of his own single action and general intention for the world. Of course, 

this seems nothing more than a silly game of language in which what once was called ‘act’ now is 

called a ‘sub-act’. And what once was called ‘the acts of God’ is now called ‘the single act of God’. 

But if one grants this change in meaning, it follows that saying that God performs one single act 

would logically be equal to claiming that every particular act of God shares the same intention. 

Speaking of a single act in this way would not seem to contradict the traditional claims of the innu-

merable acts of God, but would reinterpret them by placing them in a unified scheme in which God 

has a general purpose with all those special actions.  

However, Wiles denies on other grounds that God performs any of these special sub-acts at all.64 

He argues that in fact so called acts of God are often upon close analysis not acts of God but either 

acts of men or ordinary natural behavior of the physical world. And if there are seemingly miracu-

lous events which cannot by what we know be attributed to either acts of men or nature, Wiles 

seems to think of it as bad habit to attribute this to God, for it would not only raise questions about 

why God would bring that event about and not others,65 but –more important– it would also question 

the independency of the world. Wiles cannot believe that a God who wants to create a free world, 

would at the same time violate the independency of this world. In Wiles’ thought, freedom equals 

independency. Special acts like healing the sick and making evil kings perform good deeds therefore 

are therefore not logically impossible but they would violate Gods intention with this world, and 

hence they in fact do not happen.  

It is here, and not in the sole speaking of a single act, that Wiles distances himself from the tra-

dition by claiming that God does not act specifically. His language of a divine single action could be 

seen as a somewhat ‘orthodox’ interpretation of traditional language of acts of God: they should be 

called ‘sub-acts’ of God instead of ‘acts’. His rejection of these sub-acts of God therefore does not 
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necessary follow from his adherence to a certain kind of theological language of divine action. The 

question then arises, why Wiles proposes this language of single action in the first place.  

To understand this, we should remember the distinction Wiles makes between the being and the 

‘acting’ (the particular free processes of its inhabitants and other possibilities of events) of the world 

in relation to God’s creation.66 The doctrine of creation as expressed in the concept of creatio ex 

nihilo teaches us that the world and everything in it is dependent on God for its being. However, the 

concept of God sustaining the world could be extended to not only the being, but also the acting of 

the world and everything in it: this could imply that God sustains by intervention in the world so to 

cause the world and its inhabitants to behave in a certain way, which would endanger the independ-

ency Wiles so highly esteems. By stating that God’s sustaining and creating are one single act, 

Wiles tries to prevent an image in which God intervenes in the course of history: in which God is 

the cause of the acting and not only of the being of the world.67  

To return to the question of this paragraph, what consequences Wiles’ proposal yields for the in-

terpretation of stories of acts of God, we could in preliminary fashion say that those stories are un-

true. The escape of Israel out of Egypt, to mention a classic example of an act of God, is in fact just 

not an act of God. Wiles nevertheless shows himself sensitive to the specific nature of religious lan-

guage and proposes to reinterpret this kind of divine action-language. We will now turn towards his 

proposal for a new understanding of stories in which we are told that God acts. 

3.1.3 Reinterpretation in retrospection 

Wiles, as we have seen, does not believe the escape of Israel out of Egypt to have happened ac-

cording to scripture when interpreted along interventionist lines. If God would have done to Israel 

what the traditional account seems to narrate, it would only show that God did not respect the inde-

pendency of Israel to go its own way. Furthermore, it would question God’s universal love, for why 

did God only rescue Israel and not all those other people in need?  

But is it necessary to interpret these and other stories in a fully descriptive fashion, asks Wiles? 

He agrees with the early Christians in saying that these stories must be –apart from their symbolical 

meanings– descriptively true: the meaning of the stories, also their symbolical meaning, is depend-

ent on the historical truth of these stories. When Genesis 3 does not write what really happened a 

long time ago, we do not know how mankind became disobedient, and we should say of Paul’s ex-

planation of Christ being the new Adam that it gives no explanation at all.68 Still Wiles believes that 

it is possible to reinterpret the story of Israel’s escape such that it can function in a new way, and 

compares divine action-language with the language of giving thanks to a friend. We could have ac-
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complished something difficult with the help of a friend, and tell him “It’s all thanks to you! It’s all 

your doing!” without anybody believing that this friend really did all the work.69 The point of this 

analogy is that there is a possibility that it is not necessary to interpret divine action-language in a 

descriptive, but in a purely expressive sense which can only be understood when one looks at the 

broad context of a remark.70  

But also when divine action-language is purely expressive, questions can still arise as to what 

exactly then is expressed? In other words: why should one express his gratitude for God when God 

did not do anything special to cause the event for which thanksgiving is appropriate? Wiles is aware 

of this difficulty and points out that God’s will gives the possibility to relate special events to God. 

According to Wiles, our lives are firstly related to God simply because God created us. Everything 

we do is made possible by God’s one single action of creation and sustaining. In this way, both good 

and bad deeds of man are related in this same way to God’s single action. We should not say, for 

example, that good deeds are performed with God but bad deeds are performed in spite of God, for 

that would mean that God is not in the same way related to everything that happens. In this sense it 

therefore seems that it is inappropriate to thank God for the fact that He was involved in a good 

event. 

There however is another way of relating our lives to God’s single action, and that is by dedicat-

ing our lives to the alignment of our will to His. Wiles says about this:  

“[...] our lives are a part of God’s personal act in the bringing into existence of the world, a world 

which includes as a paramount part of its purpose the self-dedication of human lives such as those of a 

Paul or an Augustine. It is precisely in them that God’s act finds part of its fulfillment, not because 

there are separate distinguishable divine initiatives in relation to them or to particular aspects of them 

but because the emergence of such lives is what God’s one act deliberately seeks to make possible.”71  

Wiles here states that God’s single intention is brought about by people who align their will to 

His, for precisely the aligning of the will of a person to God’s will is the intention of God’s one sin-

gle act of creation. To be clear: it is not God who makes one person accept and another person reject 

God’s will, for this would mean that God acts specifically. Rather, Wiles holds that God does not 

materially intervene in the world but offers His will to everybody as an option to align to: is up to 

the people themselves to agree with what is good and disagree with what is bad, and by thus cor-

rectly evaluating the world and truly living by this insight, they align themselves to God. 

In this sense, it seems possible to give thanks to God for certain good things, not because He has 

been actively involved as a cause in a particular event, but because God created the possibility of 
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these good things, and indeed intended good things like those to happen. Good things in this sense 

are those things that help people align their will to God’s. Nobody would doubt that the exodus of 

the Israelites out of Egypt helped them align their will to God’s, and as such we can by reinterpreta-

tion still make sense of praising God for the exodus. 

There is an important aspect of the divine action-language, which follows from Wiles’ interpre-

tation of it, and to which we have to turn for a moment. When Israel would lapse into idolatry right 

after their exodus –which would be perfectly possible because God was not involved in any active 

sense to prevent them from doing so–, we would not praise God for the exodus. We would not even 

be able to speak of a failed divine intention with the exodus: there just was nothing inherent to the 

exodus that makes this event more fitting for divine action-language in the form of thanksgiving 

than any other event. The thanksgiving, says Wiles, rests exclusively on the outcome of the process: 

the interpretation of events like these are “necessarily retrospective in character.”72 In contrast, 

thanksgivings we utter towards friends is necessarily ‘prospective’ in character, for we may thank 

them even before they begin helping us, and we remain thankful for their intention, no matter if they 

fail or succeed in helping us. The fact that they do help is enough for them being worthy of thanks-

giving. However, in the case of the exodus God did play no more relevant role than in any other 

possible event. When we fail to understand this retrospective character of divine action-language, 

we would take it to be a literal description of what happened and mistakenly believe that God in fact 

was as an actor involved in that certain event, which would raise all various –and in Wiles’ eyes– 

insoluble questions. “For read such stories forwards instead of retrospectively and there is no escape 

from the arbitrary election, implausible disposition of external circumstance and unacceptable ma-

nipulation of inner life.”73 

Wiles thus proposes that we read stories of actions of God as narratives which do not give a lit-

eral and factual description of what exactly happened, but as narratives which are by retrospection 

expressive affirmations of past events on the grounds of present effects of those past events. Stories 

ranging from Israel claiming that God is the cause of their narrow escape from Egypt, Paul claiming 

that God chose him from his birth, and Augustine claiming that God was at work in him from his 

early years, should be interpreted as pious overstatements in the context of an intention of relating 

and dedicating oneself to God’s will.74 To take these stories seriously, one should thus not read them 

at face-value, but note the broad context of self-dedication in which these stories arise. In Wiles’ 

words, one has to consider the whole ‘complex ancestry’ of utterances like these to be able to under-

stand them.75 
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3.1.4 Conclusion 

Before continuing to analyze Wiles’ theory of divine agency further, it will be helpful to repeat 

in short what Wiles has done so far. Wiles sees a problem with the emphasis on God’s ultimacy in 

the concept of creatio ex nihilo, for this often seems to lead to a worldview in which human beings 

and the world as a whole do not have any independency from the all-powerful God and as such it 

compromises freedom. He however believes it to be possible to hold to this doctrine of creation out 

of nothing without this negative consequence, by emphasizing that God’s intention with the world is 

to have a true reciprocal relationship with humans, instead of an intention to just powerfully control 

it. Therefore it is needed that the world is at least for its acting independent on God. The creatio ex 

nihilo and therefore God’s ultimacy is safeguarded by stating that the world is still dependent on 

God for its being.  

To stress this, Wiles proposes that we understand God’s action in creating and sustaining the 

world as one single act, thereby preventing an image in which God sustains the world by intervening 

in it. Explicitly he rejects the belief in miracles and other ways of divine intervention in the world, 

firstly by their untrustworthiness but also because affirming the truth of them would raise insoluble 

questions as to why God would act there and not somewhere else. 

Rejecting the factual truth of stories of acts of God, Wiles finally proposes to reinterpret stories 

of divine intervention as expressions of people associating themselves to God’s intention of having 

a relationship with them. Those stories thus are not plain wrong, but should be understood in the 

light of the whole context of the person telling these stories.  

3.2 Analysis of Maurice Wiles 

Let us again consider the questions, raised in the introduction, to be able to characterize Wiles’ 

doctrine of providence against his view on theology as a whole. We will do this by analyzing his 

view on theology, doctrine, and religious language about providence.  

3.2.1 Wiles on theology 

In his book “What is Theology?”76 Wiles tries to answer the question the title so clearly poses. 

Starting with a comparison of theology with the similar-sounding topic of geology, Wiles claims 

that just as geology has as its proper subject the γη or earth, theology has as its proper subject θεός 

or God. However contrary to geology which explores the earth, theology does not study God in a 

direct way but by means of studying “what has been believed in the past and what is believed 

now”77, by investigating diverse sources such as the Bible, historical accounts of the history of the 

church, and contemporary sociological reports. Viewing the daily occupations of a theologian, one 
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would thus be tempted to think that he studies the Bible or the faith of the Christian community. 

Still, in the end the theologian has to pose the truth-question by asking himself if what his sources 

say about God is either true or false. This means that not these sources but God really is the subject 

matter of theology. 

Wiles however thinks that it is important to keep in mind that theology is inherently problematic 

in character and therefore should not be seen as a normal science. To start with, the great divergence 

of opinions in no science is greater than in theology. Be it scripture or doctrinal creeds, they often 

are interpreted in various ways, all by eminent scholars, and the choice for some sources over 

against others (such as the Bible and not the Qur’an, or the Roman Catholic doctrines and not the 

Mormons’) is always contestable and often a matter of personal interest. What is more, theology has 

a subject of which the very existence is highly disputed or denied –not only by some of the unedu-

cated but by reasonable and intelligent men- which only adds to this difficulty.78  

Another problem, probably more fundamental than the absence of any unanimity, is the paradox 

of having God as subject of a science. God by definition transcends human understanding and lan-

guage, and so there is a tension in speaking about God. Sometimes believers even deny that it is 

possible to rationally speak about God. Hence traditionally theologians point to the analogous char-

acter of religious language: when we call God a father, we do so because we know what a human 

father is and we think that God is in some way just as a human father. It is according to Wiles very 

hard or even impossible to verbally describe what the exact relation is between the meaning of God 

as father and the meaning of the word ‘father’ in general, although “there is a similarity of structure 

between the situation where the word is used of human relationships and the relationship of God to 

the world.”79 This analogical character of all religious language is not problematic for religion itself, 

but theology as a science must be aware of its “imprecise and suggestive character”.80 

Considering the problematic and ‘elusive’ character of speaking about the main subject of theol-

ogy, one could ask in what way theology is still able to be a reasonable enterprise. Wiles holds that 

theology can never forget its unique problematic and elusive character and wants theology to keep 

trying to clarify their choices and claims. To illustrate this, he points to the demand of the logical 

positivists, who state that the meaning of statements lays exclusively in their empirical content. Al-

though, says Wiles, they were making the claim far too strict, “it is not unreasonable to claim that 

when we make an affirmation we ought to be able to state what counts as evidence for or against 

it.”81 Wiles’ intention is not to surrender theology to this strict logical empiricist verification princi-

ple, but rather to encourage theology to give account for what it is saying. In this light he values the 

                                                      
78 What Is Theology, 1-7. 
79 What Is Theology, 61. 
80 What Is Theology, 63. 
81 What Is Theology, 63. 



 33

so called proofs of God’s existence, formulated by –amongst others- Anselm and Aquinas, as valu-

able endeavors to enter into dialogue with others.82 Reasonableness for Wiles seems to be not so 

much an adherence to an a priori rationality, but first of all a willingness to be held accountable.  

It can be asked to what extent theology must enter into dialogue with other disciplines. Wiles 

admits that there is always a danger of reducing theology to another science, but on the other hand 

disciplines like sociology or psychology are able to illuminate certain theological phenomena which 

are interesting for theology. As Wiles puts it: “[N]one of these (or other comparable) accounts can 

rightly claim to contribute an all-embracing explanation of religion but that [...] fact does not ab-

solve the theologian from paying serious attention to them.”83  

In this context Wiles makes a valuable remark, when he discusses the special influences of the 

natural sciences on theology. Theologians, so he says, are sometimes not content with the elusive 

character of their discipline and hence blinded by the success of the natural sciences. They want 

every theological explanation to follow the same simple default structure of scientific explanations. 

There however is a fundamental difference between the theological and scientific explanations, in 

that the former are explanations about the world and oneself, whereas the latter are explanations 

about the world outside oneself. As Wiles puts it, “[an observer] cannot explain himself and his ob-

serving in the same way that he explain[s] the things outside himself that he observes.”84 The first 

type of (theological) explanation cannot and needs not achieve the same precision as the second 

(scientific) explanation does. Hence it is inherently self-contradictory to demand one single kind of 

explanation for both scientific and theological phenomena.85 

It is very remarkable that when Wiles compares other disciplines with theology, this very illu-

minating insight misses. Only the comparison with the natural sciences reveals that these sciences 

give another kind of explanation which therefore are neither reducible to, nor incorporating theo-

logical explanations. But history only seems to differ from theology in that the first needs surer evi-

dence for historical facts and a priori excludes miracles.86 And sociology and psychology only differ 

from theology in that they cannot be the whole story. But together they seem to leave little space for 

theology to operate. Thus Wiles says: “[W]hile what the theologian says is rightly influenced by 

these sociological factors, it need not and should not be wholly determined by them.” but continues 

with: “Other factors are also involved, in particular the facticity of the Christian past[...]”87 after 

which he turns to the discussion of history. Theology thus seems to be an interdisciplinary topic 
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which incorporates insights from different disciplines rather than a research field having a method 

of its own. 

From the above it could be concluded that Wiles allows theology to have a true different kind of 

explanation than the natural sciences, while having to directly incorporate insights from the humani-

ties. It is questionable if this truly was what Wiles intended, for it seems that he truly struggles with 

the impact of other disciplines but cannot escape. Could it be that he himself is blinded by the suc-

cess of those disciplines? Nevertheless, his comparison of theology and the natural sciences could, I 

think, provide us with a link to a possible solution. In short, it could in line with the point made by 

Wiles about the natural sciences be argued that those other disciplines make use of different kind of 

explanations too. Wiles’ maybe overly enthusiast view on their input into theology is shown by his 

failure to acknowledge and elaborate on the real strength of the argument he so duly notices. We 

will pick up this argument in the next chapter, and see if it is possible to improve the argument so as 

to make a true distinction between theology and sciences. 

Let us now first turn to Wiles’ account of doctrine, and see how his view on theology influences 

his interpretation of doctrine.  

3.2.2 The nature and function of doctrine 

As chairman of a doctrinal commission of the Church of England, Wiles wrote an essay on his 

view of the creeds,88 in which he makes an interesting distinction in the different Nicean statements 

about Jesus, which clarifies Wiles’ account of doctrine in general. He classifies as follows: the first 

class of statements consists of metaphysical claims about his sonship and being of the same sub-

stance as the Father. The second class consists of factual statements about his suffering under Pon-

tius Pilate and his being crucified. The third consists of those statements that fall in between the 

other two: statements which are not fully historical and not fully metaphysical either. In this class 

fall claims about the resurrection, ascension and coming judgment.  

The first class of metaphysical statements is not believed by Wiles: these statements are speak-

ing about things man cannot speak. Wiles does not think that the early church in dialogue with the 

culture was necessarily wrong in making these statements, but he thinks we cannot claim the same 

anymore because of our insight into the limitations of human understanding. The second class of 

purely historical statements is not in any way problematic to Wiles. It stresses the humanity of Jesus 

which Wiles also believes. The third class is the most problematic according to Wiles, for we have 

not enough historical records to be certain as to what exactly happened. Wiles proposes not to treat 
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them as isolable facts but as expressions of the transformative power of the figure of Jesus in the 

lives of mankind today.89 

What immediately draws attention is that Wiles has problems with the creeds because Wiles 

does not believe all historical facts to be happened like that. He then proposes to view them other-

wise, as expressions of what the story does to people now rather than descriptions of what happened 

then. Wiles’ way of dealing with doctrine always seems to move in the tension of a problematic 

original intention with doctrine, which he then solves by reinterpreting them. Earlier we shortly 

mentioned the story of the fall in Genesis 3. Wiles says of this story that the original explanatory 

power (as an answer to the question: whence comes evil?) needs the story to be historically true. We 

now know -thanks to our greater knowledge of the history of the world- that the story is not true and 

therefore the original intention of explanation fails. We however are able to interpret the story as a 

story which describes the human condition of being unable to refrain from sin.90 The question of 

course is, if our stories and doctrines intend to describe and explain in the way Wiles thinks they do; 

and furthermore, if they do so, if the only alternative is this mere expressive reinterpretation? 

An inherent weakness of Wiles’ account seems to me that it appears that other disciplines, the 

historical above all, after all may straightforwardly declare what can and what cannot be reasonably 

believed. Wiles’ own wish, that theology may be a true dialogue partner for the other sciences, 

seems impossible to achieve if every creedal statement can be proven wrong by other sciences. I 

suspect that a further analysis of the exact kind of explanations that theological doctrine gives would 

reveal that Wiles fundamentally misinterpret them. If that is true, it would render the noted short-

comings of the last section (where Wiles only superficially touches on the difference between a 

natural scientific and a theological explanation) a more than minor flaw: Wiles then after all fails to 

see the distinguishing character of theology on which he himself shortly but so duly touched. 

3.2.3 Wiles and the farmer 

Let us again return to the farmer from the introduction, and try out what we have learned from 

Wiles’ account of divine agency. To begin with, we should remark that Wiles is more concerned 

with normal religious language than Polkinghorne is, for a major part of his work as summarized 

above is dedicated to an interpretation of this language. This means that the talk of the farmer about 

God giving the rain is not only central to his religious feelings in his own eyes, but this is also ac-

knowledged by Wiles. 

Wiles is sensitive to the many-facetted characteristics of religious language and does not want to 

reduce the meaning of it to be reduced to the very situation of the utterance. He wants to take a 
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broader perspective which he calls the ‘complex ancestry.’91 When the farmer utters his words of 

thanksgiving for the rain, Wiles wants to emphasize not that God gave the rain and how he did it, 

but that the farmer in this way associates himself with God. By thanking God, he acknowledges his 

dependency on God and he recognizes Gods good intention with the world and himself. In that way, 

his thanksgiving itself becomes a fulfillment of Gods intention.92 So when the farmer, having of 

course become suspicious of theologians in general since the visit of Polkinghorne last time, asks 

Wiles if he is right in thanking God for the rain, Wiles surely would say yes. What he is doing is, 

according to Wiles, not anything less than a created being fulfilling that which God the creator in-

tended. Surely that is a right thing to do. 

When however the farmer would be relieved and react to Wiles by saying that it after all is true 

that God gave this rain, Wiles would probably kindly oppose this by saying that the farmer is right 

in his expression and his attitude towards God, but that the rain itself did not reveal any special ac-

tion of God. Surely God gave the rain in a certain sense: for God gives everything. However, the 

scorching sun in the previous months would share the exact same causal relationship to God. What 

is more, Wiles would suggest that the farmer be better off without this kind of special divine action-

language. It would be a purer and more pious attitude if the farmer thanked God for the rain without 

claiming that God gave the rain, for in that way the farmer would be truly and consciously doing 

what he had to do: aligning his will to God’s will. 

3.2.4 A short evaluation 

We already saw that a main thrust in Wiles’ thought is the importance of a correct interpretation 

of religious language. He stresses that the most apparent and literal meaning of a single providential 

statement is not necessarily the most correct one: one has to look to the whole background of such a 

statement to understand it correctly as a statement in which someone aligns himself with God. Fur-

thermore he rejects that a religious claim that God acts in specific ways should be taken also as a 

factual description. Two reasons are given for this. Firstly, it is theologically more appropriate to 

view God as someone not randomly intervening in the world. Secondly, it would be very likely to 

contradict the way the world is according to our increased scientific knowledge. 

Two questions arise. First of all, we could ask if the freedom of the world and of human beings 

is necessarily compromised by all possible interventions of God. Is it really necessary that God does 

not act at all, to maintain the freedom of the world?  

The second question is directed against Wiles’ interpretation of the relationship between theol-

ogy and other sciences. Wiles, as we have seen, proposes to reinterpret religious language in order 

to avoid unscientific claims. His intention, as he himself puts it, “is not to wean us away from the 
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use of such language altogether (though we may well be led to want to modify it in some respects), 

but rather to enable us to use it in a way which does not conflict with other aspects of our under-

standing of life.”93 But in what exact way does our religious language conflict with ‘other aspects of 

our understanding of life’?  

The importance of a dialogue with other scientific fields of research is a recurrent theme in 

Wiles’ work. Wiles thinks theologians are often mistaken because they either completely isolate 

themselves from other sciences, or they completely surrender theology to an alien discourse. He ac-

knowledges that theology must carefully listen to what others have to say, but needs to be aware of 

its own discourse and its own style of explanation. Notwithstanding his intention, he ends up with a 

view in which other sciences are able to easily overrule and correct theological claims and so seems 

to fail in clarifying the proper rationality of theology. We should therefore appreciate his endeavors 

of describing theology’s proper discourse, but notice that his analysis of the problem is more ade-

quate than his proposed solution. It can be suspected that a better investigation of theology’s proper 

discourse would circumvent the possibly unnecessary removal of a reference to special divine action 

from the religious language. 
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4 PROVIDENTIAL LANGUAGE AND THE NATURE OF THEOLOGY 
In the first two chapters we investigated two writers who where both concerned in taking serious 

the religious claim that God acts. These two writers, Polkinghorne and Wiles, have shown them-

selves to be opposite to each other. In this chapter however, I shall argue that Polkinghorne and 

Wiles have a lot in common on a deeper level. As I shall show, both writers share a view on the na-

ture of doctrine which leads them to a troubled view on the religious language like that of our 

farmer.  

Alternatively, I shall propose a view on the nature of doctrine and theology which tries to better 

recognize the nature of religious language. I shall argue why this alternative model allows for a bet-

ter view on the relationship between theology and the natural sciences. Finally I shall return to the 

farmer’s words and show how this model allows for a theory of providence which takes into account 

what the farmer does when he refers to God’s providence in relation with the rain saving his harvest. 

4.1 Shared features of Polkinghorne and Wiles 

At first sight, Polkinghorne and Wiles differ greatly in their view on divine providence. Polk-

inghorne concludes that God performs special acts and as such intervenes in the course of history. 

Wiles on the other hand concludes that God does not intervene in the course of history and proposes 

to view Gods action as single. This difference is reflected in their handling of the doctrine of provi-

dence and providential language too: Polkinghorne opts for a proof of the classical doctrine and 

wants providential language to be used on those moments that God intervenes, while Wiles proposes 

to reinterpret this doctrine and to wants providential language to be used as a way of aligning one-

self to God.  

This difference is not only a matter of their personal taste but underneath it lays a fundamental 

different approach to religion. Let us describe two typical approaches towards religion, in order to 

reveal the different viewpoints Polkinghorne and Wiles take.94  

To begin with, religion can be regarded primarily as a body of knowledge. In this view, the core-

elements of religion can be found in the truth-claims it makes, and therefore beliefs are interpreted 

as truth-claims regarding objective realities. In this view, a believer is someone who assents to the 

truth of these claims. It is likely that someone holding this view on religion will stress the impor-

tance of doctrinal confessions which then function as lists of important truth-claims. 

Religion can also primarily be regarded as an existential orientation. The core of religion in this 

view is not found in its doctrines but in the believer itself: in it’s inner feelings and existential orien-
                                                      

94 For this classification I have made use of the typology of George A. Lindbeck., The Nature of Doctrine. 

Religion and Theology in a Postliberal Age (London: 1984), 16. He describes three types of religion, a ‘cog-

nitive’ type, an ‘experiential-expressive’ type, and thirdly a mix of these two.  
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tations. A believer is in this view someone who shares certain characteristic inner feelings or orien-

tations of a religion, rather than someone who assents to certain truth-claims. This approach will 

regard doctrines as –sometimes excessive- ornaments to a religion. 

Of course, in daily life people do not easily fall in either one or the other category. It is not 

strange to stress the importance of truth-claims while not neglecting man’s inner feelings, or put 

emphasis on feelings without immediately denying the truth of religious doctrine. However when 

we return to Polkinghorne and Wiles, we may notice that Polkinghorne seems to approach religion 

fully along the lines of the first ‘propositional’ view. He stresses the ‘fact’ of divine agency and in-

tends to prove that this fact indeed is true. He finds easy support for this approach from the episte-

mological theory of realism to which he explicitly adheres to: his realism makes it easy to speak of 

objective truth-claims and therefore almost seems to invite him to focus on religion’s truth-claims. 

Wiles on the other hand clearly opts for the second, ‘existential’ approach. He seems to think 

that doctrines often unnecessarily reduce the rich inner experience of believers to a simple statement 

about the world, and believes that it is possible to change the doctrine while saving the experience 

of believers.  

Yet, although both authors diverge in their view on religion, they meet each other in their view 

on doctrines and especially on the doctrine of providence: both seem to believe that the original 

primary meaning of the doctrine of providence is propositional. Furthermore Wiles agrees with 

Polkinghorne that providential language is often of a propositional nature. They finally both think 

that it is the task of theology to evaluate doctrine and religious language according to its power to 

make true propositions. We could say that, although Wiles takes an existential approach towards 

religion, he feels compelled to view doctrine in a merely propositional sense just like Polkinghorne 

does. I observe three areas in which this can be brought to light: the way they conduct their own 

(systematic) theological enterprise, the way they interpret the function of the doctrine, and the way 

in which they deal with our farmer’s providential language. 

First, the propositional view of the doctrine leads them to view their own task as theologian as 

trying to defend or reject the truth of Christian doctrine. They both start with the acknowledgement 

that there is a factual claim (e.g. ‘God acts in the world’) made by the doctrine. Polkinghorne then 

opts for an argument which confirms that God indeed is able to intervene in the causal nexus of the 

world; thereby ‘on the fly’ revising the classical doctrine of Gods providence by what is considered 

factually possible. Wiles on the contrary rejects the truth of this doctrine because in fact God does 

not intervene in our world. Their opinions do not diverge on all doctrines. As we noticed, the dis-

cussion of God’s existence holds a different outlook: both Wiles and Polkinghorne affirm the fact. It 

must however not surprise us that this fact is by both considered problematic in character: this cru-

cial belief evades any verification or falsification and therefore they do not know how to argue in 

favor of it. Showing their unease with the matter, they ‘play’ with arguments for his existence even 
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though they know that these arguments are not satisfying.95 We should thus note that, according to 

both authors, the more important the facts are, the more in need of defense they are.  

This leads us to our second observation. Both Polkinghorne and Wiles try so hard to verify or 

falsify doctrines and beliefs because they view these proposed facts as primarily causal explanatory 

facts. Doctrines in their view are comparable to laws and theories in science: they describe in gen-

eral the facts which cause96 particular events. The sentence ‘God acts’ is then interpreted as primar-

ily pointing to the general truth of divine action and proposing this as a cause of certain particular 

events (miraculous escapes, mysterious healings or the rising of the sun over the just and unjust). 

This view on the meaning of this belief however leads to certain difficulties with which the authors 

then have to cope: when the main function of the belief is this causal explanation, it must be judged 

according to the added value to other existing explanations. In other words, when an event can be 

exhaustively explained without reference to divine action, there is no need to refer to the doctrine 

which then has become superfluous. Ockham’s famous razor in this way turns into a sword of Da-

mocles: theology must always fear that its statements are not anymore necessary for a full explana-

tion. 

Polkinghorne seems to be fairly confident that the razorblade will not find much superfluous ex-

planation in the doctrine of providence, and puts lots of effort into showing this. He therefore points 

to facts which are not exhaustively explained by science: he starts his discussion of the doctrine of 

providence by referring to human agency and he ends with a view in which God works non-

energetically which guarantees that science will never be able to explain this otherwise. Wiles is less 

confident and indeed allows at least important parts of the doctrine of providence to be ‘shaved 

away’. His fear for the razorblade becomes clear when he discusses the importance of the concept of 

the creatio ex nihilo: 

“If God is not the source of all existence, then he is a dispensable hypothesis within our finite 

world and must take his chance of survival along with the other explanatory hypotheses spawned by the 

fertile human mind.”97  

It is clear that for Wiles the only thing that cannot be scientifically explained is the fact that eve-

rything exists, and therefore it is safe to hold that at least that is caused by God. We should note that 

Wiles also acknowledges that this doctrine has a ‘religious necessity’ because it formulates the “re-

                                                      
95 For Polkinghorne see One World, 28-30; for Wiles see What is Theology, 49-50. 
96 Not all scientific explanation can strictly qualify as causal explanation, e.g. Boyle’s Law does not describe 

how the pressure of gas is caused by its temperature and volume; rather the relationship between them is de-

scribed. However, a causal explanation is both the most common and the most basic scientific explanation. 

Cf. Carl G. Hempel, “Two Basic Types of Scientific Explanation” in: Martin Curd, and J. A. Cover. Phi-

losophy of Science. The Central Issues (New York: W.W. Norton, 1998), 687.  
97 Wiles, God's Action in the World, 16. 
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ligious experience which finds in God its final succour and absolute demand”.98 However we must 

guess as to why this religious necessity is not enough reason to claim that God is not a ‘dispensable 

hypothesis’. It seems that in his eyes, this religious meaning is only possible if the doctrine can be 

saved in a merely explanatory practice, just as the meaning of the narrative of the fall –as we saw 

earlier- is lost because of its failure to explain historically how sin came into the world.99  

This leads us to a final observation. We noticed that, even though Wiles and Polkinghorne vary 

greatly in their view on providence, there is a fundamental commonality between them in their view 

on the original meaning of doctrine. Polkinghorne with his propositional view on religion interprets 

the farmer’s belief in God’s providence as a factual belief. Wiles is aware of the rich meanings of 

the farmer’s words, but proposes to remove any factual claim. Precisely here both authors find 

themselves in the shared position of correcting, even opposing the belief of our farmer, for both be-

lieve that the farmer makes untrue or highly unlikely factual claims when he thanks God for the 

rain. 

A romanticized image of the farmer would of course immediately lead us to think of Wiles and 

Polkinghorne as mean academics who want to take away the simple belief of a noble farmer thereby 

being blind for his primitive yet deep wisdom. And although I do not want to romanticize in general 

the character of illiterate farmers, I think that this image does hold some truth. It is very question-

able if what Wiles and Polkinghorne are doing is in any sense justified by what the farmer does 

when he thanks God for the rain. And although our hopelessly simple farmer is possibly not very 

much aware of the complexity of our academic problems, we could turn to him and see what he 

means when he utters providential language. 

Suppose that we ask our farmer what the factual character of his belief is. Our farmer would al-

most certainly respond that God’s providence indeed is a fact; as our farmer who is no different 

from other farmers is a very conservative believer, he would even affirm every doctrine in general 

as being right in its description of the world. And of course, it is a fact that God gave him rain, for 

which he just thanked God. What is more, he would probably claim that the fact that God gave him 

rain is not just a simple fact, but a true fact that is true in the highest sense, or he would try to find 

another way to emphasize his absolute seriousness about this matter.  

Does this mean that Polkinghorne and Wiles would agree with our farmer that he is making a 

factual claim when he thanks God for the rain? Verbally, it certainly appears so. However, if we 

compare the way they use this factual claim, it is immediately clear that our authors use it very dif-

ferent from the way the farmer deals with this -in his eyes- most true fact! The property of being the 

most true facts withholds him from, rather than invites him to subject this to verification, and he 

does not seem to worry about its explaining power. For, now that rain pours down on his fields, he 
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believes that God intervened and he thanks God in his heart. However, last year when the sun 

scorched his crop away, he held that God gave him this to learn something or that is was a punish-

ment. It would not come to his mind to use it as counterevidence against an intervening God, and he 

would not be worried that his general view should fit every circumstance –pouring rain or scorching 

son- and therefore would not explain anything.  

It is clear that either the farmer is constantly construing ad hoc theories of God without reflect-

ing on them, or he is doing something we just do not understand. I believe the latter is true, and shall 

show that the source of our misunderstanding lies in a failure of acknowledging what it means to say 

that God acts. In what follows, I will argue for another approach to theology which gives us better 

tools for a correct understanding of providential language. If we have mastered those tools, we may 

return to our farmer and see if we finally understand what he is doing. 

4.2 Faith and beliefs 

In his book “God: action and revelation”100 Christoph Schwöbel searches for a conceptual 

framework with which one can understand the forms and content of Christian faith.101 According to 

him, it is the task of theologians to clarify and rationally reconstruct the Christian faith, 102 and 

Schwöbel argues that this task right now is hindered by a flawed conception of faith’s central com-

ponent: belief in divine action. He even claims that “without divine action there could be no Chris-

tian faith.”103 It is for our investigation into the farmer’s behavior interesting to note that Schwöbel 

considers the belief in divine action to be fundamental to Christian faith, and we will soon turn to 

this important analysis. 

However, before we are able to understand the full impact of this, we should take a look to the 

way Schwöbel defines ‘Christian faith’ and considers its relationship with Christian discourse. For it 

is precisely here that decisive moves are made, moves which will prove to help us better understand 

the farmer’s prayer. One such a move is his reassessing the classical distinction between fides qua 

creditur and fides quae creditur, the ‘act of faith’ as opposed to ‘the content of belief’.104 

With the concept ‘faith’, or the ‘act of faith’, Schwöbel designates the basic trust of the believer 

or his ‘basic orientation’. Faith in this sense is the most fundamental attitude that directs a believer 

in his stance towards all other aspects of life and which guides and makes possible all his actions. 

Because it is truly the most fundamental attitude, it cannot easily change under influence of other 

                                                      
100 Christoph Schwöbel, God: Action and Revelation. Studies in philosophical theology, 3. (Kampen, the 

Netherlands: Kok, Pharos Pub. House; 1992). 
101 Schwöbel, 7. 
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views, or those other views are in fact his faith.105 Schwöbel thus does not want to claim beforehand 

that a certain religion should be the most fundamental attitude; he rather makes a formal definition, 

by saying: whatever your fundamental attitude is, that is your faith. 

Faith as the ‘act’ of basic trust or a basic orientation is related to, yet clearly distinguished from 

the body of knowledge that is believed by the believer, which Schwöbel calls ‘content of belief’. 

This content of belief is not simply a list of doctrines; rather it is every belief that is presupposed in 

the act of faith. When someone puts his trust in God above everything else, it is implied that there is 

a God who is trustworthy. The believer may have explicated this belief verbally or written it down 

into a confessionary statement, but he can also express this belief by means of symbols or rituals. In 

all those circumstances however, the believer primarily expresses this belief simply by putting his 

trust in God: by performing the act of faith. This means that, even if the believer never verbally ex-

pressed his belief, the belief is necessary for the act of faith. In Schwöbel’s own terminology: the 

content of belief is a necessary condition for the constitution of faith.106 

It is not hard to see then that there is a very close relationship between this faith as basic orienta-

tion and the content of belief: precisely the beliefs of a person make it possible that this person can 

have faith, and faith always implies a certain content of belief. This of course has nothing to do with 

any chronological order in which someone starts believing: as if one should first assent to the truth 

of the beliefs and only then can start to have faith. Rather, the distinction between faith and content 

of belief points to a logical dependency of faith on the content of belief: when someone has the atti-

tude of faith, you can be sure that there are some spoken or unspoken beliefs underneath.107  

This distinction between faith and beliefs can appear somewhat artificial, and indeed there can 

be drawn no clear border between e.g. having faith in God or believing that God is trustworthy. At 

the same time however, precisely by distinguishing the two, Schwöbel is able to relate them again 

by showing their interdependency. This prevents him from either only paying attention to the atti-

tude of the Christian believer thereby forgetting that this attitude is dependent on certain beliefs, or 

only paying attention to the Christian beliefs thereby forgetting their function as constituting a basic 

attitude.  

4.3 Divine action as belief constituting faith 

Now that we understand the proposed distinction between the content of belief and the act of 

faith, we can see what Schwöbel means when he says that divine action is fundamental to Christian 

faith: the Christian act of faith presupposes the content of Christian belief, and a fundamental part of 

this belief is the belief in divine action. This belief in divine agency is therefore a necessary condi-
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tion for the Christian act of faith. Schwöbel shows the importance of the belief in divine action by 

pointing to the language that believers utter in their different Christian faith-expressions. In prayer -

from thanking God for what he has done to lamenting to God for what he has not done- believers 

explicitly refer to God’s action. In confessions of faith, they utter statements that speak of God’s 

actions: they confess that God has created, has saved and still works. And in proclamation they ex-

plicitly refer to God’s actions in Israel and Christ, in the hope that God will act in the listeners too, 

by assuring them of the truth of these words. Schwöbel’s short exemplary list can easily be extended 

with probably any other Christian practice, whether it is a specifically religious practice or not: for 

example, in celebrating the Eucharist they claim that Christ gives himself to the community; but 

also in going to work they might say that they are called by God to do that specific job; in confess-

ing sins they claim that God forgives those who repent, but also in helping the poor they say that 

God acts through them. It is clear that reference to God’s action is essential in the whole of the 

Christian life, and we therefore must conclude that belief in divine action guides the believers to do 

as they do. 

We could ask why this belief and not another is of such great importance? What makes belief in 

divine action more adequate as a fundamental belief than belief in the possibility of e.g. human or 

diabolic action? The easiest yet also most true answer is probably that divine action is another kind 

of action than human or diabolic action. Believers express this by claiming that God is the infinite 

Creator while humans and the devil alike are finite creatures, but we may also show the supposed 

special status of God’s agency by pointing out the special way in which people make reference to 

divine action. For example, we cannot easily imagine someone claiming that he has a calling from 

God to dedicate his life to the poor, which he however rejects because he in fact dislikes poor people 

and believes that they should just get a job. We could easily imagine the same person saying all this 

when he claimed that his mother has called him to dedicate his life to the poor. In the same way, we 

would not easily understand someone who is convinced that it was indeed God himself who gave 

the ten commandments, meanwhile not even trying to live up to some sort of morality. Would that 

person really understand what it means that God gave the commandments? And imagine someone 

claiming that God wants him to go to heaven after death, while this same person is terrified to die. 

We could of course recognize and share his fear, but we would not hesitate to call this fear irra-

tional.108 These examples easily show that, contrary to belief in human action, we expect belief in 

divine action to affect all other views and beliefs, which shows why this belief is a fundamental be-

lief. 

With this in mind, we can now get a better understanding of what happens in Christian practices. 

For example, when a believer prays or laments, by implication he understands himself and the world 
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as being dependent on God; in confessing sins, by implication he understands himself as responsible 

being and the world as a place in which he can both sin or act just; in helping the poor as an answer 

to God’s call to do so, by implication the believer understands them as fellow beings which are re-

lated to God. Therefore, performing the act of faith and expressing this faith in all these Christian 

practices is only possible when there is a framework of beliefs which helps the believer to under-

stand himself in relationship with every aspect of his world and God.109 As such, the content of be-

lief is a necessary condition for the act of faith to be performed. We must however note too, that the 

act of faith cannot be reduced to the content of belief: the act of faith is an attitude of the whole per-

son and not only of his ‘conceptuality’.  

We can now also understand why Schwöbel claims that without divine action, there can be no 

Christian faith: belief in divine agency is necessary for Christian faith to be constituted.110 We could 

say: one has to believe in the possibility of divine agency in order to be able to refer to divine 

agency; one has to be able to refer to divine agency, in order to live in a context in which one is able 

to have the specific basic orientation towards God, the world and themselves that is called faith.  

4.4 A holistic approach 

When we consider the above description of the content of belief constituting the act of faith, it 

will be clear that we here find an approach to religion that is different from Polkinghorne and Wiles 

as we have seen in the first section of this chapter. It certainly is not a propositional approach, for 

although it admits that certain beliefs play a key-role in faith, it does not approach religion as a sim-

ple assent to the truth of those beliefs. However, it is also not a mere existential approach, for while 

it claims that religion is about ‘faith’ as an existential orientation, it stresses the deep influence this 

orientation has on beliefs, and thus treats beliefs not as separate from but interdependant with an 

existential orientation.  

It thus appears that when tries to do justice to the relationship between beliefs and faith, one 

ends up with a third way, which we may call a ‘holistic’ approach. The most fundamental difference 

between this approach and the approaches of Wiles and Polkinghorne, is the claim that beliefs and 

existential orientations must be understood as a whole rather than parts which in principle can be 

evaluated apart. We may in line of this holistic approach criticize the existential approach by claim-

ing that private experiences and basic orientations are always built on beliefs and never available on 

their own, or in the words of George Lindbeck who argues for a similar approach: “First come the 

objectivities of the religion, its language, doctrines, liturgies, and modes of action, and it is through 

these that passions are shaped into various kinds of what is called religious experience”.111 Against 
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the propositional approach we should stress that beliefs do not primarily intend to claim individual 

facts, but rather that beliefs structures the whole basic orientation of a person.112 This means that 

religious beliefs are not intended to be objective and autonomous propositions about the nature of a 

neutral world but function in a religious context which already presupposes: there is no neutral 

world, for this context presupposes that the world is God’s creation no matter if people believe it or 

not. 

For the task of theology, this view has major consequences. As we have noticed, Wiles and 

Polkinghorne think that it is theology’s task to evaluate the truth of religious claims. However, with 

reference to what theory should these most fundamental convictions be evaluated? Only with refer-

ence to another more fundamental conviction: which would prove that the religious claim to be 

evaluated was not a fundamental conviction after all and thus not constituting faith. Only that more 

fundamental conviction would truly count as a religious claim. In our approach however, the enter-

prise of theology should be the evaluation of the adequacy of religious claims: do the religious 

claims truly express the content of belief, and if not, how can we improve those claims? In other 

words, theology searches to clarify the act of faith by explicating the content of belief to the present 

culture. In this sense it is understandable why Schwöbel says that theology can only make second-

order truth-claims:113 the truth of any theological proposition is always dependent on the truth of the 

religion. When a theologian says that God creates the world, he cannot by means of his methodol-

ogy tell the truth or falsity of this claim. The most he can do is prove that if his Christian faith as a 

whole is true, God created the world, by showing that belief in God as creator is essential to the 

Christian practice.  

When the task of theology changes with another interpretation of religion and faith, the function 

of doctrine also changes. In the previous section we pointed out that doctrines are non-exhaustive 

expressions of the –abstract- content of belief. We can compare this function of doctrine to the func-

tion of grammatical rules of a language:114 those rules explicate what already always has been im-

plicit in the language. Just as the content of belief is something that constitutes faith in an abstract 

sense, grammar is something that constitutes language in an abstract sense. The uneducated believer 

knows as little about the content of belief as the uneducated native speaker knows about grammar. 

However, only those grammatical rules are correct which illuminate why the native speaker uses 

words in the way he does. In the same way, only those doctrines are correct which illuminate why 

believers act the way they do.  
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Doctrines are thus interpreted as both descriptions and rules: they describe how skilled believers 

believe, and they are rules that have to be interiorized to become a skilled believer.115 It is in this 

sense that just as Schwöbel says that theology is a second-order discourse, Lindbeck claims that 

doctrines are in their primary meaning not able to make any truth-claims.116 The thing that doctrines 

claim is that if the religious context of these doctrines is true, following this doctrinal rule will help 

you arrive to true faith. This differs greatly from both Polkinghorne’s and Wiles’ account of doc-

trines as propositions to which one can or cannot assent, and which intend to tell how the world is 

like.  

Let us with an easy example show the difference in interpretation between the different ap-

proaches. The doctrine “God is creator of the world” is according to Polkinghorne and other pro-

positionalists a statement about the world. It informs us how the world in fact came into being: the 

world was made by God. As we have seen, problems arise immediately, for how did God do this? 

And furthermore: do we really need this hypothesis to be able to account for everything there is? 

Does it even explain anything? In this interpretation, the doctrine is useful if it in fact does explain 

certain things; this propositional interpretation therefore seems to beg for theories in the category of 

‘Intelligent Design’. 

Wiles would agree with this approach in that the early Christians indeed made a statement about 

the world, but he points to the fact that those believers in fact just wanted to express their religious 

sentiment of dependency. Because we now know how fragmented and imperfect our knowledge of 

the world is, says he, we do not want to assent to this proposition anymore. However, it is perfectly 

possible to keep our religious sentiment of dependency while leaving questions of the beginning of 

the world to scientists. 

We disagree with Wiles by claiming that the religious sentiments of dependency are simultane-

ous with and inseparable from beliefs as expressed by the doctrine of creation. We also disagree 

with both Wiles’ and Polkinghorne’s interpretation of the doctrine as a statement about the world. 

Rather, the doctrine does not tell ‘something about the world’ but defines the world by expressing 

the all-embracing view on the world, God and ourselves which is implicit in faith. In this way, we 

could say that the doctrine explicitly allows that we do not understand how the world is, for it re-

jects every regular explanation of the origin of the world by pointing to a deeper level: it is created 

by God and thus a mystery. The belief which is expressed by this doctrine thus allows us to have our 

religious sentiments and allows us to accept our role as created beings in God’s presence, and as 

such this belief is a necessary condition for our faith. 

                                                      
115 Lindbeck 36. 
116 Lindbeck 18. 
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4.5 The task of theology 

Both Wiles and Polkinghorne are convinced that theology, if taken seriously, should intensively 

interact with other sciences. Polkinghorne in his work addresses natural sciences, while Wiles re-

lates theology to historical, sociological and psychological research fields. Their conviction finds its 

root in their view on theology as a science which studies reality. Theology is of course not interested 

in every aspect of the world but the religious aspects of the world that it studies are aspects of the 

same world that is studied by the natural sciences, by history, sociology and so on: it is the one sin-

gle reality that exists independent from us. 

On the contrary, the approach that we discussed above treats theology as a second-order dis-

course: theology in this view is not a science which by a special theological method studies the 

world, but it is the research into the practices and beliefs of a community of faith in order to clarify 

the internal relationships between them. In this view theology does not share its object with other 

disciplines, and therefore interaction is both less possible and less necessary. But what ought we to 

make of the debates about evolution or the historical Jesus, to name but two? Does their heat not 

prove that there are things put at stake by the respective sciences? Does our approach to theology 

not shut its eyes for the impact of the sciences on the faith of believers by treating theology and the 

sciences as two radically different things? 117  

At first sight, it indeed seems that a direct engagement of theology with the respective sciences 

would be the best way to deal with the questions posed by the various sciences. For example, the so 

called ‘Intelligent Design’ theories or the evaluations of the historical evidence of a resurrection 

would seem to be the most adequate responses in the debates. However, in our approach it is the 

task of theology to give account of the Christian faith in the light of the present culture, rather than 

strive for a scientific super-language which incorporates every other discipline in order to achieve a 

higher explanatory model. As is said, our holistic approach forbids theology to do the latter, but -as I 

will show- is better able to do the former, precisely because it interprets the Christian worldview as 

a whole. In what follows, I will show how exactly our approach does not allow for directly interac-

tion with science and continue by critically evaluating Polkinghorne by making use of our insights. 

Furthermore I will argue why his approach is in the end highly unsatisfactory.  

Can scientific knowledge or method establish a basic orientation? Our approach would firmly 

say ‘not by any means’. Keeping in mind the concept of constitutive or fundamental beliefs, it is 

                                                      
117 Wiles seems to fear from this approach the lapse into a new form of positivism where theologians will 

humbly follow church authority, as he seems to have told Rowan Williams, “Doctrinal Criticism”, The Mak-

ing and Remaking of Christian Doctrine, 261 note 2. The fact that theology should illuminate the act of faith 

by explicating the content of belief however implies an active engagement with the present cultural setting, 

for it is to those who are not capable (enough) to ‘speak the language of faith’ that theology first of all 

should provide light. 
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clear that doing scientific research itself presupposes these beliefs: it entails a certain view on epis-

temology, the world as a possible object of investigation, oneself as a possible investigator etcetera. 

Hence science cannot itself provide but needs a worldview, and indeed the history of science has 

shown us that science flourishes only when it has a fertile ‘soil’ -a specific culture with specific be-

liefs- which makes it possible to allow for scientific investigation. Even nowadays science needs 

certain fundamental beliefs to retain its epistemological validity which it cannot provide for itself.118 

It follows that scientific beliefs can never simply contradict religious beliefs on their own, for they 

have a fundamentally different logical status.119 

This does not mean that no clash between science and theology can occur: but this clash will be 

on the level of the fundamental beliefs on which science is built (or thought to be built). For exam-

ple, if the natural sciences imply that the whole world is in the end deterministic, it may clash with 

our belief in an acting God giving freedom to its people. This is then not a clash between two simi-

lar but contradictory theories about the world, but rather a clash of two worldviews: would we be 

persuaded by a deterministic worldview with an enlightened but fundamental nihilistic view of life, 

or would we be persuaded by a Christian worldview which can help us to live our lives but sacri-

fices our intellect?  

Precisely this clash was sometimes thought to be the main dilemma of religion in a scientific 

age, and it is praiseworthy that Polkinghorne tries to show us that it is a false dilemma. According to 

him, it is perfectly coherent to be Christian while having a scientific worldview, because these 

worldviews do not necessarily clash. If it appears that a scientific worldview by necessity implies a 

deterministic vision of the world, this is plain false, so claims Polkinghorne. From a holistic per-

spective we should be glad with this important conclusion of Polkinghorne: it shows that the Chris-

tian perspective would not have to reject all scientific research on the ground of its determinism. 

However: Polkinghorne however does not only try to show that science is not deterministic after 

all, but he also wants to show how divine agency can be conceived of scientifically. What Polking-

horne here in fact tries to do is translating a religious concept into a scientific concept, thereby ne-

glecting the original context. It is here that we part ways with him: in general, propositions and 

other statements should be read in the whole of its context rather than treated separately, for they 

derive their meaning and evaluation from their function in the framework. Polkinghorne shows us 

                                                      
118 It seems that the so called ‘paradigm shifts’ are counterexamples: here science actually changes its 

own basic beliefs. However, even if these beliefs would count as fundamental beliefs in the sense of which we 

are speaking, the philosophy of science shown that at the heart of every scientifically triggered paradigm 

choice lies something that is a persuasion rather than a logically or even probabilistic argument: the switch 

from one worldview to another can be inspired by science, but never made by scientific method. Kuhn, Tho-

mas S. The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1970). 
119 Schwöbel, 21. 
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the final result of neglecting this context: scientific methods, themselves offspring of a certain 

worldview, are promoted to a position where they become the criterion by which the Christian 

worldview can be judged. It is clear that this is, from a holistic point of view, an unacceptable move.  

On the same grounds, our perspective rejects Polkinghorne’s realism; for according to the cul-

tural linguist even the definition of what counts as a ‘fact’, a ‘proposition’, ‘reality’ and ‘truth’ dif-

fers in various contexts precisely because with these concepts we try to refer to the world: therefore 

they depend on a specific view on the world. This does not necessarily mean that ‘anything goes’ or 

that truth is only relative, but it means that the kind of truth can vary: a scientist may say that the 

most basic truth is that everything is built up from molecules, and a believer may say that the most 

basic truth is that Jesus Christ is the son of God. They both mean that there is ‘something’ ‘out 

there’ independent from ‘them’, and therefore it must not surprise us that they both –and rightly so- 

speak of truth. But of course they use the word ‘truth’ in a different way. Hence, if even concepts of 

truth itself do not have the same meaning in any worldview but are ‘inbuilt’ in those worldviews, 

how could we ever understand the truth of a single proposition taking the whole worldview into ac-

count? 

Nevertheless, Polkinghorne clearly tries to understand a single religious statement without ac-

knowledgment of the context this statement belongs to. As we have seen, he starts with the claim 

that God acts in the world, and in order to establish a plausible case for the truth of this claim, he 

tries to show that it indeed fulfills the demands of the scientific framework by showing its (causal) 

explanatory power. Adopting our proposed approach, we should explicitly deny that this move is 

valid, and I will show why.  

If one fails to take a look at the ‘grammar’ of the word God, one fails to understand what kind of 

object is ‘God’, we learn from Wittgenstein.120 Looking at the grammar of the word ‘God’, we no-

tice that in the context in which people say that God acts in the world, they also make other claims. 

For example, they call him ‘the Almighty’ or ‘everlasting God’. With saying that God is almighty 

(which is different than saying that he is immensely strong), believers express that known categories 

of power are not fitting for God. They say that God is ‘everlasting’ (which is different than saying 

that he is immensely long-living), thereby expressing that our categories of time are not fitting for 

God. And so on. All these claims intend to show that God is truly logically different from anything 

we know.121 They even say that he is ‘creator of heaven and earth’ by which they really mean ‘crea-

tor of everything there is’. In that sense, God is not ‘something’ for he is not part of the created or-

                                                      
120 “Grammar tells what kind of object anything is. (Theology as grammar.)”, Ludwig Wittgenstein, 

Philosophical Investigations (New York: Macmillan, 1953), 116.  
121 Cf. the work of Ian T. Ramsey, esp. Religious Language; An Empirical Placing of Theological Phrases. 

(London: SCM Press, 1957); on the specific topic of almightiness also see his short essay “The paradox of 

omnipotence”, in: Mind, New Series, Vol. 65, No. 258. (Apr., 1956), pp. 263-266. 
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der, although the church claims that in a higher sense He is the Supreme Being (for otherwise one 

could infer from the use of words that God does not exist and therefore does not need praise, which 

of course is the contrary of what this kind of language wants to say).  

Now Polkinghorne does provide lip service to the claim of God’s otherness122 but he continues 

his research presupposing that even if God is completely different, his agency is active in the same 

reality as ours and thus language referring to this reality can provide a common ground to speak 

univocally about the effects of both human and divine agency. It is here that he fails to understand 

the word ‘reality’ in the religious context: reality in the religious context carries with it the implica-

tion of creation and therefore otherness from God. Now, how can agency of a human person, being 

part of the created world and moving through this created world, in any way be compared to agency 

of God, not being part of the created world and suddenly moving this world in the sense that we do? 

It is perfectly clear that if we want to speak of God’s otherness, we should also speak of the other-

ness of his agency: when God acts, something entirely different takes place than when a human be-

ing acts. We could say: the words ‘act’ and ‘agency’ have their primary meaning in everyday human 

life, and they are used analogously on God. Polkinghorne accepts that, but it is here that he smug-

gles in an analogia entis which holds that both God and creation share one property, namely that 

both are equally real and thus after all comparable. But of course, God is not just real but ‘supreme 

real’ by which we express that God is real in another and higher sense. It is here that Polkinghorne 

fails to understand what (logically unique) kind of ‘object’ is God. 

It is clear from the above that Polkinghorne’s project should end fast, -to be exact, after he had 

shown that science needs not imply a deterministic worldview- if he would have followed our ap-

proach, for he would then have known that the search for a univocal speech is a mission impossible. 

But not only is it theoretically impossible to ‘translate’ religious concepts into scientific ones, it is 

also from a theological point of view a vain mission: if science does not have to clash with Christi-

anity, why would we have to put so much effort in finding a language which has the same meaning 

in science and religion? The present culture is deeply influenced by a secular and deterministic 

worldview which out of spiritual poverty values scientific truths very high. This worldview as a 

whole should indeed be criticized from a Christian point of view. However, Polkinghorne’s attempt 

to show that the Christian worldview is able to meet the explanatory demands of science and thus 

provides credible concepts, fails to acknowledge the depth of the controversy and seems to treat the 

fundamentally different ‘ways of life’ as mere competing theories. 

In this context, we should remember that Wiles too argues for an awareness of the own rational-

ity of faith, and does not want theological statements to be reduced to scientific ones because –so he 

says- theology gives different kind of explanations than science does. As we have seen however, he 

finally does not succeed in clarifying in what sense theology differs from disciplines as history or 

                                                      
122 Polkinghorne, Science and Providence, 17. 
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sociology. Our approach could both correct and strengthen Wiles in this conviction: for in our ap-

proach there is no theological explanation at all. We cannot by any means explain why the world is 

as it is by following a theological method, for theology does not intend to tell anything about the 

world but rather closely investigates an all-embracing way of life that -far deeper than all theological 

or scientific words could achieve- asserts an understanding of the world, ourselves and God at once.  

As we noticed earlier, Wiles wrestles with the impact of sciences on theology: he wants to value 

their contribution whilst fearing an all-embracing explanation. Our discussion of the nature of theol-

ogy however shows that this tension easily dissolves: it is not easy to see in what way other sciences 

may contribute to the theological task of reflection on faith and an all-embracing explanation is not 

possible because theology does not search for explanations. Should we then do away with Wiles’ 

stress on the interaction of theology and other sciences, or can we –in retrospection- reinterpret his 

attitude into a more fruitful one? 

Wiles’ concern for theology to be relevant for the present situation can be more effectively ad-

dressed in our holistic approach. In the above section, I stressed the character of theology as an in-

vestigation into the internal structure of Christian faith. But of course this investigation serves a 

higher goal: it tries to clarify what Christian faith is in order to enter in dialogue with our culture 

thereby offering its insights and attitudes as possibly better insights and attitudes than those of the 

present culture. It is sometimes claimed that the church and theology fail to adequately see where its 

own strength and relevance lies in the light of the present culture and therefore fail to adequately 

respond to social or cultural change. Theology as an investigation into faith must therefore not be 

seen as a scholarly form of navel-gazing but has to serve the conversation of the church with culture 

by presenting the meaning of faith. 

We must therefore not –as Wiles does- argue for the relevance of faith by translating doctrines 

into scientific statements or by letting science set the agenda for theology; we rather must investi-

gate the structure of faith as a way of life, in order to clarify how it can affirm or criticize motiva-

tions underlying present cultural phenomena (including but not excluded to scientific research). 

Only in that way can theology promote a fruitful dialogue between the church and its surrounding 

culture and help the church to critically reflect on its own beliefs. 

4.6 The failure of Wiles and Polkinghorne 

Our proposal has been to view theology not as an investigation into the world, but as an investi-

gation into a worldview. In the words of Wittgenstein, we should treat theology as ‘grammar’: just 

as a grammarian tries to clarify the use of language by referring to its implicit rules, a theologian 

tries to clarify the religious language and actions by referring to its implicit rules. By comparing 

theology to grammar instead of comparing it to geology or other sciences –as Wiles and Polking-

horne do-, an important inversion is made: no longer is the theologian the expert and the regular be-

liever the amateur. The theologian is of course explicitly aware of many implicit rules which by in-
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tuition and education are followed by the regular believer. But just as it is likely that the grammarian 

is wrong when highly competent speakers of a language constantly trespass a grammatical rule for-

mulated by him, it is likely that the theologian is wrong when believers constantly behave contradic-

tory to his theories.123 

Already on this ground alone we could suspect that Wiles and Polkinghorne failed to see the 

point of the farmer’s behavior. But we should realize too that in theology there is more at stake than 

in grammar. The approach of Wiles and Polkinghorne, notwithstanding their good intentions, is fi-

nally destructive for faith, and I will show this by providing a short analysis of the farmer’s behavior 

in line with our approach.  

When the farmer utters words of thanksgiving for the rain, he directs them to God. We have seen 

that language of God is special language due to its expressing beliefs constituting faith: this lan-

guage points to a fundamental belief which necessarily affects all other views and beliefs. Thanking 

God for the rain is thus fundamentally different from thanking e.g. the neighbor for the borrowing of 

his expensive sprinkler-system: thanking God for the rain cannot be seen apart from the basic orien-

tation and related fundamental beliefs. We can correctly interpret the farmer’s thanksgiving in the 

light of his whole belief-system, by explicating some fundamental beliefs which are important in the 

act of thanksgiving. Let us name some. 

First, we may expect that the farmer, being a Christian, in some way presupposes in his prayer 

both his weakness as a human being in the light of the huge forces of nature and his basic trust that 

these huge forces of nature are in the end controlled by God instead of blind fate. This leads him to 

stay calm when there is draught and be thankful when there is rain; in both situations, he will ex-

press his dependency and trust on God. Contrary to an interpretation of the farmer’s prayer which 

views it primarily as referring to a natural explanation of the origin of the rain, we should thus no-

tice that this prayer of thanksgiving by reference of the whole belief-system implies that, even if 

there was no rain, he would also not have to worry. Of course, now that there is rain the farmer feels 

the urge to show his happiness to God, and maybe the farmer would have worried if the draught 

would continue. However thanking God implies that this hypothetical worry would be an irrational 

sign of disbelief rather than a true conviction that God did not take care of him.  

Second, we must note that there is a fundamental difference between the farmer and someone 

just being very happy with the rain: the happiness of the farmer is deepened by his knowing that God 

gave him the rain, while he also is -or should be- more able to cope with future draught than some-

one just being happy. The farmer in his gladness knows that even in time of draught or other trou-

ble, he can trust on God which also adds to his gladness. It is thus clear that the thanksgiving of the 

farmer is not a religious equivalent to a ‘neutral’ form of happiness, and that indeed his beliefs are 

crucial for his attitude. It is best seen in pointing out the attitude when there would be no rain. The 

                                                      
123 Lindbeck, The Nature of Doctrine, 82. 
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happy man would in times of draught simply be unhappy, while the thankful farmer would be hop-

ing. 

Thirdly we may observe again the meaning of thanking God. Polkinghorne explicitly and Wiles 

implicitly suppose that, when the farmer says that God is a cause for the rain, he means that God is a 

cause in the same sense as natural causes are a cause of the rain. We should first note that the farmer 

nowhere implied something like this: the farmer does not say it nor is there any behavior pointing to 

an implicit belief of God being a same kind of cause as other causes. But what is more, -we already 

discussed it-, the fact that God is seen as the almighty should be understood as a claim which says 

that God is mighty in another sense than kings are mighty. We may now see that claiming that this 

Almighty uses his powers to bring about rain, already implies that these powers are divine powers 

precisely because they are different from natural causes. The farmer, by saying that God is a cause, 

implies that the normal use of the word ‘cause’ is not fitting in this case. Thanking God for the rain 

is thus by implication also a denial that a causal explanation of the rain is fruitful. This means that 

either to try to find ways to relate divine causation to natural causation, or to reject divine causation 

because natural causation is sufficiently explanatory, is completely missing the point of what the 

farmer does and disrespects the attitude of faith by treating it not as faith but as a kind of semi-

science. 

Finally we should in the light of our other observations pay attention to the following. Where 

Wiles and Polkinghorne, in their fictional conversation with the farmer, both in their own ways 

would think that they rightly correct a naive view on the rain, in fact they would do something dif-

ferent. They would make the farmer lose the ability to express both his weakness and his trust in 

God’s protection, and make him lose the ability to stay calm in the midst of trouble. They would 

derive him from his thankfulness and replace it with a shallow happiness. They would take away his 

sense for meaning and mystery and try to replace it with a flat understanding of the world. By doing 

these things and so denying the implicit beliefs of the farmer, they would derive him from the ability 

to put his faith in God, which was built on those beliefs. From our understanding of the farmer’s 

thanksgiving, it follows that Polkinghorne and Wiles severely damage and even make impossible 

the farmer’s faith precisely because they do not treat his faith as faith but as some kind of epistemo-

logical claims.  

Of course, they give something in return: a belief that human knowledge can attain a universal 

rationality in which every relationship in the world can be adequately mirrored in our language; an 

interpretation of the world where God can be only dimly found at the edges of this world; and an 

overall loss of sense and meaning in those daily things that constitute life. We must say that it does 

not seem to be a good trade; not a fair one too. 
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5 CONCLUSION 
We started our thesis by pointing out that Christians often refer to the providential care of God. 

Discussing two theologians, Polkinghorne and Wiles, who tried to take these references serious, we 

concluded that they fail to acknowledge the depth of providential language. Instead, they too easily 

allow academic methods to decide what language is correct and what is not.  

This thesis fictionally placed them in a pastoral setting where they would discuss with the farmer 

his prayer of thanksgiving, and made them appear both impolite and arrogant. Of course I do not in 

any sense want to claim that the two persons in real life are comparable to the way I made them ap-

pear in this fictional meetings. I was not interested in any sense in the historical Polkinghorne and 

Wiles, but instead only focused on their ‘kerugma’. As is often the case, it appears that in their lives 

they did (or do) not live out their theories and there was happy inconsistency between the final 

harshness of their views and the pastoral attitude they showed. 

Luckily enough, we also found other ways to deal with the faith of the farmer. The approach we 

argued for allows us to carefully pay attention to what farmers and other believers do when they per-

form the act of faith. It also enables us to criticize the sciences where they try to reduce the com-

plexity of human understanding to a one-dimensional interpretation of the world. And finally it en-

ables theology to retake its position as explicating the Christian faith to the contemporary culture, 

thereby allowing for both a cultural engagement and a critique of culture.  

Theology should therefore investigate the structure of faith as a way of life, thereby being able 

to creatively operate: for it is in the selection and highlighting of beliefs that are of specific impor-

tance for a dialogue that a theologian can more or less adequately enter the debate between the 

Christian and other worldviews. As illustration we may realize that even the fairly everyday prayer 

of the farmer may be used to be confronted with contemporary culture: of course, against the all-

embracing and deterministic view of a scientism, the farmer shows a way of life which holds that 

there is both a free world and a trustworthy ground to this world; against spiritualistic tendencies in 

the church, the farmer shows the relevance of faith to his everyday life; ethically he lives a life of 

thankfulness which of course is more pleasing than a life of resentfulness to which people some-

times retreat. With these examples, I do not intend to lift my imaginary farmer up to the status of 

saint, but I want to show that theology, by better acknowledging the nature of faith, is able to ac-

quire relevancy for present-day society, both for the community of faith and the world surrounding 

it.  
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