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1. No issue highlights more vividly the differences between open theism and process
thought, and the variations among open theists themselves, than the question of creation ex
nihilo (CEN). In contrast to traditional theists, of course, process and open theists affirm a
highly interactive view of God and world. God not only affects the world, the world has an
effect on God, and God is sensitive to and deeply affected by all that happens within it.

2. In contrast to process theists, open theists maintain that God is ontologically distinct from
the world. The world depends on God for its existence, but God does not depend on the
world for God’s. God’s care for the world is therefore appropriately characterized as one of
“kenotic love,” a self-giving, self-sacrificing, freely-chosen love.

3. Open theists differ among themselves as to whether kenotic love for the world is a per-
manent feature of the divine experience. In other words, they disagree as to whether the
world is coeternal with God, or whether it had a beginning. For some open theists, there has
always been a world alongside God, not because God is ontologically dependent on the
world, but because kenotic love is essential to the divine character, and kenotic love requires
the permanent existence of a creaturely world as its object. As they see it, therefore, creation
is the natural, and therefore necessary, expression of divine love.

4. My contention is that creation is the natural, but not necessary, expression of divine
love. And I find the concept of CEN helpful in explaining this.

5. There are various accounts of the origin of the concept, CEN. (The work of Gerhard May
is frequently cited.!) According to historian Robert Wilken, the second century physician Ga-
len was the first critic of Christianity to see the implications of its view of God’s relation to
the world.? Like other Greeks, Galen believed that God created the world out of what already
existed, like a potter fashions clay. (Plato’s Timaeus was widely read at the time.) In contrast,
Galen perceived, “The Mosaic view implies that the world was created out of what did not
already exist.... [It] implies that matter came into existence only at the time of creation and
did not exist prior to creation.”® This is the idea the phrase creation ex nihilo came to ex-
press: the world’s existence is due entirely to God’s decision. God creates because God
chooses to create, and God*s relations to the world are based on freedom, not necessity.

6. While this formulation of the God-world relation did not emerge until relatively early in
the common era, it nevertheless reflects the biblical descriptions of God’s relation to the
world. Even if we accept the view that Genesis 1 provides an account of functional rather
than material origins,* the sovereign freedom with which God acts stands in striking contrast
to other ANE creation narratives and leaves little doubt that the one who brings order to the
tehom, the deep, is also the one responsible for its very existence. °,°

7. A familiar line of argument in favor of CEN is that it preserves God’s ontological self-
sufficiency and unilateral power over the world. If God and world are coeternal, God and
world are equally necessary, and God is not ultimate. As one supporter puts it, Biblical char-
acterizations of God’s freedom to act in and over against the world require an absolute quali-



tative distinction between creator and creation. And CEN preserves this by designating a
creative act in the purest sense of the word: God brought it about that, when there was once
nothing but God, there is now God and a world other than God.’

8. While power-based arguments for CEN have a certain value, they raise a number of ques-
tions,® and 1 believe we give the notion a firmer footing by appealing to divine love. It is pre-
cisely because God’s preeminent characteristic is self-giving love that God brings into exis-
tence a reality other than Godself, a world totally dependent on God’s free decision both to
sustain and to initiate its existence. Viewed as an expression of divine love, CEN says some-
thing important about both creator and creation.

9. In line with Rahner’s famous dictum regarding the economic and immanent trinity, CEN
reminds us that God’s relation to creation is consistent with, and revelatory of, what God has
always been. It affirms the Christian vision of God as a complex reality, inherently and with-
in itself social, relational, temporal and, yes, contingent.® On the one hand, this means that
God does not need something other than God in order for God’s loving nature to find fulfill-
ment. Because God’s own life exhibits all of these qualities, a creaturely world is not re-
quired to account for any of them.'® God’s creative activity does not fulfill some divine obli-
gation, or meet some metaphysical or moral necessity on God’s part.

10. On the other hand, creation is a perfectly natural expression of God’s love. Since God’s

own reality is characterized by the affirmation of the other, we see in God’s decision to cre-

ate, and in God’s care for and commitment to what God creates, a vivid reflection of the one
whose nature is to embrace the other. So, the world exists as a perfectly natural extension of
the love that characterizes the inner life of God as a loving society.

11. But even though God’s decision to create is fully consistent with God’s essential charac-
ter, it was neither necessary nor inevitable. It was something God freely chose to do, some-
thing God might have chosen not to do, and this says something important about the world. It
reminds us that the sheer existence of the world is due to divine grace. The world has no
claim on God other than God’s freely chosen commitment to it.

12. For process thinkers and for some open theists, divine love is inconceivable in the ab-
sence of a creaturely world, so unless the world exists necessarily, we cannot think of God as
essentially loving. If there is a world only because God chose to create it (and God might not
have chosen to do so), they argue, then God’s love for the world does not express God’s in-
nermost, fundamental reality. It is merely incidental to God’s nature.

13. To the contrary, | believe, the notion of a world whose very existence is contingent ar-
gues for, rather than against, divine love. Although creation is a choice, not a necessity, for
God, this does not lessen the world’s value. Instead, it shows how important the world is to
God. After all, a freely chosen commitment can express one’s deepest character every bit as
much as one that is inevitable.'* For many people, having children is a choice, not a neces-
sity. But this hardly makes their children incidental to their identity.

14. Moreover, God’s commitment to a world that owes its existence entirely to the fact that
God freely chose to create it adds a new shade, or color, to the spectrum of God’s love. The
love that radiates within the trinity involves an affirmation of equals, the embrace of an other
who fully deserves the affection it receives. In contrast, God’s love for the creaturely world



involves affirming something that has value only because God has freely chosen to bring it
into existence and embrace it within God’s own life.

15. This does not mean that God’s creative activity is purely arbitrary, nor that creation is
merely incidental to God’s life. Nor does it mean that the world lacks its own integrity, nor
that the value of the world is negligible. To the contrary, far from diminishing the value of
creation, the concept of CEN enhances it. There is nothing matter-of-fact about the world
God created. The truth that its very existence is a matter of sheer grace makes it a cause for
wonder and for thanks.*?
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