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Abstract 

 

 

7KH�IROORZLQJ�H[DPLQHV�WKH�UHODWLRQVKLS�EHWZHHQ�UHDVRQ�DQG�IDLWK�WKURXJK�WKH�OHQV�RI�5REHUW�-HQVRQ¶V�

metaphysics. It H[SORUHV�-HQVRQ¶V�FRQFHUQV�DURXQG�µFODVVLFDO�PHWDSK\VLFV¶�EXW�FULWLFDOO\�HQJDJHV�RQ�

the question of the correspondence of truth. It is the opinion of the present author that the loss of 

objective truth is a serious failing among postliberal theologians. JeQVRQ¶V�EUDQG�RI�UHYLVLRQDU\�

metaphysics, being committed to revision in light of the gospel, presents a unique take on this issue in 

light of his narrative, historical focus. Jenson was committed to a solution that avoided contemporary 

subjectivism and nihilism, which he considered incompatible with the gospel. He was likewise 

RSSRVHG�WR�DQ�DEVWUDFW��µWLPHOHVV¶�QRWLRQ�RI�HWHUQLW\��ZKLFK�VKDSHG�WKH�SRVVLELOLW\�RI�WKH�

correspondence of truth. Namely, it must be found within time. I explore this by asking how it is that 

knowledge arising from faith may be objective for Jenson. I do so under two primary headings, 

redemption and creation. The first concerns the perspective of the believing community, following 

WKURXJK�WR�-HQVRQ¶V�KLJKO\�RULJLQDO�DQWKURSRORJ\��7KH VHFRQG�KHDGLQJ�LV�-HQVRQ¶V�DOWHUQDWLYH�WR�

natural theology and explores what knowledge of God creation may bring and how this relates to the 

NQRZOHGJH�RI�IDLWK��-HQVRQ¶V�PHWDSK\VLFV�LV�QRW�ZLWKRXW�LWV�FKDOOHQJHV�XQGHU�ERWK�KHDGLQJV�± 

redemption and creation ± these being partly related to his collapsing of the distinction between the 

two. Despite that, Jenson does indeed articulate a version of the truth which is more than subjective. 

The key conceptual move is that, for Jenson, the truth must correspond to God, not to human reason 

apart from God. 
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Introduction 

 

 

Christianity is unique among the religions in that it attributes to the truth a personal status. That Jesus 

is himself the truth is no doubt partly why the question of what truth actually is, and the difficulty of 

articulating, theologically, a metaphysic which may support that claim, has laid at the heart of 

Western intellectual history. Christian theology has been preoccupied not with how to describe the 

world, or paint imaginatively a picture of the divine. It is not myth. Neither, however, has it ever been 

pure philosophy. Theology, however abstracted, must trace itself back to lived experience of truth. It 

is part of the way. In that sense, some accommodation between the two sides must be made. There is a 

little of both. In Ingolf 'DOIHUWK¶V�PHPRUDEO\�SKUDVH��&KULVWLDQLW\�LV�QHLWKHU�µP\WKRV¶�QRU�µORJRV�¶�,t is, 

rather, a new thought form.1  

 

Wherever this new thought form has appeared, the controversy of its relation to other parallel, or 

FRQWUDGLFWRU\��ZD\V�RI�WKLQNLQJ�KDV�QRW�EHHQ�IDU�EHKLQG��7KH�SROHPLF�EHKLQG�5REHUW�-HQVRQ¶V�WKRXJKW�

is thus part of a long tradition. The question which lays at LWV�KHDUW�LV�QRW�µKRZ�WR�GR�PHWDSK\VLFV�

ZLWKRXW�*UHHN�SKLORVRSK\�¶��7UXH�WR�WKH�URRWV�RI�WKH�IDLWK��WKH�OLYHG�H[SHULHQFH��WKH�TXHVWLRQ�ZKLFK�OD\�

DW�WKH�KHDUW�RI�-HQVRQ¶V�UHYLVLRQDU\�SURMHFW�ZDV�KRZ�WR�WKLQN�LQ�OLJKt of the gospel. How may we 

philosophise without lapsing into something which is in fact alien to the faith which begins in Jesus? 

There is always a danger in theological reflection that it may become purely metaphysical, detaching 

itself from its necessary moorings in the life of faith. The temptation for the scholar is to reach for the 

truth apart from the way.  7KLV�FRQFHUQ�LV�SURJUDPPDWLF�WR�-HQVRQ¶V�UHYLVLRQDU\�PHWDSK\VLFV��DQG�LW�LV�

a laudable aim. But already we employ terms in need of provisional definition.  

 

µ5HYLVLRQDU\�PHWDSK\VLFV¶�LV�RQH�RI�WKRVH�WHUPV�WKDW�FDQ�FRPH�WR�EH�GHILQHG�E\�WKH�DXWKRUV�ZULWLQJ�

under its heading. Worse than that, those authors are seldom the ones who describe their work as 

revisionary. As such, we will have to take care to read Jenson on his own terms so as to avoid 

SUHMXGLFLQJ�RXU�LQTXLU\��,Q�-HQVRQ¶V�RZQ�FDVH�WKHUH�LV�VRPH�SUHFHGHQW�IRU�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�KLV�

PHWDSK\VLFV�DV�µUHYLVLRQDU\�¶ even apart from those who have helpfully organised his work under that 

title.2 A short response Jenson gave to criticism of his work is helpful, both for understanding what 

PDGH�-HQVRQ¶V�PHWDSK\VLFV�µUHYLVLRQDU\¶�DQG�ZKDW�KH�XQGHUVWRRG�WR�EH�LWV�FHQWUDO�FRQFHUQV� 

 
1 Ingolf U. Dalferth, Crucified and resurrected: restructuring the grammar of Christology, trans. Jo Bennett. 
(Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2015), xi 
2 Robert Jenson, Theology as revisionary metaphysics: essays on God and creation, ed. Stephen John Wright 
(Eugene: Cascade Books, 2014) 
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µ6RPH�WKLQNHUV�¶�FODLPV�-HQVRQ��µILQG�WKHPVHOYHV�FRPSHOOHG�WR�ZKDW�KDV�EHHQ�FDOOHG�³UHYLVLRQDU\�

PHWDSK\VLFV�´�XUJLQJ�FKDQJHV�QRW�PHUHO\�LQ�DIILUPDWLRQV�PDGH�ZLWKLQ�D�SDUWLFXODU�GLVFLSOLQH��EXW�LQ�

WKH�FRQFHSWXDO�ZD\V�FRPPRQO\�IROORZHG�E\�DOO�GLVFLSOLQHV�ZLWKLQ�DQ�KLVWRULFDO�FXOWXUH�¶3 Immediately 

we are signalled with the breadth of what Jenson hoped to accomplish. Revisionary metaphysics is 

more than a dialogue internal to academic theology. It is not, for instance, a discussion of what 

µ*UHHN¶�LGHDV�ZH�PD\�NHHS��DQG�ZKLFK�RQHV�WKURZ�DZD\��µ&KULVWLDQ�WKHRORJLDQV�¶�KH�ILQGV��µDUH�

eVSHFLDOO\�OLDEOH�WR¶�WKH�UHYLVLRQDU\�µXUJH�¶4  7KLV�LV�EHFDXVH�WKH�JRVSHO�UHWDLQV�D�FHUWDLQ�µFRQWUDULQHVV�

WR�KXPDQ�SURFOLYLW\�¶5 The thinking which accompanies the gospel is not intuitive to any given 

KLVWRULFDO�FXOWXUH��5DWKHU��µ&KULVWLDQ�WKHRORJ\�ZLWKLn any culture can always be read as a sustained 

HIIRUW�WR�GLVORFDWH�DW�FXOWXUH¶V�FRPPRQ�VHQVH�¶6 In the broadest sense, this is the aim that Jenson set 

KLPVHOI��7R�GR�&KULVWLDQ�WKHRORJ\�LV�LQ�VRPH�VHQVH�WR�µUHYLVH¶�WKH�FXOWXUH�LQ�ZKLFK�RQH�ILQGV�RQHVHOI��

challenging its assumptions according to the gospel. In that context, it is not difficult to see why 

-HQVRQ�FRQVLGHUHG�LW�LPSRUWDQW�WKDW�KLV�PHWDSK\VLFV�VWULNH�D�µUHYLVLRQDU\¶�SDWK��-HQVRQ�VRXJKW�WR�

challenge the assumptions of the culture in which he found himself. We would do well to bear this in 

PLQG��'RLQJ�VR�ZLOO�DLG�LQ�DYRLGLQJ�WKH�GDQJHU�RI�LQWHUSUHWLQJ�-HQVRQ¶V�WKRXJKW�XQGXO\�E\�RWKHUV�RU�E\�

the historical context in which he wrote. As mentioned, Jenson must be read on his own terms. His 

originality deserves at least that, as does his commitment to the gospel and its aims. 

 

-HQVRQ�LV�TXLWH�FOHDU�DERXW�ZKDW�QHHGV�WR�EH�UHYLVHG��,Q�KLV�ZRUGV��µ«P\�V\VWHPDWLF�WKHRORJ\�XUJHV�

that the metaphysics that construes being as perdurance, and contingency as an ontological deficit, is 

DQWLWKHWLFDO�WR�WKH�JRVSHO�¶7 7KH�SUHFLVLRQ�RI�WKLV�IRFXV�H[DPLQHV�ZK\�-HQVRQ¶V�PHWDSK\VLFV�KDV�RIWHQ�

been oversimplified, and its subtlety under-appreciated. We may, however, gloss these comments for 

VLPSOLFLW\¶V�VDNH�ZLWKRXW�IDOOLng into this trap, bearing in mind that a fuller exposition will need to 

introduce considerable nuance later. By way of introduction, we may highlight that the issue 

VXUURXQGLQJ�µSHUGXUDQFH¶�DQG�DOVR�µFRQWLQJHQF\¶�LV�LQ�IDFW�WLPH��,W�ZDV�D�SDUWLFXODU�QRWLRn of 

abstracted and static eternity that Jenson felt ill-ILWWLQJ��HYHQ�RSSRVHG�WR��WKH�JRVSHO¶V�*RG��7KH�UHDGHU�

ZLOO�QRWH�WKH�UHODWLRQ�WKLV�EHDUV�WR�&KULVWLDQLW\¶V�FODVVLFDO�KHULWDJH��,�QHHG�RQO\�FRPPHQW�WKDW�WKLV�

DULVHV�IURP�-HQVRQ¶V�FRQFHUQ�WR�UHWDLQ�WKH distinct flavour of the scriptural narrative and purpose of 

theology. Theology must point toward the God described in scripture. The centrality of this concern 

 
3 5REHUW�-HQVRQ��³A Reply,´�Scottish Journal of Theology 52, no.1 (February 1999): 132-132 
4 Ibid. 
5 Ibid. 
6 Ibid. 
7 Ibid.  



 8 

PHDQV�WKDW�-HQVRQ�LV�QRW�PRUH�RSSRVHG�WR�FODVVLFDO�WKRXJKW�WKDQ�DQ\�RWKHU��,QGHHG��-HQVRQ¶V�FULtique 

of metaphysics is more than cultural. It is also methodological and soteriological. Though this remains 

EURDG��IXUWKHU�GHILQLWLRQ�RI�µUHYLVLRQDU\�PHWDSK\VLFV�¶�DV�ZHOO�DV�ZKDW�LV�EHLQJ�UHYLVHG��PXVW�DZDLW�RXU�

first chapter. 

 

The responses to -HQVRQ¶V�WKHRORJ\�KDYH�EHHQ�PDQ\�DQG�YDULHG��ERWK�V\PSDWKHWLF�DQG�FULWLFDO��

Regarding the latter, a key issue highlighted among scholars has been that of the pre-existence of the 

6RQ�DFFRUGLQJ�WR�-HQVRQ¶V�FRQFHSWLRQ��2I�WKHVH��2OLYHU�&ULVS�KDV�SURYLGHG�D�Ealanced, though critical 

account, which duly highlights the extent to which Jenson breaks with tradition.8 The question of the 

logos asarkos is one to which Jenson would be forced to return (though reluctantly) throughout his 

career.9 Important as this issue is, it will not be a central focus of the present work, given that it has 

UHFHLYHG�PRUH�WKDQ�DGHTXDWH�WUHDWPHQW�HOVHZKHUH��2WKHU�VFKRODUV�DUH�PRUH�V\PSDWKHWLF�WR�-HQVRQ¶V�

eschatological bent. Of these, Francis Watson is of note, and has received lengthy and generally 

sympathetic response from Jenson.10 :DWVRQ¶V�FRPPHQWV�FRQFHUQ�QRW�WKH�VKDSH�RI�-HQVRQ¶V�WKHRORJ\�

as a whole, but the areas in which Jenson may have overlooked the opportunity to buttress his 

DFFRXQW��VXFK�DV�UHJDUGLQJ�WKH�XQLW\�RI�*RG¶V�WUinitarian works ad extra.11 $SDUW�IURP�WKLV��-HQVRQ¶V�

thought has continued to generate substantial interest. An example of recent work is that of Jonathan 

0��3ODWWHU�ZKR��VHHLQJ�PHULW�LQ�-HQVRQ¶V�FRQWULEXWLRQ�DV�D�ZKROH��DWWHPSWHG�WR�H[SORUH�HOHPHQWV�RI�

JHQVRQ¶V�WKHRORJ\�LQ�UHODWLRQ�WR�GLYLQH�VLPSOLFLW\��VHHLQJ�DYHQXHV�RI�GLDORJXH�EHWZHHQ�-HQVRQ�DQG�

more traditional thinkers.12 $V�PHQWLRQHG�DERYH��-HQVRQ¶V�ZRUN�LV�RI�FRQVLGHUDEOH�VFRSH�DQG�WKHUHIRUH�

provides room for different interpretations and possibilities. Neither is the discussion limited to 

questions of metaphysics, as the ecumenically broad volume produced in response to Jenson and 

edited by Colin Gunton, shows.13 That Trinity, Time, and Church, considers issues as diverse as 

eschatology, theology oI�FXOWXUH��VRWHULRORJ\��DQG�-HQVRQ¶V�WKHRORJ\�RI�KLVWRU\�DORQJVLGH�PRUH�

QDUURZO\�PHWDSK\VLFDO�FRQFHUQV�VXFK�DV�-HQVRQ¶V�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RI�WLPH�VKRZV�WKH�IHUWLOLW\�DQG�

EUHDGWK�RI�-HQVRQ¶V�SXEOLVKHG�ZRUNV�� 

 

It also signals another problem. With such a broad catalogue to interpret, written over many years, it 

is necessary that the interpreter restrict focus. One natural way to do that is to focus on later works. In 

 
8 Oliver Crisp, ³Robert Jenson on the Pre-H[LVWHQFH�RI�&KULVW�´�Modern Theology 23, no.1 (January 2007) 
9 Jenson, Revisionary Metaphysics, 119-124  
10 Robert Jenson, ³5HVSRQVH�WR�:DWVRQ�DQG�+XQVLQJHU,´�Scottish Journal of Theology 55, no.2 (May 2002)  
11 )UDQFLV�:DWVRQ��³
$PHULFD
V�WKHRORJLDQ
��DQ�DSSUHFLDWLRQ�RI�5REHUW�-HQVRQ
V�6\VWHPDWLF�7KHRORJ\��ZLWK�VRPH�
UHPDUNV�DERXW�WKH�ELEOH�´�Scottish Journal of Theology 55, no.2 (May 2002), 216 
12 Jonathan M. Platter, Divine Simplicity and the Triune Identity: a critical dialogue with the theological 
metaphysics of Robert W. Jenson, (Berlin and Boston: De Gruyter, 2021) 
13 Colin E. Gunton, ed., Trinity, time, and church : a response to the theology of Robert W. Jenson, (Grand 
Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co, 2000) 
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-HQVRQ¶V�FDVH��WKLV�LV�UHFRPPHQGHG�JLYHQ�WKH�FRQVLGHUDEOH�GHYHORSPHQW�LQ�KLV�WKRXJKW�RYHU�WKH�FRXUVH�

RI�KLV�DGXOW�OLIH��+HOSIXOO\�LQ�WKLV�UHJDUG��-HQVRQ¶V�WZR-volume Systematic Theology is a relatively late 

work.14 It thus represents a good starting point on most issues, though we will have caused to look 

directly at numerous other texts, too. ,�ZLOO�IRFXV�OHVV�RQ�-HQVRQ¶V�HDUOLHU�ZRUN�DV�D�UHVXOW��7KH�

exception to this ZLOO�EH�LQ�WKH�ILUVW�FKDSWHU�ZKHUH�EHJLQQLQJ��EULHIO\��ZLWK�VRPH�RI�-HQVRQ¶V�HDUOLHU�

work will demonstrate well the development in his thought and its central impetus ± but to say more 

would be to pre-empt my argument. Although early works such as Knowledge of Things Hoped For15 

FOHDUO\�H[SUHVV�-HQVRQ¶V�HDUO\�LQWHUHVW�LQ�DQG�HQJDJHPHQW�ZLWK�HSLVWHPRORJ\��WKLV�WKHVLV�IRFXVHV�RQ�

Jenson's mature theological and philosophical work. 

 

On a similar note, though we will touch upon many issues indirectly in our examination of Jenson, I 

muVW�VLJQDO�D�ELDV�DW�WKH�RXWOHW��7KH�TXHVWLRQ�WR�ZKLFK�,�ZLOO�GHGLFDWH�P\VHOI�ZLOO�EH�-HQVRQ¶V�

articulation and presentation of truth. This is a central issue to any metaphysic and, in allowing Jenson 

to speak on his own terms, it will require us to cut acrRVV�GLYHUVH�VHFWLRQV�RI�-HQVRQ¶V�WKRXJKW��ZLWKRXW�

VSHFLILFDOO\�UHVWLQJ�RQ�LPSRUWDQW�EXW�QDUURZHU�WKHPHV�VXFK�DV�-HQVRQ¶V�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RI�KLVWRU\��RU�

the relationship between time and Trinity. Indeed, due to their complexity, these questions would 

deserve dedicated works. -HQVRQ¶V�DUWLFXODWLRQ�RI�WUXWK�LV�LPSRUWDQW�EHFDXVH�LW�JHQHUDWHV�GLIIHULQJ�

interpretations but has received no sustained treatment.  

 

On that heading, it is worth mentioning a particularly important recent work, Francesca Aran 

0XUSK\¶V�God is Not a Story: Realism Revisited. 7KH�VXEWLWOH�RI�0XUSK\¶V�ZRUN�LV�SHUKDSV�HQRXJK�WR�

reveal its importance to the question at hand. Though we lack space to examine the intricacy of 

0XUSK\¶V�ZRUN�LQ�GHWDLO��LW�LV�XVHIXO�WR�KLJKOLJKW�D�IHZ�DUHDV�LQ�ZKLFK�Lt has made helpful 

contributions to scholarship. One area stands out in particular.  

 

$�VLJQLILFDQW�PHULW�RI�0XUSK\¶V�DFFRXQW�LV�WKH�precision with which it highlights the epistemic 

difference between realism and twentieth-century postliberalism (under which heading she includes 

Jenson, for better or worse).16 0XUSK\¶V�RZQ�SRVLWLRQ�LV�FOHDU�Irom her title; she defends realism. A 

primary distinction is that, for the realist, PHWDSK\VLFV�LV��E\�QDWXUH��µUHIHUHQWLDO�¶17 This requires a 

 
14 Robert Jenson, Systematic Theology: The Triune God, Vol.1, (Oxford and New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1997) and Robert Jenson, Systematic Theology: The Works of God. Vol.2, (Oxford and New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1999) 
15 Robert Jenson, The knowledge of things hoped for; the sense of theological discourse, (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1969) 
16 Francesca Aran Murphy, God Is Not a Story: Realism Revisited, (Oxford: Oxford Scholarship Online, 2007), 
17-18 
17 Ibid., 18 



 10 

OLWWOH�H[SODQDWLRQ��)RU�0XUSK\��HYHU\GD\�ODQJXDJH�KDV�D�µUHIHUHQWLDO¶�FKDUDFWHU��,W�SDUWLFLSDWHV�LQ�D�

µPHWDSK\VLFDO�LPSXOVH�¶�7KLV�PHDQV�WKDW�HYHQ�LQ�RUGLQDU\�FLUFXPVWDQFHV��VXFK�Ds speaking of the 

ZHDWKHU��ZH�µVSHDN�about WKLQJV�¶18 ,Q�RWKHU�ZRUGV��µZH�ZDQW�WR�DIILUP�VRPHWKLQJ�UHDO�¶19 This is what 

JLYHV�HYHQ�RUGLQDU\�ODQJXDJH�D�µPHWDSK\VLFDO�WUDMHFWRU\�¶20 We mean to refer to something. Thus, 

ODQJXDJH�LV�E\�QDWXUH�µILUVW�RUGHU�¶21 It has ontological content. In essence, what Murphy is saying is 

that our language assumes the things we are talking about. It is realist because it points beyond the 

words to mind-independent reality.  

 

,Q�0XUSK\¶V�YLHZ, narrative theology misses this µILUVW�RUGHU¶�aspect of language. It postures itself as a 

second-order reflection and, µVZDOORZLQJ�LWV�RZQ�WDLO,¶�UHSODFHV�FRQWHQW�ZLWK�PHWKRG�22 Murphy finds 

Jenson a particularly good example of this, which earns him the descriptor µVWRU\�%DUWKLDQ.¶�7KH�

problem is the confusion between method and content.23 The result is language which refers to the 

discipline of theology itself, rather than its content.24 We may suppose that, for Murphy, the 

epistemological questions to which Jenson addresses himself, and which we will trace in detail, would 

be symptoms of this underlying disease.  

 

,Q� ZKDW� IROORZV� ,� PHDQ� WR� LQWHUURJDWH� -HQVRQ¶V� presentation of truth along these lines. I believe 

theological language should be metaphysical in the deepest sense; that is, I believe it should have 

ontological content. I cannot, of course, demonstrate here that this is the only viable way of conceiving 

truth, still less evaluate all arguments for or against that prospect. However, my first chapter, as well as 

the early part of my second, will, LQ�H[FDYDWLQJ�-HQVRQ¶V�UHYLVLRQDU\�PHWDSK\VLFV��ILQG that Jenson was 

committed to articulating D�FRQFHSW�RI�WUXWK�ZKLFK�LV�QR�OHVV�UREXVW� WKDQ�0XUSK\¶V and which flows 

directly from his understanding of the gospel. For Jenson, as we will see, truth must be a mind-

independent reality ± and our theological language must reach for it. This understanding of a truth which 

corresponds to mind-independent reality will be a XVHIXO�HYDOXDWLYH�WRRO�LQ�DVVHVVLQJ�ZKHWKHU�-HQVRQ¶V�

presentation of truth constitutes a µrealism¶ that has ontological content.  

 

2Q�WKDW�QRWH��ZH�QHHG�WR�GHILQH�WHUPV��,�SURSRVH�WR�XVH�WKH�WHUP�µFRUUHVSRQGHQFH¶�UDWKHU�WKDQ�

UHIHUHQWLDO��ZLWK�PRUH�RU�OHVV�WKH�VDPH�PHDQLQJ��)RU�D�V\VWHP�RI�WKRXJKW�WR�EH�µFRKHUHQW�¶�LW�PXVW�EH�

 
18 Murphy, God Is Not a Story, 18 
19 Ibid. 
20 Ibid. 
21 Ibid. 
22 Ibid. 
23 Ibid., 17-18 
24 Ibid. 
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consistent according to its internal propositions. This is the kind of truth that could be found in a 

language game. To say that the truth must also correspond is to say that it must describe extra-

linguistic, mind-independent UHDOLW\��$W�RWKHU�WLPHV�,�ZLOO�DOVR�UHIHU�WR�FRUUHVSRQGHQFH�DV�µPLQG-

LQGHSHQGHQW¶�RU�µREMHFWLYH¶�WUXWK. It is clear, to me at least, that Jenson believed he was making 

statements with first-order implications. When he makes statements of ontological intent, we may 

assume them to have ontological content. Of course, it may still be the case that much of the language 

Jenson employs in articulating his metaphysic is shared with other twentieth-century theologians. 

However, as stated above, it will be a primary concern of mine to let Jenson speak for himself and ± 

where possible ± define his own terms.  

 

As a technical aside, we also need to add a gloss to the word objective before proceeding. I have 

attached it to correspondence and mind-independence. However, it must be noted that, properly 

speaking, the opposite of objective is subjective. Seen from that angle, one may object that something 

PD\�EH�REMHFWLYH�LQ�WKDW�LW�µFRUUHVSRQGV¶�WR�a coherent web of propositions. This may avoid 

subjectivism in so far as a tradition or ± say ± a believing community is in some sense independent of 

the perceiving subject. However, this is not the kind of correspondence I mean to refer to. This kind of 

correspondence may reach beyond my personal subjectivity, but it still presents the truth as mind-

dependent. A tradition, for example, is dependent upon its human adherents, a community. This falls 

short of ZKDW�,�PHDQ�E\�µFRUUHVSRQGence¶��µREMHFWLYity¶��DQG�µPLQG-independence�¶�7KH�FKLHI�UHDVRQ�LW�

does so is that, while avoiding subjectivism, it does not avoid historical relativism; but much of the 

problem here is merely linguistic. 

 

An example will help. If the death and resurrection of Jesus forms a primary part of the gospel (as 

indeed it must for the believing community), then the gospel makes a particular kind of truth claim. In 

other words, whatever one tradition or another may affirm, whatever agreements made or not made by 

a community, the resurrection must be as final and absolute as death itself. With such an audacious 

claim ± that a man moved from death to life ± contrary to all we normally observe, there is little 

ZLJJOH�URRP��7KH�FODLP�µKH�LV�ULVHQ¶�FDQQRW�EH�D�UHIHUHQFH�WR�D�WUDGLWLRQ�RU�FXOWXUH�DORQH��,W�LPSOLHV��

beyond doubt, an epistemic certainty. It has ontological content. It means the community is defined by 

its access, privileged or otherwise, to a piece of historical knowledge. Moreover, if that knowledge is 

to have power, as it does according to the gospel, it must be something found, a sheer given, a mind-

independent realty. If not, it is less than it claims to be, just another thought rather than one which 

brings life in the face of death. The WUXWK�FODLP�µ&KULVW�LV�ULVHQ¶�LV�QRW�merely a µVHFRQG-RUGHU¶ cultural 

expression or an identity-marker for a certain tradition or community. The resurrection is a mind-

independent reality, true even if there should be a time when there are no longer minds or linguistic 
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communities that articulate or confess this truth. I mean to H[SORUH�-HQVRQ¶V�thought on that basis. 

Indeed, LI�WKH�JRVSHO�UHDOO\�LV�DERXW�SURFODLPLQJ�µ-HVXV¶�VWRU\�¶�DV�-HQVRQ�DIILUPV��ZH�FDQ�GR�QRWKLQJ�

less.25 

 

On that heading, we described above what Jenson thought he was revising, highlighting the centrality 

of time. Within that, the reference WR�µFODVVLFDO�PHWDSK\VLFV¶ below it is not under the assumption that 

all ancient and/or medieval thinkers shared the same metaphysical views. It should be contextually 

FOHDU�WKDW�WKH�WDUJHW�IRU�-HQVRQ�LV�QRW�µUHDOLVP¶�LQ�JHQHUDO��HYHQ�ZKHUH�,�VXJJHVW�WKDW�D�PRUH�RYHUWO\�

realist position would be helpful, such as in the third chapter. It should be clear to any attentive reader 

that Jenson enJDJHV�ZLGHO\�DQG�FUHDWLYHO\�ZLWK�µWKH�WUDGLWLRQ¶�RI�WKHRORJ\�KH�KDV�LQKHULWHG��+H�LV�RIWHQ�

FULWLFDO�DQG�DSSUHFLDWLYH�RI�WKH�VDPH�WKLQNHU��µ&ODVVLFDO�PHWDSK\VLFV¶�LV�D�NLQG�RI�SODFHKROGHU�,�KDYH�

used to refer to traditional ideas of the timeless God, nothing more. 

 

It remains to say something of the structure of the present work. Chapter one attempts to get to grips 

ZLWK�-HQVRQ¶V�SUREOHP�ZLWK�PHWDSK\VLFV��7KH�FHQWUDO�TXHVWLRQ�LV�ZK\�LW�QHHGV�UHYLVLQJ�DW�DOO��2Q�WKLV�

KHDGLQJ��ZH�ZLOO�TXLFNO\�VLJQDO�-HQVRQ¶V�Rriginal understanding of the purpose of metaphysical 

ODQJXDJH��ZKLFK�PXVW�EH�VRWHULRORJLFDOO\�FRQGLWLRQHG��,W�PXVW��LQ�RWKHU�ZRUGV��EH�µVDYLQJ�WDON�¶26 

0HWDSK\VLFDO�ODQJXDJH�PXVW�FRUUHVSRQG�LQ�WKH�VHQVH�WKDW�LW�PXVW�DFFXUDWHO\�UHIHU�WR�WKH�JRVSHO¶V�*RG��

noW�DQRWKHU��:H�ZLOO�DOVR�FRQVLGHU�-HQVRQ¶V�FULWLTXH�XQGHU�WKLV�KHDGLQJ��QRW�OHDVW�KLV�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RI�

the hiddenness of God, which is substantially Lutheran. In this chapter and others, the central 

contention will be that faith must be at the base of any Christian metaphysic and I seek to interpret 

WKDW�LQ�-HQVRQ¶V�WHUPV� 

 

Our second chapter will follow on from there by asking how it is that the knowledge born of faith ± if 

LQGHHG�WKDW�LV�ZKDW�-HQVRQ¶V�PHWDSK\VLF�PXVW�EH�± can correspond to mind-independent reality. A 

central theme of my interpretation of Jenson is introduced and put to work, the unity of creation and 

redemption. This second chapter concerns the knowledge of redemption, beginning with the 

coherence RI�WKH�EHOLHYLQJ�FRPPXQLW\¶V�IDLWK�DQG�PRYLng on to ask how it may correspond. Jenson, it 

is argued, understands that faith corresponds in God directly and we will explore this in detail. 

 

 
25 Jenson, Systematic Theology, Vol.2, 199 
26 Robert Jenson, The Triune Identity: God according to the Gospel, (Eugene: Wipf and Stock Publishers, 
2002), 26 
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The final chapter will ask how, according to Jenson, creation may mediate the knowledge of faith, 

without lapsLQJ�LQWR�µQDWXUDO¶�NQRZOHGJH�WKDW�GRHV�QRW�UHO\�RQ�IDLWK��,Q�ODUJH�SDUW�WKLV�LV�GHYHORSHG�DV�

DQ�H[SRVLWLRQ�RI�-HQVRQ¶V�NH\�UHYLVLRQDU\�PRYH��WKH�UHPRYDO�RI�µVXEVWDQFH¶�IURP�WKH�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RI�

created things. From there we will press on to see how it is that this relates to a central pillar of 

-HQVRQ¶V�PHWDSK\VLF�RI�FUHDWLRQ��KDUPRQ\� My interpretation here will be partly deductive as I seek to 

UHFRQVWUXFW�OHVV�H[SOLFLW�LPSOLFDWLRQV�RI�-HQVRQ¶V�UHYLVLRQDU\�SURJUDPPH� Jenson is often extremely 

brief, which means some interpretive deduction is necessary. Much of this will concern the 

relationship between creature and Creator, which is key to understanding the possibility of mind-

independent truth given the relative underweight he gives to traditional metaphysical lynchpins such 

as transcendentals. We will touch on this briefly in the third chapter. Our engagement at this juncture 

will be critical, precisely for what, in conjunction with the removal of substance, this implies for the 

reliability of human reason. The launch-point of this critique will be the lack of space Jenson affords 

creaturely causality in his system, but to say any more would be to pre-empt our later discussion. We 

will close chapter three with a potential solution to this problem. 

 

The heart of my argument will be that Jenson articulates a concept of truth which does indeed 

µFRUUHVSRQG�¶�$V�LW�LV�IDLWK-based, it corresponds in God, and is no less for doing so. Though not 

ZLWKRXW�ZHDNQHVVHV��-HQVRQ¶V�WKRXJKW�LQWURGXFHV�D�IUHVK�SHUVSHFtive that, for the most part, succeeds 

in its aim: to do metaphysics in a way that reflects the importance of the gospel and of saving faith.  
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1. The problem with metaphysics 

 

 

The problem with revisionary metaphysics is where to begin. It would be easier to focus solely on 

&KULVWLDQ�WKHRORJ\�EXW�WKDW�ZRXOG�EH�KLVWRULFDOO\�GLVKRQHVW��0DQ\�RI�WKH�FKXUFK¶V�PHWDSK\VLFDO�LGHDV�

did not originate within the church. Nevertheless, we cannot analyse everything. The focus must be 

narrowed. How we do so reflects our starWLQJ�SRLQW��)RU�WKDW�UHDVRQ��ZH�PXVW�WDNH�FDUH��,Q�-HQVRQ¶V�

case our focus must be historical. If we do not take this step, it will be difficult to appreciate what 

revisionary metaphysics is all about. Indeed, revisionary metaphysics requires a historical 

perspective. That is part of what it is, critique and beyond. And so, the most relevant ideas are those 

WKDW�KDYH�SURYLGHG�D�FRQWH[W�IRU�WKH�FKXUFK¶V�PLVVLRQ��7KLV�PHDQV�*UDHFR-Roman thought, though 

that remains perilously broad.  

 

The problem is that there is no neutral launch point. We cannot step outside our own history, so we 

must contend with the classical heritage. Our thought is a dialogue, a response. We must respond to 

what has come before but, in so far as we are to move beyond it, we face the problem of what tools 

we may use. If we cannot step beyond history, we seem trapped. Of ourselves, we can but respond. 

We cannot initiate and our thought is not the starting point. But if it is to be thought at all it must 

answer this question. It must find the criteria by which it responds to history, the originator. We 

cannot revise classical metaphysics according to its own tenets. That would be an implicit refutation 

RI�-HQVRQ¶V�SURMHFW�IURP�WKH�EHJLQQLQJ��EHFDXVH�RI�RXU�EHJLQQLQJ��7KH�WRROV�ZH�XVH�WR�UHYLse already 

reflect a metaphysical stance. Hence the common start in theological prolegomena, of which Jenson is 

quite rightly critical.27  Were we to begin with epistemology proper, we would fall into the same trap. 

Our epistemology cannot so break free as to start afresh. Our knowledge cannot be ahistorical. This is 

WKH�PDLQVWD\�RI�-HQVRQ¶V�SUREOHP�ZLWK�PHWDSK\VLFV��DQG�LW�LV�RXU�VWDUWLQJ�SRLQW���:KDW�FRPHV�IURP�

beyond history cannot be us, or accessible on our own grounds, because our reason is not timeless. 

 

Instead, we start with the ideas as received in history. Even the gospel is to be taken, firstly, as a fact 

of history.28 The only way to avoid the epistemological black hole is to change the question. We must 

start within the problem, anything else presumes upon the metaphysics being revised. We cannot take 

an outside position if we are to understand what Jenson is trying to accomplish. The metaphysics of 

the past cannot be normative for our discourse. We dialogue, as equal partners. Naturally this 

 
27 Jenson, Systematic Theology, Vol.2, 6  
28 Ibid., 11  
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approach refracts back, demanding dialogue with modern ideas too. Viewed historically, the priority 

RI�DQFLHQW�PHWDSK\VLFV�LV�RQO\�WHPSRUDO��%RWK�DQFLHQW�DQG�PRGHUQ�PXVW�EH�MXGJHG�DFFRUGLQJ�WR�IDLWK¶V�

knowledge. 

 

We must get one thing straight in the beginning. Revisionary metaphysics is not a µpostmodern¶ 

refutation of absolute reason. It is not simply about conflicting notions of eternity or historical 

consciousness, though any metaphysic worth its salt must decide these issues. Appealing to tradition 

is avRLGLQJ�WKH�TXHVWLRQ��WKDW�LV�QRW�ZKDW�ZH�PHDQ�E\�IDLWK¶V�NQRZOHGJH��0HUH�WUDGLWLRQ�FDQQRW�EHDU�

the existential weight faith requires. In his Systematic Theology, -HQVRQ�IROORZV�/XWKHU�RQ�IDLWK��µ7R�

have a God is nothing other than to trust and believe him IURP�WKH�KHDUW«7KH�WZR�DUH�LQVHSDUDEOH��

IDLWK�DQG�*RG��6R�ZKDWHYHU�\RX�KDQJ�\RXU�KHDUW�RQ«LV�DFWXDOO\�\RXU�*RG�¶29  Tradition cannot 

GHWHUPLQH�WKH�LVVXH�RI�ZKHUH�ZH�µKDQJ�RXU�KHDUWV�¶�$V�-HQVRQ�SXWV�LW��µ:KDW�LV�DFWXDOO\�my God may 

QHYHUWKHOHVV�EH�QR�*RG�¶30 We will come to idolatry when we discuss the hiddenness of God below. 

For now, we point out the actual issue at stake: our ideas may lead to what is not God. If we are to talk 

in these terms, we need a robust concept of truth, not a weak, relativistic one. Faith is outward 

looking, not merely subjective, but its objectivity must come from God, not from us. In large part, 

revisionary metaphysics is an attempt to remain faithful to this insight. 

 

1HLWKHU�FDQ�ZH�IRUJHW�-HQVRQ¶V�RZQ�FRQWH[W��+H�ZDV�DV�PXFK�D�FULWLF�RI�PRGHUQ�DV�DQFLHQW�

epistemology. Truth in revisionary metaphysics must be mind-independent. We may be approaching 

the issue from within, but the truth must correspond objectively. It cannot merely cohere. This is 

EHFDXVH�IDLWK�LV�D�µSHUVRQDO�UHODWLRQ�RI�D�FUHDWXUH�WR�WKH�Creator¶�DQG�µKDV�LWV�ZKROH�LPSRUW�IURP�WKH�

VLGH�RI�WKH�REMHFW�¶31 7KH�KHDUW�PXVW�KDQJ�RXWVLGH�RI�XV��$V�ZH�H[DPLQH�-HQVRQ¶V�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RI�

history and faith in greater detail, it will be clear that he means to articulate a notion of truth in no way 

reduced from that of classical antiquity. There can be no fudging the issue. If our ideas are historical 

happenstance, then they are not true in any meaningful sense of the word. These questions will shape 

our later chapters explicitly, here they are recommended as an implicit background. Whatever we may 

call metaphysics, it cannot lapse into relativism. This is not to denigrate opposing views. The 

LQWHQWLRQ�RI�WKH�DERYH�UHPDUNV�LV�WR�FOHDU�WKH�JURXQG�DQG�EULQJ�-HQVRQ¶V�FRQFHUQV�LQWR�WKH�IRUHJURXQG�

so he may be judged on his own terms. Some of these concerns are shared by all metaphysicians, 

VRPH�UHMHFWHG��EXW�MXVW�DV�IDLWK�DGPLWV�QR�RXWVLGH�WULEXQDO��IDLWK¶V�NQRZOHGJH�ZLOO�QRW�EH�MXGJHG�E\�

criteria other than its own. 

 
29 /XWKHU¶V�/DUJH�&DWHFKLVP��LQ�-HQVRQ��Systematic Theology, Vol.2, 69 
30 Ibid. 
31 Ibid. 
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,Q�VKRUW��LI�ZH�ZDQW�WR�XQGHUVWDQG�-HQVRQ¶V�WKHRORJLFDO�FRQFHUQV��ZH�ZRXOG�EH�ZHOO�DGYLVHG�WR�WDNH�KLV�

lead. There are concerns that remained priorities throughout his career, even as his thought developed. 

One rubric under which to consider these may be the relationship between truth and history. Another 

PD\�EH�WR�DVN�DIWHU�WKH�FRUUHVSRQGHQFH�RI�IDLWK¶V�NQRZOHGge. As we consider these in detail, we will 

get to the root of the critical aspect of revisionary metaphysics.  

 

 

Proclamation without metaphysics, a changing background 

 

-HQVRQ¶V�HDUO\�ZRUN�LV�SURJUDPPDWLF��OD\LQJ�RXW�FRUH�FRQFHUQV�WR�ZKLFK�KH�ZRXOG�UHWXUn throughout 

his career. Its comparative simplicity makes it a convenient place to start. A good example is the 

DUWLFOH�µ3URFODPDWLRQ�ZLWKRXW�0HWDSK\VLFV�¶�RULJLQDOO\�SXEOLVKHG�LQ������ZKHQ�-HQVRQ�ZDV�LQ�KLV�

early thirties. This article has one question at its core: do we need metaphysics to proclaim the gospel? 

7KLV�LV�D�WKUHDG�ZH�FDQ�IROORZ�LQWR�KLV�ODWHU�ZRUN��QDPHO\��WKH�VHSDUDWLRQ�RI�WKH�JRVSHO¶V�SURFODPDWLRQ�

from the metaphysics accompanying it. The distinction is of no small consequence, pivoting as it does 

from thought to language, and that as actually spoken in history. The gospel exists as it is proclaimed, 

not as an abstract ± that is the historical perspective we have been tracing. Its objectivity, its 

correspondence, will be found in history, not in an absolute metaphysical reason. Whatever the 

manner of its proclamation, the gospel ± µWKH�WHOOLQJ�RI�-HVXV¶�VWRU\¶�± and the words we use to posit 

µHWHUQDO�UHDOLW\¶�DUH�QRW�V\QRQ\PRXV�32 For Jenson, this positing is what we do to manage the 

uncertainty of what we cannot control.33 The gospel offers no such control. It is promise, dependent 

on God.  The two are related historically but they are distinct.  

 

+LVWRULFDOO\�WKH�FKXUFK¶V�GLVFRXUVH�KDV�DOZD\V�LQYROYHG�PHWDSK\VLFDO�ODQJXDJH�DQG�LGHDV��7KHVH�Ldeas 

KDYH�EHHQ�XVHG�WR�FRPSUHKHQG�WKH�JRVSHO�EXW�DUH�QRW�WKH�JRVSHO��-HQVRQ¶V�TXHVWLRQ�LV�ZKHWKHU�WKLV�

µSRVLWLQJ�RI�HWHUQLW\¶�VHUYHV�RU�REVWUXFWV�SURFODPDWLRQ��*LYHQ�WKH�LQWHOOHFWXDO�FRQWH[W�RI�WKH�FKXUFK¶V�

early centuries, the dialogue, perhaps even the accommodation, may have been inevitable, but it may 

not be so today. Of course, this does not invalidate metaphysical ideas. If the objectivity of the gospel 

is to be found in history, and if the gospel is to be proclaimed, we may well assume that God had a 

hand in the conditions of its proclamation. Thus, the sharp edge of the question in 1962 was how to 

proclaim the gospel without the shared Graeco-5RPDQ�EDFNJURXQG�LW�RQFH�DVVXPHG��µ$JDLQVW�VXFK�D�

 
32 Jenson, Theology as Revisionary Metaphysics, 4-6. 
33 Ibid. 
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EDFNJURXQG�HYHU\�HYHQW�RI�OLIH�LV�PHDQLQJIXO�¶34 Not so in D�FRQWH[W�ZKHUH�µWKH�JRGV�IOHH�DQG�

PHWDSK\VLFV�EHFRPH�HYHU�PRUH�LPSODXVLEOH¶�DV�µVFLHQWLILF�GHVFULSWLRQ�DQQH[HV�RQH�DUHD�RI�UHDOLW\�DIWHU�

DQRWKHU�¶35 Some of the old words will not do, but that does not mean that the dialogue was not good. 

Nonetheless, for Jenson at this stage of his career, the gospel has lived into the modern era, but its 

previous metaphysical accompaniment may not have. The problem is that the old words have lost 

their plausibility which, in turns out, reflected a particular historical context. This does not mean they 

are wrong inherently. However, if they are not to be seen on the level of the gospel, they must be as 

tools. History has shown them to be means, not ends. The gospel is beyond the philosophical language 

used to convey it. It is beyond its initial cultural setting. 

 

This is still very broad. The entire background of Graeco-Roman thought is in view. In fact, the 

problem relates to all interpretive language beyond the gospel narrative: incarnation, death, 

resurrection; that is, beyond the story of Jesus. However, we must not over-stress this, or we may get 

lost in trying to dissect what is and what is not secondary in this way. We will get further if we 

XQGHUVWDQG�WKDW�-HQVRQ¶V�SRLQW�FRQFHUQV�WKH�PDQQHU�RI�RXU�VDOYDWLRQ��$OO�IDFH uncertainty. All face the 

YRLG�RI�GHDWK��EHIRUH�ZKLFK�ZH�PXVW�UHFNRQ�D�PDQQHU�RI�OLIH��(XURSHDQ�FLYLOLVDWLRQ�KDV�FRLQHG�µD�

PRGH�RI�DSSUHKHQGLQJ�WKH�IXWXUH�ZLWKRXW�IOLQFKLQJ�¶�<HW�HYHQ�WKH�µDEVROXWH�PDQ�RI�WKH�

H[LVWHQWLDOLVWV¶36 cannot escape the need for IDLWK��+LV�LV�D�µVHFXODULVHG�YHUVLRQ�RI�MXVWLILFDWLRQ�E\�

IDLWK�¶�7KLV�LV�WKH�QHZ�EDFNJURXQG�DJDLQVW�ZKLFK�WKH�FKXUFK�SURFODLPV�WKH�JRVSHO�37 Once the church 

could presume upon a comparatively germane Graeco-Roman heritage (which was not without its 

problems, as we will see). Now, the church must proclaim the gospel in a context where Nietzschean 

nihilism is in the ascendency. 

 

The gospel is not synonymous with the metaphysical ideas it has historically accompanied. The 

gospel is essential, the metaphysic, to some degree, interchangeable. However, there is no value 

neutrality or timeless abstraction (that would be part of the problem). Still less may we strip down to 

µEDUH�IDFW¶�ZLWKRXW�LQWHUSUHWDWLRQ��7KDW�ZRXOG�EH�LPSRVVLEOH��$V�VXFK��-HQVRQ¶V�HDUO\�ZRUN�SRses 

difficult questions. If we take his broad definition of metaphysics, a lot of our heritage comes under 

fire.  

 

 
34 Jenson, Theology as Revisionary Metaphysics, 6 
35 Ibid. 
36 Ibid. 
37 Ibid., 6-7 
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The danger of this scaling back is the loss of the objective truth the Grace-Roman heritage assured for 

Christian thinkers. On one level, this was a preamble, a shared platform for dialogue. But the problem 

LV�GHHSHU�WKDQ�WKDW��0HWKRGRORJLFDOO\�LPSOLFLW�LQ�-HQVRQ¶V�DSSURDFK�LV�WKH�KLVWRULFDO�UHODWLYLVLQJ�RI�

Greek philosophy. Understanding this philosophy as a mere historical starting point, rather than 

something appealing to what is shared by all humanity, puts it epistemically on the same level as any 

other religion or ideology. If it were not so, then surely the answer would be to simply turn back and 

resurrect the old way of thinking. One implication of this is that reason itself appears to be under 

threat. Seen from this angle alone, Jenson appears to swing perilously close to pure subjectivism. As 

ZH�VDLG�DERYH��-HQVRQ¶V�Wask will be to tread a path between these two extremes. In historicising 

Greek philosophy, he must not lapse into relativism, losing correspondence entirely.  

 

Turning back to the old words is not an option for Jenson because the church must proclaim the 

gRVSHO��0HWDSK\VLFV�PXVW�VHUYH�SURFODPDWLRQ��µ7KH�SURFODPDWLRQ�RI�WKH�JRVSHO¶�FDQ�QHYHU�EH�ZHGGHG�

LQGHILQLWHO\�WR�ZRUGV�ZKLFK�VHHN�WR�FDQFHO�µWKH�XOWLPDF\�RI�WLPH�¶38 Of course, this does not mean that 

the problem is only a particular notion of eternity. In our own time we have distinct, rival solutions to 

the human condition. Eternity takes on broader meaning. There are new challenges in a new age. The 

gospel meets these as an incompatible alternative. We cannot turn back the clock because the 

concepts of a previous age are no longer convincing. This is the problem with the metaphysics which 

VHHNV�WR�FDQFHO�WKH�XOWLPDF\�RI�WLPH��$W�WKLV�VWDJH�LQ�-HQVRQ¶V�FDUHHU��KRZHYHU��WKLV�FHQWUDO�FRQFHUQ�

remains general.  

 

Twenty years later, The Triune Identity adds definition. Modernity approaches a situation like that of 

declining Mediterranean antiquity.39 7KHUH�LV�µD�GLIIHUHQW�GLYLQH�RIIHULQJ�RQ�HYHU\�VWUHHW�FRUQHU�¶�:H�

must learn to specify which.40 Metaphysics is that intellectual effort by which we reach to the divine. 

,W�LV�KRZ�ZH�FKDUW�RXU�FRXUVH�WR�WKH�JRVSHO¶V�*RG��RU�WR�DQRWKHU��7KLV�LV�ZK\�LW�SHUWains to our 

description of faith and cannot be separated from it. It defines where we hang our hearts. As Jenson 

ZRXOG�DUJXH��µ+XPDQ�OLIH�LV�SRVVLEOH�>WKDW�LV��PHDQLQJIXO@«RQO\�LI�SDVW�DQG�IXWXUH�DUH�VRPHKRZ�

EUDFNHWHG���¶�2XU�OLYHV�PXVW�µFRKHUH�WR�PDNH�D�VWRU\�¶41 The Hebrew and Christian Scriptures are one 

VXFK�VWRU\��0HWDSK\VLFDO�V\VWHPV�µWKDW�SRVLW�OLIH¶V�IXOILOPHQW�LQ�HVFDSH�IURP�WLPH¶�DUH�DQRWKHU�42 Thus, 

 
38 Jenson, Theology as Revisionary Metaphysics, 6 
39 Jenson, The Triune Identity, ix 
40 Ibid. 
41 Ibid., 1  
42 Ibid.  
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E\������LW�LV�QRW�RQO\�D�FKDQJH�RI�EDFNJURXQG�EXW�µWZR�JUHDW�FRQWUDGLFWRU\�LQWHUSUHWDWLRQV�RI�UHDOLW\�¶43 

2QH�SHUWDLQV�WR�WKH�JRVSHO¶V�*RG��WKH�RWKHU�GRHV�QRW� 

 

There can be no separation between philosophy and theology.44 In fact, that is the very point. People 

DUH�UHOLJLRXV��µ7KXV��LQ�DOO�ZH�GR�ZH�VHHN�HWHUQLW\¶�DQG��µLI�RXU�VHHNLQJ�EHFRPHV�H[SOLFLW��ZH�SUDFWLFH�

³UHOLJLRQ�´¶45 7KH�JUHDW�FRQIOLFW�EHWZHHQ�µLQWHUSUHWDWLRQV�RI�UHDOLW\¶�LV�QRW�EHWZHHQ�PHWDSK\VLFV�DQG�

the gospeO��7KH�LQFXUDEOH�EUHDFK�LV�EHWZHHQ�WLPH¶V�HVFDSH�DQG�WKH�JRVSHO��,VUDHO¶V�*RG�LV�QRW�MXVW�DQ\�

God. We may bracket time by abstracting from created things, arriving via an intellectual movement 

at timelessness. Or, we deal with the narrative of scripture and the temporality of the created order, 

with all the intellectual problems that entails. Any understanding we have of revisionary metaphysics 

must reflect this underlying dichotomy between WKH�JRVSHO�DQG�WLPH¶V�HVFDSH.  

 

Read thus far, it seems our God is the eternity we posit. As we go deeper, we will see this is not quite 

true. We do not posit the true God - he introduces himself to us. However, we must bracket time, one 

way or the other. Similarly, we may have the God who acts in time, or the one who is defined in 

contrast to it, not both. Each entails differing metaphysical methodologies. One aspect of this is the 

KLGGHQQHVV�RI�*RG��ZKLFK�UXOHV�RXW�RWKHU�SRWHQWLDO�DYHQXHV�WR�µEULGJH�WKH�JDS¶�EHWZHHQ�HWHUQLW\�DQG�

creation that, if correct, would allow us both sides of the coin. However, the problem is not only the 

potential relation between eternity and creation. We need to explore the relationship between 

Christianity and Greek metaphysics through history in greater detail. Doing so will set the stage for 

our discussion of how God hides and reveals himself in time. 

 

 

Differing prolegomena 

 

$W�WKLV�MXQFWXUH�ZH�FDQQRW�DYRLG�D�OLWWOH�SUROHJRPHQDO�WKLQNLQJ��WKRXJK�LQ�-HQVRQ¶V�FDVH�WKLV�ZLOO�EH�

JOHDQLQJ�LQVLJKW�IURP�WKH�FKXUFK¶V�KLVWRU\�UDWKHU�WKDQ�DWWHPSWLQJ�Wo step outside it. Indeed, that reason 

pretends to an outside position is precisely the point RI�-HQVRQ¶V�FULWLTXH. To recap, the gospel comes 

to us as a fact of history and we, the church, are part of a history that did not begin with our own 

thinking. Our thinking is a response to the gospel. Theology is a second order reflection that serves 
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44 Robert Jenson, Essays in theology of culture (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1995), 224 
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proclamation.46 Metaphysics is part of the ongoing conversation between what happened and how we 

understand it. It is part of how we communicate the gospel. Thus, distinct as they may be, we cannot 

have proclamation without metaphysics. Proclamation needs metaphysics; in one sense, metaphysics 

should be proclamation.  

 

:KHUH�SURFODPDWLRQ�DQG�PHWDSK\VLFV�ZHUH�VKDUSO\�GLYLGHG�LQ�-HQVRQ¶V�HDUOLHU�ZRUN��KLV�ODWHU�ZRUN�LV�

more nuanced. This nuance is consistent with and develops from the historicised perspective we saw 

DERYH���:LWKLQ�:HVWHUQ�FLYLOLVDWLRQ�µLW�LV�QRW�SRVVLEOH�WR�EH�D�GLVFLSOH�RI�WKH�DSRVWOHV�DQG�QRW�D�GLVFLSOH�

DOVR�RI�6RFUDWHV�¶47 The ultimate reason that we cannot divide philosophy and theology concerns our 

own heritage.48 Socrates posed religious questions we are still answering, even as we take our lead 

from the gospel.  

 

An example will serve. However we understand the soul, or even if we have souls, the word is forever 

FRQGLWLRQHG��2XU�VWDUWLQJ�SRLQW�KDV�FKDQJHG��$QG�µWKH�DGRSWHG�6RFUDWLF�QRWLRQ�RI�D�VRXO�KDV�WKURXJK�

WKHRORJLFDO�KLVWRU\�EHHQ�D�IUXLWIXO�VRXUFH�RI�SX]]OHPHQW�¶49 The puzzlement is key. The gospel must 

talk to something. This does not mean that Socrates is the endpoint, only that we cannot un-hear what 

he has already said, so many years ago. We theologise within a history, in response to what has come 

before. The gospel comes to us as part of that history. In some ways it may make that history, but it is 

not to be understood without it.  

 

However, the history produces more than fruitful tension. To appreciate this, we turn directly to 

-HQVRQ¶V�RZQ�SUROHJRPHQRQ�WR�KLV�Systematic Theology.  This entails a reading of theological history 

we will need to consider in greater detail. To do so we will take a degree of creative license in 

providing examples as Jenson is all too brief in this crucial area. We expand in order to elucidate. 

 

For Jenson, the problem of natural knowledge is the problem of Greek reason. 50 This reason is 

DEVROXWH��,W�LV�LWV�RZQ��DWHPSRUDO�VWDUWLQJ�SRLQW��-HQVRQ¶V�SRLQW�LQ�WKH�EULHI�WKHRORJLFDO�KLVWRU\�VNHWFKHG�

at the beginning of Systematic Theology is constitutive of all that follows. It is that, raised on this type 

of thinking, some kind of natural knowledge apart from the gospel was inevitable.51 Throughout 
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history it was sought according to this historical particularity and presented as the shared property of 

humanity.52 This tension between natural knowledge and faith lay dormant until its rupture in the 

eighteenth century.53 We cannot avoid this aspect of theological history if we are to consider the 

correspondence of truth according to revisionary metaphysics; it has too great an impact on how we 

understand reason and its relation to faith. It also underscores then problem with metaphysics more 

generally. 

 

Greek reason moves from the temporal to eternity where it belongs. It is divine; and so, for Plotinus it 

must return home by leaving the external and temporal behind.54 Likewise, for Socrates, we have a 

kind of turning inward. Mind is sufficient unto itself and needs no temporal thing. For this reason, 

knowledge is recollection of the eternal.55 For Epictetus, reason could accomplish this because it was 

divine, a part of God.56 Whatever eternity was, it was like human reason and human reason was the 

way to it. Plotinus turns inward away from the external and inferior;57 the soul ascends in upward 

movement.58 Its first step is to reject the material, the external, in favour of the inward.59 Stoic and 

Platonic are alike in this regard. Epictetus begins with divine reason, the only thing that may know 

itself.60 It can start with itself, be its own beginning. This fits what ZH�VDZ�LQ�-HQVRQ¶V�HDUOLHU�ZRUN�-  

µFRQWUDGLFWRU\�LQWHUSUHWDWLRQV�RI�UHDOLW\�¶61 µH[SOLFLW¶�VHHNLQJ�IRU�HWHUQLW\�EHFRPH�UHOLJLRXV�62 The 

inward turn which takes reason as its starting point is a prolegomenon to a different faith.63 To pre-

empt our discussiRQ�EHORZ��LW�ORRNV�LQGLVWLQJXLVKDEOH�IURP�WKH�µIRUPDO�VWUXFWXUH¶�RI�VLQ��WKH�

µ³LQFXUYDWXUH´�RI�WKH�VRXO¶�EDFN�LQ�µRQ�LWVHOI�¶64 Greek reason pretends to be its own beginning and 

\HW��µ,�DP�QRW�VHOI-existent, the condition of my own hypostasis, but I can prHWHQG�WR�EH�¶65 

 

Thus, the dialogue between Christianity and the Greek religion is live and costly. It takes place 

between contradictory ZRUOGYLHZV��EXW�LW�FDQ�\LHOG�IUXLW��+HQFH�-HQVRQ¶V�UHIHUHQFH�WR�&OHPHQW¶V�

Exhortation to the Greeks ± µ,�ORQJ�IRU�*RG��QRW�WKH�ZRUNV�RI�*RG��1RZ�± whom among you can I 
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take for a co-worker in the longing? For we do not altogether despair of you. Perhaps PlDWR«¶66 There 

is nothing wrong with this in general. But it must be the Christian that takes Plato, not the other way 

URXQG��:H�FDQQRW�FRQWLQXH�WR�WDNH�µWKH�TXDOLILFDWLRQ�RI�WUXWK�WDXJKW�E\�3ODWR�RU�$ULVWRWOH�DV�PRUH�

³QDWXUDO´�RU�³UDWLRQDO´�WKDQ�WUXWK�WDXJKW�E\�,VDLDK�RU�3DXO�¶67 The danger is that we do so implicitly. 

Jenson summarises this as follows:  

 

:H�XVXDOO\�UHIHU�WR�WKH�ZRUN�RI�*UHHFH¶V�WKHRORJLDQV�ZLWK�WKHLU�RZQ�QDPH�IRU�LW��³SKLORVRSK\�´�
We have thereupon been led to think this must be a different kind of intellectual activity than 
theology, to which theology perhaps may appeal for foundational purposes or against which 
theology must defend itself. But this is a historical illusion; Greek philosophy was simply the 
theology of the historically particular Olympian-Parmenidean religion, later shared with the 
wider Mediterranean cultic world.68 

 

Christianity could converse with Greek philosophy because both were trying to do the same thing, to 

think and speak in answer to the human condition. Both concerned salvation; that is the dialogue. The 

problem comes when Greek philosophy and Christian theology are understood on different epistemic 

levels, one shared by all humanity by virtue of reason, the other the special, subjective possession of 

the believer. This hierarchy is what results in an appeal to Greek philosophy for foundations that can 

only come in faith. There can be no appeal to Greek religion to back up Christian revelation; that 

would be a category mistake. This includes epistemology and so there can be no appeal by faith to 

Greek reason for buttressing. Greek philosophy was a faith of itself ± that is the point. Christianity 

spoke to the Graeco-Roman world, came from it to a degree, and so presumed upon things it might 

not have done otherwise. Natural knowledge, or knowledge shared by all humans, grasped in 

atemporal axiom, is presumed upon because of this dialogue, not because it is necessarily what the 

gospel presupposes. In fact, in so far as µQDWXUDO¶�NQRZOHGJH affords reason an outside position on the 

gospel - making reason divine, in other words ± an appeal to it creates tensions and problems for 

Christian theology. 

 

The sweep of the two or three pages we are considering is enormous and Jenson is quite brief. I 

remind the reader that we are trying to excavate his thought process. In doing so we find the issue 

ZLWK�µWKH�*UHHNV¶69 LV�WKH�UDWLRQDO�VWDUWLQJ�SRLQW��UHDVRQ�EH\RQG�WHPSRUDOLW\��,�KDYH�FDOOHG�WKLV�UHDVRQ¶V�

outside position. It is outside time, and it is outside the gospel. It is outside time because it abstracts 

from the temporal to arrive at the atemporal. Or, it is purely inward, and thus divine, in no need of the 
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external at all. It is outside the gospel because the gospel comes as the word of promise. The gospel is 

received or rejected, understood from within. There is no impartial rational assessment.  

 

For Jenson, the problem continues into the medieval era. If there is a latent tension it is in the 

presupposition that reason may operate outside of revelation generally and, specifically, that it may do 

so regarding the knowledge of God. This is not really about natural theology ± that came later, but it is 

the same kind of thinking. 7KH�SUHIDFH�WR�$QVHOP¶V�Monologion, for instance, laid out an intention 

subtly different but enabling of that later problem:  

 

7KH\�VSHFLILHG«WKH�IROORZLQJ�IRUP�IRU�WKLV�ZULWWHQ�PHGLWDWLRQ��QRWKLQJ�ZKDWVRHYHU�WR�EH�
argued on the basis of the authority of Scripture, but the constraints of reason concisely to 
SURYH��DQG�WKH�FODULW\�RI�WUXWK�WR�VKRZ«WKH�FRQFOXVLRQV�RI�GLVWLQFW�LQYHVWLJDWLRQV�70 

 

The appeal to an outside authority for the knowledge of faith is clear. What proceeds is a 

quintessential example of the kind of thinking which Jenson is criticising. There can be no preamble, 

strictly speaking, no starting point save faith. This does not rule out the knowledge of God in created 

things, just reason as providing its universal starting point. Reason cannot be its own objectivity, its 

RZQ�FRUUHVSRQGHQFH��7KDW�LW�PD\�KDYH�EHHQ�FRQVLGHUHG�VR�KLVWRULFDOO\�LV�EHFDXVH�RI�WKH�FKXUFK¶V�ILUVW�

conversation partner, not a shared facet of human nature.71 

 

2Q�-HQVRQ¶V�UHDGLQJ��WKH�SUREOHP�UHDOO\�FRPHV�WR�WKH�IRUH�LQ�WKH�HLJKWHHQWK century with the 

uncoupling of the natural from the revealed.72 The argument by this point is well-worn; this type of 

knowledge does not work. We will have more to say on this heading in the next chapter when we 

consider how true knowledge works. For now, we note that JeQVRQ¶V�WKRXJKW�GRYHWDLOV�DQG�GHYHORSV�

upon Hans Frei here.73 The Enlightenment saw the natural knowledge judge the revealed knowledge. 

7R�FLWH�RXU�HDUOLHU�H[DPSOH��$QVHOP¶V�SRVLWLRQ�KDV�EHHQ�UHYHUVHG��+RZHYHU��WKH�GDQJHU�ZDV�DOZD\V�

implicit. None of this is new. 

 

7R�IXOO\�DSSUHFLDWH�-HQVRQ¶V�SRLQW��ZH�QHHG�WR�JR�D�VWHS�IXUWKHU��$QRWKHU�H[DPSOH�ZLOO�KHOS��FKDUWLQJ�

the parallel between ancient and modern. For Jenson, prolegomena are typically arrogant, aiming at 
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the impossible.74 The implication is that they are the problem we have been tracing. To put it one way, 

ZH�DUH�QRW�WR�VWDUW�ZLWK�RXU�RZQ�HSLVWHPLF�OLPLWV��%XW�KRZ�GRHV�WKLV�WLH�LQ�ZLWK�µ*UHHN¶�UHDVRQ"�)RU�

Epictetus reason was divine, beginning in analysis of itself. This continued in western intellectual 

history. The Cartesian sceptic does the same. Although Jensen does not give an example, we may cite 

'DYLG�+XPH��:KHQ�+XPH�SLFNV�XS�WKH�EDWRQ��KLV�SURMHFW��µWKH�6FLHQFH�RI�0DQ¶�ZDV�DJDLQ�PLQG�

knowing itself.75 The epistemic becomes the basis and possibility of metaphysics. As with the modern 

SUROHJRPHQD��ZH�EHJLQ�ZLWK�ZKDW�ZH�PD\�NQRZ��ZLWK�RXU�RZQ�OLPLWV��7KH�GHHS�JUDPPDU�RI�-HQVRQ¶V�

critique is that metaphysics was bound to undo itself in this way. Hume is just one example, but we 

could cite many others. It is no surprise that metaphysical knowledge collapsed on such a footing. The 

KXPDQ�DQDO\VLQJ�LWVHOI�FDQQRW�DWWDLQ�WR�ZKDW�VWDUWV�LQ�*RG¶V�DFW��0HWDSK\VLFV�ZDV�QHYHU�VXSSRVHG�WR�

EH�D�SURMHFW�DSDUW�IURP�IDLWK��µ6HFXODU¶�IDLWK�LV�IDLWK�LQ�VRPHWKLQJ� or someone, else. We cannot place 

our faith first in ourselves, and then in God. 

 

-HQVRQ¶V�UHODWLYHO\�IUHTXHQW�UHIHUHQFHV�WR�1LHW]VFKH�DQG�QLKLOLVP�VKRXOG�EH�WDNHQ�DV�VKRUWKDQG�IRU�WKe 

intellectual history of his prolegomenon. Viewed from another angle we might say Jenson is taking 

VHULRXVO\�1LHW]VFKH¶V�ERDVW�WR�KDYH�GHDOW�ZLWK�&KULVWLDQLW\�DV�µ3ODWRQLVP�IRU�WKH�SHRSOH�¶76 The only 

way beyond the arguments of Beyond Good and Evil, on this model, is to have a reason which does 

QRW�JR�XS�µEH\RQG�JRRG�DQG�HYLO¶�DW�DOO��ZKLFK�EULQJV�XV�WR�DQ�LPSRUWDQW�FRQFOXVLRQ�RI�WKLV�EULHI�

history. If we are not dealing with an epistemic limit, we are dealing with a moral one, with sin and 

salvation. The metaphor of dialogue functions in this space. In the following chapters we will trace it 

as alternative to the knowledge based in reason.  

 

 

Metaphysics as moral and existential 

 

Having laid this foundation, we now turn to consider another aspect RI�-HQVRQ¶V critique of 

metaphysics. If opposition to atemporal reason is one half, the hiddenness of God is the other. Our 

knowledge is temporal. How this works will concern us in later chapters. As we elaborate on this, we 

find that God himself opposes any starting point other than faith. This is what we mean by his 

KLGGHQQHVV��WKRXJK�LW�LV�DOVR�D�JUHDW�GHDO�PRUH�WKDQ�WKDW��*RG¶V�KLGGHQQHVV�LV�LQVHSDUDEOH�IURP�KLV�
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revelation of himself in time. This is why we are dealing with a moral, rather than merely epistemic, 

limit. God himself determines how he is found. 

 

Some clues as to how we may proceed are given in the second chapter of The Triune Identity. If 

metaphysics is that by which we understand the gospel narrative, and which helps us proclaim it, it 

must be soteriologically conditioned. This is the essence of what it means to proclaim from the inside, 

UDWKHU�WKDQ�UHDVRQ¶V�IDOVH��RXWVLGH�SRVLWLRQ� Jenson elsewhere describes the fundamental claim of the 

JRVSHO�DV�µ-HVXV�LV�ULVHQ�¶77 -HVXV¶�VWRU\�FRQFHUQV�RXU�VDOYDWLRQ��$OO�WKHRORJ\�PXVW�WKHQ��in nuce, 

FRQFHUQ�VDOYDWLRQ��,I�LW�GRHV�QRW�WLH�EDFN�WR�VDYLQJ�IDLWK��LW�KDV�ORVW�LWV�ZD\��,Q�-HQVRQ¶V�ZRUGV��RXr 

µWDON¶�PXVW�EH�µVDYLQJ�WDON�¶78 

 

We mention this in order to bring to the foreground what has been implicit throughout. Beginning 

IURP�UHDVRQ¶V�RXWVLGH�SRVLWLRQ��WKH�TXHVWLRQ�RI�PHWDSK\VLFDO�NQRZOHGJH�EHFRPHV�solely about our 

epistemic capacity. This has nothing at all to do with sin and salvation. The wise are simply the 

LQWHOOLJHQW��RU�WKH�ZHOO�LQIRUPHG��,Q�WKLV�UHJDUG��RQH�RI�WKH�SLOODUV�RI�-HQVRQ¶V�FULWLTXH�PXVW�EH�WKDW�

faith has nothing to do with the metaphysical knowledge that begins in reason. They are 

µFRQWUDGLFWRU\�LQWHUSUHWDWLRQV�RI�UHDOLW\�¶�7KHUHIRUH��WKHUH�FDQ�EH�QR�NQRZOHGJH�RI�*RG�DSDUW�IURP�

faith.79 Put differently, all true knowledge of God is saving knowledge. It is moral, not epistemic - 

spiritual, not merely intellectual. What objectivity IDLWK¶V�NQRZOHGJH�PD\�KDYH�WKXV�WDNHV�RQ�YDVWO\�

different form. 

 

7KLV�HQWDLOV�D�QRWLRQ�RI�WKH�KLGGHQQHVV�RI�ZLVGRP��DQG�D�SLYRWLQJ�WRZDUG�*RG¶V�UHYHODWLRQ�RI�KLPVHOI��

One influence here is the wisdom literature of the Old Testament. We have no space for a lengthy 

study, neither may we pre-empt our move beyond critique. However, it bears mention that Jenson 

HOVHZKHUH�GHYHORSV�KLV�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RI�IDLWK¶V�NQRZOHGJH�LQ�GLDORJXH�ZLWK�WKH�:LVGRP�OLWHUDWXUH��

particularly the Proverbs and Job.80 Doing so, he leans heavily on the work of exegete Gerhard von 

Rad.81 9RQ�5DG��ZKRVH�YLHZV�GRYHWDLO�QLFHO\�ZLWK�ZKDW�ZH�KDYH�VHHQ�VR�IDU��)RU�LQVWDQFH��µ«LQ�WKH�

FDVH�RI�WKH�ZLVH�PDQ¶V�VHDUFK�IRU�NQRZOHGJH«WKHUH�ZDV�QHYHU�DQ\�FDVH�RI�ZKDW�ZH�ZRXOG�FDOO�

absolute knRZOHGJH�IXQFWLRQLQJ�LQGHSHQGHQWO\�RI�WKHLU�IDLWK�LQ�<DKZHK�¶82 This is really the issue 

ZLWK�UHDVRQ¶V�RXWVLGH�SRVLWLRQ��6LPLODUO\��WKLV�WUXWK�µKDV�WR�GR�ZLWK�FKDUDFWHU�UDWKHU�WKDQ�ZLWK�
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LQWHOOHFW�¶83 7KH�ZLVH�PDQ�LV�ULJKWHRXV��DQG�WKH�IRRO¶V�EHKDYLRXU�µLV�Getermined only to a very small 

H[WHQW�E\�DQ�LQWHOOHFWXDO�GHIHFW�¶84 When we speak of the knowledge arising from faith, this is the kind 

of thing Jenson has in mind. Again, this is all to do with sin and salvation. The metaphysics which 

charts a course to the true God cannot be understood apart from the rubric of salvation. That 

HVWDEOLVKHG��ZH�ZLOO�EH�EHWWHU�DEOH�WR�JUDSSOH�GLUHFWO\�ZLWK�WKH�QRWLRQ�RI�*RG¶V�KLGGHQQHVV�DQG�LWV�

relation to revisionary metaphysics. 

 

 

7ULXQH�ORJLF�DQG�*RG¶V�KLGGHQQHVV 

 

*RG¶V�KLddenness and revelation cannot be separated for Jenson because we know God narratively. 

The early chapters of The Triune Identity bring this dynamic to light. If our talk is to be saving talk, 

µWKHUH�LV�QR�ZD\�RU�QHHG�RI�JHWWLQJ�WR�*RG�SDVW�ZKDW�KDSSHQV�ZLWK�-HVXV�LQ�WLPH�¶85 So much we have 

VHHQ�DOUHDG\��WKRXJK�QRZ�ZH�VHH�-HVXV¶�VWRU\�IURP�D�QHZ�DQJOH��,W�LV�QRW�RQO\�WKH�JRVSHO��WKH�FRQWHQW�

RI�RXU�SURFODPDWLRQ��*RG¶V�HFRQRP\�LV�D�GH�IDFWR�OLPLW�WR�RXU�VSHFXODWLRQ��$Q\WKLQJ�EH\RQG�LW�ZLOO�QRW�

be tKH�NQRZOHGJH�RI�*RG�DQG�FDQQRW�SURFHHG�IURP�IDLWK��,Q�-HQVRQ¶V�ZRUGV��µ:H�KRQRXU�DQG�REH\�WKH�

GLYLQH�PDMHVW\�RI�*RG�³LQ�KLPVHOI´�RQO\�E\�UHIUDLQLQJ�IURP�WKH�UHOLJLRXV�TXHVW�IRU�*RG�³LQ�KLPVHOI´�

EH\RQG�KLV�WHPSRUDO�UHYHODWLRQ«¶86 7KH�ORJLF�RI�*RG¶V�UHYHODWLon of himself is trinitarian87 and 

concerns the narrative of scripture. Nonetheless, it does express a kind of limitation to our thinking.  

 

,I�ZH�GHSDUW�IURP�WKH�µ7ULQLWDULDQ�ORJLF¶�ZH�ZLOO�µWULYLDOLVH�RXU�DSSUHKHQVLRQ�RI�*RG�¶�,Q�DQ\�FDVH��

direct confronWDWLRQ�ZLWK�*RG�ZRXOG�µGHVWUR\�XV�¶88 What can this mean? Jenson is hinting here at the 

UHODWLRQ�EHWZHHQ�7ULQLWDULDQ�WKRXJKW�DQG�*RG¶V�KLGGHQQHVV��7KXV�ZH�ILQG�*UHJRU\ of Nyssa¶V�

FRPPHQW��µ+H�ZKRVH�FXULRVLW\�ULVHV�DERYH�WKH�6XQ�SDVVHV�DOVR�E\�WKH�WKRXJKW�RI�WKH�)DWKHU�¶�,W�ZRXOG�

PDNH�IDLWK�µYDLQ��DQG�WKH�PHVVDJH�HPSW\�¶89 Precisely because it would destroy us, any such attempt 

ZRXOG�UHTXLUH�WKDW�µZH�HUHFW�VRPH�SURWHFWLYH�LPDJH�RI�WKH�GLYLQH��WKDW�LV��VRPH�LGRO��EHWZHHQ�KLP�DQG�

XV��RU�HQG�LQ�GHVSDLU�¶90 Despair, as Jenson makes clear in his later work, is in fact sin.91 We can put 

this together with what we have seen already. Faith reaches to an object. Our faith, our God, is where 
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ZH�µKDQJ�RXU�KHDUWV�¶92 ,I�ZH�PRYH�EH\RQG�*RG¶V�UHYHODWLRQ�RI�himself, we end up reflecting back in 

on ourselves. We have then a provisional definition of idolatry, which corresponds to our definition of 

VLQ��WKH�LQFXUYDWXUH�RI�WKH�VRXO��0RYLQJ�EH\RQG�*RG¶V�UHYHODWLRQ��WKH�proclamation becomes empty, 

DQG�WKH�µWDON¶�FDQQRW�VDYH��LW�Goes not complete the relation between creature and Creator but 

WHUPLQDWHV�VRPHKRZ�LQ�WKH�FUHDWXUH�RQFH�PRUH��7KXV��ZKDWHYHU�*UHJRU\¶V�DFWXDO�YLHZ��WKH�SRLQW�KHUH�

for Jenson is that no abstraction from creation will actually reach God. Similarly, we must take care 

QRW�VHSDUDWH�*RG¶V�KLGGHQQHVV�IURP�KLV�UHYHODWLRQ��:H�FDQQRW�DEVWUDFW�IURP�*RG¶V�UHYHODWLRQ�RI�

KLPVHOI�VR�DV�WR�µLGHQWLI\�WKH�GLYLQH�ousia DV�WKH�RQH�*RG¶93 If we do, we imagine a hiddenness apart 

IURP�WKH�QDUUDWLYH�RI�*RG¶V�KLVWRU\�ZLWK�XV��DEDQGRQLQJ�WKH�7ULQLWDULDQ�ORJLF�DOWRJHWKHU�94 

 

7KLV�YHUVLRQ�RI�QDUUDWLYH�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�WLHV�LQ�ZLWK�-HQVRQ¶V�UHDGLQJ�RI�/XWKHU��ZKLFK�EULQJV�LQ�WKH�

TXHVWLRQ�RI�*RG¶V�KLGGHQQHVV��µ2I�WKH�WHDFKHUV�RI�WKH�church, no other has understood this with such 

FODULW\�DV�0DUWLQ�/XWKHU�¶95 µ/XWKHU¶V�GUDVWLF�LQVLJKW¶�LV�WKDW�ZH�DUH�VWXFN�ZLWK�µWHPSRUDO�UHYHODWLRQ¶�± 

we cannot rise above it ± µEHFDXVH�WKH�WUXH�*RG¶V�PDMHVW\�LV�SUHFLVHO\�KLV�KLGGHQQHVV�¶96 This is no 

small claim. It is not only majestic that God hides himself, but his very majesty is his hiddenness. 

7KHUHIRUH��µ*RG�LV�QRW�KLGGHQ�IURP�XV�E\�PHUH�PHWDSK\VLFDO�GLVWDQFH�¶97 No abstraction can ever go 

far enough and so we have God only as he shows himself. It LV�WKLV�ZKLFK�XQGHUZULWHV�µWKH�QHFHVVLW\�

DQG�WKH�REMHFW¶�RI�-HQVRQ¶V�WULQLWDULDQLVP�98 He summarises this well in a later article, aptly entitled 

The Hidden and Triune God: µ«WKH�ORFXV�RI�*RG¶V�KLGGHQQHVV�LV�WKH�YHU\�VXEVWDQFH�RI�DOO�WULQLWDULDQ�

teaching;¶99 DQG�DJDLQ��µWKH�GRFWULQH�RI�WKH�7ULQLW\�LV�VLPSO\�WKH�LQVLVWHQFH«WKDW�*RG�LQ�KLPVHOI�LV�QRW�

RWKHU�WKDQ�KH�LV�LQ�KLV�KLVWRU\�ZLWK�XV�¶100 :H�FDQQRW�VHSDUDWH�*RG¶V�HFRQRP\�IURP�KLV�KLGGHQQHVV� 

 

7KH�KHDUW�RI�WKLV�LV�WKDW�*RG¶V�KLGGHQQHVV�LV�D�positive divine attribute.101 This is a direct implication 

RI�-HQVRQ¶V�UHDGLQJ�RI�KLGGHQQHVV�as WKH�PDMHVW\�RI�*RG��,W�H[SUHVVHV�DQ�LQWHQWLRQDOLW\�RQ�*RG¶V�SDUW�

and thus also indicates a manner of discovery. That God hides means that he actively frustrates our 

attempts to reach him. He will only be discovered on his own terms. We may presume those terms the 

best ones for us, just not that they are ours. We have said that metaphysics concerns our attempt to 

µEULGJH�WKH�JDS�¶�*RG¶V�KLGGHQQHVV�PHDQV�WKDW�HYHU\�VXFK�DWWHPSW�ZLOO�IDLO��*RG�EULGJHV�WKH�JDS�
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himself, no one else can. Put bluntly, the problem with metaphysics is that God is hiding. Moreover, 

KH�LV�KLGLQJ�WR�PDNH�KLPVHOI�NQRZQ��WR�VDYH�XV��,W�LV�µKLV�UHIXVDO�WR�EH�JUDVSHG�E\�DQ\�EXW�KLPVHOI¶102 

which keeps us from idolatry. We need to consider this closely because it will set up our later 

discussLRQ��URXQGLQJ�RII�WKH�SUHVHQW�TXHVWLRQ��,W�ZLOO�DOVR�KHOS�WR�VLWXDWH�-HQVRQ¶V�PHWDSK\VLFV��DQG�

FULWLTXH�WKHUHRI��LQ�WKH�FRPSOH[�RI�LGHDV�DURXQG�*RG¶V�KLGGHQQHVV�� 

 

7KH�SUREOHP�LV�QRW�PHUHO\�KRZ�ZH�WDON�RI�*RG��EXW�LQ�ZKDW�PDQQHU�RXU�WDON�LV�µVDYLQJ�WDON�¶103 

0HWDSK\VLFV�PXVW�VHUYH�SURFODPDWLRQ��7KH�KLGGHQQHVV�RI�*RG�LV�QR�LQGHSHQGHQW�µSLHFH�RI�

WKHRORJLVLQJ¶�± LW�FDQQRW�EH�VHSDUDWHG�IURP�µWKH�JRVSHO�DERXW�&KULVW�¶104 ,Q�IDFW��µ,W�LV�SUHFLVHO\�WKH�

XQFRQGLWLRQDOLW\�RI�WKH�JRVSHO�WKDW�PDNHV�XV�VHH�*RG�VR«¶105 That God may promise unconditionally, 

requires that we acknowledge His hiddenness.106 This is important. For God to be sovereign in 

-HQVRQ¶V�VHQVH��KH�PXVW�VWDQG�EHKLQG�DOO�WKDW�LV��1RWKLQJ�LV�RXWVLGH�+LV�ZLOO��7KLQJV�DUH�QRW�DV�ZH�

would expect and so God is hiGGHQ��7KDW�WKLV�DOVR�FRQFHUQV�*RG¶V�VRYHUHLJQW\�VKRZV�WKLV�LV�PRUH�WKDQ�

D�QHJDWLYH�DWWULEXWH��+HQFH��µ*RG¶V�IUHHGRP�LV�KLV�FDSDFLW\�WR�PDNH�DQG�NHHS�SURPLVHV�¶107 Similarly, 

µ7KH�WUXH�± that is, biblical ± God, Luther knew, is a storm blowing all creatures before himself, an 

XQTXHQFKDEOH�:LOO�FORVHU�WR�HDFK�FUHDWXUH�WKDQ�WKH�FUHDWXUH�LV�WR�LWVHOI�¶108 ,QGHHG��µ,Q�KLV�VKHHU�GHLW\��

*RG�ZRUNV�LQ�DOO�ZLWKRXW�GLVFULPLQDWLRQ«¶109 However, precisely because we feel that much of what 

LV�VKRXOG�QRW�EH��µ«KH�LV�KLGGHQ��his purposes untraceable, his reasoning inscrutable, his character 

RSDTXH�¶110 %HFDXVH�RI�ZKDW�RFFXUV��µKH�LV�D�PRUDO�HQLJPD�¶111 Apparently, even our ideas of good and 

evil cannot find purchase.  

 

,W�VHHPV��WKHQ��WKDW�-HQVRQ¶V�DSSURSULDWLRQ�RI�/XWKHU�(here, Bondage of the Will) has brought us to a 

startling position. There is behind this an extremely strong position on the providence of God which, 

on the surface of it, looks a problem. Thus far, Jenson has stressed the necessity of knowing God in 

time, through history. Anything else is an intellectual movement that will not find its terminus in God 

EHFDXVH�LW�PLVVHV�KLV�UHYHODWLRQ�RI�KLPVHOI��7KH�IRFDO�SRLQW�RI�WKLV��ZH�IRXQG��ZDV�-HVXV¶�VWRU\��$V�ZH�

GXJ�GHHSHU��ZH�IRXQG�LQ�SODFH�D�µ7ULQLWDULDQ�ORJLF¶�ZKLFK�VKLIWHG�IRFXV�WR�WKH�narrative of scripture. 

1RZ��ZH�ILQG�µDOO�FUHDWXUHV¶�LQ�YLHZ��*RG�DSSDUHQWO\�ZRUNV�LQ�DOO�µZLWKRXW�GLVFULPLQDWLRQ�¶�7KLV�
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version of the hiddenness of God is somewhat problematic as it appears to put theological knowledge 

itself into jeopardy. Viewed from tKLV�DQJOH��WKH�µPRUDO�HQLJPD¶�suggests a difficulty in separating 

good from evil. It suggests that we cannot call some of what happens evil because God apparently 

ZRUNV�LQ�DOO�µZLWKRXW�GLVFULPLQDWLRQ�¶�+H�LV�WKH�*RG�RI�DOO�WKDW�LV�DQG�GRHV�QRW�FRQIRUP�WR�Rur 

concepts. Of course, some of this needs to be said, but it is certainly not the case that Jenson thought 

we could not distinguish between good and evil. God must be other than us. His actions will not be 

entirely explicable to us because he does not think like us, but Jenson is committed to theological 

knowledge of God, nonetheless. Therefore, this presents a real problem for the Trinitarian knowledge 

of God in time. +RZ��EDVHG�RQ�WKLV�DUWLFXODWLRQ�RI�*RG¶V�KLGGHQQHVV�ZRXOG�ZH�UHFRJQLVH�KLV�

revelation in time? The issue is a serious one for revisionary metaphysics. 

 

7KDQNIXOO\��WKHUH�LV�D�ZD\�WKURXJK�LI�ZH�ORRN�DW�WKH�ZLGHU�FRUSXV�RI�-HQVRQ¶V�ZRUN��7KH�FKDOOHQJH�RI�

doing so will be to mitigate, but without losing what it is that Jenson was trying to say in the 

somewhat underdeveloped references of The Triune Identity. Turning first to this aspect, we note that 

we cannot get stuck trying to explain the mystery of providence. To level the full force of these 

questions at revisionary metaphysics would be unfair. The problem of pain and suffering is a question 

IRU�RWKHU�PHWDSK\VLFDO�SRVLWLRQV�DV�PXFK�DV�IRU�-HQVRQ¶V��0RUHRYHU��-HQVRQ�LV�QRW�LQWHUHVWHG�LQ�

theodicy. Secondly, we said above that we would attempt to take Jenson on his own terms to best 

understand what he is trying to say. Those terms prohibit this kind of objection, fairly or unfairly. As 

DERYH��UHDVRQ¶V�µRXWVLGH�SRVLWLRQ¶�KDV�EHHQ�UXOHG�RXW��,I�WKLV�PHDQV�DQ\WKing, it certainly means that 

WKHUH�LV�QR�KXPDQ�FRXUW�WKDW�FRXOG�WU\�*RG¶V�DFWLRQV��:H�PD\�QRW�VWHS�RXWVLGH�RI�KLVWRU\�DQG�VD\�LW�

would be better if it were otherwise. To say that requires timeless reason beyond historical 

knowledge, or so we imagine Jenson may argue. The criticism cannot land because it cannot be 

legitimately made. In speaking of a moral enigma, Jenson most likely has something like this in mind.   

 

Turning to the µ+LGGHQ�DQG�7ULXQH�*RG,¶ written about twenty years later, supports this reading and 

adds much needed depth. Indeed, if we are to move beyond the difficulties of -HQVRQ¶V�GHVFULSWLRQ�RI�

*RG¶V�KLGGHQQHVV, we will have to admit a development in his thought, much as we have been tracing 

VR�IDU��,I�ZH�GR�VR��ZH�FDQ�EHWWHU�FRQVWUXFW�-HQVRQ¶V�WKRXJKW�JHQHUDOO\��PLWLJDWLQJ�VRPH�RI�WKH�WHQVLRQ��

In his own words, Jenson picked up this strand µWKHUDSHXWLFDOO\��WR�ZDUG�RII�ERZGOHULVHG�

DSRSKDWLVP�¶112 The point, again, is that it is no mere metaphysical distance between us and God.113 

7KHUH�LV�µQR�VWDQGSRLQW�IURP�ZKLFK�ZH�FDQ�UHODWLYL]H¶�DQG�µSURMHFW�PRUH�VRRWKLQJ�YLVLRQV�¶114 So much 
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ZH�KDYH�VHHQ��$JDLQ��µ7KH�VFULSWXUDO�KLGGHQQHVV�RI�*RG�LV�QRW�SULPDULOy a matter of our epistemic 

ZHDNQHVV�RU�*RG¶V�RQWRORJLFDO�XQLTXHQHVV�¶115 We may therefore surmise that the hiddenness of God, 

as it is articulated in The Triune Identity in 1982, though Jenson was by this time a mature thinker, 

was employed to a particular end. That *RG¶V�KLGGHQQHVV was not systematically integrated, as he 

UHFRJQLVHV�LQ�WKH�VDPH�µ+LGGHQ�DQG�7ULXQH�*RG�¶�LV�SHUKDSV�WKH�ZHDNQHVV�116 Neither is Jenson 

HQWLUHO\�XQDZDUH�RI�WKH�LVVXH��WKH�DWWHPSW�WR�LQWHJUDWH�WKH�KLGGHQQHVV�RI�*RG�RSHQV�µD�FDQ�RI�

ZRUPV�¶117  

 

The full resolution of this problem would take us beyond the realm of critique into the constructive 

HOHPHQW�RI�UHYLVLRQDU\�PHWDSK\VLFV��7KH�µSRVLWLYH¶�HOHPHQW�RI�*RG¶V�KLGGHQQHVV�ZLOO�FRQFHUQ�XV�ODWHU�

when we ask after the knowledge of God in created things. However, the issue is still live and putting 

a spotlight on it now will frame that later discussion. Another element to consider is that it is, after all, 

/XWKHU¶V�WKRXJKW�ZKLFK�-HQVRQ�LV�HPSOR\LQJ��)RU�-HQVRQ��µ/XWKHU¶V�GUDVWLF�LQVLJKW¶�FRncerns temporal 

revelation. As we have seen, it concerns much more than that. That is the reason it is difficult to 

integrate systematically. The problem then becomes one about the interpretation of Luther and one 

PXVW�DVN�ZKHWKHU�-HQVRQ¶V�SUREOHP��DW�WKLV stage, was realising this. Perhaps he only later realised the 

µFDQ�RI�ZRUPV¶�DSSURSULDWLQJ�The Bondage of The Will entailed. However, the fact remains that the 

FRUSXV�RI�/XWKHU¶V�ZULWLQJV�LV�enormous, and any use of his thought requires considerable 

interpretation and systematic reconstruction given the occasional nature of his writings, the vast 

majority of which are exegetical. If Luther is to be appropriated in this way, we will have to refrain 

from being too systematic in our constructive efforts as it will take us far beyond the bounds of our 

current project.  

 

1HLWKHU�LV�/XWKHU�ZKROO\�FRQVLVWHQW��$OLVWDLU�0F*UDWK¶V�DQDO\VLV�RI�WKH�HDUO\�/XWKHU�WKURZV�WKH�

SUREOHP�LQWR�VKDUS�UHOLHI��7KLV�H[SORUHV�WKH�GHYHORSLQJ�RI�/XWKHU¶V�WKRXJKW�LQ�WHUPV�RI�VKLIWLQJ�

conceptions of divine justice,118 YHU\�PXFK�LQ�D�ZD\�WKDW�LV�UHOHYDQW�IRU�WKH�TXHVWLRQ�RI�WKH�µPRUDO�

HQLJPD¶�-HQVRQ�KDV�WUDFHG��7KH�TXHVWLRQ�RI�VDYLQJ�IDLWK��LQ�0F*UDWK¶V�DQDO\VLV, reaches a tipping 

SRLQW�ZKHUH�*RG¶V�ULJKWHRXVQHVV�LV�UHYHDOHG�WR�EH�saving righteousness.119 This then presents a 

VXEVWDQWLDO�DQG�XVHIXO�IRXQGDWLRQ�IRU�WKH�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RI�*RG¶V�KLGGHQQHVV�LQ�WKDW�*RG¶V�MXVWLFH�LV�

other than we expect. It does not fit our concept of justice and so grace, to the sinner, looks unjust. All 

WKLV�LV�YHU\�XVHIXO�IRU�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�ZKDW�WKH�PRUDO�HQLJPD�PLJKW�PHDQ��WKRXJK�0F*UDWK¶V�ZRUN�ZDV�
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SXEOLVKHG�DIWHU�-HQVRQ¶V�VR�WKHUH�LV�QR�GLUHFW�OLQN���+RZHYHU��WKRXJK�SLRQHHULQJ�LQ�KLV�FRQstruction of 

WKH�HDUO\�/XWKHU¶V�µ7KHRORJ\�RI�WKH�&URVV�¶�0F*UDWK�VWRSV�VKRUW�RI�/XWKHU¶V�ODWHU�ZRUN, suggesting 

that behind Bondage of the Will is another, entirely unpalatable notion of the hiddenness of God.120 

0F*UDWK¶V�LV��RI�FRXUVH, only one potential view. Nonetheless, it is a useful example of the ways in 

ZKLFK�RQH�PD\�QDYLJDWH�/XWKHU¶V�WKRXJKW�VR�DV�WR�PLWLJDWH�WKH�WHQVLRQ�RI�WKH�µPRUDO�HQLJPD¶ by 

dividing it into earlier and later. Thus, we may suggest that, as for the early Luther, the language 

DURXQG�*RG¶V�KLGGHQQHVV is primarily DERXW�VDOYDWLRQ��,W�LV�PRUH�WR�µZDUG�RII¶�FHUWDLQ�W\SHV�RI�

WKLQNLQJ�DQG�UHWDLQ�D�IRFXV�RQ�ZKDW�-HQVRQ�FDOOV�µVDYLQJ�WDON�¶� 

 

7KH������HVVD\�µ$Q�2QWRORJ\�Rf Freedom in the De servo arbitrio RI�/XWKHU¶�WDNHV�WKH�SUREOHP�IURP�

the other side. As the title suggests, Jenson is pursuing a different question here. However, what it 

GRHV�VKRZ�LV�VRPHWKLQJ�RI�-HQVRQ¶V�WKRXJKW�SURFHVV�DV�KH�UHDG�/XWKHU�DQG�RQH�RI�WKH�Ueasons he 

UHWXUQHG�WR�WKLV�WH[W��$JDLQ��RQH�PD\�DUJXH�WKDW�ZH�VHH�D�GHYHORSPHQW�LQ�-HQVRQ¶V�WKRXJKW�JLYHQ�WKH�

later publication, but that does not inhibit our purpose of asking how it is we may retain the point of 

what Jenson argued in The Triune Identity, while mitigating some of its problems. Interestingly, 

WKRXJK�WKH�TXHVWLRQ�KHUH�LV�DERXW�*RG¶V�IUHHGRP��RXU�VDOYDWLRQ�LV�DJDLQ�LQ�YLHZ��,�PHQWLRQ�WKLV�QRW�

EHFDXVH�LW�PD\�UHGHHP�/XWKHU¶V�WH[W��7KDW�LV�QRW�LPSRUWDQW�WR�XV��+RZHYHU��LW�GRHV�KHOS�XV�WR�

reconstUXFW�WKH�OLQHV�RI�-HQVRQ¶V�WKRXJKW��)RU�instance, UHJDUGLQJ�SURYLGHQFH�DQG�VDOYDWLRQ��µ«IRU�

someone always to keep SURPLVHV��KH�PXVW�EH�VRYHUHLJQ�RYHU�DOO�FRQWLQJHQFLHV�¶121 Because of this 

God may keep the promise of salvation. On the question of providence Jenson also has more to say: 

µ«H[SHULHQFH�ERWK�ZRUOGO\�DQG�WKHRORJLFDO�FRQIURQWV�XV�ZLWK�God hidden precisely by his utter free 

VRYHUHLJQW\�¶122 This would seem an expansion on the short statements in The Triune Identity. In 

WHUPV�RI�KLVWRU\��*RG¶V�KLGGHQQHVV�LQ�WKLV�KDUVK�IRUP�VHHPV�SDUWO\�WR�EH�DERXW�HQVXULQJ�VDOYDWLRQ�DQG�

understanding God as not subject to history, or our expectations of it. These are no doubt salutary 

WDNHDZD\V��EXW�WKH\�GR�QRW�UHPRYH�WKH�LVVXH��/HIW�KHUH��WKHUH�LV�DQRWKHU�DVSHFW�RI�WKH�µPRUDO�HQLJPD¶�

in view, but not an answer to our problem. 

 

Where we see development is when Jenson ties his reading of De servo arbitrio into /XWKHU¶V�HDUOLHU�

WKRXJKW��,QGHHG��WKH�SXUSRVH�RI�WKH�µXWWHUO\�IUHH�VRYHUHLJQW\¶�FXOPLQDWHV�LQ�µWKH�IUHH�DFWLRQ�RI�*RG�DW�

WKH�FURVV�¶�7KLV�µFRQIURQWV�XV�ZLWK�*RG�LQ�WKH�KLGGHQQHVV�RI�ORYH�¶123 This surely cannot be read 

except as an allusion to the Theologia Crucis��QRW�OHDVW�DV�LW�LV�D�FRPPHQWDU\�RQ�RQH�RI�/XWKHU¶V�WH[WV���

It thus represents a deepening of the perspective we encountered in The Triune Identity.  
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Though we must build from occasional references, we can perhaps chart further progression on this 

front in Systematic Theology. The explicit difference here is not a full analysis but it nevertheless 

ILQGV�D�GHYHORSPHQW�LQ�/XWKHU¶V�WKRXJKW��,QGHHG��µ/XWKHU¶V�ILUVW�VROXWLRQ�ZDV�WKH�³7KHRORJ\�RI�WKH�

&URVV�´�ZKLFK�KHOG�WKDW�WKH�UHDO�*RG�PDQLIHVWV�KLPVHOI�VR�H[FOXVLYHO\�LQ�VXIIHULQJ�WKDW�QR�RQH�FRXOG�

possibly seek him in a self-VHUYLQJ�IDVKLRQ«%XW�/XWKHU¶V�PDWXUH�VROXWLRQ�ZDV�WKDW�LGRODWU\�LV�EURNHQ�

rather by tKH�WUXH�*RG¶V�REMHFWLYH�LQWUXVLRQ�LQWR�WKH�FKXUFK¶V�DXGLEOH�DQG�YLVLEOH�ZRUOG�¶124 This does 

not solve the issue of the moral enigma entirely. However, it lays the groundwork for a positive 

conception of hiddenness which goes beyond De servo arbitrio, much DV�/XWKHU¶V�ODWHU�WKRXJKW�GRHV��

To explore this fully ± DQG�WR�DVVHVV�-HQVRQ¶V�VXFFHVV�LQ�WKLV�UHJDUG�± we would need to examine 

IDLWK¶V�NQRZOHGJH�RI�*RG�LQ�FUHDWHG�WKLQJV��DV�ZH�ZLOO�GR�LQ�D�ODWHU�FKDSWHU��)RU�WKH�SUREOHP�DW�KDQG��

however, it at least parWLDOO\�PLWLJDWHV�WKH�WHQVLRQ�E\�VKRZLQJ�WKDW�-HQVRQ¶V�PDWXUH�WKRXJKW�ZHQW�

EH\RQG�WKH�OHVV�GHYHORSHG�FRQFHSW�RI�*RG¶V�KLGGHQQHVV�VHHQ�LQ�The Triune Identity. This permits 

-HQVRQ¶V�PHWDSK\VLFDO�SLYRW�WR�µVDYLQJ�WDON�¶�EXW�GRHV�QRW�SUHFOXGH�µWKH�KLGGHQQHVV�RI ORYH�¶�HYHQ�

outside of the cross. This is no small point given our earlier questions about the correspondence of 

IDLWK¶V�NQRZOHGJH�� 

 

5HWXUQLQJ�WR�-HQVRQ¶V�UHDGLQJ�RI�De servo arbitrio, we may leave the question of the moral enigma 

for now by remembering WKDW�RXU�H[SHULHQFH�RI�*RG¶V�IUHHGRP�LV�QRW�µFDXVDWLYH�EXW�SDUWLFLSDWRU\�¶125 

7KH�SXUSRVH�RI�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�*RG¶V�IUHHGRP�LQ�WKLV�ZD\�ZDV�WR�HQVXUH�WKH�SRVVLELOLW\�RI�KLV�NHHSLQJ�

KLV�SURPLVHV��,Q�-HQVRQ¶V�KDQGV�LW�LV�DERXW�VDYLQJ�WDON��+HUH��ZH�ILQG�WKDW�WKDt means participating in 

*RG¶V�IUHHGRP��UHYHDOHG�LQ�DOO�WKLQJV��:H�ZRXOG�EH�UHPLVV�LI�ZH�GLG�QRW�UHFRJQLVH�WKDW�WKHUH�DUH�WZR�

sides to the problem. Tying these strands together we might say that the moral enigma and the 

KLGGHQQHVV�RI�*RG�DUH�µSRVLWLYH¶�DWWULEXWHV�DV�WKH\�GR�*RG¶V�ORYLQJ�UHYHODWLRQ�RI�KLPVHOI��This is not 

DOO�WKDW�FRXOG�EH�VDLG�DERXW�*RG¶V�KLGGHQQHVV, but a fuller exposition of *RG¶V�UHYHODWLRQ within time 

will have to wait for a later chapter.126 

 

That established, we need to return to the heart of our critique. That God reveals himself through 

history does not inhibit an idolatrous movement on our part. In closing the critical element of our 

study, we need to consider this directly as it is key to the hiddenness of God. The problem with the 
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part RI�*RG¶V�immanent life (see Robert W Jenson, ³2Q�7UXWK�DQG�*RG�����7KH�7ULXQLW\�RI�7UXWK,´�Pro Ecclesia 
21, no.1 (February 2012): 51-55)��7KLV�PHDQV�WKDW�*RG¶V�LPPDQHQW�OLIH�FDQQRW�EH�VHSDUDWHG�IURP�KLV�hidden 
revelation in the Son. 
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abstraction from created things to timelessness comes into new light from this position. Indeed, it is 

QRW�RQO\�WKDW�LW�PRYHV�WR�ZKDW�LV�µQR�*RG�¶�7KHUH�LV�VRPH�ZDUUDQW��JLYHQ�-HQVRQ¶V�EURDG�QRWLRQ�RI�

*RG¶V�UHYHODWLRQ�LQ�KLGGHQQHVV��IRU�WKH�NQRZOHGJH�of God in created things, though we must 

UHPHPEHU�WKDW�WKHUH�LV�QR�SRVVLELOLW\�RI�WKLV�QRWLRQ�YLD�UHDVRQ¶V�RXWVLGH�SRVLWLRQ - absent faith, in other 

words. There are two sides to this. One is the true knowledge to be had from created things, the other 

is rHDVRQ¶V�IDOVH�SRVLWLRQ��5HJDUGLQJ�WKH�IDOVH�SRVLWLRQ�ZH�IRXQG�WKDW�LW�WHUPLQDWHV�LQ�ZKDW�LV�QRW�*RG��

D�FUHDWXUH��:H�QHHG�WR�ORRN�DW�WKLV�HOHPHQW�LQ�JUHDWHU�GHWDLO��FRQVLGHULQJ�-HQVRQ¶V�UHDGLQJ�RI�/XGZLJ�

Feuerbach in Systematic Theology will allow us to do so, adding depth to the negative element of 

*RG¶V�KLGGHQQHVV� 

 

,GRODWU\��LQ�VR�IDU�DV�LW�PLVVHV�IDLWK¶V�WUXH�REMHFW��DOVR�ORVHV�REMHFWLYLW\��Thus, one of the chief 

SUREOHPV�ZLWK�WKH�PHWDSK\VLFV�-HQVRQ�FULWLFLVHV�LV�WKDW�IDLWK¶V�NQRZOHGJH�FDQQRW�PHDQLQJIXOOy 

correspond to God. Indeed, it is all too easy for the gods of any given nation, class, or people to 

EHFRPH�µSURGXFWV�RI�RXU�RZQ�UHOLJLRXV�VXEMHFWLYLW\�¶127 ,GROV�DUH�µSRZHUV�ZH�HQYLVLRQ�E\�SURMHFWLRQ�RI�

RXU�RZQ�YDOXHV�DQG�QHHGV�¶128 This adds another layer to our critique. Reality provokes a kind of 

ZLVKIXO�UHVSRQVH��7KLV�LV�DQ�HPRWLRQDO�FRUROODU\�WR�UHDVRQ¶V�RXWVLGH�SRVLWLRQ��EXW�UHVXOWV�LQ�PXFK�WKH�

same thiQJ��-HQVRQ¶V�PDWXUH�WKRXJKW�EULQJV�WKLV�LQWR�YLHZ��+RZHYHU��WKH�LQVLJKWV�ZLWK�ZKLFK�ZH�

began our study apply equally: metaphysics, as an intellectual movement, is a reaching beyond to 

comprehend reality and bracket time. It cannot be separated from salvatiRQ��,Q�WKLV�UHJDUG��µ)HXHUEDFK�

GRXEWOHVV�FRUUHFWO\�GHVFULEHG�WKH�ZD\�LQ�ZKLFK�KXPDQV�HQYLVLRQ�GHLW\�¶129 We feel the lack of the 

JRRG�ZH�KDYH�LQ�SDUW�DQG�WKHQ��µLQ�RXU�FRQVHTXHQW�ORQJLQJ�DQG�UHVHQWPHQW��ZH�SURMHFW�IXOOQHVV�RI�

these goods onto the screen of HWHUQLW\�¶130 µ,W�LV�MXVW�VR�WKDW�6FULSWXUH�VHHV�WKH�JRGV�RI�WKH�SHRSOHV�DV�

LGROV«¶131 The resonance with the critique we have seen already should be clear, now with another 

dimension. The positing of eternity is a kind of projection. As the relation between creature and 

Creator is not completed, we lapse into a view of ourselves, the creature. 

 

,W�LV�HVSHFLDOO\�LPSRUWDQW�IRU�RXU�SXUSRVHV�WKDW�µWKH�WUXH�*RG�NQRZV�ZH�SURMHFW�RXU�YDOXHV�RQWR�KLP�

DQG�VR�FRQFHLYH�KLP�LGRODWURXVO\«+H�LV�LQWHQW�RQ�JLYLQJ�XV�QHZ�YDOues and contravening our 

LGRODWU\�¶132 7KLV�UHDOO\�LV�WKH�HVVHQWLDO�SRLQW��:KHUH�-HQVRQ�HPSOR\V�/XWKHU¶V�µGUDVWLF�LQVLJKW�¶�LW�LV�WR�

this effect. God will frustrate our attempts to reach him idolatrously. We now know that those 

attempts are a selfish projecWLRQ�RI�RXU�YDOXHV�RQWR�*RG��7KH�WUXH�*RG�LV�µXQID]HG�E\�WKH�FKLOGLVKQHVV¶�

 
127 Jenson, Systematic Theology, Vol.1, 52 
128 Ibid.  
129 Ibid. 
130 Ibid. 
131 Ibid. 
132 Ibid. 
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as He does actually pre-exist our projections, and as His values are not ours.133 This sense in which He 

LV�D�µPRUDO�HQLJPD�¶�LV�PRUH�SDODWDEOH�� 

 

Of course, that God actually is, anG�WKDW�+H�LV�QRW�DV�ZH�LPDJLQH��LV�WKH�JURXQGV�RI�-HQVRQ¶V�UHYHUVDO�

RI�)HXHUEDFK¶V�FDXVDO�FKDLQ��7KDW�ZH�PD\�VD\�µJRRG¶�DW�DOO��WKDW�ZH�PD\�HYHQ�VHHN�LGRODWURXVO\��

presupposes true UHYHODWLRQ��)HXHUEDFKLDQ�SURMHFWLRQ�LV�D�NLQG�RI�µrelapse¶�IURP�*RG¶V�HQDEOing self-

introduction. For Jenson, there is something like general revelation that stands behind the possibility 

RI�XV�SRVLWLQJ�HWHUQLW\�DW�DOO��:H�FDOO�WKLQJV�µJRRG¶�EHFDXVH�*RG�KDV�µDQWHFHGHQWO\�GRQH�VR�LQ�RXU�

KHDULQJ�¶134 That we have in some way heard, does not stop us seeking idolatrously.135 That much is 

FOHDU�DQG�GRYHWDLOV�ZLWK�ZKDW�ZH�KDYH�VHHQ�DOUHDG\��$JDLQ��WKH�µPRUDO�HQLJPD¶�LV�PRUH�WKDQ�DQ�

epistemic limit.136 In this regard, the response to Feuerbach will only take us so far. Speaking of an 

epistemic limit would not help us find purchase in saving talk. There is an epistemic limit, but there is 

revelation, too. We are not dealing only with our projections or what we may know unaided. That is 

not the issue, saving talk is. The epistemic and moral limits are related through the question of our 

YDOXHV�DQG�WKHLU�LQDGHTXDF\��RXU�µJRRG¶�DQG�*RG¶V��%XW�WKH�)HXHUEDFKLDQ�TXHVWLRQ�RQO\�SRLQWV�WR�WKH�

WKUHVKROG�ZKHUH�*RG¶V�KLGGHQQHVV��KLV�DFWXDO�UHYHODWLRQ��WDNHV�RYHU��+DYLQJ�FRPSOHWHG�RXU�FULWLTXH��

we turn to consider this directly. 

  

 
133 Jenson, Systematic Theology, Vol.1, 55 
134 Ibid., 57 
135 Ibid. 
136 Jenson, Theology as Revisionary Metaphysics, 73 
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2. Faith in Redemption 

 

In this chapter we will turn to consider the positive aspect of revisionary metaphysics. We have seen 

that our religious seeking, our metaphysics, can so easily lapse into idolatry. Part of this is the attempt 

WR�µHVFDSH�¶�7KH�PHWDSK\VLFV�RI�WLPHOHVVQHVV�ZLOO�QRW�GR�IRU�-HQVRQ��7KH�RWKHU�DVSHFW�LV�*RG¶V�

hiddenness. God actively eschews the religious quest, leaving us dependent on his often-unlikely 

revelation of himself, in time. The positive aspect of JeQVRQ¶V�PHWDSK\VLFV�PXVW�EHJLQ�ZLWK�WKLV�

UHYHODWLRQ��:H�DOVR�VDZ�WKH�SUREOHP�ZLWK�UHDVRQ¶V�µRXWVLGH¶�SRVLWLRQ�DQG�LWV�FORVH�FRQQHFWLRQ�WR�WKH�

LVVXH�RI�µQDWXUDO¶�NQRZOHGJH��)DLWK�FDQQRW�ILQG�D�IRXQGDWLRQ�LQ�UHDVRQ��7KLV�SURYLGHV�D�VHFRQG�

methodological step. If truth as such is divided into coherence and correspondence, correspondence 

has often been sought in reason apart from faith. Jenson must find it within faith. This is a significant 

IHDWXUH�RI�-HQVRQ¶V�WKRXJKW�ZKLFK�ZH�ZLOO�XQSDFN�LQ�GHWDLO�EHORZ��7KH�Iirst element of this will be that 

we will start not with a supposedly neutral ground, but with the perspective of the believing 

community; that is, within faith. The objective, mind-independence of truth is still a central issue in 

view. But if we are to find this correspondence, we must start first with coherence. It will be no good 

trying to find objectivity by attempting to strip away our subjectivity; that would be the outside 

position. If what we have found thus far is accurate, the objectivity of faitK¶V�NQRZOHGJH�FDQ�RQO\�EH�

accessed through the perspective of faith. This immediately raises questions about the possibility of 

objectivity. However, before considering this, a few comments are needed on the nature of truth in 

-HQVRQ¶V�PHWDSK\VLFV��7KLV�ZLll set the scene for what follows. 

 

 

µ'XPE¶�7UXWK��WKH�VWRU\�DQG�WKH�SURPLVH 

 

We can get a flavour of what Jenson hoped to accomplish by considering one of the essays found in 

Theology as Revisionary Metaphysics - µ:KDW�LI�LW�ZHUH�WUXH"¶�7KLV�HVVD\�KLWV�KRPH�RQ�WZR�IURQWV��

The first relates to the nihilism which revisionary metaphysics must avoid, giving us a clue as to how 

-HQVRQ�XQGHUVWDQGV�WKH�SUREOHP��,Q�KLV�RZQ�ZRUGV��µ7KH�XQLW\�RI�WUXWK�ZDV�RQFH�FRQFHLYHG�DV�D�

corollary of the simplicity and uniqueness of God, but in modernity it came to be conceived as a 

corollary of the unifyLQJ�DFWLRQ�RI�WKH�KXPDQ�LQWHOOHFW�¶137 There is a subtle point here, easily missed. 

The simplicity of God, on most readings, must be part of the abstract metaphysics being revised. 

Therefore, the essential point is not that way of doing metaphysics, but rather what it accomplished, 

ZKLFK�KDV�EHHQ�ORVW�LQ�PRGHUQLW\��7KH�PRGHUQ�SUREOHP�LV�WUXWK�DV�D�µFRUROODU\«RI�WKH�KXPDQ�

 
137 Jenson, Theology as Revisionary Metaphysics, 24 
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LQWHOOHFW�¶�0RGHUQ�WKHRORJ\�LV�µXQHDV\¶�DERXW�µRUGLQDU\�WUXWK�FODLPV¶�EHFDXVH�µWKH�XQLW\�RI�WKH�KXPDQ�

intellect is pretty obviously too fraJLOH�WR�EHDU�PXFK�ZHLJKW�¶138 If truth is made to depend on human 

reason, then correspondence is lost. Jenson is not, at heart, aiming his criticism at modern theology. 

As in our previous chapter, the problem is correspondence being found in human reason. Our intellect 

LV�WRR�µIUDJLOH¶�IRU�WKDW��KHQFH�UHODWLYLVP��$QG�VR for Jenson��µSRVWPRGHUQ�WKLQNHUV¶�H[SOLFLW�SRLQWLQJ�WR�

WKLV�IDFW�LV�GRXEWOHVV�D�VDOXWDU\�SXUJDWLRQ�¶139 (even if they do not solve the problem). In sum, we can 

DYRLG�PRGHUQLW\¶V�HSLVWHPLF�ZHDNQHVV�E\�HQVXULQJ�WUXWK�GRHV�QRW�GHSHQG�RQ�WKH�KXPDQ�LQWHOOHFW��7KLV�

leads to our second point. 

 

7KH�JRVSHO�UHTXLUHV�FRUUHVSRQGHQFH��,Q�-HQVRQ¶V�ZRUGV��µ7KH�&KULVWLDQ�Jospel makes a good many 

statements that present themselves as would-EH�VWDWHPHQWV�RI�IDFW�¶140 µ6RPH�RI�WKHVH�DUH�

HSLVWHPLFDOO\�RU�RQWRORJLFDOO\�VXUSULVLQJ��EXW�WKDW�GRHV�QRW�FKDQJH�KRZ�WKH\�SUHVHQW�WKHPVHOYHV�¶141 

$QG�KHUH�WKH�NH\�SRLQW��µ0XFK�RI�PRGHUQ�WKHRORJ\�KDV�ODERXUHG�WR�LQWHUSUHW�VRPH�RU�DOO�RI�WKH�IDLWK¶V�

apparent truth-claims as indeed apparent truth-FODLPV«:KDW�WKH\�³UHDOO\´�DUH«LV�YDOXH-judgments or 

H[SUHVVLRQV�RI�UHOLJLRXV�H[SHULHQFH�RU�JUDPPDWLFDO�UXOHV«¶142 These terms are useful; some of them 

KDYH�OHIW�D�SURIRXQG�LPSDFW�RQ�-HQVRQ¶V�WKHRORJ\��+RZHYHU��WKH�µZRXOG-EH�IDFWV¶�RI�WKH�JRVSHO�PXVW�

also be true in the ordinary use of the word ± WUXH�LQ�WKH�µGXPE�VHQVH�¶�DV�-HQVRQ�SXWV�LW�143 They may 

have mythic implications, or even employ mythic language.144 But unless there is a real event, an 

actual resurrection - which is really being described by Matthew, or Mark, or John etc ± WKHQ�IDLWK¶V�

knowledge is not objective. At best it would be internally coherent, at worst no more than wordplay. 

The weight of JHQVRQ¶V�HVVD\�LV�WR�VD\�WKDW�WKLV�LV�QRW�HQRXJK�ZKHQ�GLVFXVVLQJ�WKH�JRVSHO¶V�*RG��)DLWK�

makes actual truth claims. That they must arise from faith within time will define the correspondence 

RQ�RIIHU��1HYHUWKHOHVV��ZKDWHYHU�FRUUHVSRQGHQFH�ZH�ILQG�LQ�-HQVRQ¶s metaphysics must be able to 

support these ordinary, matter-of-fact truth claims. It must allow genuine historical knowledge.  

 

 ,Q�µ+RZ�WKH�ZRUOG�ORVW�LWV�VWRU\�¶�DQRWKHU�HVVD\�LQ�Revisionary Metaphysics, Jenson provides a 

complementary angle. The church¶V�PHVVDJH�consists in story and promise.145 The church tells the 

ELEOLFDO�QDUUDWLYH�WR�WKH�ZRUOG��WKLV�LV�µSURFODPDWLRQ¶�DQG�µZRUVKLS�WR�*RG�¶146 The problem is that 

 
138 Jenson, Theology as Revisionary Metaphysics, 24 
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145 Ibid., 50 
146 Ibid. 



 37 

µ0RVW�RI�WKRVH�ZKR�WDON�RI�SRVWPRGHUQLVP�DUH�EHODWHG�GLVFLSOHV�RI�1LHW]VFKH�¶147 This, we found 

above. However, we can add now that the great difficulty with this is that it leaves us without a story. 

That is what nihilism really means. Without a story, we cannot understand the promise.148 Therefore, 

PRGHUQLW\¶V�µVHOI-GHVWUXFWLRQ¶�LV�EHVW�XQGHUVWRRG�LQ�UHODWLRQ�WR�µVWRU\�DQG�SURPLVH�¶149  

 

This adds important nuance to what we saw in our last chapter. Viewed through the classical 

metaphysical paradigm, the problem with postmodernity is that reason is not as weak as described. 

-HQVRQ¶V�SUREOHP�LV�GLIferent. We have already found that we may not turn back; to do so would be to 

give reason a false position. Viewed through the lens of revisionary metaphysics, the problem leading 

to nihilism is that reason was already too weak and that it was given an inappropriate role. Truth 

cannot be a correlative of our intellect. Viewed, further, under the headings of story and promise, we 

may say that human reason is not the storyteller, and it does not discover the promise of itself. It is 

neither the beginning nor the end of the narrative of history.  

 

7KH�SUREOHP�RI�FRUUHVSRQGHQFH�FDQ�EH�XQGHUVWRRG�LQ�WKHVH�WHUPV��WRR��7KH�RUGLQDU\��µGXPE¶��

meaning accepts the objectivity of truth. In this sense it accepts truth as universal. However, only 

*RG¶V�LQWHOOHFW�FDQ�EHDU�this weight. His self-revelation is temporal, and the gospel is the telos of 

history. Tying these strands together yields a unique definition of the problem of correspondence and 

its answer:   

 

µ7KH�VWRU\�WKH�%LEOH�WHOOV�LV�DVVHUWHG�WR�EH�WKH�VWRU\�RI�*RG�with his creatures; that is, it is assumed and explicitly 

asserted that there is a true story about the universe because there is a universal novelist/historian. Modernity 

was defined by the attempt to live in a universal story without a universal storytelOHU�¶150 

 

7KLV�LV�WKH�VWDUWLQJ�SRLQW�RI�UHYLVLRQDU\�PHWDSK\VLFV��7KH�FRQFHSWXDOLW\�RI�µVDYLQJ�WDON¶�LV�WKDW�

SHUWDLQLQJ�WR�WKH�XQLYHUVDO�VWRU\��DQG�WKH�SURPLVH�ZKLFK�LW�DORQH�PD\�UHFHLYH��7UXWK¶V�FRUUHVSRQGHQFH�

must begin with the universal storyteller, not the human intellect. However, that is just the beginning 

of an answer. We need to examine how story and promise work in greater detail. To do so, we will 

move beyond the short articles of Revisionary Metaphysics. True to form, we will build by 

considering the historical reality of the church in its apprehension of story and promise. Although the 
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WHUPLQRORJ\�LV�GLVWLQFW��WKH�EHVW�SODFH�WR�VWDUW�IRU�WKLV�LV�RQH�RI�-HQVRQ¶V�ODWHVW�ZRUNV��Canon and 

Creed. 

 

 

Canon and the creed 

 

For the believing community, the key question is how it identifies its God. At base, this is what 

PHWDSK\VLFV�LV�DERXW��-HQVRQ¶V�HDUO\�ZRUN�UHVSRQGHG�WR�WKLV�SUREOHP��KLJKOLJKWLQJ�WKH�NQRZOHGJH�RI�

*RG�LQ�WLPH�DQG�WKH�µWULQLWDULDQ�ORJLF¶�LW�HQWDLOV��,Q�Triune Identity this is narrative: the church 

ZRUVKLSV�$EUDKDP¶V�*RG��WKH�RQH�LQ�6FULSWXUH��ZKR�EURXJKW�WKH�SHRSOH�RI�,VUDHO�RXW�RI�(J\SW�151 

There is a common-VHQVH�LQJHQXLW\�WR�WKLV�DQVZHU��,Q�RQH�VHQVH��LW�LV�HQRXJK�WR�VD\��µ,VUDHO¶V�*RG��

UHYHDOHG�LQ�-HVXV�¶�+RZHYHU��WKLV�GRHV�QRW�FDSWXUH�WKH�KHUPHQHXWLFDO�FRPSOH[LW\�LQYROYHG��7KHUH�DUH�

RWKHU�FRPPXQLWLHV�OD\LQJ�FODLP�WR�,VUDHO¶V�VFULSWXUHV��A full answer to the question of objectivity and 

correspondence must then grapple with textual interpretation and somehow provide grounds to 

interpret one way rather than another.  

 

Creed is the interpretation, canon what the community interprets. However, the dynamic goes both 

ways. The interpreting community is defined by the canon. The creed, as historical reality, met the 

needs of the church, but is neither perfect nor complete.152 There is a live dialectic. Put simply, 

µ&DQRQ�FRQILUPV�FUHHG��DQG�FUHHG�FRQILUPV�FDQRQ�¶153 Neither can be taken without the other.  

 

Because of this dialectic, the hermeneutical problem may be reversed. The church could not choose 

,VUDHO¶V�VFULSWXUHV��WKRXJK�WKDW�LV�D�µVXSSRVLWLRQ�KLGGHQ�LQ�WKH�ZD\�WKH�PDWWHU�LV�RIWHQ�VWDWHG�¶154 µ2Q�

WKH�FRQWUDU\��,VUDHO¶V�6FULSWXUH�DFFHSWHG�± or did not accept ± WKH�FKXUFK�¶155 For the early church,  

,VUDHO¶V�VFULSWXUHV�ZHUH�DXWKRULWDWLYH�EHFDXVH�WKH\�ZHUH�D�µVKHHU�JLYHQ�¶156 Thus Jenson reverses the 

KHUPHQHXWLFDO�SUREOHP��µ³:K\�GRHV�,VUDHO¶V�VFULSWXUH�QHHG�-HVXV�DQG�KLV�GLVFLSOHV"´¶157   In our last 

chapter we found the gospel came as a fact of history, precisely because we could not leave history. 

7KLV�LV�WKH�VDPH��EXW�WKDW�GRHV�QRW�VROYH�WKH�SUREOHP�RI�FDQRQ¶V�DXWKRULW\�� 

 
151 Jenson, The Triune Identity, 7 
152 Robert Jenson, Canon and creed: interpretation: resources for the use of scripture in the church, (Louisville: 
Westminster John Knox Press, 2010), 50 
153 Ibid., 34 
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155 Ibid., 20 
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The UHDVRQ�,VUDHO¶V�VFULSWXUH�QHHGV�-HVXV�LV�QDUUDWLYH��:KHQ�-HQVRQ�VD\V�WKDW�µ,VUDHO¶V�SURSKHWV�ZHUH�

WKH�YHU\�WHDFKHUV�IURP�ZKRP�WKH�SULPDO�FKXUFK�OHDUQHG�ZK\�-HVXV�LV�QHHGHG�¶158 this is what he 

PHDQV��7KXV�ZH�ILQG��µ«DV�WKH�FKXUFK�UHDGV�LWV�6FULSWXUH��WKH�Zhole narrative from Genesis 1:3 

through the Old Testaments historical books and the Gospels tells one long Christological story of 

*RG¶V�ZRUNV�GRQH��DV�WKH�1HZ�7HVWDPHQW�WHOOV�XV��³LQ�&KULVW�´¶159 Christ then becomes a kind of 

originating principle, the word of promise in Scripture and in person, according to whom it is 

interpreted.160 In him, the creed begins ± He is the promise, but He is also what the story is all about. 

This points to the hermeneutical problem from the other side, from the perspective of creed and 

promise. In this sense, creed is the authority of canon. 

 

The New Testament occupies a unique interpretive place, which sheds light on the dialectic. It is both 

FDQRQ�DQG�FUHHG��,W�EHFRPHV�SDUW�RI�WKH�&KXUFK¶V�6FULSWXUH�DQG��DV�LW�GRHV�VR��LW�EHFomes the metric of 

its interpretation. However, this raises a problem. So described, the New Testament is scripture on its 

RZQ�DXWKRULW\��,QGHHG��WKH�1HZ�7HVWDPHQW�µLV�D�SURGXFW�RI�WKH�FKXUFK��DQG�DW�D�SDUWLFXODU�MXQFWXUH�RI�

LWV�KLVWRU\�¶161 There must, then, have been something before it, from which it arose. Similarly, the 

LQLWLDO�UHFRJQLWLRQ�RI�7KH�1HZ�7HVWDPHQW�WH[WV�DV�DXWKRULWDWLYH�UHTXLUHG�WKDW�ZH�WUXVW�µWKH�SUHVHQFH�RI�

WUXWK�LQ�WKH�FRPPXQLW\�¶162 without which the authority of the texts could not have been recognised. 

The truth itself is confirmed by these texts, but the reverse is also true. This would be a vicious circle 

were it not for the historical reality of apostolic authority. The confidence in the New Testament texts 

DULVHV�IURP�WKH�µFKXUFK¶V�LPPHGLDWH�DZDUHQHVV�RI�KHU�WUXWK�¶163 However, we are not merely, at this 

point, asserting the priority of living memory, of apostolic succession, important as that may be in the 

KLVWRU\�RI�WKH�FKXUFK��5DWKHU��DW�HDFK�VWDJH�RI�WKH�FKXUFK¶V�KLVWRU\�WKHUH�LV�the envelopment in the 

truth itself, the life of the community.164 If Canon stands as sheer given, its authority is in its temporal 

priority. When appealing to apostolic succession we have a similar argument for creed. Its authority is 

its agreement with what came before. 

 

However, this still does not resolve the dialectic between canon and creed, text and interpretation. For 

WKDW��ZH�PXVW�ERUH�D�OLWWOH�GHHSHU��7KH�DQVZHU��LW�VHHPV��PXVW�OLH�LQ�WKLV�QRWLRQ�RI�µLPPHGLDWH�

DZDUHQHVV¶�LQ�WKH�FRPPXQLW\��7KH�LPPHGiate awareness must form the creed, just as it recognises the 
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DXWKRULW\�RI�WKH�FKXUFK¶V�VFULSWXUHV�ZKLFK�LW�SUHGDWHV��6LPLODUO\��E\�LW�WKH�FRPPXQLW\�XQGHUVWDQGV�

LWVHOI�DV�WKH�FRQWLQXLW\�RI�,VUDHO¶V�VWRU\�� 

 

 

The believing community and its awareness of truth 

 

The immediate awareness of truth relates to how the community identifies its God in time. God is 

WULXQH�DQG��SUHFLVHO\�VR��µ7KH�WULDGLF�³)DWKHU«6RQ«6SLULW´�LV�QRW�D�collection RI�QDPHV�¶165 They are 

µWKH�LQWHUQDO�VWUXFWXUH�RI�RQH�QDPH�¶166 7KLV�µQDPHV�WKH�FKXUFK¶V�*RG�IURP�WKH�SORW�RI�KLV�KLVWRU\�ZLWK�

us, a plot represented by biblical names for the dramatis personae RI�WKH�VWRU\�¶167 This µdisplays the 

JUHDW�ELEOLFDO�FODLP�WKDW�*RG¶V�KLVWRU\�with his people is not only their history but also his own, that 

KH�WUXO\�LV�LQ�KLV�RQH�VHOI�WKH�)DWKHU��6RQ��DQG�6SLULW�RI�VDYLQJ�KLVWRU\�¶168 The early baptismal creeds, 

and the apostolic creed too, contain this triadic structure and are thus early historical evidence, either 

VLGH�RI�7KH�1HZ�7HVWDPHQW��RI�WKH�WULXQH�JUDPPDU��7KH�µLPPHGLDWH�DZDUHQHVV¶��WKH�WUXWK�LQ�WKH�

FRPPXQLW\��FRQWDLQV�WKLV�VWUXFWXUH��MXVW�DV�WKH�FRPPXQLW\�EHOLHYHV�WKDW�LV�SDUW�RI�*RG¶V�KLVWRU\�ZLWK�

humanity. It not only arises from ScriSWXUH¶V�SDVW�EXW��LQ�VR�IDU�DV�LW�FRQWLQXHV�WKH�VWRU\��LV�WKH�

evidence of is ongoing vitality, and the possibility of its future.  

 

The immediate awareness is triadic in structure. To seek other than idolatrously means to identify 

Jesus in light of Israel DQG�,VUDHO¶V�*RG��7KLV�PHDQV�DQG�UHIHUV�WR�WKH�IRUPXODH�DERYH��µWKH�RQH�ZKR«¶�

The positive to our negative of the previous chapter is found here first and foremost. Another name 

IRU�WKLV�LV�WKH�µUHJXOD�ILGHL¶�169  7KXV�-HQVRQ��µ,Q�WKLV�VWXG\�³FUHHG´�ZLOO�FRver not only the relatively 

fixed catechetical-baptismal confessions usually now so labelled��EXW�DOVR�DQG�IRXQGDWLRQDOO\�WKH�³UXOH�

RI�IDLWK´�WR�ZKLFK�WKH�FKXUFK�DSSHDOHG�EHIRUH�LW�KDG�IL[HG�FUHHGV�DQG�IRU�VRPH�WLPH�DIWHU�WKH�ODWWHU�

EHJDQ�WR�WDNH�VKDSH�¶170 µ)RXQGDWLRQDOO\¶�LV�WKH�RSWLPXP�ZRUG��7KH�IRXQGDWLRQ�RI�WKH�FUHHGV��ZKLFK�

are a kind of developed formulation, and of the fixed baptismal confessions on which they are in some 

measure based, is the rule of faith which preceded them. Rather than conceptualising in the abstract, 

H[DPLQLQJ�WHPSRUDO�RULJLQ�ZH�ZLOO�FRPH�FORVHU�WR�WKH�µLPPHGLDWH�DZDUHQHVV¶�ZH�KDYH�EHHQ�WUDFLQJ��

The grammar of revisionary metaphysics is to be that of the earliest church community, which is, on 
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this model, both narrative and triniWDULDQ��7KH�µLPPHGLDWH�DZDUHQHVV¶�DQG�WKH�FRQILGHQFH�RI�WKH�

presence of truth in the community are just that.  

 

Similarly, the thought structure of the community is closely linked to its identity. The New Testament 

codified elements according to which the church interpreted the scriptures it inherited. This fixity is 

SUHFLVHO\�ZKDW�µLV�QHFHVVDU\�IRU�WKH�SHUGXUDQFH�RI�WKH�FRPPXQLW\�¶171 <HW��µWKH�FKXUFK�SHUGXUHG�

ZLWKRXW�D�1HZ�7HVWDPHQW�IRU�PRUH�WKDQ�D�FHQWXU\�¶172 In that sense, it is necessary for the perdurance 

RI�WKH�FKXUFK¶V�LGHQWLW\�µRQO\�DW�RQH�UHPRYH�¶173 The regula fidei may be attested within the pages of 

the New Testament ± something which scholars will no doubt debate for the foreseeable future174 ± 

but they are not one and the same. Before the various works of the New Testament were known as the 

New Testament, the church had already an identity. This brings us a step closer to the identification of 

WKH�µLPPHGLDWH�DZDUHQHVV�¶ 

 

We take another step ZKHQ�ZH�XQGHUVWDQG�WKH�FRPPXQLW\�ZKLFK�OLYHG�E\�WKH�FUHHG��,QGHHG��µWKH�

church is the community of a message, that the God of Israel has raised his servant Jesus from the 

GHDG�¶175 7KLV�LV�WKH�RULJLQ�RI�WKH�µLPPHGLDWH�DZDUHQHVV¶�DQG�LWV�WULDGLF�WKRXJKW�VWUXcture. The heart of 

the issue is the nature of proclamation, now communally defined. The immediate awareness comes 

from receiving the promise. But if promise needs story as context, we are still grappling with the 

hermeneutical problem of the dialectical relationship between canon and creed.  

 

Moreover, our temporal perspective brings its own difficulties. Time threatens the existence of the 

FRPPXQLW\��µ$Q\�FRPPXQLW\�WKDW�LQWHQGV�WR�OLYH�IRU�PRUH�WKDQ�D�PRPHQW��WKDW�KRSHV�WR�UHPDLQ�LWVHOI�

through some term of yesterday-today-and-tomorrow, will have to deal with the fragility of an identity 

WKXV�VWUHWFKHG�DFURVV�WLPH�¶176 If we cannot escape time metaphysically, if our salvation is in some 

measure temporal, we must deal with time directly, in all of its perilous consequences. As such, it 

threatens the life of the community. One such pressure comes in the ongoing proclamation, at which 

SRLQW�RQH�PD\�ILQG�WKDW�µWKH�SURFHVV�RI�WUDGLWLRQ�KDV�GLVLQWHJUDWHG�WKH�PHVVDJH¶�OLNH�LQ�WKH�WHOHSKRQH�

game177 ± another reason tradition cannot provide correspondence or be the source of the 

FRPPXQLW\¶V�LPPHGLDWH�DZDUHQHVV�RI�WUXWK��7KLV�DULVHV�GLUHFWO\�IURP�WKH�SDVVDJH�RI�WLPH�DQG�WKH�QHHG�
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WR�µSURFODLP¶�DJDLQ�WR�VXVWDLQ�WKH�OLIH�RI�WKH�FRPPXQLW\���7KLV�LV�µHVSHFLDOO\�VHYHUH¶�LQ�WKe case of the 

FKXUFK�ZKLFK�QHHGV�µUHSHDWHGO\�WR�VKDSH�WKH�PHVVDJH�DV�WR�PDNH�LW�FRPSUHKHQVLEOH�WR�QHZ�VRUWV�RI�

KHDUHUV«¶178  ,WV�PHVVHQJHUV�GR�QRW�PHUHO\�µUHFLWH�WKH�JRVSHO¶��EXW�PXVW�µLQWHUSUHW�LW�DV�LWV�PHVVHQJHUV�

enter new cultural or historical situatioQV�¶179 The pressure is to find accommodation in a new context, 

at which point the self-identity of the community is threatened just as the consistency of its message is 

compromised. If creed is to be interpretation - in a manner of speaking, the thought process of the 

community as it approaches the scriptures which give it its fixity - there will be a perilously thin line 

between translation, which is necessary, and compromise, which will dilute its message. If the 

objectivity of the message is compromised, WKHQ�VR�LV�WKH�FRPPXQLW\¶V�LPPHGLDWH�DZDUHQHVV�RI�WUXWK��

7KLV�G\QDPLF�LV�NH\�IRU�-HQVRQ¶V�PHWDSK\VLFV�ZKLFK��DW�EDVH��PXVW�FRQFHUQ�WKH�WHOOLQJ�RI�-HVXV¶�VWRU\�

to new hearers, if nothing else. The second order reflection of theology must so build as to retain the 

sanctity of the message. The grammar of the Christian community must remain the grammar of the 

promise it received. 

 

However, the message ± WKDW�,VUDHO¶V�*RG�KDV�UDLVHG�-HVXV�IURP�WKH�GHDG�± can never be identical with 

the manner of its explication��$V�LQ�RXU�SUHYLRXV�FKDSWHU��WKLV�LV�D�GHYHORSPHQW�RQ�µ3URFODPDWLRQ�

ZLWKRXW�PHWDSK\VLFV�¶�WKRXJK�QRZ�ZH�FRQVLGHU�WKH�SRVLWLYH�DQJOH��,QLWLDOO\��µ$SRVWOHV�RU�DSRVWOH¶V�

GLVFLSOHV«ZHUH�H[SHULHQFHG�DV�D�SUHVHQFH�LQ�WKH�LQWHJUDO�FRPPXQLW\�RI�WKH�FKXUFK��ZKLFK�had thus a 

OLYLQJ�PHPRU\�RI�-HVXV¶�ZRUGV�DQG�ZRUNV�DQG�WKH�ZLWQHVV�RI�KLV�UHVXUUHFWLRQ�¶180 The creed, the 

PDQQHU�RI�LQWHUSUHWDWLRQ�RI�,VUDHO¶V�VFULSWXUHV�LV�LQ�WKDW�VHQVH�LQVWLWXWHG�E\�-HVXV��ZKR�LQWHUSUHWHG�WKH�

VFULSWXUHV��LQ�D�PDQQHU�RI�VSHDNLQJ��µDV�LI�KH�ZHUH�WKH�DXWKRU�¶181 ,Q�WHUPV�RI�WKH�µGXPE�WUXWK�¶�WKLV�LV�

very important. We saw that proclamation could use mythic language but could not, in so doing, 

obscure the ordinary truth. Jesus, the living word, is the interpreter. The core of creed in this sense is 

the message and its proclamation. It was WKH�OLYLQJ�PHPRU\�RI�-HVXV¶�RZQ�ZRUGV�DQG�GHHGV��DQG�RI�WKH�

UHVXUUHFWLRQ��)URP�WKHUH�WKH�FRPPXQLW\�FRXOG�VR�GHILQH�LWVHOI�DV�WKH�FRQWLQXLW\�RI�,VUDHO¶V�VWRU\��DQG�DV�

WKH�SHRSOH�RI�,VUDHO¶V�PHVVLDK��%XW�WKH�PHssage is not simply the rule of faith. Or again, the rule of 

faith is not the gospel itself, but arises from it, and especially from its communal apprehension. It is 

WKDW�ZKLFK�JXDUGV�WKH�PHVVDJH�IURP�WLPH¶V�GLVWRUWLRQ��,W�IDFLOLWDWHV�WKH�SURFODPDWLRQ�LW�Pandates by 

regulating its linguistic fluidity. 

 

,Q�WKH�SDVVDJH�RI�WLPH��OLYLQJ�PHPRU\�QR�ORQJHU�VXIILFHG��:KHUHDV�DW�RQH�SRLQW��µWKH�FKXUFK�VLPSO\�

knew at communal first-KDQG�ZKDW�WKH�PHVVDJH�ZDV¶��WKHUH�FDPH�D�SRLQW�ZKHQ�µD�OLYLQJ�PHPRU\�RI�
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the Lord could QR�ORQJHU�EH�VR�LPPHGLDWHO\�GLVSRVLWLYH�¶182 This, along with the need to proclaim 

DJDLQ�LQ�D�QHZ�FRQWH[W��LV�WKH�RWKHU�DVSHFW�RI�WLPH¶V�SUHVVXUH��7LPH¶V�HIIHFW�LQ�WKLV�ZD\�LV�WKH�FUX[�RI�

WKH�FKXUFK¶V�SUHFDULRXV�LGHQWLW\�DQG�RI�WKH�WKUHDW�WR�WUXWK¶V�FRUUHVSRQGHQFH�ZLWKLQ�WLPH��:KHUH�RQFH�LW�

was sure, where an apostle wielded a degree of personal authority, there is now room for doubt. And 

VR��WKH�TXHVWLRQ�DULVHV��µ+RZ�GR�ZH�NQRZ�ZKDW�GRHV�RU�GRHV�QRW�EHORQJ�WR�WKH�PHVVDJH"¶183 And 

DJDLQ��µ+RZ�GR�ZH�NQRZ�LI�ZH�KHDUG�ULJKWO\�IURP�RXU�SUHGHFHVVRUV�¶184 The creed must have another 

authority than inheritance, for Jenson, as on its own it cannot withstand the effects of time. Canon 

underwrites creed, but creed must also be able to underwrite canon. If not, the faith could not be 

µFDQRQ�DQG�FUHHG¶�LQ�WKH�ZD\�-HQVRQ�GHVFULEHV��The identity of the believing community, and the truth 

of its proclamation, is threatened by the pressure of time if it is not able to answer these doubts. 

 

The message comes from outside the community. Its communal apprehension is the credal thought 

structure. We can see, then, that if the internal coherence is to be found in the dialectic of canon and 

creed, the message can in the final analysis be neither canon nor creed. If there is to be any objective 

correspondence for truth it will have to be found in the message that founded the community. Because 

it engenders a thought-VWUXFWXUH�DQG�UHVXOWDQW�LQWHUSUHWDWLRQ�RI�,VUDHO¶V�FDQRQ��LW�FDQQRW�EH�FDQRQ�LWVHOI��

even if, seen from one anglH��WKLV�LV�ZKHUH�WKH�FRPPXQLW\¶V�LGHQWLW\�FRPHV�IURP��3URPLVH�DQG�FUHHG�

align more closely, though not exactly. The grammar is not the message which engendered it; it is not 

WKH�ZRUG�RI�SURPLVH��0RUH�H[DFWO\��µ7KH�UXOH�RI�IDLWK«ZDV�D�VRUW�RI�OLQJXLVWLF�FRPmunal awareness 

GHOLYHUHG�WR�WKH�DSRVWOHV��ZKLFK�VXIILFHG�WKH�FKXUFK�IRU�JHQHUDWLRQV�¶185 Delivered by whom? In one 

VHQVH��LW�ZDV�GHOLYHUHG�E\�-HVXV��DV�ZH�VDZ�DERYH��7KH�IXQGDPHQWDO�PHVVDJH�LV��DIWHU�DOO��µWKDW�WKH�*RG�

of Israel has raised his servant from WKH�GHDG�¶186 Jesus interpreted the scriptures for the church and 

passed it on to the apostles. Thus, the resolution of the dialectic between canon and creed, and the 

JXDUDQWRU�RI�WKH�FKXUFK¶V�DFFHSWDQFH�E\�WKH�2OG�7HVWDPHQW is the Word of God himself. However, in 

terms of message and proclamation, Jenson is saying considerably more than that. The message, as 

promise, must underwrite both canon and creed. Then again, the promise cannot be understood 

without the story, and so the message needs the canon. 

 

ThLV�LV�VHSDUDWH�IURP�-HVXV�DV�LQWHUSUHWHU�RI�,VUDHO¶V�FDQRQ��7KHUH�ZLOO��LQ�IDFW��EH�D�VHQVH�LQ�ZKLFK�

Jesus, the Word, is both canon and creed. Apparently following the reformation reading, Jenson finds 

WKH�DXWKRULW\�IRU�WKLV�LQ�LQ�WKDW�µLQ�WKH�ILQDO�RQWRORJLFDO�DQDO\VLV¶�-HVXV�LV�µWKH�YHU\�:RUG�WKDW�³FDPH�
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WR´�WKH�SURSKHWV¶�DQG�µLV�RIIHUHG�EDFN�WR�*RG�LQ�WKH�SVDOPV��DQG�PRYHV�,VUDHO¶V�KLVWRU\�¶187 Let us 

leave aside here the question of the logos asarkos. The point in view is the divine origin of the 

PHVVDJH�DQG�WKXV�RI�WKH�ZD\�LW�HQWDLOV�DQ�LQWHUSUHWDWLRQ�RI�,VUDHO¶V�VFULSWXUHV��One way of interpreting 

WKLV�LV�WR�VXJJHVW�WKDW�WKH�DXWKRULW\�RI�WKH�FRPPXQLW\¶V�LQWHUSUHWDWLRQ�LV�WKH�VDPH�DXWKRULW\�DV�LWV�

scriptures because both proceed from the Word. If so, we may deduce that creed is the telos of canon, 

much as promise is the telos of story. The Triune grammar is a communal expression of both, 

apprehended in the authority of the Word. As the very word of God, Jesus is thus a kind of present 

also. Again, along these lines we may suggest Jesus is the life, even the agency, of scripture and of the 

gospel, rather than identical with either. This seems broadly in keeping with what Jenson is trying to 

say, even if a little interpretive construction is involved. If accepted, it also helps to explain why it 

was the cDQRQ�ZKLFK�FRXOG�DFFHSW�RU�UHMHFW�WKH�FKXUFK��DQG�ZK\�EHLQJ�µLQ�&KULVW¶�ZDV�WR�EH�WKH�

present continuity of FDQRQ¶V story and the community of its creedal interpretation.  

 

However, while this helps us to understand the rule of faith it still does not fully answer the 

hermeneutical problem of canon and creed. The awareness of truth is not the message itself. It is the 

structure that helps us to speak of the promise. It arises, like a grammar, from this promise but is not 

altogether determined by it. One could receive the promise but, because of the passage of time, it will 

be possible to reinterpret the canon in another way. Arguably this would be to go against the agency 

of canon and creed, but then, many have done so. This problem is not removed when we highlight the 

authority of Jesus as historical originator of the church. He is the proper reference point of the creed, 

its origin. Jesus is the authority of the creed and so he is its correspondence. It corresponds to his 

words and actions within history. However, we are still left with the authority of what has come 

before in the narrative of scripture. Despite the divine origin, and the present authority, there is also a 

process by which the communal awareness of truth is codified through time. When we speak of creed, 

we speak of the end product, which produces a fuller understanding of canon. In short, the above 

requires us to trust the process of history. Thus far we have pinpointed the authority of the Word, 

now, in keeping with the trinitarian logic, we turn to the role of the Spirit. 

 

 

History and telos: The Spirit and the story 

 

Even if Jesus is the authority of the proclamation, what we have seen thus far shows the problem of 

the message through time. The authority of Jesus is not such that the communLW\¶V�WKRXJKW�VWUXFWXUH�LV�
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the only one available. $ERYH��ZH�VDZ�WKDW�WKH�SDVVLQJ�RQ�RI�-HVXV¶�ZRUGV is not enough to ensure 

their correct interpretation. Nonetheless, the immediate awareness of truth survived, which brings the 

role of the Spirit into focus.  

 

To ensure the immediate awareness of truth as Jenson has described it, two things must be true of the 

Spirit.  Firstly, the Spirit must be active in the community through history. The Spirit must be 

revealing the message and guiding the thought process of the believing community subsequently. 

Secondly, this requires an authority over the events of history, to ensure the correct thought process is 

developed. The creed may be incomplete but the process of history, even creedal controversies, 

brought abouW�WKH�GHYHORSPHQW�RI�WKH�FKXUFK¶V�FUHHG��,Q�WKH�FULWLTXH�RI�FODVVLFDO�PHWDSK\VLFV��-HQVRQ�

articulated a strong view of providence. This is the same in that God must have allowed these 

controversies in order to bring about and develop the creedal thought structure through time; that is, 

WKURXJK�WKH�SURFHVV�RI�KLVWRU\��7KH�6SLULW¶V�PRYHPHQW�LQ�WKLV�UHJDUG�LV�WKHUHIRUH�SURYLGHQWLDO��7KH�

Spirit governs history to ensure the immediate awareness of truth in the community and its 

development as creed. The work of the Spirit is then twofold. The Spirit ensures the promise is 

UHFHLYHG��JUDQWLQJ�WKH�µLPPHGLDWH�DZDUHQHVV�RI�WUXWK�¶�DQG�WKHQ�JRYHUQV�KLVWRU\�VR�DV�WR�GHYHORS�WKH�

immediate awareness into the creed. 

 

This means that faith corresponds to the action of the Holy Spirit. Its objectivity is thus twofold, 

relating to the twofold action of the Spirit just described. Firstly, if the Spirit reveals the message to 

those in the believing community and causes the creedal thought structure, the Spirit is the 

correspondeQFH�RI�WKH�EHOLHYHU¶V�IDLWK��,WV�REMHFWLYLW\�UHODWHV�GLUHFWO\�WR�*RG¶V�RZQ�DFWLRQ��HYHQ�LI�LW�LV�

apprehended subjectively. In the second place, the objectivity of faith is also in the process of history, 

governed by the Spirit. Faith corresponds to this process of development which is objective in that it 

does not depend on the subjectivity of the believer. Again, the history which develops the thought 

structure is what the Spirit does or allows (depending on how one reads this). The process of history 

relaWHV�WR�WKH�6SLULW¶V�JRYHUQDQFH��Therefore, while faith itself is not mind-independent, its object ± 

LW¶V�REMHFWLYLW\�DQG�DXWKRULW\�± is the Spirit, who very much is.  Faith corresponds to the Spirit, which 

is to say that it is a bestowed on the believer by the Holy Spirit as a gift. This correspondence also 

relates to the way the Spirit uses the process of history. At times the believing community is not 

dealing directly with the Spirit who gives faith to the community, but with the opposition to the creed 

that develops the thought process of the believing community that began in faith, always under the 

6SLULW¶V�SURYLGHQWLDO�UXOH��,W�LV��LQ�WKLV�ZD\��DQ�DVSHFW�RI�*RG¶V�Kiddenness, once more as a positive 

DWWULEXWH��WKDW�HQVXUHV�WKLV�PRYHPHQW�WKURXJK�WLPH��7KLV�LV�LPSRUWDQW�WR�KRZ�ZH�XQGHUVWDQG�*RG¶V�

objective revelation of himself in creation as a whole and so we will have to postpone discussion until 
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our next chapter. PrHVHQWO\��ZH�ZLOO�IRFXV�RQ�ZKDW�WKH�6SLULW¶V�JRYHUQDQFH�RI�KLVWRU\�PHDQV�IRU�WKH�

dialectic between canon and creed, as well as the immediate awareness of truth.   

 

,I�IDLWK¶V�NQRZOHGJH�LV�WR�KDYH�WKLV�FRUUHVSRQGHQFH�LQ�DQ�REMHFWLYH�KLVWRU\�UXOHG�E\�WKH�6SLUit, the 

problem of historical relativism becomes even more acute for Jenson. The objectivity of faith depends 

RQ�KLVWRU\��WKRXJK�QRW�LQ�DSSHDO�WR�µRXWVLGH¶�UHDVRQ��)DLWK�GRHV�QRW�PDNH�UDWLRQDO�DSSHDO�WR�WKH�NLQG�RI�

historical work that can be done apart from the Spirit causing the immediate awareness of truth. The 

triadic thought structure and the universality of the story depend on the knowledge communicated by 

the Spirit, mediated through history. If this history is not properly understood and interpreted, the 

whole thing falls apart. Indeed, the believing community cannot identify its God unless it can know 

the canon correctly and trust the historical development of the New Testament era, the creed, which 

codified its immediate awareness. Jenson understanGV�KRZ�GHHS�WKLV�JRHV��µ2QO\�LI�WKHUH�LV�VRPHRQH�

who has a purpose for time, so that historical events cohere in a reality other than themselves, is there 

D�FRKHUHQW�DQG�QDUUDWLYH�SDVW«¶188 )XUWKHUPRUH��µD�KLVWRULRJUDSK\�WKDW�HVFKHZV�WHOHRORJLFDO�QDUUDWLYH�

PXVW�HYHQWXDOO\�XQGR�LWVHOI�DOWRJHWKHU«¶189 This is because eschewing telos is UHMHFWLQJ�WKH�6SLULW¶V�

work. Without the telos of the Spirit there can be no correspondence because the Spirit is the 

correspondence of the message. The outcome would be the subjectivism (and nihilism) Jenson wants 

WR�DYRLG��7KLV�LV�PRGHUQLW\¶V�ORVV�RI�VWRU\�VHHQ�IURP�DQRWKHU�DQJOH��+RZHYHU��VWDUWLQJ�IURP�IDLWK¶V�

perspective means starting with a reading of history that allows telos. This is the two aspects of the 

6SLULW¶V�ZRUN�LQ�WKH�FRPPXQLW\�RSHUDWLQJ�LQ�WDQGHP��%HFDXVH�WKH�6SLULW�JLYHV�WHORV��LQ�UHDGLQJ�FDQRQ�

µWKHUH�LV�QR�UHDVRQ�WR�EH�ORQJ�GHWHUUHG�E\�VHFXODU�PRGHUQLW\¶V�LQKLELWLRQV�¶�2Q�WKDW footing, we will 

consider two brief examples of the knowledge communicated by the Spirit, mediated through history.  

 

7KH�ILUVW�LV�SHUKDSV�WKH�PRVW�SHUWLQHQW�H[DPSOH�RI�DEVWUDFW�UHDVRQ¶V�IDLOXUH��WKRXJK�QRW�LQ�WHUPV�RI�

metaphysical timelessness. In place of creed and canon, and parallel to the loss of Scripture as the 

:HVW¶V�HQFDSVXODWLQJ�QDUUDWLYH�190 was the quest for the historical Jesus. This, too, is a kind of 

abstraction, in that it purports to step outside of history ± DQG�RI�VFULSWXUH¶V�VWRU\�- and judge it. This 

knowledge, established by human reason alone, is then used to judge the knowledge of faith in the 

church. We do not, of course, have anything like sufficient space for such an enormous weight of 

scholarship. Suffice it to note that reason coXOG�QRW�JXDUDQWHH�IDLWK¶V�NQRZOHGJH�RI�*RG��-HQVRQ�

DFNQRZOHGJHV�WKH�FRQWULEXWLRQ�RI�KLVWRULFDO�VFKRODUVKLS��+RZHYHU��LQ�FRQWUDVWLQJ�WKH�JRVSHO¶V�

portrayal of Jesus and the Jesus of historical scholarship ± research and speculation alike191 - we see 
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the import of so conceiving the Spirit as sovereign over the process of history. The chief insight is the 

difference between a scholarly construct and a person.192 However plausible, historians appealing to 

rational criteria alone can never produce the latter. If faith may have knowledge, this is not it, though 

the scholarly work is undoubtedly useful.193 The reason we are safe with the canon is that the Spirit 

has so guided history as to furnish us with this picture. This is part and parcel of a teleological reading 

of history; that is, of reading history through the thought process of canon and creed. The church must 

understand this for its identity to persist throuJK�WLPH��7KH�VFKRODU¶V�FRQVWUXFW�LV�VHFRQGDU\�WR�IDLWK¶V�

knowledge of canon because the scholar may interpret in a way that is not in keeping with the creedal 

WKRXJKW�VWUXFWXUH��ZKLFK�FRUUHVSRQGV�µREMHFWLYHO\¶�LQ�WKH�6SLULW��QRW�KXPDQ�UHDVRQ��,I�µZH�KDYH�

grounds to claim any NQRZOHGJH¶�RI�-HVXV��LW�LV�RQO\�EHFDXVH�µWKH�6SLULW�LQGHHG�JXLGHG�DQG�JXLGHV�WKH�

FKXUFK¶V�HIIRUW�WR�NQRZ�KLP�¶194 The communal awareness which recognised the truth of The New 

7HVWDPHQW��DQG�ZKLFK�IRUPHG�WKH�FKXUFK¶V�FDQRQ��WKHQ�FRPHV�IURm the presence of the Spirit in the 

FRPPXQLW\��3DUW�RI�WKH�6SLULW¶V�JXLGDQFH�RI�KLVWRU\�LV�LQ�WKH�WKRXJKW�SURFHVV�WKH�6SLULW�EULQJV�WR�WKH�

community, and in the way it maintains that thought process.  

 

The second example is the way the church navigated two significant early heresies, Gnosticism and 

0DUFLRQLVP��7KHVH�DUH�LQWHUHVWLQJ�H[DPSOHV�LQ�WKDW�RQH�UHLQWHUSUHWHG�,VUDHO¶V�FDQRQ��WKRXJK�

differently than the church, and one dismissed it entirely. The rule of faith allowed neither. Let us 

consider Gnosticism first, which, absent the rule of faith, could have presented a real problem for the 

FKXUFK�µLQ�D�UHOLJLRXV�FXOWXUH�WKDW�ORYHG�HODERUDWH�P\WKV�DQG�VXSSRVHGO\�HOLWH�VHFUHWV�¶195 The danger 

to the church was the Gnosticism did not necessarily view itself as FRQWUDU\��RQO\�SRVVHVVHG�RI��µD�

KLJKHU�UHYHODWRU\�QLYHDX�¶196 ,QGHHG��LI�LW�FRXOG�EH�RYHUFRPH��SHUKDSV�HYHQ�µUDWKHU�HDVLO\�GLVSDWFKHG¶�

among the judicious, it was only because the rule of faith was robust enough to resist this 

incorporation.197  

 

Canon could QRW�KDYH�DFFRPSOLVKHG�WKLV�DORQH��QRW�OHDVW�DV�WKH�*QRVWLFV�µXVXDOO\�GLG�QRW�UHJDUG�WKH�

Old Testament as simply false but merely as inferior and in need of illumination by a higher 

ZLVGRP�¶198 Had the church not been sure of its own wisdom, guided by the Spirit, the nascent faith 

could easily have been absorbed into Gnosticism.199 ,W�ZDV�EHFDXVH�WKH�FKXUFK�UHDG�,VUDHO¶V�FDQRQ�LQ�D�
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defined, specific way, even before it fully organised its own texts, that this was avoided. Had the 

church not grasped its own meVVDJH�DFFRUGLQJ�WR�WKH�6SLULW¶V�WZRIROG�ZRUN��WKH�QHZ�µKLJKHU�ZLVGRP¶�

may have provided an alternative interpretive framework. For Jenson, this is even more important in 

OLJKW�RI�WKH�OLQJXLVWLF�VLPLODULW\�EHWZHHQ�WKH�WZR�FDPSV��µ:KDW�LV�WKLV�µZLVGRP¶�± Sophia, the very 

name of the key divine emanation in some gnostic systems! ± WKDW�3DXO�VKDUHV�RQO\�ZLWK�µWKH�

PDWXUH"¶¶200 7KH�TXHVWLRQ�ZDV�OLYH�WR�WKH�HDUO\�FKXUFK��DV�LW�LV�WRGD\��,I�WLPH¶V�ZRUN�LV�WR�SXVK�WRZDUGV�

accommodation and dissolution, the continuity RI�WKH�FKXUFK¶V�PHVVDJH�VKRZV�WKH�FRUUHVSRQGHQFH�WKH�

Spirit brings. The early church was not just quibbling over terms, or exploring semantic fields, but 

expressing, as far as possible, a deep-seated awareness of the truth it witnessed to. As we have seen, 

WKH�FOHDU�DUWLFXODWLRQ�RI�WKDW�LQ�FUHHG�DQG�WH[W�ZDV�VHFRQGDU\�WR�WKH�µLPPHGLDWH�DZDUHQHVV¶�RI�WUXWK� 

 

In the case of Marcionism we find the same. This is interesting for two reasons. Firstly, it shows the 

VWUHQJWK�RI�WKH�UXOH�RI�IDLWK��3XW�VLPSO\��µ,W�Zas the rule of faith that saved the church from 

DEDQGRQLQJ�LWV�IRXQGLQJ�FDQRQ�¶201 Even though it was the canon, not the community, which took 

SULRULW\��,VUDHO¶V�VFULSWXUHV�DFFHSWHG�RU�UHMHFWHG�WKH�FKXUFK��QRW�WKH�RWKHU�ZD\�URXQG���WKH�FDQRQ�FRXOG�

not have ensured its own interpretation. The creed had to be maintained in the providence of the 

Spirit.  

 

6HFRQGO\��WKH�FKXUFK¶V�UHVSRQVH�WRRN�XQLTXH�VKDSH��UHIOHFWLQJ�LWV�KLVWRULFDO�VLWXDWLRQ��7KLV�LV�UHIOHFWHG�

LQ�WKH�DSRVWOH¶V�FUHHG��ZKLFK�SXW�WKH�FRPPXQLW\¶V�DZareness of truth into solid form. The best 

H[DPSOH�RI�WKLV�LV�WKH�LQFOXVLRQ�RI�WKH�GRFWULQH�RI�FUHDWLRQ��ZKLFK�µLW�>WKH�FRPPXQLW\@�FRXOG�QRW�OHW�JR¶�

EHFDXVH�µLW�ZDV�LQWULQVLF�WR�WKH�FRPPXQDO�FRQVFLRXVQHVV�¶202 This is the rule of faith at work. In 

response to this historical problem, the creed took a unique shape. However, regarding the canon (the 

+HEUHZ�6FULSWXUHV��WKH�FKXUFK�SRVVHVVHG�DW�WKH�WLPH��µZLWK�UHVSHFW�WR�WKH�UROH�RI�WKH�ODZ��LW�LV�QRW�

FUHDWLRQ�DV�VXFK�EXW�WKH�H[RGXV�DQG�WKH�UHYHODWLRQ�DW�6LQDL¶�ZKLFK�IRUP�WKH�µWKHRORJLFDO�FHQWUH�RI�

JUDYLW\�¶203 Thus is this important because the creed did not reflect the canon as a whole. That is part 

of it not being complete. Instead, it drew upon the essential aspect of the communal consciousness for 

the response WR�D�SDUWLFXODU�SUREOHP��0DUFLRQLVP��7KH�UXOH�RI�IDLWK�µVNLSSHG�VWUDLJKW�IURP�WKH�FUHDWLRQ�

WR�WKH�LQFDUQDWLRQ�¶204 In doing so it hit both Marcion and the Gnostics at the key point of difference,  

DV�-HQVRQ¶V�H[DPSOH�RI�,UHQDHXV¶V�GHWHUPLQDWLRQ�WR�SURYH�WKe Creator and the Father of Jesus are one 

and the same shows.205 $JDLQ��WKDW�WKH�FKXUFK¶V�LGHQWLW\�ZDV�VXIILFLHQWO\�JURXQGHG�WR�UHVLVW�DOWHUQDWH�
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readings of its canon is further evidence of the Spirit at work through history, and points once more to 

the manQHU�LQ�ZKLFK�WKH�FRPPXQLW\¶V�SHUVSHFWLYH�RI�IDLWK�PXVW�SURYLGH�WKH�IRXQGDWLRQ�IRU�KRZ�ZH�

XQGHUVWDQG�WKH�FRUUHVSRQGHQFH�RI�WUXWK�LQ�-HQVRQ¶V�PHWDSK\VLFV��:LWKRXW�WKLV��ZH�ZRXOG�EH�VWHSSLQJ�

outside the narrative of history and subjecting it to our own analysLV��DSSHDOLQJ�WR�UHDVRQ¶V�RXWVLGH�

position. 

 

Before pressing on, it is useful to recap briefly. Thus far we have been tracing the dialectic between 

canon and creed from the perspective of the believing community. We have done this to understand 

how it is tKDW�IDLWK¶V�NQRZOHGJH�FRXOG�EH�REMHFWLYH�IRU�-HQVRQ��:H�VWDUWHG�ZLWK�WKH�SHUVSHFWLYH�RI�WKH�

FRPPXQLW\��WKDW�LV��IURP�IDLWK��EHFDXVH�-HQVRQ¶V�FULWLTXH�RI�DEVWUDFW�UHDVRQ�PHDQW�ZH�FRXOG�QRW�

DSSHDO�WR�DQ�µRXWVLGH¶�UDWLRQDO�IRXQGDWLRQ�IRU�IDLWK¶V�NQRZOHGJH��7Kis looked like beginning with 

FRKHUHQFH�WR�XQGHUVWDQG�FRUUHVSRQGHQFH��:H�ILUVW�FRQVLGHUHG�WZR�RI�-HQVRQ¶V�DUWLFOHV��ZKLFK�OHIW�XV�

ZLWK�WKH�VHQVH�WKDW�WKH�µGXPE�WUXWK¶�FRXOG�QRW�LQ�DQ\�ZD\�VDFULILFH�WKH�REMHFWLYLW\�RI�KLVWRULFDO�WUXWK��

7KH�FKXUFK¶V�EHOLHIV�must correspond in real history and that had, in some way, to relate to the 

underlying reality of story and promise. In terms of the dialectic between canon and creed, this boiled 

down to the work of the spirit in governing history and through the history, the creed. The life of the 

believing community began in apprehending the word of promise, aided by the Spirit, and its thought 

structure was maintained as the Sprit continued to develop it at one layer removed, through the 

governance of history. All this PHDQV�WKDW�WKH�REMHFWLYLW\�RI�IDLWK¶V�PHVVDJH�LV�WKDW�LW�FRUUHVSRQGV�

directly in God (the Spirit) on one hand, and in the history the Spirit governs, on the other. 

 

However, what we have seen thus far presents a further problem. From the perspective of the 

believing community��IDLWK¶V�DXWKRULW\�LV�IRXQG�LQ�WKDW�LW�FRUUHVSRQGV�WR�WKH�DFW�RI�*RG��%XW�ZKDW�

could this mean for those outside the community? Does the Spirit not speak through created reality in 

all history? This must be so, or else the Spirit could not be the telos of the universal story. The word 

of promise is live in the community of faith. But if the story is universal, the promise cannot know 

this as boundary. And so, the objectivity of faith must relate to this proclamation of the gospel. There 

are two parts of this; first, the proclamation of the community. Since its faith is received, the 

SURFODPDWLRQ�LV�D�FRUUHODWLYH�RI�*RG¶V�LQWHOOHFW��PDNLQJ�SURFODPDWLRQ�PHWDSK\VLFDOO\�IRXQGDWLRQDO��

Metaphysics does not begin with epistemology, but with the message received in faith. Secondly, 

there is the word of promise in creation at large. This second aspect will concern us in our third 

FKDSWHU��+RZHYHU��WKH�SURFODPDWLRQ�RI�WKH�FRPPXQLW\�LV�DOVR�*RG¶V�VSHHFK�WKURXJK�FUHDWHG�UHDOLW\��

God¶V�FRPPXQLFDWLRQ�WKURXJK�FUHDWHG�UHDOLW\�LV�WZRIROG��$FFRUGLQJ�WR�WKLV�UHDGLQJ�RI�-HQVRQ��WKH�

truth corresponds for the rest of creation precisely in that it is proclaimed by the believing community, 

not only in that creation is a communication from God. In this sense, the objectivity of truth is its 
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proclamation, though that is a startling point to come to, which needs further examination. We will 

have to move beyond Canon and Creed WR�FRQVLGHU�ZKDW�-HQVRQ¶V�YLHZV�RQ�SURFODPDWLRQ�LQ�OLJKW�RI�

his understanding of the community in the second volume of Systematic Theology. 

 

 

The community of the proclamation 

 

7KH�SURFODPDWLRQ�PXVW�EH�XQLYHUVDO�LI�-HQVRQ¶V�PHWDSK\VLFV�DOORZV�IRU�REMHFWLYH�WUXWK��6LPLODUO\��LI�

WKH�SURPLVH�FRUUHVSRQGV�WR�*RG¶V�DFWLRQV�LQ�KLVWRU\�REMHFWLYHO\��WKHQ�WKH�VWRU\�RI�WKHVH�DFWLRQV�PXVW�

also be objective and universal. The question of universality and the question of objectivity are 

WKHUHIRUH�RQH�DQG�WKH�VDPH��7KH�FRPPXQLW\¶V�IDLWK�PXVW�SHUWDLQ�WR�D�XQLYHUVDO�UHDOLW\��QRW�LWV�RZQ�

imagining. Internally, we found this correspondence to be a correlative of God, Word and Spirt. As 

there is but one Creator *RG��/RUG�RI�KLVWRU\��KLV�VWRU\�ZLWK�KXPDQLW\�PXVW�EH�KXPDQLW\¶V�VWRU\��

7KHUH�FDQQRW�EH�DQRWKHU�VWRU\��RU�HOVH�LW�ZLOO�QRW�EH�XQLYHUVDO��2QFH�PRUH��-HQVRQ¶V�IRFXV�RQ�KLVWRU\�

makes this problem acute. There can be no version of universality which abstracts from the real events 

RI�KLVWRU\��QR�µHVVHQWLDO¶�WKLQJ�\HW�WR�EH�LQVWDQWLDWHG�RU�LQVWDQWLDWHG�RQO\�LQ�SDUW��-HQVRQ�PXVW�ILQG�D�

way to understand the specific and apparently subjective perspective of the church as universal and 

objective. His answer relates to his understanding of the community. It comes in the priority of the 

general over the individual on one hand, and the unity of creation and redemption on the other. 

 

In that Christ was the initiator of the message of promise, Canon and Creed revealed that the 

IXQGDPHQWDO�IHDWXUH�RI�SURFODPDWLRQ�LV�WKDW�ZH�PD\�µHQFRXQWHU�&KULVW�LQ�WKLV�DFW�¶206 The gospel, when 

proclaimed, becomes the very presence of Christ, revealed by the Spirit. It is and never was under our 

FRQWURO��MXVW�DV�ZLVGRP�ZDV�QRW�µDW�RXU�GLVSRVDO�¶207 It is not our word, we only pass it on. Systematic 

Theology complements this by describing the community more fully as the totus Christus. This is the 

NH\�WR�-HQVRQ¶V�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RI�WKH�XQLYHUVDOLW\�RI�WKH�FRPPXQLW\�DQG�LWV�PHVVDJH��+owever, to 

understand this we must throw the problem back into the terms of creation and redemption, asserting 

again their unity. 

 

7KH�UHDVRQ�ZH�PD\�HQFRXQWHU�&KULVW�LQ�WKH�DFW�RI�SURFODPDWLRQ�LV�EHFDXVH�RI�WKH�QDWXUH�RI�*RG¶V�

address to us. We said that the believing community is founded in the act of God, Word and Spirit, 
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but ± in terms of origin, most especially by word. In interpretation and in the very message Christ is 

the initiator. Now we add two things. Firstly, if redemption is such speech, so too ZDV�FUHDWLRQ��µ*RG�

initiates humanity by speaking to D�JURXS�RI�FUHDWXUHV�¶208 Faith is objective because creation and 

UHGHPSWLRQ�FDQQRW�EH�VHSDUDWHG��%RWK�DUH�*RG¶V�VSHHFK�209 This is foundational to our second point.  

 

One implication of uniting creation and redemption in this way is a renewed anthropology. This will 

be our access point to the question of how the story and the promise may be universal and objective 

when proclaimed in faith by the community. Considering the disjunction between the two humans, the 

one inside and the one outside the community, is one way of getting at the heart of the issue we are 

facing. Firstly, there is the µhow¶ of justification, of becoming part of the believing community. 

Secondly, there is the reason the perspective of this community may be objectively true also for those 

outside the community, despite beginning in faith. This does not mean that both share the reality of 

salvation. Those outside the proclaiming community do not share in faith. However, as we said above, 

the problem is the universality of a historical reality. Jenson has cut off the route to abstract 

universals, insulated from time. There is theQ�D�WHQVLRQ�EHWZHHQ�WKH�µJHQHUDO¶�RI�WKH�FRPPXQLW\�QRW��

on the face of it, being up to the epistemic burden an abstract universal could bear, but still Jenson 

needs some way of ensuring what the abstract universal, timelessly and rationally accessible, could 

ensure. Were humanity understood in terms of such a universal, the believing community could be 

participating in it. It could even be the revelation of the true universal of humanity, previously lost in 

sin ± but Jenson cannot take this route. It is for WKLV�UHDVRQ�WKDW�-HQVRQ�XQGHUVWDQGV�WKH�µVSHFLDO�WDVN¶�

LQ�WHUPV�RI�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�KXPDQLW\�DV�FUHDWHG�E\�µWKH�GLYLQH�:RUG¶�DV�H[SODLQLQJ�WKRVH�RXWVLGH��

rather than inside, the believing community.210 What this means will become clearer below. For now, 

we turn to consider this new anthropology as a clue to how the promise may be objective. 

 

)LUVWO\��µ«D�&KULVWLDQ�LQGLYLGXDO�LV�VRPHRQH�ZKRVH�QDWLRQ�DQG�SROLW\�DQG�FRPPXQLRQ�DUH�WKH�

FKXUFK�¶211 This is a stronger statement than first appears. We have said that a Christian is one within 

the community, who understands themselves as part of this story. µ7KH�anima christiana, the Christian 

VRXO�¶212 is not a compilation of substance and accident, nor the instantiation of a universal. The 

human soul, addressed by the word of redemption, is quite literally a new creation. Humanity began 

ZLWK�*RG¶V�DGGUHVV��LW�KDV�QR�UHDOLW\�GHULYDEOH�IURP�DQRWKHU�TXDUWHU��-HQVRQ�SUHVVHV�WKLV�WR�LWV�ORJLFDO�

FRQFOXVLRQ��µ)RU�LI�WKH�KXPDQ�FUHDWXUH�KDV�QR�RWKHU�IXOILOPHQW�WKDQ�WKH�YLVLRQ�RI�*od, then the 
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EDSWLVHG�SHUVRQ�PXVW�EH�WKH�RQO\�DYDLODEOH�SDUDGLJP�RI�KXPDQ�SHUVRQKRRG�¶213 7KLV�PHDQV�WKDW�µfaith 

LV�WKH�WUXH�OLIH�RI�KXPDQLW\��DW�OHDVW�VKRUW�RI�WKH�NLQJGRP�¶214 This is best understood in relation to 

what we have seen thus far regarding the triune persons as dramatis personae and the oneness of 

FUHDWLRQ�DQG�UHGHPSWLRQ��7KHUH�FDQ�EH�QR�JDS�EHWZHHQ�QDWXUH�DQG�JUDFH�EHFDXVH�µWKH�RSHQQHVV�RI�

nature to grace is dramatic openness, the openness of one utterance to another in the dialogue of a 

story.¶215 There is then no special and general revelation, no natural and supernatural, nor other 

dichotomy on similar lines.216 $QG�WKLV�EHFDXVH�µWKH�LPDJH�RI�*RG�FRQVLVWV�LQ�WKH�DFWLRQ�RI�SUD\HU¶�

DQG�LW�LV�IDLWK�WKDW�SHUIRUPV�WKLV�DFWLRQ�¶217 Reality is conversation. In the case of humanity, that is a 

FRQYHUVDWLRQ�EHWZHHQ�XV�DQG�*RG��7KXV�µZH�DUH�SUHSDUHG�LQ�RXU�YHU\�QDWXUH�IRU�WKH�GHLI\LQJ�DGGUHVV�

of God, because we have a nature only in that we have already been caught up in the dialogue in 

which this concludinJ�DGGUHVV�RFFXUV�¶218 Our true nature is to hear God.  

 

We need to mention an implication of this solution to the problem of nature and grace because it will 

be important to how we conclude our discussion on the universality of the community and its 

message. Specifically, this does away with paradox in the discourse of faith. In fact, this is a primary 

point of contention between Jenson and Henri de Lubac.219 For de Lubac, the relation between nature 

and grace is a µSDUDGR[�RYHUFRPH�LQ�IDLWK.¶220 Not so for Jenson, for whom reality is conversation, a 

seamless whole, encompassing nature and grace.221 Naturally, there is a mystery inherent to the idea 

of our relation to God, which Jenson acknowledges.222 However, this is not at all the same thing. Faith 

is no paradox. Indeed, we may be closer to the mark if we say it is the only thing that makes sense, or 

even that it is the only possible foundation for anything making sense at all. This is important for the 

objectivity of faith. The hiddenness of God and the moral enigma of reality frustrate our religiosity. 

+RZHYHU��WKH�GUDPDWLF�RSHQQHVV��DV�RSSRVHG�WR�LQGHSHQGHQW�UDWLRQDOLW\��RI�IDLWK¶V�VWRU\�JXDUDQWHHV�

WKH�REMHFWLYLW\�RI�IDLWK�SURYLGHG�ZH�GR�QRW�LPDJLQH�WKDW�ZH�FRXOG�µVWHS�RXWVLGH¶�RI�WKLV�VWRU\��

rationally or otherwise.  
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Returning to anthropology, the notion of the anima ecclesiastica, LV�FHQWUDO�WR�-HQVRQ¶V�WKRXJKW. 

-HQVRQ¶V�SULRULW\�RI�JHQHUDO�RYHU�LQGLYLGXDO�LV�DJDLQ�NH\��,Q�GHYHORSLQJ�WKLV�-HQVRQ�DSSURSULDWHV�

HOHPHQWV�IURP�-RVHSK�5DW]LQJHU��µ7KH�anima christiana, WKH�&KULVWLDQ�VRXO��LV�³WKH�anima 

ecclesiastica, that is, a personal self through whom the integral community of the church expresses 

LWVHOI�´¶223 :KDWHYHU�WKH�GLUHFWLRQ�RI�5DW]LQJHU¶V�RULJLQDO�FRPPHQW��-HQVRQ�LV�KHUH�PDNLQJ�D�

significantly innovative point. The very notion of the anima ecclesiastica elevates the communal 

element of a &KULVWLDQ¶V identity. The individual ± the anima Christiana, now redefined as anima 

ecclesiastica ± is in a logical relation to the µLQWHJUDO�FRPPXQLW\�RI�WKH�FKXUFK�¶�7KH�SRLQW�LV�RQH�RI�

ontological priority.  The individual could simply be alongside other individuals forming, as it were, a 

PHWDSK\VLFDO�µERG\�¶ If so, the body would be secondary, reducible to its individual parts; it would be 

an abstraction from them (or possibly an emergent property). However, that would prioritise the 

individual over the general; once more, Jenson does the reverse. The upshot is the agency of the 

collective operating through the individual. This is not like the instantiation of an abstract, because the 

body, in its physicality, exists only within time. Instead, the community, in its concrete identity is in 

temporal priority to the action of an individual. This is not a relationship of mere representation, but 

of expression. The will of the body, its intention, is shown in the action of the individual.  

 

The relation between the individual and the general, the Christian and the body of Christ, hinges on 

WKH�GLVWLQFWLRQ�EHWZHHQ�FRPPXQLRQ�DPRQJ�EHOLHYHUV�DQG�FRPPXQLRQ�ZLWK�&KULVW��,QGHHG��µ,W�ZLOO�QRW�

do merely to say that the communion of believers with one another is constituted by the fact of shared 

FRPPXQLRQ�ZLWK�&KULVW�¶224 This would still prioritise the act of God in that community but 

communion among believers would be derivative of communion with Christ. They would still be first 

and foremost individuals, participating relationally in the life of Christ and then having this in 

common among themselves. This is not possible given the epistemic weight Jenson places on the 

general, which must take ontic priority here also. Jenson must go further to make this communion of 

the universal story and promise according to his way of thinking. He requires that the temporal 

communion bears the philosophical weigh of the timeless universal. To accomplish this, we get into 

VDFUDPHQWDO�WKHRORJ\��µ)RU�WKH�ERG\�RI�&KULVW�UHFHLYHG�LQ�WKH�(XFKDULVW�LV«itself identical with the 

FRPPXQLW\�LW�FUHDWHV�¶225 Jenson means this literally. The body of Christ, human community, is the 

EUHDG�RI�WKH�VDFUDPHQW��,I�WKH�JRVSHO¶V�SODLQ�WUXWK��WKH�GXPE�WUXWK��WKDW�LV��UHTXLUHV�PHWDSK\VLFDO�

revision, it will be in propositLRQV�VXFK�DV�WKLV��+HQFH��µWe do not create our community, moved by 

RXU«DIILQLW\�¶226 5DWKHU��µ«ZH�DW�RQFH�UHFHLYH�&KULVW�DQG�WKH�FKXUFK�LQ�ZKLFK�ZH�UHFHLYH�KLP�¶227 
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This is the ontic priority of the general over the individual in soteriological terms. The church is 

antecedent to its members because it is understood sacramentally as the very body of Christ. It is, in 

VXP��QRW�PHUHO\�µ«D�SOXUDOLW\�RI�SHUVRQV�KHOG�WRJHWKHU�E\�D�FRPPRQ�FRPPLWPHQW��QRW�HYHQ�ZKHQ�WKH�

commitment is to ChrLVW�¶228 ,QVWHDG��µDW�(XFKDULVW��ZH�DUH�SUHFLVHO\�³FRHPERGLPHQWV´�RI�&KULVW�¶229 

This is part of how the historical communion may become that of the universal story, bearing the 

epistemic strain that entails. That the community may do so is because it is no mere human 

community, but the very body of Christ. We turn to consider this notion of embodiment in more detail 

EHFDXVH�LW�LV�LQWHJUDO�WR�-HQVRQ¶V�WKRXJKW�DV�D�ZKROH� 

 

 

The embodiment of Christ 

 

At this juncture we cannot avoid delving directly into Jenson¶V�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RI�WKH�(XFKDULVW��

Indeed, there are two key parts to this which we will consider in turn. There is the manner in which 

the sacrament becomes the objectivity of Christ to the believing community, and there is the manner 

in which the believing community, as the very body of Christ, becomes the objectivity of Christ to the 

world.230 We will consider Christ as the objectivity to the church first but before that we need to make 

D�IHZ�UHPDUNV�DERXW�ZK\�WKLV�LV�LPSRUWDQW�WR�-HQVRQ¶V�WKHRORJ\� 

 

FirsWO\��ZKDW�ZH�KDYH�VHHQ�WKXV�IDU�PD\�SUHVHQW�D�IDOVH�SLFWXUH��HYHQ�LI�LW�LV�RQH�SUHVVXUHG�E\�-HQVRQ¶V�

FKRLFH�RI�ODQJXDJH�DQG�HPSKDVLV�RQ�HPERGLHG��KLVWRULFDO�UHDOLW\��7KH�QRWLRQ�RI�µFR-HPERGLPHQW¶��

coupled with the priority of the community - as general - over the individual, gives the impression 

that the risen Christ is not other than the believing community. However, for Jenson this is relational. 

Once we understand that, we will understand how the above may be held in tension with other 

language in the New Testament that prohibits such direct identification. The distinction is not 

obvious. For instance, Jenson directly claims WKDW�µWKH�FKXUFK�is RQWRORJLFDOO\�WKH�ULVHQ�&KULVW¶V�KXPDQ�

ERG\�¶231 Aside from being somewhat obscure, this appears to reduce Christ to merely the church. As 

we saw above, this concern Jenson answers in part with the priority of the general. The community is 

not secondary, ontologically speaking, to its members. It is not clear, however, that Jenson completely 

solves this problem. 
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$QRWKHU�DVSHFW�RI�WKLV�LV�-HQVRQ¶V�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RI�ERG\�DV�µavailability WR�RWKHU�SHUVRQV�¶232 Jenson 

FRXSOHV�WKLV�ZLWK�µ*HUPDQ�LGHDOLVP¶V�VXEMHFW-REMHFW�GLVWLQFWLRQ�¶�ZLWK�+HJHO��LQ�RWKHU�ZRUGV�233 

However, we need to make sure reference to Hegel does not confuse maters. There is on one hand, 

-HQVRQ¶V�DOOXVLRQ�WR�+HJHO��DQG��RQ�WKH�RWKHU��+HJHO¶V�Dctual views. As David Bruner has convincingly 

argued��-HQVRQ�PD\�KDYH�PLVXQGHUVWRRG�HOHPHQWV�RI�+HJHO¶V�WKRXJKW.234 However, while Bruner may 

ILQG�YDOXDEOH�DYHQXHV�IRU�D�JHQHUDO�HQTXLU\��LI�KH�LV�FRUUHFW��FRQFHUQLQJ�-HQVRQ¶V views on Hegel) it 

should not change our interpretation here. At present, we remain focused on understanding what 

-HQVRQ�PHDQW�E\�µ+HJHOLDQ�¶�VR�WR�VSHDN, however accurate that may be.. This relates to both sides of 

ZKDW�ZH�DUH�H[SORULQJ�VDFUDPHQWDOO\��WKH�EUHDG�DV�&KULVW¶V�REMHFWLYLW\�Wo the church, and the church as 

the same to the world. We will return to Hegel in a moment. Concerning the objectivity to the church, 

we have already a considerable nuance on the apparent direct identification of Christ and church. Is 

there a tension here? If so, Jenson himself recognises it:  

 

Yet we cannot rest with this first answer. In the New Testament the church and the risen Christ 
are one but can also be distinguished from each other; thus, for example, the church is the risen 
&KULVW¶V�³EULGH´�VR�WKDW�WKDW�WKH�&KULVW�DQG�WKH�FKXUFK�DUH�MRLQHG�DV�D�couple. We may not so 
identify the risen Christ with the church as to be unable to refer distinctly to the one and then to 
the other.235 

 

The subject-object distinction in Hegel is at least partly employed to solve this problem. If the church 

LV�ZKDW�LW�LV�DV�µREMHFW¶�WR�WKH�ZRUOG�EXW�DOVR�H[LVWV�DV�µVXEMHFW¶�WR�&KULVW¶V�REMHFWLYLW\�LQ�WKH�(XFKDULVW��

then there is a sense in which the church is just both. The problem with this is that everything we have 

seen thus far, and the streQJWK�RI�-HQVRQ¶V�PHWDSK\VLFV��FRQVLVW�LQ�WKH�IDFW�WKDW�WKH�FKXUFK�LV�ZKDW�LW�LV�

in relation to God alone. That is, the solution works better from one angle than the other. The church 

is the body of Christ in that it participates in the life of Christ in the eucharist. Now, however, the 

priority of the general becomes a problem because it would seem to cast the church as Christ to the 

world. If the church were ambassador of Christ in its act of proclamation, which itself correlated 

through faith to God and his actions in history, this would make more sense. But that would lose the 

priority of the general as the agency would be in the hand of the individuals acting collectively. 

Instead, Jenson has cast the church as existing as Christ precisely in that it is apprehended to be so by 

WKH�ZRUOG��,W�SURFODLPV�DQG�LV�WKH�ERG\�EHFDXVH�LW�LV�&KULVW¶V�DYDLODELOLW\��,QWHUSUHWLQJ�WKLV�OLJKWO\�

would leave us with something like ambassadors, or even representatives pointing beyond 
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themselves. However, if Christ is available only in embodied form (which we will come to in a 

moment) we are not permitted this reading. Rather, there is again a kind of relational ontology at 

work, though now running perilously contrary to what we have seen thus far. The church is body 

because of its relation to the world.  

 

With the strong doctrine of unity between individual and church, the Hegelian subject-object divide 

GRHV�QRW�VHHP�HQRXJK��,Q�RXU�TXRWDWLRQ�DERYH�-HQVRQ�KLJKOLJKWHG�WKH�QHHG�µWR�UHIHU�GLVWLQFWO\�WR�WKH�

one and then to the otheU�¶�7KH�VXEMHFW-object distinction accomplishes this. It allows linguistic 

distinction, but then ontology is not a mere question of semantics. It is not the reference, but the 

referent ± the mind-independent reality - ZKLFK�LV�RI�SULPH�LPSRUWDQFH��-HQVRQ¶V focus on the 

historical reality presses this issue all the more. The question is, why does Jenson need to take this 

step? Why could the church not simply point beyond itself to the reality of the risen Christ? 

 

7KH�DQVZHU�OLHV�LQ�-HQVRQ¶V�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RI the Eucharist, which ties these strands together and 

SRLQWV�EDFN�WR�WKH�FULWLTXH�RI�RXU�ODVW�FKDSWHU��7KH�NH\�LV�-HQVRQ¶V�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RI�ERG\�DV�WKH�

objective availability of Christ to the church. This is made necessary by the critical position he has 

taken in relation to other metaphysical ideas, now seen more fully as opposed to the priority of the 

LQGLYLGXDO�RYHU�WKH�JHQHUDO�DV�ZHOO��,Q�-HQVRQ¶V�RZQ�ZRUGV� 

 

µ%XW�QRZ�D�TXHVWLRQ�FDQ�QR�ORQJHU�EH�UHSUHVVHG��:K\�PXVW�&KULVW�EH�HPERGLHG�IRU�XV�DW�DOO"�
Why LV�QRW�D�³VSLULWXDO´�± in the vulgar sense ± communion enough? That is, why is it not 
HQRXJK�SULYDWHO\�WR�WKLQN�DQG�IHHO�&KULVW¶V�SUHVHQFH�DQG�WR�NQRZ�WKDW�RWKHUV�LQ�WKHLU�SULYDFLHV�
do the same? Why do I need to live in the assembled church? Or indeed why is it not enough 
that the bread and cup move me to inward awareness of the risen Christ and to a deeper feeling 
RI�FRPPXQLRQ�ZLWK�KLP«ZK\�PXVW�ZH�VD\�WKH�EUHDG�DQG�FXS�are his objective intrusion, his 
ERG\"¶236 

 

We could answer a question with a question here: why is it one or the other? Thinking and feeling 

SHUVRQDOO\�DUH�QRW�QHFHVVDULO\�RSSRVHG�WR�µREMHFWLYH�LQWUXVLRQ�¶�$SSDUHQWO\��WKH\�DUH�IRU�-HQVRQ�

because it must be specifically in the bread and wine that Christ is known to the church. Anything else 

would be merely subjective. Even if other metaphysical positions would allow a role for thought as an 

REMHFWLYH�LQWUXVLRQ��WKLV�ZRXOG�QRW�EH�µHPERGLHG¶�IRU�-HQVRQ��$V�D�UHVXOW��LW�ZRXOG�QRW�SURYLGH�WKH�

kind of historically available objectivity we have been tracing. This understanding does not follow 

QHFHVVDULO\�IURP�RXU�UHDGLQJ�RI�WKH�6SLULW¶V�JRYHUQDQFH�LQ�KLVWRU\�LQ�Canon and Creed. As a 

development, it renders the position much less flexible, however. After all, the message received must 
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be apprehended subjectively according to the work of the Holy Spirit. It is difficult to see how this 

would not allow some room for thought and feeling as not merely subjective, at least in so far as they 

tend toward an appreciaWLRQ�RI�WKH�µEUHDG�DQG�FXS¶�DV�ZKDW�WKH\�DUH�IRU�-HQVRQ��&KULVW¶V�DYDLODELOLW\�WR�

the church.  

 

7KLV�FRPHV�EDFN�WR�WKH�KLGGHQQHVV�RI�*RG��7KXV�IDU�ZH�KDYH�XQGHUVWRRG�*RG¶V�KLGGHQQHVV�DV�KLV�

RSSRVLWLRQ�WR�WKH�µUHOLJLRXV�TXHVW�¶�RXU�VHHNLQJ�RI�KLP�DSDUW�IURP his revelation of himself. 

&RQVLGHULQJ�-HQVRQ¶V�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RI�WKH�HXFKDULVW�LW�EHFRPHV�FOHDU�WKDW�VDFUDPHQWDO�WKHRORJ\�IRUPV�

the centre-point of this revelation. This is also why the church must, for Jenson, be the embodiment of 

Christ to the world and FDQQRW�EH�PHUHO\�UHSUHVHQWDWLYH�RU�SRLQW�EH\RQG�LWVHOI��,Q�-HQVRQ¶V�ZRUGV��

µ)HZ�KDYH�SUREHG�WKLV�TXHVWLRQ�ZLWK�VXFK�SDVVLRQ�DV�0DUWLQ�/XWKHU��:HUH�&KULVW¶V�SUHVHQFH�LQ�WKH�

assembly disembodied, it would be his presence as God but not his presence as human�¶237 Similar to 

what we saw above, Christ being present as divine would not be a problem for another metaphysic. 

Neither, it would seem, must this mean he is not also present as human given that he is, for Jenson 

also, the risen Christ, who is not of course human in quite the same way as those of us who will one 

GD\�GLH��ZKDWHYHU�H[DFWO\�WKLV�PHDQV��+RZHYHU��IRU�-HQVRQ�µDV�D�KXPDQ�KH�>&KULVW@�LV�D�ULVHQ�ERG\�¶238 

There is then a loose linguistic association based upon the understanding of body as availability. 

Without body, resurrected or otherwise, there can be no availability. This, of course, raises problems 

for how it is that the Father and Spirit may be available, but we will be able to consider that more 

fully when we consider how God makes himself known through creation as a whole for Jenson in our 

next chapter.  

 

7KLV�PRYH�DOORZV�-HQVRQ�WR�DVVRFLDWH�DQ\�PDQQHU�RI�&KULVW¶V�SUHVHQFH�WR�HLWKHU�WKRXJKW�RU�IHHOLQJ�

H[FHSW�WKURXJK�WKH�VDFUDPHQW�ZLWK�WKH�IXOO�IRUFH�RI�/XWKHU¶V�VFDWKLQJ�DWWDFN�RQ�DQ\WKLQJ�EXW�*RG¶V�

KLGGHQQHVV��&KULVW�DSDUW�IURP�WKH�EUHDG�ZRXOG�EH�µVKHHU�*RG��DEVWUDFWHG�IURP�KLV�HPERGLHG�DFWXDOLW\�

DV�-HVXV¶�WR�ZKLFK�µ/XWKHU�FDQ�RQO\�UHDFW�ZLWK�KRUURU��³'RQ¶W�JLYH�PH�DQ\�RI�that *RG�´¶239 The 

FRQFHUQ�LV�VRWHULRORJLFDO��DV�ZH�KDYH�VHHQ��µ*RG¶V�KLGLQJ�LQ�KXPDQ�HPERGLPHQW«LV�RXU�

VDOYDWLRQ«&KULVW¶V�QDNHG�GHLW\�± were there such a thing ± ZRXOG�EH�³QRWKLQJ�WR�GR�ZLWK�XV�´¶�

quoting Luther again. The hiddenness as positive attribute is, in turn, seen in that God has made 

himself available in the sacrament. If he were available in similar measure, as risen Christ, to thought 

and feeling one gets the impression that, for Jenson, this would be lapsing back into the kind of 

paganism which could find a beginning in itself, with reason or feeling, aside from history. The 
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VWUHQJWK�RI�-HQVRQ¶V�RSSRVLWLRQ�WR�WKLV�DULVHV�IURP�KLV�DSSDUHQW�EHOLHI�WKDW�DOORZLQJ�DQ\WKLQJ�RWKHU�

WKDQ�WKH�VDFUDPHQWDO�DYDLODELOLW\�RI�&KULVW¶V�SUHVHQFH�ZRXOG�EH�WR�UHVRUW�WR�WKH�PHWDSK\VLFV�RI�

timelessness. Hence, Christ without the sacrament ZRXOG�EH�µDEVWUDFWHG�IURP�KLV�HPERGLHG�

DFWXDOLW\�¶240 

 

7UDFLQJ�-HQVRQ¶V�WKRXJKW�DV�ZH�KDYH�GRQH��RQH�FDQ�VHH�KRZ�KH�KDV�DUULYHG�DW�WKLV�SRVLWLRQ��7KH�KLJK�

FRVW�KH�SD\V�IRU�HPSOR\LQJ�*RG¶V�KLGGHQQHVV�LQ�WKLV�ZD\�LV�WKDW�DOUHDG\�PHQWLRQHG��DQG�ZKLFK�KH�

himself pinpoints in the passage we have been considering, the need to distinguish between the risen 

&KULVW�DQG�WKH�FKXUFK��7KHUH�LV�DQ�LQKHUHQW�GLIILFXOW\�LQ�LQWHJUDWLQJ�DQ�HVVHQWLDOO\�µDQWL-V\VWHPDWLF¶�

notion like the hiddenness of God, though Jenson arguably does better elsewhere. One can also 

understand the need to emphasise the significance of the eucharist, beyond subjectivism, given the 

VKDSH�RI�-HQVRQ¶V�WKHRORJ\� 

 

However, the chief difficulty of the present example is the apparent need to reach for something like a 

Hegelian solution for the problem of the identity of Christ and church to the world. Continuing with 

the passage in question, Jenson reaches again for the subject-object distinction in Hegel to the effect 

that Christ as anything other than sacrDPHQW�ZRXOG�QRW�EH�DQ�µREMHFW¶�IRU�XV�DV�µVXEMHFWV�¶�UHVXOWLQJ�LQ�

RXU�VODYHU\��)RU�-HQVRQ��IROORZLQJ�+HJHO��WKH�µUHODWLRQ�PXVW�EH�UHFLSURFDO�¶241 In considerable 

innovation on Luther, this apparently holds true even for the relation between the church and God. 

&RQWUDVWLQJO\��/XWKHU¶V�UKHWRULF�DURXQG�µVKHHU�GHLW\¶�VHHPV�WR�SUHVV�LQ�WKH�RSSRVLWH�GLUHFWLRQ�LQ�WKDW�

µVKHHU�GHLW\¶ as described can never truly be the object of our theologising. This also seems to be the 

place Jenson came to when we considered de Servo Arbitrio towards the end of the past chapter. God 

could never truly be the object of our seeking unless we attended to his revelation. The point of the 

µRQWRORJ\�RI�IUHHGRP¶�ZDV�WKDW�WKH�IUHHGRP�ZDV�*RG¶V��,Q�WKLV�UHJDUG�-HQVRQ¶V�DQDO\VLV�FDPH�FORVH�WR�

2VZDOG�%D\HU¶V�SLRQHHULQJ�VWXG\�LQ�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�/XWKHU¶V�FRQFHSWLRQ�RI�WKH�OLIH�RI�IDLWK�DV�WKH�vita 

passiva, which is surely a more accurate reading.242 Although we do not have space to develop this 

theme in detail, and though Jenson need not follow Luther in every regard, his interpretation in this 

regard seems to compound the difficulty, not least as it conflicts with his views elsewhere. His 

reading is not necessarily a problem, except that his understanding of the sacrament owes so much to 

Luther and within Luther there was perhaps resource to avoid the difficulty. 
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Again, Jenson does not solve the problems we have found already with the subject-object distinction. 

The DPELJXLW\�UHWXUQV�LPPHGLDWHO\�IROORZLQJ�WKLV�SDVVDJH�LQ�WKDW�WKH�µULVHQ�&KULVW¶�WXUQV�WR�µILQG�

KLPVHOI¶�LQ�µWKH�VDFUDPHQWDO�JDWKHULQJ�RI�EHOLHYHUV�¶243 7KLV�PHDQV�WKDW�µ7KH�FKXUFK�ZLWK�KHU�

sacraments is the object as which we may intend Christ because she is the object as which he intends 

KLPVHOI�¶244 7KH�FKXUFK�WKHQ�EHFRPHV�µWKH�ULVHQ�&KULVW¶V�HJR�¶�$OO�WKLV�LV�VRPHZKDW�YDJXH��7R�GR�

Jenson full justice we would have to delve into the meaning of personhood, for which we lack space. 

Either way, the direct identification of Christ with church in this way causes problems Hegel cannot 

resolve. Neither does the hiddenness of God for Luther require such formulations. Within this passage 

Jenson presents this as antidote to the errors of pagan antiquity according to which things are 

GHWHUPLQHG�µE\�DEVWUDFWO\�XQLYHUVDO�SULQFLSOHV¶�DQG�VR�KLV�LQWHQWLRQ�LQ�PRYLQJ�EH\RQG�FODVVLFDO�

metaphysics is clear.245 +H�KDV�GRQH�VR��WKRXJK�LQ�WKLV�DUHD�-HQVRQ¶V�PHWDSK\VLFV�DSSURDFKHV�LWV�PRVW�

controversial.  

 

Leaving that aside for the moment, we need to return to our discussion of how it is the story may be 

universal. Regarding sacramental theology we highlighted two aspects: the availability of Christ in the 

eucharist to the church, and the availability of Christ in the body to those outside. Both aspects are 

VDFUDPHQWDO�DV�WKH\�GHDO�ZLWK�WKH�PDQQHU�RI�&KULVW¶V�HPERGLPHQW�DQG�DYDLODELOLW\��:H�KDYH�EHHQ�

critical of both aspects in their relation to Hegel. However, we have still to consider the manner of the 

FKXUFK¶V�DYDLODELOLW\�WR�WKH�world in proclamation. This is also part of the embodiment. There is more 

WR�VD\�KHUH�WKDQ�FDQ�EH�FULWLFLVHG�DV�+HJHOLDQ��-HQVRQ¶V�VROXWLRQV�RXWVLGH�RI�WKDW�ZHDNQHVV�DUH�

innovative and effective. 

 

 

The church as paradigm of humanity 

 

We began our discussion from the perspective of the believing community. This looks like focusing 

ILUVW�RQ�WKH�LQWHUQDO�FRKHUHQFH�RI�IDLWK¶V�NQRZOHGJH��DSSUHKHQGHG�VXEMHFWLYHO\��DV�IRXQGDWLRQDO�WR�WKH�

XQLYHUVDO�REMHFWLYLW\�RI�WKH�PHVVDJH��,Q�WKH�VDPH�ZD\��µGHVFULSWLRQ�DQG�DQDO\sis of the anima 

ecclesiastica, WKRXJK�QRW�XQGHU�WKDW�ODEHO��ZDV�WKH�QHFHVVDU\�EHJLQQLQJ�DW�HYHU\�VWHS�RI�WKLV�ZRUN¶V�

DQWKURSRORJ\�¶246 Our beginning with Canon and Creed with the believing community, runs parallel 

to this. This is more than methodology, however. Or rather, if methodological, it is that kind which 
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QHFHVVDULO\�SURVFULEHV�D�FHUWDLQ�FRQWHQW��$V�ZH�VDLG�DERYH��LI�LW�LV�IDLWK¶V�NQRZOHGJH�ZLWK�ZKLFK�ZH�

are dealing, then this shapes the correspondence on offer. Likewise, if the universal story is that of the 

EHOLHYLQJ�FRPPXQLW\��LWV�REMHFWLYLW\�ZLOO�UHIOHFW�WKDW��,I�-HQVRQ¶V�PHWDSK\VLF�LV�WR�DUWLFXODWH�PLQG-

independent truth, it will be found in this way. It is useful to think in terms of internal and external, 

within and without the community of faith, but, in the usual way we think of this reality, there is a 

priority of the latter. We typically conceive of the church as a subdivision of human society as such, 

and the Christian of humanity as a whole. However, this is precisely what Jenson does not allow. Put 

FOHDUO\��µ+XPDQLW\�ZLWKLQ�*RG¶V�SHRSOH�LV�QRW�D�YDULHW\�RI�KXPDQLW\�RXWVLGH�*RG¶V�SHRSOH��UDWKHU�WKH�

ODWWHU�LV�DQ�DEVWUDFWLRQ�RI�WKH�IRUPHU�¶247 The priority of the general ± the body as believing community 

± over the individual means more than first appears. It also comes to mean that the general is 

something like a paradigm of humanity, a sort of historical universal, at least in so far ± according to 

this interpretation of Jenson ± as it performs the epistemic function of an abstract universal 

ontologically by defining humanity as such. 

 

This follows the critique of our previous chapter, building positively. We must not begin with a 

SRVLWLRQ�µRXWVLGH¶�WKH�NQRZOHGJH�RI�*RG��7HPSWLQJ�DQG�µQDWXUDO¶�DV�WKDW�PD\�EH��LW�LV�LQFRKHUHQW��,W�

OHDGV�RQO\�WR�WKH�UHDOLW\�RI�WKH�IUDJLOLW\�RI�WKH�KXPDQ�LQWHOOHFW��,I�WUXWK�LV�D�FRUROODU\�RI�*RG¶V�LQWHOOHFW��

we must not begin thinking as if we could sustain truth without him. We begin, rather, with God and 

the story he tells, which is reality. To start elsewhere would be to neglect what is, hoping to prove it 

by appeal to hypotheticals. Obviously, this problem takes particular form when we consider the usual 

rationDO�DSSHDOV�ZKLFK�DUH�PDGH�LQ�WKH�DLG�RI�IDLWK��7UXWK�DV�D�FRUUHODWLYH�RI�*RG¶V�LQWHOOHFW��QRW�RXUV��

means we must begin with God, not with something supposedly outside his creating and redeeming 

speech, which are one dialogue with humanity as such. Hence, LQ�-HQVRQ¶V�UHDGLQJ�RI�5RPDQV��LW�LV�

not that reason may independently verify the knowledge of faith, as if it were available without faith, 

RU�IDLWK�ZHUH�LQ�RXU�SRZHU��5DWKHU��µ:H�PXVW�OLNHZLVH�EH�FOHDU�IURP�WKH�VWDUW�WKDW�WKHUH�LV�QR�TXHVWLRQ�

in Paul of a knowledge of God that human agents by intellectual operations on observed 

SKHQRPHQD�¶248 That is really the point of there being no outside position. It is also the reason we 

EHJDQ�ZLWK�FRKHUHQFH��WKH�FRPPXQLW\¶V�IDLWK�XQGHUVWRRG�IURP�ZLWKLQ�WKH�FRPPXQLW\. The community 

and its message attain to universality in so far as there is actually no outside perspective on them. 

Reason may not adjudicate on what faith says. Proclamation, therefore, is not subject to independent 

scrutiny, as if the story were not universal. Its authority is in that it is not simply our message, or 

merely our body to which we belong. Both pertain to Christ and their definitions obtain only in light 

of him and only once he is given the ontic and temporal priorities we saw above. 
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This is important for our question regarding the nature of truth. There can be only one universal story. 

The relative numbers of those in the community cannot be afforded explanatory power. One does not 

translate the universal story into another, wider discoursH��7KHUHIRUH��SURFODPDWLRQ��LQ�-HQVRQ¶V�WHUPV��

deals directly with the question of the reformation, of justification, that is.249 This, as he understands 

it, is a variation on what we saw in Canon and Creed: µ+RZ�LV�WKH�FKXUFK¶V�GLVFRXUVH«WR�EH�ORJLFDOO\�

anG�UKHWRULFDOO\�VKDSHG�VR�DV�WR�QRW�EHWUD\�LWV�FRQWHQW"¶250 For Jenson, the primary concern of 

reformation thinkers was in that sense regulative. This is not, of course, to imply that reformation 

discourse is vacuous, all method no content, only that its concern was proclamation and instruction.251 

To fully unpack this would pull us off course, we need only note that it is µKHUPHQHXWLF¶��UDWKHU�WKDQ�

transformative)252  because it is µPHWDOLQJXLVWLF�¶253 Whether or not this holds ecumenically, it is 

revealing for the project at hand in that we find the proclamation must, by its very nature as the word 

of promise, be such that its message is an all-encompassing story. That is the regulative import of the 

reformation question, for Jenson. If it were not so, it could QRW�EH�µPHWD-¶�OLQJXLVWLF��7KH�JUDPPDU�RI�

salvation is just this linguistic regulation. But that does not mean that it is without content. It still 

corresponds. It is just that we govern our speech in light of the type of correspondence the gospel 

offers. That is, our speech reflects the universal story and not another. 

 

Interpreted negatively, this focus on linguistic regulation confronts us with the difficulty we found in 

-HQVRQ¶V�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RI�WKH�(XFKDULVW��7KH�LVVXH�LV�QRW�PHUHO\ the capacity to reference 

OLQJXLVWLFDOO\��EXW�WR�ODQG�XSRQ�D�SDUWLFXODU�UHIHUHQW��+RZHYHU��ZH�QHHG�QRW�UHDG�WKLV�µOLQJXLVWLF�

UHJXODWLRQ¶�DV�UHVXOWLQJ�LQ�WKH�VDPH�HUURU��,QGHHG��-HQVRQ¶V�JUHDW�FRQFHUQ�WKURXJKRXW�KDV�EHHQ�WKH�

danger that metaphysical thinking to what is not God, to something of our own imagining. To speak 

of salvation linguistically does not, as with Hegel, obscure the referent. The grammar here is better 

understood in terms of what we saw in Canon and Creed, as the triadic thought structure foundational 

to creed, given and developed by the Spirit. In that sense, the grammar of salvation is the requirement 

to speak of God as universal, not otherwise. That is what the reformation focus on proclamation 

means for Jenson. The proclamation may only be made as universal, anything else would be a 

different promise, a different story, and a different God. The Creator God can only be understood as at 

once the God of Israel, the Church and of humanity. Importantly for our purposes, this conception of 

things presents an absolute barrier to the notion of equal rival traditions. 

 
249 Jenson, Systematic Theology, Vol.2, 291 
250 Ibid. 
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Tying this to our anthropological concerns, the universality of the story and its promise pertain to the 

universality of the anima ecclesiastica. Again, this is all about telos. ThH�WHORV�RI�WKH�FKXUFK¶V�SURPLVH�

is the telos of humanity and therefore what humanity really is. We exist because he spoke and are 

redeemed in the same way. Justification is the initiation into the community on this basis, recovering 

telos as anticipated righteousness.254 This also entails the priority of the general over the individual. In 

keeping with the ontic priority of the body over its members, the faith of the individual is to be part of 

the totus Christus. The human being enters into his or her true identity by doing so. We are what we 

are by relation, not in essence, or by participation in a timeless universal for Jenson. In that sense, 

salvation is sacramental. It consists in the relation of the individual to the body of Christ and literally 

becoming ± RU��DW�OHDVW��µFR-HPERG\LQJ¶�- what Christ is. Though intimately tied, none of this, in strict 

ORJLFDO�WHUPV��UHTXLUHV�-HQVRQ¶V�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RI�WKH�HXFKDULVW�GHVFULEHG�DERYH��7KH�µFR-HPERG\LQJ¶�

LV�GLVWLQFW�WR�-HQVRQ¶V�DXVWHULW\�ZLWK�UHVSHFW�WR�&KULVW¶V�HPERGLPHQW�LQ�WKH�HXFKDULVW� 

 

7R�VXPPDULVH��µ7KH�KXPDQ�FUHDWXUH�LV�DQ�HQWLW\�ZKRVH�JRRG�LV�WR�EHORQJ�WR�WKH�totus Christus DQG�¶�

WKLV�EHLQJ�WKH�VWURQJ�SDUW��µZKR�H[LVWV�RQO\�LQ�WKDW�KH�RU�VKH�LV�GLUHFWHG�WR�WKDW�JRRG�¶255 We note that 

the fullness of humanity is telos256 and without the telos of this story, which is the only one available, 

WKHUH�FDQ�EH�RQO\�XQIXOILOOPHQW��2Q�WKLV�EDVLV��µ«WKH�EDSWLVHG�SHUVRQ�PXVW�EH�WKH�RQO\�DYDLODEOH�

SDUDGLJP�RI�KXPDQ�SHUVRQKRRG�¶257 We note again how the community and its message may become 

universal. The form of humanity as such is the baptised person, the paradigm of human personhood. 

The time-bound general takes its form from what it will be because the future the Spirit opens is in the 

word of promise. Because there is only one universal story, and only one storyteller, there is only one 

humanity, that of the new creation which anticipates the Creator¶V�SXUSRVH��2QFH�PRUH��FUHDWLRQ�DQG�

UHGHPSWLRQ�DUH�RQH�LQ�*RG¶V�VSHHFK�WR��DQG�QRZ�WKURXgh) humanity.  

 

This becomes stronger when we consider it as an alternative to the abstract metaphysics Jenson is 

replacing. We have seen two highly significant metaphysical moves. The church, as body, takes 

priority over its members ontologically speaking��7KLV�LV�EHVW�XQGHUVWRRG�DV�-HQVRQ¶V�RZQ�

philosophical preference of the general over the individual, which runs through his whole 

ecclesiology and soteriology. This is important when we consider the second move Jenson makes. 

Beyond the priority of the general, we have the church, as body, co-embodiment of Christ et cetera, as 

paradigm of humanity. What the Christian is in essence is via participation in the communal whole, 

 
254 Jenson, Systematic Theology, Vol.2, 291 
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WKH�JHQHUDO��$QG��LQ�VR�IDU�DV�FUHDWLRQ�DQG�UHGHPSWLRQ�DUH�EXW�WZR�VWDJHV�LQ�*RG¶V�dialogue with 

humanity, the church is in fact the paradigm of humanity. Here then we have the general standing in 

for the abstract universal, ontologically speaking. The material, historical general of the church as 

paradigm and future of humanity as a whoOH�UHFDVWV�DQ\�QRWLRQ�RI�µHVVHQFH�¶�7KLQJV�DUH�QRW�ZKDW�WKH\�

are aside from time, but what they will be in time. The general stands in for the universal because it 

bears the same epistemic weight, defining as it does what humanity is as such.  

 

Whether thiV�PDNHV�VHQVH�LV�DQRWKHU�TXHVWLRQ��)URP�RQH�DQJOH�LW�DSSHDUV�DV�WKRXJK�-HQVRQ¶V�

beginning point with the faith of the community has allowed him to conflate the general and the 

universal. Or perhaps, read more charitably, Jenson has eschewed the idea of an essence aside from 

KLVWRULFDO�SDUWLFXODUV��7KH�ODQJXDJH�RI�JHQHUDO�DQG�LQGLYLGXDO��WKRXJK�QRW�-HQVRQ¶V�RZQ��EHVW�FDSWXUHV�

this shift and, if taken on its own terms is consistent. If pressed for the epistemic certainty that a 

timeless universal provides, one feels Jenson would respond that such a thing does not exist, entailing 

DV�LW�GRHV�DQ�DSSHDO�WR�UHDVRQ�DSDUW�IURP�KLVWRU\��,Q�WHUPV�RI�WKH�REMHFWLYLW\�RI�IDLWK¶V�NQRZOHGJH��WKLV�

allows mind-independence. However, it cannot buttress itself apart from an appeal to an 

eschatological reality - apart from faith, that is. This is not an answer that will satisfy all, but, 

DFFRUGLQJ�WR�WKLV�LQWHUSUHWDWLRQ��LW�LV�DW�OHDVW�FRQVLVWHQW�ZLWK�WKH�FULWLFDO�HOHPHQWV�RI�-HQVRQ¶V�

metaphysics and his methodology throughout. 

 

We may close by noting that the ecclesial embodiment of the bread, the totus Christus, and the 

spiritual provenance of the promise itself, entail a specific role for the community of faith to the rest 

of creation. Above we found that the Eucharist is ChriVW¶V�REMHFWLYLW\�WR�WKH�FKXUFK�258 The other 

DVSHFW�RI�WKDW�LV�WKDW�WKH�FKXUFK�LV�&KULVW¶V�REMHFWLYLW\�WR�WKH�ZRUOG�259 We noted the difficulties with 

-HQVRQ¶V�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RI�WKH�HXFKDULVW��7KLV�LV�WKH�RWKHU�DVSHFW�RI�WKDW�VWDQFH��WKRXJK�ZH�PD\�VRIWHQ�

-HQVRQ¶V�SRVLWLRQ�E\�HPSKDVLVLQJ�WKDW�WKH�FKXUFK¶V�SURFODPDWLRQ�UHIHUV�EH\RQG�LWVHOI��WR�WKH�*RG�RI�

the gospel. It is not WKDW�WKH�FKXUFK�LV�&KULVW¶V�RQO\�DYDLODELOLW\�WR�WKRVH�RXWVLGH�WKH�FRPPXQLW\�RI�

IDLWK��7KH\�PD\�DOVR�MRLQ�WKH�FRPPXQLW\��7KLV�LV�DGMXVWLQJ�-HQVRQ¶V�SRVLWLRQ��RU�DW�OHDVW�KLV�HPSKDVLV��

However, it is not out of keeping with his thought as a whole. It also helps to avoid some of the 

difficulties associated with the appropriation of Hegel, such as the equivocation between church and 

Christ. 

 

 
258 Jenson, Systematic Theology, Vol.2, 213-215 
259 Ibid., 213 
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-HQVRQ¶V�XQLTXH�DQWKURSRORJ\�DQG�WKH�XQLYHUVDOLW\�RI�VWRU\�DQG�SURPLVH�DUH�SRVVLEOH�RQO\�LQ�VR�IDU�DV�

they are correlatives of God, the dramatis personae. However, the presence of Word and Spirit in and 

as the community entail more that the buttressing of its thought structure, the grammar of salvation. 

By the same token, its promise proclaimed becomes the very voice of God in and to creation. 

Proclamation will not resolve into other categories because the message, the promise, is not human. It 

is, rather, the speech of God to humanity. We said humanity existed in so far as it was addressed by 

God and could draw reality or explanation, ultimately, from no other quarter. The same applies to the 

UHGHPSWLYH�ZRUG�ZKLFK�FRQVWLWXWHV�WKH�QHZ�FUHDWLRQ��,Q�SURFODLPLQJ��DQG�DV�WKH�µFR-HPERGLPHQW¶�RI�

&KULVW��WKH�FRPPXQLW\¶V�SURFODPDWLRQ�EHFRPHV�WKH�UHGHPSWLYH�DGGUHVV��,Q�VR�IDU�DV�KXPDnity is also 

FUHDWXUHO\��WKRXJK�GHVWLQHG�WR�EH�WDNHQ�XS�LQWR�*RG¶V�UHGHPSWLYH�DGGUHVV��WKH�REMHFWLYLW\�RI�IDLWK¶V�

promise is just that it may be proclaimed on its own authority. The key witness to God in creation is 

not impersonal, but embodied, not inhuman but, like Christ, as human as its hearers. And this, in its 

entirety, must explain the relation between coherence and correspondence in the story and the 

promise. It inheres in us; it is spoken of him. It relates entirely to him who spoke the redemption in 

the first place. In that, the community is a single prophet.260 It need not justify its address to creation 

EHFDXVH�LWV�DGGUHVV�LV�WKH�ZRUG�RI�KLP�ZKR�FKRRVHV�WR�FUHDWH�DQG�WR�UHGHHP�E\�KLV�RZQ�DXWKRULW\��µ$V�

to what the church is to prophesy, the Word oI�WKH�/RUG�KDV�FRPH�WR�KHU�RQFH�IRU�DOO«¶261 The 

SURSKHF\�LV�WKH�SURPLVH��WKH�WHORV��RI�WKH�XQLYHUVDO�VWRU\�DQG�WKH�GHVWLQ\�RI�KXPDQLW\��µ-HVXV�LV�

ULVHQ�¶262  

 

Contrastingly, when reason operates from the outside position, it looks for a creaturely foundation for 

metaphysics, a place outside God¶V�UHFHLYHG�DGGUHVV��,I�WKH�JRVSHO�LV�DXWKRULWDWLYH�DV�*RG¶V�ZRUd, 

reason operating from the outside position acts as if it can be its own foundation, its own authority. 

Beginning with the believing FRPPXQLW\¶V�GLDOHFWLF�EHWZHHQ�FDQRQ�DQG�FUHHG, we see this reversed in 

-HQVRQ¶V�WKRXJKW��7KH�SURFODPDWLRQ�RI�WKH�ERG\�LV�WKXV�D�FUHDWXUHO\�ZLWQHVV�VWDQGLQJ�DV�DOWHUQDWLYH�WR�

a supposed rational absolute. It does so according to the certainty of faith. But that is only part of the 

picture. According to the metaphysics Jenson rejects, creation as a whole provided an independent 

ZLWQHVV��JUDVSHG�E\�UHDVRQ��D�NLQG�RI�µQDWXUDO�NQRZOHGJH�¶�)RU�-HQVRQ��WKH�NQRZOHGJH�RI�IDLWK�ZLOO�

also correlate objectively to creaWLRQ��WKRXJK�QRW�DFFRUGLQJ�WR�UHDVRQ¶V�RXWVLGH�SRVLWLRQ��:H�WXUQ�WR�

consider this in detail presently. 

  

 
260 Jenson, Systematic Theology, Vol.2, 199 
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3. Faith in Creation 

 

7KLV�FKDSWHU�FRQVLGHUV�WKH�NQRZOHGJH�RI�*RG��IDLWK¶V�NQRZOHGJH��LQ�FUHDWLRQ��7KLV�ZLOO�WDNH�XV�WR�WKH�

KHDUW�RI�-HQVRQ¶V�PHWDSK\VLFV�DQG�WKH�QXE�RI�WKH�LVVXH�ZH�KDYH�EHHQ�WUDFLQJ��KRZ�LW�LV�WKDW�WKH�

knowledge of faith corresponds to an objective mind-independent reality? Nowhere is this more 

crucial than when we consider the knowledge of God that creation may bring. However, nowhere is 

WKH�DWWHPSW�PRUH�SHULORXV��%DVHG�RQ�-HQVRQ¶V�FULWLTXH�RI�PHWDSK\VLFV��WKH�NQRZOHGJH�RI�*RG�LQ�

created things could easily lapse into idolatry, seeking God from a starting point other than faith and 

*RG¶V�UHYHODWLRQ�RI�KLPVHOI�LQ�WLPH��We must bear this difficulty in mind. If faith is not supported by 

DQ�DSSHDO�WR�UHDVRQ¶V�JUDVS�RI�FUHDWLRQ�apart from faith, then what is the knowledge of God found by 

faith in created things?  

 

We hold this question alongside the promise of objectivity that knowledge of God in created things 

could bring. Created things are mind-independent objects of knowledge. If they were the vehicles of a 

knowledge received in faith, then that knowledge ± on one reading ± would be objective. It would be 

mind-independent because it came by what was independent of the human mind. That said, it is 

unclear what this knowledge would look like for Jenson. It could not be natural theology, or a priori 

proofs such as Anselm offered.263 Compounding the issue is the unity of creation and redemption. 

This prohibits a layered nature-grace scheme such as would allow the separation of our understanding 

LQWR�µQDWXUDO¶�DQG�µUHYHDOHG�¶264 All must be natural, or all revealed ± Jenson will have to work this 

RXW��/LNHZLVH��ZKDW�IDLWK�DSSUHKHQGV�LQ�FUHDWLRQ�PXVW�EH�IURP�IDLWK��UHGHPSWLYH�DV�*RG¶V�DGGUHVV�WR�

the believer which creates the new creation, the subject of our last chapter. It remains to be seen how 

Jenson will solve this puzzle. However, one thing is clear. The unity of creation and redemption, as 

well as his commitment to the authority of scripture means there must be a knowledge of God in 

creation.265 We might add also that a knowledge of God in created things seems necessary if Jenson is 

to articulate a full-blooded account of truth. It cannot be that his concept is weaker than what he 

UHYLVHV��,I�WKDW�ZHUH�VR�LW�FRXOG�QRW�EH�WKH�µGXPE�WUXWK¶�ZH�DUH�DIWHU�DQG�ZKLFK�WKH�JRVSHO�GHPDQds. 

What we gain by faith we must really know, or else Jenson has failed.  

 

 
263 Anslem, The Major Works, 5 
264 Jenson, Systematic Theology, Vol.2, 154 
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Throughout we have traced the problem of the correspondence of truth as one fundamental challenge 

IRU�-HQVRQ¶V�PHWDSK\VLFV��,W�LV�IXQGDPHQWDO�EHFDXVH�RI�-HQVRQ¶V�FULWLTXH�RI�PHWDSK\VLFV��*UHHN�

metaphysics, so the argument goes, casts us in a false position, searching and reaching for a false 

eternity abstracted from time. The problem of finding correspondence without reason so defined, and 

beginning with the perspective of faith, is what led Jenson to emphasise the importance of the general 

over the individual and, ultimately, to speak in such a way that it bears the epistemic weight of an 

abstract universal. This mitigates the problem of subjectivism; that is, it contributes to avoiding the 

ODSVH�LQWR�1LHW]VFKHDQ�QLKLOLVP��WR�SXW�LW�LQ�-HQVRQ¶V�WHUPV��%\�UHIXVLQJ�WR�EHJLQ�ZLWK�UHDVRQ¶V�

µRXWVLGH¶�SRVLWLRQ��DQG�E\�EHJLQQLQJ�ZLWK�IDLWK��-HQVRQ�VKLIWV�WKH epistemic ground.  

 

+RZHYHU��WKLV�LV�RQO\�SDUW�RI�WKH�DQVZHU�WR�WKH�SUREOHP�RI�WUXWK¶V�REMHFWLYLW\��$�IXOO�DQVZHU�PXVW�

incorporate knowledge of created things. Even more than that, for Jenson created things must 

somehow communicate faith, as we will see. Truth and faith cannot be separated because creation and 

redemption cannot be separated: this requires that creation be apprehended in faith, which means that 

iW�PHGLDWHV�WKH�NQRZOHGJH�RI�*RG��IDLWK¶V�NQRZOHGJH��7R�DQ\�WKDW�LPDJLQH�EHOLHI�VRPHZKHUH�RQ�WKH�

spectrum to the certainty of knowledge, this is going to be a substantial redefinition. At the outset, it 

PD\�HYHQ�ORRN�OLNH�HTXDWLQJ�WHUPV��+RZHYHU��LQ�-HQVRQ¶s terms, and in all that follows, faith cannot 

be less certain than what reason may know. Indeed, as we proceed it will become clear that reason can 

only really know by faith anyway. Faith ± of one sort or another ± must be its foundation, in creation 

just as it is in redemption. Although, perhaps that is not as controversial as might be thought. After all, 

µ%\�IDLWK�ZH�XQGHUVWDQG�WKDW�WKH�XQLYHUVH�ZDV�IRUPHG�DW�*RG¶V�FRPPDQG��VR�WKDW�ZKDW�LV�VHHQ�ZDV�QRW�

PDGH�RXW�RI�ZKDW�ZDV�YLVLEOH�¶266 If we begin in faith, the matter of this chapter will be understanding 

the other two key terms: the universe DQG�*RG¶V�FRPPDQG��,I�ZH�FDQ�JHW�WKHVH�WZR�LQ�SODFH��WKHQ�ZH�

FDQ�XQGHUVWDQG�ZKDW�-HQVRQ�PHDQV�E\�ORFDWLQJ�IDLWK¶V�NQRZOHGJH�LQ�FUHDWLRQ��2U�DJDLQ��ZH�ZLOO�NQRZ�

how it is that creation may speak redemptively. On that heading, we need to define a few key terms. 

 

)LUVWO\��ZH�KDYH�WR�DGGUHVV�WKH�OLQJXLVWLF�DPELJXLW\�RI�WKH�ZRUG�µFUHDWLRQ�¶�,�SURSRVH�WR�XVH�LW�LQ�WZR�

primary senses. On one hand there is creation as a whole, created things. This includes everything 

apart from God, but in my usage it will refer to physical reality ± trees and water and bodies et cetera. 

,�GR�QRW��E\�UHIHUULQJ�WR�µFUHDWHG�UHDOLW\¶�LQ�FRQQHFWLRQ�ZLWK�WKH�NQRZOHGJH�RI�*RG��PHDQ�WR�UHIHU�WR�

any spiritual reality, however it is defined, good or evil. Neither do I refer to anything purely 

LQWHOOHFWXDO��)RU�DOO�LQWHQWV�DQG�SXUSRVHV��FUHDWLRQ�LQ�WKLV�VHQVH�PHDQV�µQDWXUH�¶�,I�WKLV�LV�OLPLWHG��LW�LV�

because this focus will be most useful in understanding both the problem at hand (how creation 

FRQWULEXWHV�WR�WKH�REMHFWLYLW\�RI�IDLWK¶V�NQRZOHGJH��DQG�-HQVRQ¶V�DQVZHU�WR�WKDW�SUREOHP��,Q�WKH�VHFRQG�

 
266 Hebrews 11:3, NIV 
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VHQVH��,�PHDQ�QRW�FUHDWHG�WKLQJV�EXW�*RG¶V�µDFW�RI�FUHDWLRQ�¶�$V�ZH�ZLOO�QHHG�WR�UHIHU�WR�FUHDWLRQ�LQ�

both senseV��,�ZLOO�XVH�FUHDWLRQ�RU�FUHDWHG�WKLQJV�LQ�P\�ILUVW�VHQVH�DQG�ZKHQHYHU�*RG¶V�FUHDWLYH�DFW�LV�

LQ�YLHZ�,�ZLOO�VD\�µWKH�DFW�RI�FUHDWLRQ�¶�RU�VRPHWKLQJ�VLPLODU��,W�PD\�QRW�EH�VR�HDV\�WR�GLVHQWDQJOH�WKH�

WZR�LQ�SUDFWLFH�EHFDXVH�RI�-HQVRQ¶V�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RI�ERWK, but that, of course, is the metaphysic we 

DUH�WU\LQJ�WR�XQGHUVWDQG��7KDW�HVWDEOLVKHG��ZH�PD\�SURFHHG�WR�H[DPLQH�-HQVRQ¶V�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RI�

created things. That will lead to consideration of the relation between created things, which is 

µKDUPRQ\�¶�-HQVRQ¶V understanding of harmony is closely related to his redefinition of 

transcendentals, which are no longer abstract, but temporal and trinitarian ± especially beauty ± so we 

will need to mention this briefly, too. As both created things and harmony UHODWH�WR�*RG¶V�VSHHFK��

*RG¶V�FUHDWLYH�DFW�ZLOO�EH�LQ�YLHZ�WKURXJKRXW� 

 

 

What creation is 

 

If creation and redemption are alike, then reality must be a dialogue for Jenson. But how can created 

things be speech? Surely it must be the case that we are talking about something? Correspondence 

UHTXLUHV�D�UHIHUHQW��QRW�MXVW�D�UHIHUULQJ��.QRZOHGJH�QHHGV�DQ�REMHFW��/LNHZLVH��LI�WKLQJV�DUH�*RG¶V�

speech, how are they related? If we imagine a world of objects, we likewise suppose a set of laws 

governing their reODWLRQ��-HQVRQ¶V�UHYLVLRQ�RI�PHWDSK\VLFV�WKXV�ZRUNV�IURP�WKH�JURXQG�XS��,W�FRQFHUQV�

what created things are, where Jenson will take seriously the biblical assertion that they proceed from 

*RG¶V�VSHHFK��ODEHOOLQJ�WKHP�µWKLQJV�UHIHUUHG�WR�¶267 Their relations are likewise redefined: not law but 

µKDUPRQ\¶�LV�WKH�UHODWLRQ�RI�*RG¶V�FRPPDQG��7KLV�LV�DOVR�SDUW�RI�WKH�GHILQLWLRQ�RI�FUHDWHG�WKLQJV��:H�

have a two-part definition therefore: the what ± speech ± and the relation ± harmony. 

 

The what of created things comes first. What is the referent of our speech?  If we prioritise thought 

over matter, then speech can refer to an intellectual reality underwriting the created order. In terms of 

our programmatic verse, the visible comes from the invisible. But what, for Jenson, is the invisible? 

The what RI�WKH�YLVLEOH�ZLOO�EH�GHWHUPLQHG�E\�WKH�DQVZHU�WR�WKLV�TXHVWLRQ��-HQVRQ¶V�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RI�

created things proceeds from his doctrine of God268 and so his metaphysical understanding of created 

things has to be understood in light of that doctrine. Thus, while we will begin with created things, we 

must always bear this methodological point in mind and be ready to situate what we find in light of 

-HQVRQ¶V�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RI�*RG¶V�RZQ�EHLQJ. As we will see, that means allowing JenVRQ¶V�

 
267 Jenson, Systematic Theology, Vol.2, 160 
268 Ibid., 29 
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understanding of the Trinity, and his critique of timeless eternity, to shape our understanding of his 

metaphysic of creaturely things.  

 

7KHUH�DUH�WZR�SDUWV�WR�-HQVRQ¶V�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RI�SK\VLFDO�WKLQJV��7KH�ILUVW�LV�ERG\��%RG\��LQ�-HQVRQ¶V�

terms, is the availability of one thing to another in the created order.269 µ,Q�WKH�FUHDWHG�RUGHU¶�PHDQV�

ZLWKLQ�WLPH��)RU�H[DPSOH��µDYDLODELOLW\¶�FDQQRW�EH�VROHO\�LQWHOOHFWXDO��DV�D�VWDQGLQJ�UHODWLRQ�EHWZHHQ�

universal and particular may be. If it were, the perception would tend again towards an abstract 

EH\RQG�WLPH��,W�PXVW�EH�WKH�FDVH�WKHQ�WKDW�ERGLHV�DUH�µDYDLODEOH¶�SUHFLVHO\�DV�ERGLHV��7KDW�LV��WKH\�DUH�

not just signposts to transcendental ideas, but the very manner of availability. They are physical. 

Jenson is not entirely clear on this point. However, as we said at the outset, the work of an interpreter 

is partly constructive. We are, after all, pursing a narrow point regarding the mind-independence of 

truth. In order to do that we need to understand how it is that creaturely objects may communicate the 

knowledge of God. And, in order to understand that, ZH�QHHG�WR�FRQVLGHU�-HQVRQ¶V�PHWDSK\VLFDO�

understanding of created things. If body means material, that has strong ramifications for the 

possibility of objective truth. Can changeable, material objects bear that epistemic weight? Jenson did 

not always have the question of mind-independent truth in mind as he wrote (though what we have 

seen thus far demonstrates its importance to him). At this juncture we have, therefore, to make an 

argument from deduction in order to µIOHVK�RXW¶�-HQVRQ¶V�WKRXJKW�RQ�WKLV�SRLQW. I suggest the best way 

WR�GR�WKDW�LQ�OLJKW�RI�WKH�FULWLFDO�HOHPHQW�RI�-HQVRQ¶V�SURJUDPPH�LV�Wo understand ERG\¶V�µavailability¶ 

in the most basic sense as material. Matter, qua body, is, it would seem for Jenson, precisely physical 

availability. This also has the benefit of being the most obvious interpretation of the word µERG\�¶�

which perhaps explains why Jenson did not feel the need to elaborate further. 

 

This goes some way to tying together the strands we have been tracing. However, before we move on, 

we need to touch upon two potential issues with this interpretation, each sitting at contrasting 

extremes. 2QH�FRQFHUQV�-HQVRQ¶V�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RI�transcendentals, by which I mean transcendentals 

in the classical sense, an area so key to other metaphysical systems. How does Jenson understand 

being and beauty ± GR�ZH�QRW�LQ�VRPH�ZD\�µSDUWLFLSDWH¶�in these as part of our knowledge of God? 

These WUDQVFHQGHQWDOV�DUH�FKRVHQ�EHFDXVH�RI�WKHLU�FHQWUDOLW\�WR�-HQVRQ¶V�WKRXJKW��,I�we can grasp 

these, we will begin to grasp what role transcendentals play LQ�-HQVRQ¶V�PHWDSK\VLFal system. The 

second is a potential difficulty with the understanding of body according to the argument above, 

namely that the emphasis on specifically physical availability could imply materialism (which would 

QRW�ILW�ZLWK�-HQVRQ¶V�WKRXJKW�DV�D�ZKROH). Jenson does not fit into idealist or materialist boxes as easily 

 
269 See for example Jenson, Systematic Theology Vol.2, 49, but also throughout 
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as others might. As such, we will need to chart a course between the two ± first, to transcendental 

ideas.  

 

-HQVRQ¶V�UHIHUHQFHV�WR�WUDQVFHQGHQWDOV��WKRXJK�LQIUHTXHQW��DUH�LPSRUWDQW�IRU�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�KLV�ZRUN�DV�

a whole. Neither did his commitment to maintaining and revising traditional thought around 

transcendentals diminish over the course of his academic career, as two later articles published in Pro 

Ecclesia show.270  However, space prohibits an in-depth examination. We will touch upon first being, 

and then beauty, the latter to be more fully expounded over the course of the present chapter as we 

discuss harmony. The central text here will be chapter 14 in the first volume of Systematic Theology, 

which is aptly titled µ2XU�SODFH�LQ�*RG�¶ This is not the only relevant text, but it has the benefit of 

FORVHU�LQWHJUDWLRQ�ZLWK�RWKHU�DUHDV�RI�-HQVRQ¶V�WKRXJKW (being part of a systematic theology), as well as 

being a mature work.271 

 

The first thing to note is that the title is not window-dressing. Here, as elsewhere, we will 

substantially miss what Jenson is getting at unless we begin with his doctrine of God. On that heading, 

Jenson sharpens the question to a fine point��µ%XW�KRZ�FDQ�LW�EH�WKDW�*RG�LV�NQRZQ�E\�FUHDWXUHV"¶272 

From one angle, we have answered this question in our previous chapter. It concerns the redemptive 

knowledge of God. However, we need to touch on it here as it ties together critique and construction, 

quickly leading onto the knowledge of God mediated by created things. Indeed, both creation and 

redemption are tied together in the understanding of being adopted by Jenson��µWR�KDYH�EHLQJ�LV�WR�EH�

NQRZDEOH�¶273  

 

2Q�-HQVRQ¶V�UHDGLQJ��*RG¶V�EHLQJ�must be open to participation of some kind.274 This, it must be said, 

is best understood in light of our early critique. In mentioning transcendentals, Jenson is in no way 

retreating into timeless abstracts. The problem likewise concerns WKH�FKXUFK¶V�KLVWRULF�WHQGHQF\�WR�IDOO�

LQWR�WKLQNLQJ�µRI�*RG�DV�VLPSO\�RQH�WKLQJ�DQG�FUHDWXUHV�DV�DQRWKHU�¶275 This concern, we will find 

WKURXJKRXW�WKLV�FKDSWHU��LV�SURJUDPPDWLF�WR�-HQVRQ¶V�understanding of created things and their 

mediation of the knowledge of God. We must not, in our understanding of causality specifically, or in 

 
270 See -HQVRQ��5REHUW�:��³2Q�7UXWK�DQG�*RG�����,SVD�9HULWDV�DQG�/DWH�0RGHUQLW\�´�Pro Ecclesia 20, no. 4 
(November 2011): ����RQ�µPDLQWDLQLQJ¶�DQG�-HQVRQ��5REHUW�:��³2Q�7UXWK�DQG�*RG�����7KH�7ULXQLW\�RI�7UXWK�´�
Pro Ecclesia 21, no.1 (February 2012): 52-53 RQ�µUHYLsing.¶ 
271 Jenson¶V�HVVD\�³The Triunity of Truth�´�RULJLQDOO\�SXEOLVKHG�LQ����� and reproduced in Jenson, Essays in 
theology of culture, is a good example of an earlier work which introduces these themes that are later developed 
in Systematic Theology. 7KH�VDPH�FRXOG�EH�VDLG�IRU�³%HDXW\�´�ZKLFK�LV�DOVR�UHSXEOLVKHG�LQ�WKH�VDPH�YROXPH�  
272 Jenson, Systematic Theology, Vol. 1, 224 
273 Ibid. 
274 Ibid., 226 
275 Ibid., 224 
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our understanding of created things more generally, blur the line between creature and Creator. 

Indeed, immediately once the possibility of being as a transcendental is introduced, Jenson signals this 

danger��µ«ZH�PD\�UHVRUW�WR�ODQJXDJH�designed to blur the boundary between *RG�DQG�FUHDWXUH�¶276 

For which effort��WKH�µLQKHULWDQFH�RI�0HGLWHUUDQHDQ�DQWLTXLW\�ZLOO�EH�LPPHGLDWHO\�DW�KDQG«¶277 This 

must, in part, explain why Jenson feels the need to describe his thoXJKW�LQ�WKLV�DUHD�DV�µEDGO\�

ZUHQFKLQJ�WKH�UHFHLYHG�FRQFHSW�¶278 

 

7KDW�VDLG��-HQVRQ�DOVR�ILQGV�WKDW�µ%HLQJ�LV�WUXWK¶�± and so we cannot avoid the question of what role 

transcendentals may play.279 The key, however, will be in the manner of participation open to us. That 

participation may be described as trinitarian, but it seems a stretch to label it transcendental. We 

need, in light of this, WR�XQGHUVWDQG�KRZ�WKH�µUHFHLYHG�FRQFHSW¶�KDV�EHHQ�ZUHQFKed and reinterpreted, 

but it will not be helpful at this stage to pre-empt our later argument. Or, as Jenson puts it, µ:H�PXVW�

venture thus far into the doctrine of creation��ZLWK�SURSRVLWLRQV�WKDW�FDQ�EH�MXVWLILHG�RQO\�ODWHU�¶280 We 

will feel this most in that, for Jenson, participation concerns not an abstract concept, still less a 

timeless relation. Rather, participation for Jenson means that the being and life of God can 

µDFFRPPRGDWH�RWKHU�SHUVRQV¶�ZLWKRXW�GLVWRUWLRQ�281 God is, LQ�-HQVRQ¶V�PHPRUDEOH�SKUDVH��µURRP\�¶282 

7KLV�PHDQV�WKDW�ZH�FDQ�µSDUWLFLSDWH¶�because God is open to us ± but this openness must be 

XQGHUVWRRG�µLQ�WULQLWDULDQ�IDVKLRQ�¶283 7R�XQGHUVWDQG�WKLV�PRUH�IXOO\��ZH�PXVW�FRQVLGHU�-HQVRQ¶V�

understanding of time (which we will later do). For now, we note that -HQVRQ¶V�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RI�*RG�

substantially redefines his understanding of transcendental participation, the main difference being 

that it is temporal, occurring within and though history. For Jenson, participation does not concern an 

abstract principle, but the VXEVLVWLQJ�WULQLWDULDQ�UHODWLRQV�WKDW�PDNH�XS�*RG¶V�RZQ�OLIH� In his words, 

µ7KHUH�LV�D�VSHDNLQJ�DQG�KHDULQJ�LQ�*RG��DQG�WKH�NQRZOHGJH�RI�*RG�LV�SDUWLFLSDWLRQ�LQ�WKLV�GLVFRXUVH�¶ 

This is not about transcendentals beyond time. According to a classical conception, we may have 

being by participating in GoG¶V�EHLQJ��EXW�µEHLQJ¶�QHHG�QRW�EH�WULQLWDULDQ��$�singular abstract principle 

will do. This is not the case for Jenson and, what is more, his doctrine of God means he redefines 

transcendentals as µFRQFUHWH.¶284 This, for Jenson, is what trinitarian means. If it were not so, we would 

fall prey to the whole weight of the critique traced in our first chapter. This is, indeed, D�µZUHQFKLQJ¶�

of the received concept. 

 
276 Jenson, Systematic Theology, Vol. 1, 225 
277 Ibid. 
278 Ibid., 224 
279 Ibid., 226 
280 Ibid. 
281 Ibid. 
282 Ibid. 
283 Ibid. 
284 Colin E. Gunton 1993. The One, the Three, and the Many: God, creation, and the culture of modernity, 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press), 139 
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The metaphor of discourse also shapes the meaning of beauty, which is explained temporally in light 

RI�-HQVRQ¶V�trinitarian doctrine of God��,Q�-HQVRQ¶V�ZRUGV��µ*RG¶V�EHDXW\�LV�DQ�DFWXDO�OLYLQJ�H[FKDQJH�

between Father, Son, DQG�6SLULW«¶285 This again will become clearer later. The key for the moment is 

that µ*RG�LV�beauty.¶286 ,W�IROORZV�WKDW�WKH�GLYLQH�µOLYLQJ�H[FKDQJH¶�PXVW�EH�EHDXW\�LWVHOI��just as God 

just is the subsisting relations between the trinitarian persons.287 For Jenson, beauty arises as the 

µSHUIHFW�KDUPRQ\¶�RI�WKLV�GLYLQH�GLVFRXUVH��ZKLFK�LV�µLWV�PXVLF�¶288 Fascinating as this may be, we 

must confine ourselves to the question at hand, namely how this may impact upon what we have 

found above; that is, body as material availability. If what we have found regarding being holds true 

here also, as indeed I believe it does, we find that this means beauty takes on temporal character. The 

harmony of the triune life happens within the history that God shares with us. On this reading, created 

things in their materiality may facilitate the knowledge of God, that is, they may accomplish what a 

transcendental concept may have permitted in a different metaphysic, though in quite a different way. 

Indeed, for Jenson, EHDXW\¶V role is unique in this regard because it dovetails with what we have seen 

already, namely that FUHDWHG�WKLQJV�DUH�µWKLQJV�UHIHUUHG�WR¶�LQ�WKH�GLYLQH�GLVFRXUVH�RI�*RG¶V�OLIH�289  

 

Thus Jenson prioritises beauty as µJURXQG�DQG�XQLRQ¶�RI�truth and goodness, affording it a unique, 

foundational role.290 The heart of this is that µLQ�DSSUHKHQGLQJ�EHDXW\�ZH�DEVWUDFW�IURP�WKH�FRQWHQW�RI�

the discourse >FUHDWHG�WKLQJV@�ZLWKRXW�EHFRPLQJ�DEVWUDFW�LQ�RXU�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�¶291 Clearly this is a 

significant conceptual move, allowing as it does that beauty (or harmony) describe the relation 

between things without becoming the kind of abstract we have seen Jenson criticise to this point. In 

other words, harmony not only replaces substance for Jenson, but also does the work a transcendental 

may do. %HDXW\�LV�WKHQ�WR�EH�IRXQG�EHWZHHQ�WKH�WKLQJV�LQ�WLPH��DV�D�GHILQLQJ�FKDUDFWHULVWLF�RI�*RG¶V�

own life. Beauty is SDUW�RI�FUHDWHG�WKLQJV�EHLQJ�µUHIHUUHG�WR¶�LQ�WKH�GLYLQH�GLVFRXUVH, and thus the order 

which governs that referral.  Beauty is therefore harmony; it is what describes the relation between 

created things. It is also, to be clear, musical292 and thus a special kind of order. Crucially for the point 

at hand, this redefinition ± RU�µZUHQFKLQJ¶�± IDFLOLWDWHV�-HQVRQ¶V�understanding of body as physical 

availability without resorting to the abstraction of the metaphysic he is revising. Indeed, though not 

without difficulties, as we will see, this is a novel idea which seems to go some way to providing the 

consistency that objected truth requires of the created order. We will return to the theme of harmony 

 
285 Jenson, Systematic Theology, Vol.1, 235 
286 Ibid., 234 �HPSKDVLV�-HQVRQ¶V� 
287 Ibid., 226 
288 Ibid., 234 
289 Jenson, Systematic Theology, Vol. 2, 160 
290 Jenson, Systematic Theology, Vol. 1, 235 
291 Ibid., 236 
292 Ibid., 235 
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presently, but first we turn to the other issue with body as material availability: that, in light of 

-HQVRQ¶V�FULWLTXH, it would appear to imply materialism. 

 

We suggested above that created things are body, and that body is material availability. Availability is 

physical perception. The second part of -HQVRQ¶V answer will speak to the danger of materialism. It 

will say, beyond perception, what is actually made available. We are still looking for the underlying 

what. The next part of our discussion ZLOO�FRQVLGHU�-HQVRQ¶V�DSSURSULDWLRQ�RI�-RQDWKDQ�(GZDUGV�LQ�

that regard. 

 

According to classical metaphysics (for lack of a better term), physical perception relates to an 

underlying substance. This understanding was pivotal for many different thinkers, with many 

variations. We do not need to go into them all here. The point of mentioning substance is just to 

highlight that, for most, creation has a material what. Created things are not usually supposed to 

consist purely in their perception. However, for EGZDUGV��µERG\¶�LV�LGHQWLFDO�ZLWK�VROLGLW\�RU�

µUHVLVWDQFH�¶293 The point here is that there is no underlying substance. This, appropriated from 

(GZDUGV��LV�WKH�VHFRQG�SDUW�RI�-HQVRQ¶V�GHILQLWLRQ��)RU�D�SURJUDPPH�RI�µUHYLVLRQDU\¶�PHWDSK\VLFV��RQH�

can understand the appeal. Concerning the specific issue we raised with body as availability ± that it 

seems to run close to materialism ± LW�KDV�DQRWKHU�EHQHILW��,I�WKHUH�LV�QR�XQGHUO\LQJ�µVXEVWDQFH¶�WKHQ�

materialism is effectively impossible. Indeed, Edwards was an idealist. This puts Jenson onto very 

different territory. Whatever causes our sensory impressions, it is not in the final analysis a material 

cause at all. In fact, put in terms of Aristotelian causality, material causes do not exist. We are left 

with form��RI�FRXUVH��WKRXJK�LWV�µVROLGLW\¶�PXVW�EH�HQWLUHO\�RWKHU� 

 

At this juncture we have to make an interpretive point. The role substance plays in a classical 

understanding of created things is considerable. Something like substance exists as what we might call 

D�µPLGGOH�WHUP¶�EHWZHHQ�*RG¶V�DFW�RI�FUHDWLRQ�DQG�ZKDW�ZH�SHUFHLYH��*RG�FUHDWHV��WKLQJV�DUH�

materially, and then we perceive that materiality. If created things are just as perceived, then there is 

QR�µWKH\�DUH¶�LQ�EHWZHHQ�*RG¶V�FUHDWLYH�DFW�DQG�RXU�SHUception. Instead, we would be perceiving 

*RG¶V�HIIHFWV�GLUHFWO\��ZLWKRXW�D�PLGGOH�WHUP��/RJLFDOO\��WKH�what WKDW�LV�PDGH�DYDLODEOH�LV�*RG¶V�

creative act.  

 

 
293 Jenson, Systematic Theology, Vol.2, 49, quoting The Works of Jonathan Edwards, Vol.6, ed. Wallace E. 
Anderson, (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1980), 215 
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However, without a middle term, created things appear ontologically thin. Or perhaps, their 

contingency is emphasised beyond the norm. Jenson may not consider this an issue, bearing in mind 

WKDW�KH�GRHV�QRW�FRQVLGHU�FRQWLQJHQF\�D�µGHIHFW�¶294 but it does have consequences. Of course, this 

PLGGOH�WHUP�QHHG�QRW�EH�PDWHULDO��)ROORZLQJ�*RG¶V�FUHDWLYH�DFW��WKLQJV�FRXOG�µEH¶�LQWHOOHFWXDOO\��DQG�

this intellectual reality could be the mediating source of perception, again presenting God as indirect 

cause of physical perception, at one level removed. However, tKLV�ZLOO�QRW�EH�-HQVRQ¶V�YLHZ�EHFDXVH�LW�

implies a timeless relation.295 We will come to this below, but it is worth mentioning here to show 

ZKDW�LV�DW�VWDNH��7KLV�FRQFHUQV�QRW�RQO\�WKH�PDQQHU�RI�RXU�SHUFHSWLRQ��EXW�RI�*RG¶V�Freative act also. It 

means there is no way to understand created things apart from God. From the perspective of the 

REMHFWLYLW\�RI�IDLWK¶V�NQRZOHGJH��WKLV�PHDQV�WKDW�IDLWK�RQFH�PRUH�FRUUHVSRQGV�LQ�*RG�DQG�DOVR�WKDW�LW�LV�

objective as it knows created things as they truly are. Created things are truly mind-independent 

according to this accouQW��EXW�WKH�LPPHGLDF\�RI�*RG¶V�FUHDWLYH�DFt has other consequences too. 

 

Without a middle term ± physical or otherwise ± *RG¶V�FUHDWLYH�DFW�LV�DOZD\V�LPPHGLDWH��7KHUH�LV��

according to most, a distinction between creating and sustaining. In what follows we will examine the 

LPSOLFDWLRQV�RI�-HQVRQ¶V�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�LQ�OLJKW�RI�WKDW��,I�*RG¶V�FDXVDOLW\�LV�DOZD\V�LPPHGLDWH��DOZD\V�

present, then there is no real difference between creating the world and sustaining it, which amounts 

to continuous creation. This is again a far-UHDFKLQJ�UHYLVLRQ�RI�FODVVLFDO�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ��,Q�-HQVRQ¶V�

ZRUGV��µ$�GLVWLQFWLRQ�EHWZHHQ�FUHDWLRQ�DQG�³SUHVHUYDWLRQ´�RU�EHWZHHQ�LQLWLDO�DQG�³FRQWLQXLQJ´�

creation has been rightly used to warrant that there was a first existence of creatures at a zero point of 

WLPH��%XW�VXFK�GLVWLQFWLRQV�FDQ�KDYH�QR�PHWDSK\VLFDO�RU�UHOLJLRXV�VLJQLILFDQFH�¶296 Jenson sees the 

distinction as one recognising creaturely contingency and nothing more. Bearing that in mind will 

help us understand the positions JHQVRQ�WDNHV��-HQVRQ�SUHVHQWV�*RG¶V�FUHDWLYH�DFW�DV�LPPHGLDWH�WR�

XQGHUVFRUH�WKDW�LW�LV�*RG¶V�DFW��DQG�KLV�DORQH��$OO�HOVH�DUH�FRQWLQJHQW�FUHDWXUHV��7KLV�LV�D�ZRUWK\�

assertion, often blurred in practice, and certainly absent to most world views, most notable among 

WKHP�IRU�RXU�SXUSRVHV�EHLQJ�µWKH�*UHHNV�¶ 

 

Likewise, Jenson opens his account of the act of creation by highlighting the danger of understanding 

creation as emanation.297 Removing the middle term presumably removes the danger of emanation 

while maintDLQLQJ�WKH�FRQWLQJHQF\�RI�WKH�FUHDWHG�RUGHU��)RU�-HQVRQ��WKH�µHPDQDWLRQLVW�WHPSWDWLRQ¶�KDV�

EHHQ�SUHVHQW�WKURXJKRXW�WKH�FKXUFK¶V�KLVWRU\��ZKHUHYHU�3ODWRQLVW�LQIOXHQFH�KDV�FDXVHG�WKH�EOXUULQJ�RI�

 
294 See introduction 
295 Jenson, Systematic Theology, Vol.2, 5-7 
296 Ibid., 9 
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creature and creature.298 Here again, we can see that removing substance, or another intellectual 

middle term, would look like a good move. Doing so undercuts the possibility of ascribing creative 

agency to something other than God. One may make only a small interpretive leap in supposing an 

eternal abstract such as a universal would fit this bill. In all these implications we would do well to 

WDNH�WKH�µFUHDWLRQ�RU�HPDQDWLRQ¶�IDXOW�OLQH�DV�SURJUDPPDWLF�IRU�ZKDW�IROORZV��:H�ZLOO�VHH�WKH�EHVW�RI�

Jenson if we understand why he takes the steps he does and what problems he avoids by doing so. 

Removing substance, to his credit, removes the dangers inherent to an emanationist understanding, 

WKDW�WKHUH�LV�µQR�UHDOLW\�RWKHU�WKDQ�WKH�GLYLQH¶�RU�HOVH�WKDW�LW�LV�D�µGHOXVLRQ�RU�GHJUDGDWLRQ¶�WKHUHRI�299 

Jenson quite rightly sees that neither is compatible with a biblical account of creation. 

 

 

Creaturely order as harmony 

 

Having considered the what, we now need to consider how created things relate to one another. This 

will be central to the question of the objectivity of truth because logic depends on our being able to 

apprehend order in creation. Indeed, without us being able to do so, it is difficult to see a way that 

VFLHQFH�RU�PDWKHPDWLFV�FRXOG�EH�SRVVLEOH��,Q�IDLWK�ZH�PD\�DSSUHKHQG�FUHDWHG�WKLQJV�DV�*RG¶V�HIIHFWV��

but we still have to consider the relation between these effects. The big challenge here will be the lack 

RI�FUHDWXUHO\�FDXVDOLW\��$V�DERYH��DOO�VWHPV�IURP�*RG¶V�FRPPDQG�LQ�D�GLUHFW�VHQVH��)RU�H[DPSOH� 

 

Any creation of the triune God, no matter how different from the actual creation, would be in 
some way material. That is, in it creatures would be made available to one another as other than 
RQH�DQRWKHU��LQ�D�VWUXFWXUH�RI�VXFK�SUHVHQWDWLRQV�VHW�E\�*RG¶V�FRPPDQG�300  

 

The first part of this is familiar. Body is material availability, but this is not materialism because there 

is no substance.301 :H�QRZ�WXUQ�WR�WKH�VHFRQG�DVSHFW��µWKH�VWUXFWXUH¶�RI�ERG\¶V�DYDLODELOLW\��:KDW�ODZV�

LI�DQ\��GRHV�LW�IROORZ"�-HQVRQ¶V�ODFN�RI�D�PLGGOH�WHUP�KDV�FRQVHTXHQFHV�KHUH�DOVR��)RU�µSUHVHQWDWLRQV¶�

UHDG�µVHQVRU\�LPSUHVVLRQV�¶�SHU�WKH�DERYH��$V�VXFK��ZH�DUH�GHDOLQJ�Zith the laws of nature. These laws 

DUH�µVHW�E\�*RG¶V�FRPPDQG�¶�7KLV��LQ�LWVHOI��LV�XQFRQWURYHUVLDO��%\�DQ\�DFFRXQW��*RG¶V�FUHDWLYH�DFW�

determines the structure of physical reality. The structure God commands determines not only what 

we perceive but also thH�UHODWLRQ�EHWZHHQ�SHUFHSWLRQV��,I�-HQVRQ¶V�WKRXJKW�LQ�WKLV�DUHD�IROORZV�ZKDW�

 
298 Jenson, Systematic Theology, Vol.2, 6 
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we have seen thus far, then the command will be immediate. There will be no law arising from the 

WKLQJ�LWVHOI��RQO\�*RG¶V�SUHVHQW�LQWHQWLRQ�H[SUHVVHG�LQ�WKH�UHODWLRQ�EHWZHHQ�FUHDted things.   

 

It is helpful to remember the critique of our first chapter. Jenson, in the beginning of his systematic 

WKHRORJ\��ZURWH�D�SUROHJRPHQRQ�LQ�ZKLFK�KH�FULWLFLVHG�µQDWXUDO¶�NQRZOHGJH��7KLV��SUHVHQW�LQ�WKH�

ancient world, continued through Christian history and came to fruition in Enlightenment deism.302 

:H�JORVVHG�WKLV�SUREOHP�DV�EHJLQQLQJ�IURP�DQ�µRXWVLGH�SRVLWLRQ¶��D�UDWLRQDO�DQG�VXSSRVHGO\�QHXWUDO�

angle on faith. For Jenson, the rational outside position was not actually neutral ground, but rather the 

SURGXFW�RI�WKH�FKXUFK¶V�HQJDJHPHQW�ZLWK�WKH�SKLORVRSKLFDO-religious culture of Mediterranean pagan 

antiquity. In essence, it was Greek culture.303 In fact, there is no knowledge of God that does not begin 

with his revelation of himself. God as direct cause of sensory impressions fits this bill and should 

facilitate knowledge of him through created things, provided it begins in faith. The issue of the order 

of creation is closely related.  

 

We need to apply the same insight to the order between created things. We cannot imagine another 

basis of empirical reality than God. This is compounded, rightly or wrongly, by the conflating of 

FUHDWLQJ�DQG�VXVWDLQLQJ��1RWKLQJ�µLV¶�DSDUW�IURP�*RG¶V�LPPHGLDWH�HIIHFWV��%HFDXVH�WKLV�DPRXQWV�WR�

continuous creation, there LV�QR�µRXWVLGH¶�SRVLWLRQ�IURP�ZKLFK�UHDVRQ�PD\�EHJLQ�DEVHQW�IDLWK��7KHUH�LV�

no outside perspective on creation as there was no outside perspective on redemption. Turning to the 

TXHVWLRQ�RI�WKH�RUGHU�VHW�E\�*RG¶V�FRPPDQG��ZH�VHH�VRPHWKLQJ�VLPLODU��7KH�UHODtion between things is 

not caused by the things in themselves. We need to understand this relation if we are to understand 

ZKDW�NQRZOHGJH�RI�*RG�LW�PD\�EULQJ��2Q�WKLV��ZH�QHHG�WR�FRQVLGHU�-HQVRQ¶V�FULWLTXH�RI�WKH�

Enlightenment understanding of the laws of QDWXUH��$V�ZLWK�RWKHU�NH\�DUHDV�RI�-HQVRQ¶V�WKRXJKW��WKLV�

concerns a shift in governing metaphor. In this case, it is from machine to musical harmony. 

 

For Jenson, enlightenment mechanism is closely related to the positing of substance as material 

cause.304 If substance does not cause sensory impression, then it may not have causal efficacy with 

respect to the order of creation. We may observe laws, but they do not arise from the things governed 

E\�WKHP��,Q�-HQVRQ¶V�ZRUGV��µ$�XQLYHUVH�WKDW�ZDV�VLJQLILFDQWO\�like a great machine would not have 

the sort RI�G\QDPLF�RUGHU�WKDW�DQVZHUV�WR�WKH�KDUPRQLRXV�OLIH�RI�WKH�WULXQH�*RG«¶305 7KH�µG\QDPLF�

RUGHU¶�-HQVRQ�VXSSRVHV�LV�WKDW�OLNH�D�PXVLFDO�KDUPRQ\��7UXH�WR�IRUP��WKLV�SURFHHGV�IURP�KLV�GRFWULQH�

 
302 Jenson, Systematic Theology, Vol.1, 5-10 
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of God and we may follRZ�WKH�FDXVDO�FRQQHFWLRQ�EDFNZDUG��7KH�µsort RI�RUGHU¶�GHSHQGV�RQ�WKH�VRUW�RI�

God. A timeless God would have a timeless order, such as pure logical relation. A God that acts in 

WLPH�ZRXOG�FUHDWH�D�WHPSRUDO�RUGHU��KHQFH�WKH�µGUXPEHDW�UK\WKP¶�RI�*RG¶V�FUHDWLve speech.306 The act 

RI�FUHDWLRQ�LV�PXVLFDO�DQG�VR�WKH�RUGHU�ZKLFK�JRYHUQV�FUHDWHG�WKLQJV�LV�PXVLFDO�DOVR��7KH�µLQVLVWHQW�

UK\WKP¶307 of Genesis is the order of reality in its layered musicality. This is a beautiful idea which we 

must hold alongside the concept of story we saw in our last chapter. The coherence of created things 

will be that they have a beginning and an end, a set part to play. God is storyteller, but also composer.  

 

Moreover, as we cannot separate creating and sustaining, we will not in the final analysis be able to 

separate what things are and the order of their relation. Continuous creation prohibits the kind of 

FUHDWXUHO\�LQGHSHQGHQFH�ZKLFK�ZRXOG�DOORZ�WKH�LGHD�RI�QDWXUH¶V�VHOI-governance. Indeed, that is the 

point. If the act of creation has a rhythm, then created things will move in time with it. This is the kind 

RI�WKLQNLQJ�-HQVRQ�LV�JHWWLQJ�DW��ZKLFK�LV�ZK\�µKDUPRQ\¶�PD\�EH�µFRQVFULSWHG¶�DV�µFRQWUDU\�H[DPSOH¶�

WR��µVXEVWDQFH�¶308 +DUPRQ\�LV�µPHWDSK\VLFDOO\�GHVFULSWLYH�ODQJXDJH¶�ZKLFK�LV�µPRUH�PDOOHDEOH�WR�WKH�

JRVSHO¶V�JUDVS�RI�UHDOLW\�¶309 Order and substance are not quite the same thing, but if creating and 

sustaining cannot be separated ± and if substance is excised causally ± then harmony can do the work 

of substance, for Jenson. It will describe what things are. However, we are still without a middle term. 

7KDW�LV��WKH�KDUPRQ\�LV�GLUHFWO\�*RG¶V�VSHHFK��/LNH�VHQVRU\�LPSUHVVLRQ��LW�GRHV�QRW�H[LVW�LQ�LWVHOI��:H�

are not talking about an abstracted creaturely order sustained by God. Jenson wants us to move 

straight from the rhythm of created things to understand that God is also harmonious.  

 

,Q�FRQWUDVW��WKH�SRVLWLQJ�RI�µVXEVWDQFH¶�EHKLQG�RU�XQGHUQHDWK�VHQVRU\�LPSUHVVLRQV�\LHOGV�DQ�DOWHUQDWLYH�

metaphysic and a different God. Quite literally, it produces enlightenment mechanism and deism.310 

We may note that both are rationalist ± QDWXUDO��LQ�-HQVRQ¶V�WHUPV�± and have no need for faith or 

revelation as they consider created things apart from God. Whether they are explicitly emanationist is 

not WKH�LVVXH��(PDQDWLRQ�VXSSRVHG�WKH�GLYLQLW\�RI�WKH�ZRUOG��,Q�-HQVRQ¶V�WHUPV��(QOLJKWHQPHQW�

mechanism does the same by giving causal agency to created things. 311 Instead, Jenson draws on 

Jonathan Edwards, for whom bodies did not act upon one another because they were not agents. 312 If 

we cannot separate creating and sustaining, this step is clear. If God sustains as a separate ongoing act 

 
306 Jenson, Systematic Theology, Vol.2, 5 
307 Ibid. 
308 Ibid., 39  
309 Ibid. 
310 Ibid. 
311 Ibid., 39; also quoting Jonathan Edwards, The Works of Jonathan Edwards, Vol.6, 216 
312 Ibid., 49; also quoting The Works of Jonathan Edwards, Vol.6, 216 
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to creating, then creaturely agency is indeed possible. Either way, for Jenson in his appropriation of 

Edwards, this is not a serious option because it would imply enlightenment mechanism.  

 

+DUPRQ\�LV�DQ�DOWHUQDWLYH�µG\QDPLF¶�RUGHU��,W�LV�G\QDPLF�EHFDXVH�LW�LV�OLYLQJ��UHIOHFWLQJ�WKH�LPPHGLDF\�

of God¶s impact in continuous creation. The distant, abstract God of natural theology is a kind of 

polar opposite to this way of thinking.313 One gets the sense that for Jenson, temporal means not 

contingent in a negative sense, but alive ± active, not static. That, we may suppose, is what he is 

driving at. If creation is a dynamic harmony of interrelated created things, then the God that made it 

must be suitably musical and relational. We may also add in anticipation of our argument below that 

this active harmonious God would not be a singular, undifferentiated principle, but a Trinity of 

overflowing life. As we proceed, we should also note that this has far reaching implications for how 

ZH�XQGHUVWDQG�WKH�REMHFWLYLW\�RI�WUXWK��,W�ZLOO�QRW��RQ�-HQVRQ¶V�WHUPV��EH�IRXQG�VWHULOH�DQG�LQDFWLYH��

That cannot be the knowledge faith brings if the world is as described and if created things are as God 

VSHDNV�WKHP��-HQVRQ¶V�DFFRXQW�PD\�QRW�EH�ZLWKRXW�SUREOHPV�LQ�WHUPV�RI�WKH�REMHFWLYLW\�RI�NQRZOHGJH��

but we would do well to note this fact before encountering them. In looking for objectivity, we are 

looking for a way to understand our creaturely knowledge as more than subjective. It must correspond 

to God and if it can do so while incorporating creaturely things then all the better ± this, after all, is 

what classical metaphysics achieved. However, REMHFWLYH�LQ�-HQVRQ¶V�VHQVH�ZLOO�SUHVXPDEO\�QRW�PHDQ�

impersonal. If created things may be an object of knowledge, we must also remember for Jenson that 

µ:KDW�LV�DURXQG�XV�LV�QRW�DQ�LURQ�LPSHUVRQDO�IDWH�EXW�DQ�RPQLSRWHQW�FRQYHUVDWLRQ�WKDW�LV�RSHQ�WR�XV�¶314 

Reality is this conversation. 

 

God, too, is conversation.315 This is a key notion for Jenson, one which will come to govern his 

XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RI�KDUPRQ\��,Q�KLV�RZQ�ZRUGV��µ*RG�GRHV�QRW�ILUVW�EHFRPH�DFWLYH�DQG�UHODWLRQDO�ZKHQ�

he creates; just so creating is both DSSURSULDWH�DQG�XQQHFHVVDU\�IRU�KLP�¶316 Because God is relational 

FUHDWHG�WKLQJV�PD\�EH�JHQXLQHO\�RWKHU��,Q�KLV�DFW�RI�FUHDWLRQ��KH�µRSHQV�URRP¶�LQ�KLPVHOI��ZKLFK�KH�

can do because he has such relations.317 0RUH�WKDQ�WKDW��µ«WKH�*RG�LQ�TXHVWLRQ�LV�)DWKHU��6RQ��DQG�

Spirit. To make our first and fundamental step, we need merely to remember that these three subsist 

RQO\�LQ�WKHLU�UHODWLRQV�WR�HDFK�RWKHU�¶318 7KH�FHQWUDO�LPSOLFDWLRQ�RI�WKLV�µIXQGDPHQWDO�VWHS¶�LV�WKDW�µDQ\�

work of God is rightly interpreted only if it is construed by the mutual roles of the triune peUVRQV�¶319 

 
313 Jenson, Systematic Theology Vol.2, 49 
314 Ibid., 44 
315 Ibid., 26 
316 Ibid., 28 
317 Ibid., 25 
318 Ibid. 
319 Ibid. 
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*RG�FDQ�EH�FRQYHUVDWLRQ�EHFDXVH�RI�-HQVRQ¶V�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RI�VXEVLVWLQJ�UHODWLRQV�DQG��FRQVLVWHQW�

ZLWK�-HQVRQ¶V�IRFXV�RQ�WKH�DFWV�RI�*RG��LI�KH�FUHDWHV�E\�VSHDNLQJ�WKHQ�WKLV�PXVW�EH�WKH�PDQQHU�RI�KLV�

relation. We mentioned already that God may alORZ�XV�WR�EH�UHDOO\�µRWKHU¶�EHFDXVH�RI�WKHVH�UHODWLRQV��

Putting conversation into these terms yields: 

 

7KH�ZRUG��³/HW�WKHUH�EH«´�can truly be spoken only in dramatic discourse. The trinity is such 
a conversation, the only one that can never collapse into dialogue or monologue, because the 
three who make its poles are the conversation.320 

 

Dramatic discourse ± or the triune persons as dramatis personae ± is what we found in our last 

chapter. God is known by the part he plays in the story, the story he tells. We see something similar as 

UHJDUGV�*RG¶V�DFW�RI�FUHDWLRQ��7KH�RWKHUQHVV�RI�FUHDWXUHV�LV�WR�EH�µFRPPDQGLQJO\�PHQWLRQHG�RU�

DGGUHVVHG¶�LQ�WKLV�GLYLQH�GLVFRXUVH�321 We are what he tells, referred to in the internal discourse of the 

Trinity.  

 

This leaves the question of what harmony is. It cannot be like natural law, operating impersonally and 

mathematically, because it is developed in contrast to Enlightenment thought in that regard. We know 

LW�LV�WKH�FRPPDQG�RI�*RG��WKH�VWUXFWXUH�RI�WKH�SUHVHQWDWLRQV�RI�ERG\¶s availability. We know, too, that 

there is nothing in created things (them not having substance) which could generate this order apart 

IURP�*RG¶V�FRQWLQXRXV�DFW�RI�FUHDWLRQ��ZKLFK��LQ�WXUQ��UHIOHFWV�KLV�RZQ�WULXQH�OLIH��7KLV�LV�WULQLWDULDQ�

dialogue, which refers to created things. Without substance, we suggested that creaturely causality 

ZDV�QRW�SRVVLEOH��$V�UHJDUGV�KDUPRQ\��ZH�KDYH�OLNHZLVH�IRXQG�QR�PLGGOH�WHUP�LQ�-HQVRQ¶V�WKRXJKW�VR�

the same weakness reoccurs, though an appeal to faith will not suffice here. Harmony has replaced 

substance for Jenson but, in so far as it does not accomplish the same purpose of permitting creaturely 

causality, it has not answered the problem. For Jenson, harmony must be understood differently than 

mechanical order because iW�PXVW�UHIOHFW�WKH�µPXWXDO�UROHV�RI�WKH�7ULXQH�SHUVRQV�¶�DV�DERYH��,W�PXVW�

also be temporal. However, the order perceived between created things suggests creaturely causality. 

We need to explore this in greater detail. Following critical examination, we will return to consider 

how Jenson may address the problem according to his understanding of the Trinity. We still pursue 

the question of what truth may be communicated by created things to faith and, in particular, what 

role harmony may play in this since it has replaced substance metaphysically. 

 

 

 
320 Jenson, Systematic Theology, Vol.2, 25-26 
321 Ibid., 26 
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Harmony and causality 

 

For Jenson, even without substance, dynamic harmony allows for ordinary empirical knowledge, 

WKRXJK�ZH�ZLOO�KDYH�FDXVH�WR�TXHVWLRQ�WKLV�SUHVHQWO\��$FFRUGLQJ�WR�-HQVRQ¶V�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ� (GZDUGV¶�

removal of substance did not entail a rejection of Newtonian science.322 7KHUH�ZDV�µLQ�1HZWRQLDQ�DQG�

/RFNHDQ�VFLHQFH�D�JUDQG�YLVLRQ�RI�XQLYHUVDO�G\QDPLF�KDUPRQ\�¶323 The point of removing substance is 

that it denies causal influence to created thinJV��7KXV�(GZDUGV��ZKRP�-HQVRQ�DSSURSULDWHV�KHUH��µKDG�

WR�XQGR�WKH�PHWDSK\VLFV¶�WKH�(QOLJKWHQPHQW�XVXDOO\�DVVRFLDWHG�ZLWK�WKH�RUGHU�RI�FUHDWLRQ��)RU�-HQVRQ��

ZH�PD\�VWLOO�REVHUYH�*RG¶V�HIIHFWV��VR�ORQJ�DV�ZH�XQGHUVWDQG�WKHP�DV�*RG¶V��:LWK�UHVSHFW�WR�VFLHQWLIic 

knowledge on a superficial level, this is probably true. In so far as science is empirical, there is no 

FRQIOLFW�EHWZHHQ�LW�DQG�WKH�µSKHQRPHQDOLVW�DQG�RSHUDWLRQDOLVW¶324 philosophy Jenson adopts from 

Edwards.  

 

However, as we probe deeper, the picture becomes more complicated. The crux of this is not the 

integrity of sensory impressions (that is maintained in their being caused by God) but in what this 

implies for the reliability of our grasp of the order of creation. Because created things lack 

independent reality as Jenson describes them, there is a knock-on effect for creaturely knowledge, 

which threatens the objectivity of truth. In fact, redefining causality as Jenson has done runs the risk 

of rendering our knowledge, as creatures, unreliable. This understanding of causality presents a 

potentially serious issue for Jenson because it is inextricably tied to harmony, which is a central cog in 

-HQVRQ¶V�PHWDSK\VLFDO�UHDVRQLQJ���0RUHRYHU��LI�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�*RG¶V�FDXVDOLW\�LQ�WKLV�ZD\�GRHV�QRW�

allow sufficient ontic weight to creaturely things to support creaturely knowledge, then the manner in 

which created things may mediate the knowledge of God appears in jeopardy also. Even if the truth is 

D�FRUUHODWLYH�RI�*RG¶V�LQWHOOHFW��JUDVSHG�LQ�IDLWK��RXU�LQWHOOHFWXDl capacities must be sufficient to 

apprehend it. They are thus two separate issues, the consistency of the created order and our ability to 

apprehend it rationally. One issue, the consistency, may be solved through an appeal to faith. In faith 

we may grasp that God is and so understand creaturely effects as his and therefore reliable. The 

second issue, however, is the greater one. It concerns not God as cause, but the lack of causal weight 

given to created things, which affects the reliability of reason, without which, even following faith, 

the objectivity of truth is under threat. The nexus of this problem LV�-HQVRQ¶V�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RI�

causality. We need to consider the second issue, the reliability of our rational grasp of created order in 

detail because of its implications for the objectivity of the knowledge of God in creation. 

 
322 Jenson, Systematic Theology, Vol.2, 26 
323 Ibid., 40 
324 Ibid. 
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 Indeed, despite taking aim at enlightenment mechanism, Jenson opens himself up to the weaknesses 

of enlightenment epistemology. Jenson mentions specifically that Edwards follows Hume on 

causality, before accepting this as the way forward himself.325 The removal of agency of created 

things, we found above, related closely to the question of causality. One of its primary aims was to 

UHPRYH�WKH�QRWLRQ�RI�D�µQDWXUDO¶�FDXVDOLW\�ZKLFK�ZRXOG�RSHUDWH�DSDUW�IURP�*RG��-HQVRQ¶V�

understanding of harmony flowed from this point and so cannot be separated from the question of 

FUHDWXUHO\�FDXVDOLW\��HYHQ�LI�WKLV�LV�ZKHUH�SUREOHPV�GHYHORS��+RZHYHU��+XPH¶V�FDXVDO�VFHSWLFLVP�

creates problems for the objectivity of truth because it presents human faculties as unreliable. There 

can be little room for such scepticism in a metaphysics built on faith, in which creation and 

redemption cannot be separated. From the standpoint of objective truth, this causal scepticism has 

undesirable implications. We can see this if we consider LW�LQ�+XPH¶V�RZQ�WKRXJKW��DOZD\V�EHDULQJ�LQ�

mind that Jenson is not commentating on Hume directly. The point of examining Hume directly is not 

WR�H[HJHWH�-HQVRQ¶V�WKRXJKW�EXW�WR�KLJKOLJKW�LPSOLFDWLRQV�IRU�FUHDWXUHO\�NQRZOHGJH�-HQVRQ�PD\�KDYH�

missed by adopWLQJ�+XPH¶V�FDXVDOLW\��7KLV��RI�FRXUVH��ZRXOG�LQIOXHQFH�KRZ�ZH�XQGHUVWDQG�(GZDUGV��

but that is not our present concern. 

 

)RU�+XPH�WKHUH�ZDV�QR�LQGHSHQGHQW�JXDUDQWHH�WKDW�WKH�VXQ�ZRXOG�ULVH�WRPRUURZ��7KH�RQO\�µHYLGHQFH¶�

we have of that is that it has happened before.326 Our understanding of the relation between things is 

WKHUHIRUH�UHGXFHG�WR�µFXVWRP�¶327 $FFRUGLQJ�WR�+XPH¶V�QRWLRQ�RI�FXVWRP��WKH�KXPDQ�PLQG�REVHUYHV�

and establishes connections between things without any independent basis for doing so, threatening 

the integrity of our knowledge. Moreover, it does so in a way that presents human reason as radically 

unreliable. We cannot, for instance, in watching the world around us, accept that the rhythm of cause 

and effect we see is only apparent without adopting a posture of distrust toward our own faculties. 

The order of creation is not merely apparent. Cause and effect are physically perceptible and 

rationally examinable.  

 

It is understandable that Jenson wishes to paint a picture in which physical things are not causes in 

themselves. However, there must, for the possibility of genuine knowledge of created things, be space 

IRU�XV�WR�VSHDN�LQ�WHUPV�RI�FUHDWXUHO\�HIIHFWV�DSDUW�IURP�*RG¶V�LPPHGLDWH�FUHDWLYH�DFW��:H�FDQQRW�EXW�

conclude that the shattering of gODVV�PDNHV�D�QRLVH��RU�WKDW�ILUH�UHDOO\�GRHV�EXUQ��7KXV��ZKLOH�+XPH¶V�

critique of metaphysics presents problems for abstract knowledge, it is no less difficult for any notion 

 
325 Jenson, Systematic Theology, Vol.2, 40 
326 Hume, Treatise, 126-30  
327 Ibid., 234 
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of order arising from perception of physical things. Harmony is such an order. Our perception of 

created things can begin in faith but then we must know according to our perception, and rational 

examination thereof, that we are perceiving order.  

 

:H�FRXOG�GHIHQG�-HQVRQ�E\�VD\LQJ�WKDW�WKHVH�DUH�+XPH¶V�FRQVHTXHQFHV��QRW�KLV��+RZHYHU� we need to 

take care here, dealing as we are with three distinct thinkers ± Jenson, as well as Hume and Edwards. 

Arguably Hume does not deny causality, he just renders it unanalysable. This, in its scepticism is 

highly problematical for Jenson because of its implications for our understanding of the created order. 

Edwards, in contrast, is committed to a doctrine of occasionalism. Occasionalism certainly implies 

there is no genuine creaturely causality because creaturely actions are only the occasions of GoG¶V�

actions. Perhaps unhelpfully, Jenson does not draw a distinction between these two. Nonetheless, we 

may say accurately that, in his interaction with idealism, via Edwards or Hume, he arrives at an 

unhelpful tension which threatens creaturely knowledge. Arguably, this is an implication of Edwards 

occasionalism. Similarly, Humean scepticism would seem, on one reading, a potential consequence of 

-HQVRQ¶V�H[FLVLQJ�VXEVWDQFH�IURP�WKH�FUHDWHG�RUGHU� Because we cannot help but perceive the world as 

if there is such creaturely causality, to maintain the conclusion that creaturely causality does not exist, 

we must distrust our own faculties, the same ones which Jenson wishes to employ in perceiving 

harmony between created things. In sum, harmony requires that the order we perceive in created 

things be reliable. God may be the only cause at base, but he must be causing the interaction between 

things at one level removed or scepticism results. This is not a gap that faith can plug because it is not 

what faith reveals, namely, that things were created by God. Given that things are, we must be able to 

reason about them and ± since Edwards and Jenson believe ordinary scientific enquiry is possible ± 

we must presume Jenson thinks his account allows for this. 

 

:H�PD\�VXPPDULVH�WKH�GLIILFXOW\�ZLWK�FDXVDWLRQ�DFFRUGLQJ�WR�RXU�LQWHUSUHWDWLRQ�RI�-HQVRQ¶V�FULWLTXH�

of classical metaphysics: truth as a correlative of the human intellect results in nihilism because our 

intellect is too fragile to sustain it; this happens when appeal is made to our intellect to support the 

FODLPV�RI�IDLWK�RU�WKH�DFWV�RI�*RG�VXFK�DV�FUHDWLRQ��WKLV�LV�UHDVRQ¶V�µRXWVLGH�SRVLWLRQ�¶�+XPH�VWDUWV�LQ�

this position to define causality as he does, absent God; therefore, the predicted dissolution occurs ± 

RUGLQDU\�µGXPE�WUXWK¶�FDQQRW�EH�PDLQWDLQHG�RQ�WKLV�PRGHO��$GRSWLQJ�(GZDUGV�DQG�+XPH�RQ�FDXVDOLW\�

breaks with an understanding that begins in faith. Surely, if creation and redemption are apprehended 

in faith it must be that our perception is reliable. If that is not the case, then either God communicates 

reality to us unreliably (he is the direct cause of our sensory impressions), which is deceitful; or, God 

communicates truly (as faith demands), but we cannot reliably perceive this communication. It is 

(GZDUGV¶�FRQWLQXRXV�FUHDWLRQ�WKDW�-HQVRQ�DGRSWV��QRW�+XPHDQ�HPSLULFLVP��$V�VXFK��ZH�PD\�SUHVXPH�
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WKDW�IRU�-HQVRQ�ZH�NQRZ�FUHDWXUHO\�HIIHFWV�UHOLDEO\�EHFDXVH�E\�IDLWK�ZH�NQRZ�WKHP�WR�EH�*RG¶V��

However, our rational grasp of what we perceive, even where we may perceive according to faith, 

must be reliable if the truth is objective. If not, dynamic order will, to us, be only subjective and will 

not correspond in God. Whether it proceeds from God or not, we must be able to recognise the order 

in creation. This requires that reason and physical perception be reliable in a way the sceptic cannot 

assure. 

 

7KLV�EHFRPHV�FOHDUHU�ZKHQ�ZH�FRQVLGHU�+XPH¶V�SKLORVRSK\�RI�PLQG��ZKLFK�VKRZV�ZK\�KH�EHOLHYHG�

our perception of causality (and thus of created order) was unreliable. This relates to understanding 

UHDVRQ�DV�VHFRQGDU\�WR�RU�GHULYDWLYH�RI�VHQVRU\�LPSUHVVLRQ��-HQVRQ¶V�SULRULW\�RI�PDWWHU�RYHU�WKRXJKW�± 

even without substance ± leaves him open to this difficulty. In Hume¶V�WHUPV��VHQVRU\�LPSUHVVLRQV�DUH�

primary, ideas secondary ± a structure which shapes his whole philosophy of mind.328 Reason comes 

merely to link between these secondary, derivative ideas as a result. But that, of course, must relate to 

order ± dynamic or not; order is, after all, the relation between created things. The functioning of 

reason is related therefore to the perception of order. Conveniently for Jenson, the presentation of 

reason as linking between ideas which themselves are merely derivative of physical sensation does 

DYRLG�WKH�SUREOHP�RI�WLPHOHVVQHVV��7KHUH�LV�QR�KLQW�LQ�+XPH¶V�DFFRXQW�RI�JUDVSLQJ�DW�WLPHOHVV�

metaphysical truth. The question for the argument at hand, however, is whether the understanding of 

causality that partners this can facilitate objective truth. The danger of Humean causality is that reason 

GRHV�QRW�OLQN�EHWZHHQ�SULPDU\�LPSUHVVLRQV�EXW�WKHLU�GHULYDWLYH�LGHDV��2QFH�PRUH��WKLV�LV�WKH�VFHSWLF¶V�

problem and results in the dissolution Jenson predicts because it portrays truth as a correlative of 

human intellect. The challenge for Jenson is that adopting something like Humean causality must 

imply something similar about the functioning of the human mind and thus the objectivity of truth.  

 

:KHUHDV�IRU�µFODVVLFDO�PHWDSK\VLFV¶�WKH�Fonnections reason drew could correspond to timeless 

abstracts,329 Jenson has no such option. This leaves him in a bind. The truths of reason, in observing 

the order of things, cannot, if we understand causality with Hume, be said to correspond to God. If 

that were the case then there would be no difference between body and harmony, no consistent 

UHODWLRQ�EHWZHHQ�FUHDWHG�WKLQJV�DW�DOO��,QGHHG��ZKLOH�ERG\�PD\�EH�XQGHUVWRRG�DV�*RG¶V�GLUHFW�HIIHFW��

harmony is by definition distinct. It does not concern an underlying something, which we may 

attribute directly to God in faith (substance being anyway imperceptible). Harmony is the relation 

between these things. If, pressing continuous creation to the point of denying that harmony is separate 

 
328 Hume, Treatise, 49-55 
329 Saint Augustine, On the Free Choice of the Will, On Grace and Free Choice, and Other Writings, Ed. Peter 
King, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 46-63  
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to body, Jenson attributHV�DOVR�WKH�RUGHU�EHWZHHQ�FUHDWHG�WKLQJV�WR�*RG¶V�LPPHGLDWH�FDXVDOLW\��WKHQ��

theoretically, Jenson could remain consistent. However, in taking that step it would be beyond doubt 

WKDW�WKH�VFHSWLF¶V�SUREOHP�ZRXOG�ORRP�HYHQ�ODUJHU��:HUH�WKDW�WKH�VLWXDWLRQ��WKen our perception of 

created things as existing at all would be so woefully inaccurate that the problem would not stop with 

harmony. In fact, in that case, there would be no such thing as creaturely harmony, only physical 

body, continuously created. Therefore, empiricism ± RU�µSKHQRPHQDOLVW�DQG�RSHUDWLRQDOLVW¶�

SKLORVRSK\��LQ�-HQVRQ¶V�WHUPV�± cannot ensure accurate perception of the relation between created 

things.  

 

This is not a small point. If Jenson opposes emanation, it is on the grounds that it conflates creature 

and Creator. In other words, it ascribes divinity to nature. His removal of substance and redefinition of 

causality serve to avoid emanation in this regard, but at the expense of reason being reliable. We need 

to consider potential solutions on -HQVRQ¶V�RZQ�WHUPV�� 

 

,I�ZH�WDNH�D�µSKHQRPHQDOLVW¶�URRW��WKHQ�VHQVRU\�LPSUHVVLRQ�PXVW�EH�SULRULWLVHG��'RLQJ�VR�PDNHV�WKH�

perception of order secondary, as it does for Hume. This leaves two options regarding the order 

between created things. The first option is that the association between created things ± ideas, in 

+XPH¶V�WHUPV�± is a function of our reason, as it is for Hume. This would make order a correlative of 

our intellect and thus, as Jenson rightly highlights, unreliable. Creaturely order cannot be permanent 

or established on empiricist terms. Such creaturely independence requires a solid something, be that 

LQWHOOHFWXDO�RU�PDWHULDO�RU�ERWK��,Q�WHUPV�RI�FUHDWLRQ��LW�QHHGV�D�PLGGOH�WHUP�EHWZHHQ�*RG¶V�FDXVDO�

action and our perception to allow created tKLQJV�D�VROLGLW\�DSDUW�IURP�*RG¶V�FRQWLQXLQJ�FUHDWLYH�DFW���

We have seen already that Jenson rules this out by conflating creating and sustaining deliberately. 

 

The second option is to understand the relation between created things as somehow divine. In this 

case, reason would not be a correlative of the human intellect, avoiding the danger of dissolution and 

subjectivism. However, working from an empiricist basis, this would come close to the dangers 

Jenson associates with emanation. Causality would be reliably perceived by the human mind. Created 

things ± the world at large - would be genuinely functioning in a way amenable to reason. Its 

governance would be rational and conceived rationally because the divine mind would be the order of 

our sensory impressions. Hume would be neutralised, but this would be a step beyond removing 

substance. Jenson wants God as sole cause, not the divinity of the created order. Removing substance 

brings God close to created things (unlike for the deist) but it still retains a separation. Created things 
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DUH�WKH�µPDVNV¶�RI�*RG��7KH\�DUH�QRW�*RG��EXW�SRLQW�WR�KLP�LQ�WKHLU�FRQWLQJHQF\��IRU�-HQVRQ�330 We 

look at them and ask how they come to be, understanding (for Jenson) that they have no substance 

DSDUW�IURP�*RG��%XW�LI�*RG¶V�LPPHGiate causal impact is felt as harmony, without a separation, then 

LQ�SHUFHLYLQJ�KDUPRQ\�ZH�OLWHUDOO\�SHUFHLYH�*RG¶V�VSHHFK��7KLV�PXVW�EH�WKH�FDVH�EHFDXVH�WKH�UHODWLRQ�

between thLQJV�FDQQRW�EH�WKH�WKLQJV�WKHPVHOYHV��%XW�RQ�-HQVRQ¶V�WHUPV��LW�FDQQRW�EH�D�VWDnding 

abstract like a universal either. And if that harmony were the stuff of reason, then reason ± on one 

reading ± ZRXOG�DOVR�EH�GLYLQH��(LWKHU�ZD\��WKH�VXJJHVWLRQ�WKDW�ZH�XQGHUVWDQG�KDUPRQ\�DV�*RG¶V�YHU\�

thought (for such it would be without a middle term) would seem to equate the Creator with his 

FUHDWLRQ��7KLV�RSWLRQ�DOORZV�WKH�WUXWK¶V�REMHFWLYLW\��DQVZHULQJ�WKH�VHFRQG�KRUQ�RI�WKH�GLOHPPD��WKH�

reliability of our perception) but at too high a cost. 1HLWKHU�LV�LW�-HQVRQ¶V�YLHZ� 

 

Let us recap. What we have so far established requires that Jenson find permanence to the order 

perceived in creation in its materiality. The dynamic harmony of creation is in the availability of one 

created body to another and that availability is physical rather than intellectual. However, beginning 

with material perceptibility, through to the denial of ordinary causality, it is difficult to see how 

DQRWKHU�FRXUVH�FRXOG�EH�FKDUWHG�FRQVLVWHQWO\�WKDQ�+XPH¶V��:H�PD\�VD\�WKDW�WKDW�VHQVRU\�SHUFHSWLRQ�LV�

reliable and consistent as a coUUHODWLYH�RI�*RG¶V�LQWHOOHFW��,Q�IDLWK�ZH�PD\�JUDVS�WKDW�WKHVH�DUH�*RG¶V�

effects, beginning not with an outside perspective on creation and redemption but with God himself, 

as faith demands. However, there is a related problem for the correspondence of truth. We may not 

understand creation to mediate the knowledge of God, even with faith at its base, if we cannot reliably 

apprehend the order God commands. God communicates to us but also presumably endows us with 

faculties capable of receiving that communication and thus of accurately apprehending objective truth 

that begins and ends in him, just as he is Creator and sustainer of reality. Regarding harmony and its 

relation to objective truth, we seem to have two unacceptable options. One cannot be because it 

presents our rational connections as just that, merely ours. Harmony cannot be a correlative of human 

intellect, or it is merely VXEMHFWLYH��7KH�RWKHU�VXJJHVWV�WKDW�KDUPRQ\�LV�*RG¶V�LPPHGLDWH�FDXVDOLW\�LQ�D�

way that comes close to divinising the created order. Of the two, only the second promises a potential 

HVFDSH�IURP�WKH�GLOHPPD�RI�UHDVRQ¶V�UHOLDELOLW\. 

 

 

  

 
330 Jenson, Systematic Theology, Vol.2, 156 



 85 

Divine harmony? 

 

Jenson appropriates Edwards, not Hume. As such, we need to consider a possible solution on these 

terms. Indeed, while it is ultimately the lack of substance which creates the danger for the reliability 

RI�NQRZOHGJH��DQG�WKLV�FRPHV�IURP�(GZDUGV��(GZDUGV¶�DFFRXQW�GRHV�QRW�WKUHDWHQ�WKH�LQWHJULW\�RI�RXU�

knowledge in quite the same way. For Edwards, the structure binding created thiQJV�ZDV�*RG¶V�RZQ�

thought.331 This, though it cannot be exactly the same for Jenson as for Edwards, is an important 

LQVLJKW��ZKLFK�ZRXOG�VXEVWDQWLDOO\�GHILQH�KDUPRQ\��,I�WKH�KDUPRQ\�RI�FUHDWHG�WKLQJV�ZHUH�*RG¶V�RZQ�

thought, then the challenge around the reliability of reason would disappear. What reason perceives as 

KDUPRQ\�ZRXOG�XOWLPDWHO\�EH�UHOLDEOH��&UHDWXUHO\�FDXVDOLW\�ZRXOG�EH�PLVVLQJ��DQG�DV�VXFK�WKH�µPLGGOH�

WHUP¶�ZH�KDYH�EHHQ�FKDVLQJ�ZRXOG�EH��WRR��1RQHWKHOHVV��*RG¶V�LPPHGLDWH�FDXVDO�LPSDFW�ZRXOG�HQVure 

WKDW��DV�ZLWK�ERG\¶V�SUHVHQWDWLRQV�WR�WKH�VHQVHV��WKH�DSSDUHQW�ODZV�ZH�SHUFHLYH�ZRXOG�EH�UHOLDEO\�

GLVFHUQHG��FRUUHVSRQGLQJ�RQFH�PRUH�LQ�*RG��:H�QHHG�WR�WUHDG�FDUHIXOO\��KRZHYHU��DV�-HQVRQ¶V�WKRXJKW�

LV�OHVV�VWUDLJKWIRUZDUG��+DUPRQ\�DV�*RG¶V�WKRXJKW�DOORws objective truth. The question remains, 

KRZHYHU��ZKHWKHU�WKLV�ZRXOG�ILW�ZLWK�-HQVRQ¶V�WKRXJKW�DV�D�ZKROH��QRW�OHDVW�KLV�FULWLTXH�RI�

metaphysics and opposition to emanation.  

 

There is some reason to suggest that Jenson, like Edwards, finds harmony to be *RG¶V�RZQ�WKRXJKW��

7KXV��,QWHUSUHWLQJ�(GZDUGV�-HQVRQ�ILQGV�WKDW��µ7KH�SOD\�RI�SKHQRPHQD�LV�WKH�SOD\�RI�WKH�PDQGDWLQJ�

WKRXJKWV�RI�*RG��WKHLU�ODZ�OLNH�FRKHUHQFH�LV�WKH�FRKHUHQFH�RI�WKDW�WKLQNLQJ�¶332 -HQVRQ�JRHV�RQ��µ$W�KLV�

most youthfully speculative, Edwards could identify space, the field of physical phenomena, within 

WKH�ILHOG�RI�*RG¶V�FRQVFLRXVQHVV«¶333 Logically speaking, this would seem an unavoidable 

FRQVHTXHQFH�RI�HTXDWLQJ�KDUPRQ\�ZLWK�*RG¶V�WKRXJKW�GLUHFWO\��0RUHRYHU��GHVSLWH�-HQVRQ¶V�WRQH��

which suggHVWV�KH�YLHZV�WKLV�DV�LQGHHG�µVSHFXODWLYH�¶�KH�ODWHU�LQ�WKH�VDPH�FKDSWHU�VSHDNV�SRVLWLYHO\�LQ�

this regard. Concerning miracles and their relation to the harmony of created things Jenson again 

DVVHUWV�WKDW�µ«-RQDWKDQ�(GZDUGV�KDV�WKH�GHFLVLYH�LQVLJKW�¶334 because events are ordered within 

µORJLFDO�DQG�PXVLFDO�DSSURSULDWHQHVV�ZLWKLQ�*RG¶V�WKLQNLQJ�RI�WKHP«¶335 The suggestion is that 

WKLQJV�DUH�DV�*RG�WKLQNV�WKHP��6RPH�KDYH�HYHQ�LQWHUSUHWHG�WKLV�DV�SDQHQWKHLVP�LQ�(GZDUGV¶�FDVH�336 

This, however, is not an option that Jenson can take, nor does he seem to wish to on the basis of other 

passages.  

 
331 Jenson, Systematic Theology, Vol.2, 40 
332 Ibid., 40 
333 Ibid. 
334 Ibid., 44 
335 Ibid. 
336 Oliver Crisp and Kyle C. Strobel, Jonathan Edwards: an introduction to his thought, (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. 
Eerdmans Publishing Co., 2018), 94-5  
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)RU�-HQVRQ��WKH�RSHUDWLYH�SULQFLSOH�RI�WKH�KDUPRQ\�RI�FUHDWHG�WKLQJV��ZKLFK�PDNHV�WKH�µRUGHU¶�LQWR�

µG\QDPLF�RUGHU�¶�LV�*RG¶V�VSHHFK��7KLV�FRPSOHWHO\�UHSODFHV�DQ\�VROLGLW\�FUeated things could have in 

themselves and, per the discussion of mechanism and causality, removes any causal weight we may 

JLYH�WR�WKH�UHODWLRQ�EHWZHHQ�FUHDWHG�WKLQJV�DSDUW�IURP�*RG¶V�VSHHFK��+RZHYHU��LW�GRHV�QRW�DXWKRULVH�XV�

to replace sensory perception with thought. Neither does it permit that in rationally ordering our 

SHUFHSWLRQV��ZH�ILQG�WKDW�WKH�ODZV�RI�RXU�RZQ�PLQGV�DUH�WKH�ODZV�RI�*RG¶V�WKRXJKW��,I�-HQVRQ�LV��LQ�

interpreting Edwards, adopting some of the central tropes of eighteenth-century idealism, he is not 

quite becoming an idealist. Were that the case, his emphasis on history would be merely inconsistent 

and his opposition to timeless abstracts would make no sense. It is of course possible to take the 

nominalist route as an idealist or a panentheist. The difference with Jenson is his emphasis on history 

DQG�*RG¶V�WHPSRUDO�UHYHODWLRQ��,Q�FRPSDULVRQ��WKH�µODZ-OLNH�FRQVLVWHQF\¶�RI�*RG¶V�WKRXJKWV�VXJJHVWV�

an altogether different foundation for knowledge. As stated above, for Jenson, the operative force in 

FUHDWLRQ�LV�QRW�*RG¶V�WKRXJKW��EXW�KLV�VSHHFK� 

 

&RQFHUQLQJ�-HQVRQ¶V�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RI�*RG¶V�DFW�RI�FUHDWLRQ��WKH�IROORZLQJ�PXVW�EH�FRQVLGHUHG�

SURJUDPPDWLF��µ7KHRORJ\«KDV�RIWHQ�IDLOHG�WR�XQGHUVWDQG�Logos DV�*RG¶V�XWWHUDQFH�DQG�KDV�

substituted the notiRQ�WKDW�KH�LV�*RG¶V�FRQFHSW�¶337 7KLV�EUHDNV�ZLWK�WKH�LGHD�RI�FUHDWLRQ�YLD�µWKH�

)DWKHU¶V�DFW�RI�NQRZLQJ�KLPVHOI¶�DQG�WKH�DFWXDOLVDWLRQ�RI�WKHVH�LGHDV��,Q�-HQVRQ¶V�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ��

Logos DV�FRQFHSW�µVXEYHUWV�WKH�*HQHVLV�DFFRXQW�¶338 7KH�SRLQW�RI�WKH�ZRUG�DV�µXWWHUDQFH¶�LV�WKDW�LW�

determines the character of creation, which is necessarily material, as we saw above. Jenson is not 

suggesting panentheism, or anything like it. His is a theology of history, and God in it (while telling 

LW���*RG¶V�FRPPDQG�DV�XWWHUDQFH�is such that things are genuinely other.339 That is the point of their 

being utterance, not thought. Indeed, there are times when Jenson presses this logic very clearly. Of 

/XWKHU�KH�VD\V��µ2I�FODVVLF�WKHRORJLDQV��LW�LV�SHUKDSV�0DUWLQ�/XWKHU�ZKR�PRVW�VWUDLJKWIRUZDUGO\�

corrected the usual interpretaWLRQ�¶340 /XWKHU¶V�FRPPHQWDU\�RQ�*HQHVLV�PDNHV�UHIHUHQFH�WR�QRW�PHUHO\�

ZRUG��EXW�µVSRNHQ�ZRUG�¶341 7KLV��IRU�-HQVRQ��\LHOGV�µD�GHFLVLYHO\�ELEOLFDO�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RI�WKH�Logos 

KLPVHOI«¶342 7KHUH�LV�WKHQ�QR�URRP�IRU�DQ�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RI�*RG¶V�PDQGDWLQJ�VSHHFK�DV�thought 

UDWKHU�WKDQ�XWWHUDQFH�EHFDXVH�µ$OUHDG\�WKH�:RUG�WKDW�LV�D�WULXQH�SHUVRQ�LV�*RG¶V�utterance in his triune 

OLIH«¶343 ,I�FUHDWHG�WKLQJV�H[LVW�EHWZHHQ�WKH�SROHV�RI�*RG¶V�VSHHFK��WKH\�DUH�µWUXO\�RWKHU�WKDQ�*RG¶�

 
337 Jenson, Systematic Theology, Vol.2, 6 
338 Ibid., 6-7 
339 Ibid., 6 
340 Ibid., 7 
341 Ibid. 
342 Ibid. 
343 Ibid. 
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because of it.344 For Jenson, the point of LXWKHU¶V�FRUUHFWLRQ�LV�WKDW�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�Logos as concept 

displaces the role of the Son in creation. It is not that things exist as ideas in the mind of God, for 

-HQVRQ��DQG�VR�KDUPRQ\�FDQQRW�OLWHUDOO\�EH�*RG¶V�WKRXJKW� This allows Jenson to maintain a 

distinction between creature and Creator, built does not solve the epistemological problem we have 

been tracing. 

 

Once again, therefore, we seem to be looking for ontic stability without a middle term. Despite the 

thinness (for lack of a better term) of JensoQ¶V�DFFRXQW�RI�FUHDWLRQ��WKH�RUGHU�RI�FUHDWLRQ�FDQQRW�EH�DV�

an abstraction from created things. It must be present in created things. This leaves us again searching 

IRU�VRPHWKLQJ�LQ�WKH�PDQQHU�RI�*RG¶V�VSHHFK�ZKLFK�ZRXOG�ILOO�WKLV�JDS��DQRWKHU�ZD\�LQ�ZKLFK the 

order of physical things may somehow correspond directly, without a middle term, to the thought of 

*RG�ZKLOH�DOORZLQJ�WKDW�FUHDWLRQ�LV�XWWHUDQFH��QRW�WKRXJKW��:H�PHQWLRQHG�DERYH�WKDW�*RG¶V�FUHDWLYH�

act must be understood in trinitarian terms. The above issue with understanding creation in terms of 

thought has likewise been shown to relate to -HQVRQ¶V�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RI�Logos as utterance, which 

holds HYHQ�ZLWKLQ�WKH�WULXQH�OLIH��JXDUDQWHHLQJ�WKH�SRVVLELOLW\�RI�µRWKHUQHVV¶�ZLWKLQ�*RG�� 

 

Turning to the Son¶V�UROH�LQ�FUHDWLRQ�GLUHFWO\��ZH�FDQ�VHH�KRZ�WKLV�ZRUNV��We do not have space to 

IXOO\�DQDO\VH�-HQVRQ¶V�YLHZV�RQ�WKH�WULXQH�UHODWLRQV�ZLWKLQ�*RG��:H�PXVW�UHPDLQ�IRFXVHG�RQ�ZKDW�his 

understanding of creation means for harmony, and the problems we have been tracing. This is further 

MXVWLILHG�E\�-HQVRQ¶V�RZQ�PDNLQJ�µFRQFUHWH¶�of transcendental ideas. The same could be said for an 

analogical focus, such as might employ a psychological lense to resolve the subject-object divined in 

-HQVRQ¶V�WKRXJKW��:H�KDYH�VHHQ�-HQVRQ�SULRULWLVH�µXWWHUDQFH¶�RYHU�µWKRXJKW¶�DQG��LQ�RXU�ZUHVWOLQJ�ZLWK�

his account of creation we must remain true to that focus, however useful other avenues of enquiry 

may ultiPDWHO\�EH��7KLV�LV�PRVW�UHOHYDQW�IRU�WKH�TXHVWLRQ�RI�WKH�REMHFWLYLW\�RI�IDLWK¶V�NQRZOHGJH�RI�

creation, not least following the emphasis we found Jenson to place on the the physicality of body.  

The relevant point for us should be clear. The Son is not thought, but utterance, and that determines 

WKH�KDUPRQ\�RI�FUHDWLRQ��7KH�6RQ¶V�UROH�LQ�FUHDWLQJ�LV�WR�µPHGLDWH�EHWZHHQ�WKH�)DWKHU¶V�RULJLQDWLQJ�

DQG�WKH�6SLULW¶V�OLEHUDWLQJ�¶345 +H�µGHWHUPLQHV�WKH�FRQWHQW�RI�WKHLU�PXWXDOLW\¶�DQG�VR�LQ�WKH�GLYLQH�

conversation he µVSHDNV�WKH�DFWXDOLW\«¶346 His is the moral content, but this moral content is not 

DEVWUDFW��,W�LV�-HVXV¶�RZQ�OLIH��KLV�VWRU\�LQ�WLPH�347 The key point for understanding what the pivot to 

XWWHUDQFH�UDWKHU�WKDQ�WKRXJKW�PHDQV�LV�WKDW�WKLV�RWKHUQHVV�LQ�WKH�6RQ�DOORZV�KLP�WR�µKROG�RSHQ¶ reality 

 
344 Jenson, Systematic Theology, Vol.2, 26 
345 Ibid., 26-27  
346 Ibid., 27 
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so as to allow creaturely being.348 He may do this because the divine conversation can so stretch as to 

include creaturely reality while still being divine, for Jenson: 

 

7KH�)DWKHU�FRPPDQGV��³/HW�WKHUH�EH«´�7KH�6RQ��ZKR�LV�KLPVHOI�WKLV�FRPPDQGLQJ�ZRUG�
insofar as the Father hears therein his own intention, is given to the meaning of the creature; 
within creation he is the creature as intended by and for God.349 

 

Once more, our point is a narrow one regarding the meaning of Logos as utterance. The Son in his 

otherness does not establish a merely logical relation, but a temporal one - and that in God himself. 

%HFDXVH�RI�WKDW��WKH�6RQ�EHFRPHV�WKH�SRVVLELOLW\�µRI�DOO�RWKHUQHVV�IURP�*RG�¶350 Arguably this posits 

the relation between creature and Creator in God himself. Either way, we are not asking about the 

IHDVLELOLW\�RI�WKLV�DFFRXQW�RI�*RG¶V�LPPDQHQW�OLIH��LI�LQGHHG�-HQVRQ�ZRXOG�DFFHSW�WKH�H[LVWHQFH�RI�VXFK�

a thing). Our problem is how reason may be reliable without creaturely causality. That has taken us to 

consider harmRQ\�GLUHFWO\�DV�*RG¶V�VSHHFK�DQG�WKDW�KDV�OHG�XV�± WKURXJK�-HQVRQ¶V�DSSURSULDWLRQ�RI�

Edwards ± WR�FRQVLGHU�WKH�SRVVLELOLW\�WKDW�KDUPRQ\�EHWZHHQ�FUHDWHG�WKLQJV�FRXOG�EH�*RG¶V�RZQ�

thought for Jenson. This account of the Son as literal material other seems to make that impossible. 

He is utterance, not thought, and that defines the otherness of created things, too. 

 

We need to remember why Jenson has so described the Son in order to appreciate the positive 

contribution he makes here. It will also help us understand why this requires a distinction between 

*RG¶V�WKRXJKWV�DQG�WKH�KDUPRQ\�EHWZHHQ�FUHDWHG�WKLQJV��7KH�GRFWULQH�RI�FUHDWLRQ�DV�-HQVRQ�

articulates it is his alternative to timeless Greek reason and its metaphysic. Because of the definition 

of Logos, creation is not a mere logical relation for Jenson, but a temporal one.351 Putting this into the 

ODQJXDJH�RI�RXU�ILUVW�FKDSWHU��WKLV�WULQLWDULDQ�DFFRXQW�RI�FUHDWLRQ�LV�D�ZD\�WR�µEUDFNHW�WLPH�¶�7KH�DERYH�

FDQ�WKXV�EH�XQGHUVWRRG�DV�SURFHHGLQJ�IURP�RQH�SULPDU\�FRQFHUQ��DYRLGLQJ�µHPDQDWLRQ¶�DQG�WKH�UHODWHG�

notion of Greek eternity. IQGHHG��WKH�RXWZRUNLQJ�RI�-HQVRQ¶V�FULWLTXH�DJDLQVW�DQ�DEVWUDFW�WLPHOHVVQHVV�

LV�IHOW�HVSHFLDOO\�LQ�WKH�GRFWULQH�RI�FUHDWLRQ��)RU�-HQVRQ�WKLV�LV�D�FHQWUDO�LVVXH��,Q�KLV�ZRUGV��µ,Q�WKH�

ZRUOG¶V�UHOLJLRQV�WKH�GRPLQDQW�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RI�RXU�EHLQJ�LV�WKDW�LW�GHULYes from deity by emanation 

RI�RQH�VRUW�RU�DQRWKHU�¶352 Neither is this problem merely an ancient one, but instead has continued 

into the modern era, and not just among theologians.353 As mentioned, for Jenson, emanation means 

 
348 Jenson, Systematic Theology, Vol.2, 27 
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either that there is no reality RWKHU�WKDQ�WKH�GLYLQH��RU�HOVH�UHDOLW\�RWKHU�WKDQ�WKH�GLYLQH�LV�DQ�µLOOXVLRQ�RU�

GHJUDGDWLRQ�¶354 +HQFH�WKH�FUHDWXUHO\�µRWKHUQHVV¶�RI�WKH�6RQ�LV�-HQVRQ¶V�DQVZHU�WR�WKLV�SUREOHP�� 

 

Despite that, of the two consequences of emanation mentioned, Jenson is certainly closer to the 

IRUPHU��:H�KDYH�VWLOO�WR�ILQG�D�ZD\��JLYHQ�*RG¶V�GLUHFW�FDXVDOLW\��ZLWKRXW�D�PLGGOH�WHUP��WR�

XQGHUVWDQG�WKH�KDUPRQ\�EHWZHHQ�FUHDWHG�WKLQJV�DV�UHOLDEOH�ZLWKRXW�VD\LQJ�GLUHFWO\�WKDW�LW�LV�*RG¶V�RZQ�

thought. If we cannot, then there is arguably no reality other than the divine, as is the case according 

WR�-HQVRQ¶V�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RI�HPDQDWLRQ��,I�WKH�KDUPRQ\�RI�FUHDWLRQ�LV�GLUHFWO\�WR�EH�XQGHUVWRRG�DV�

*RG¶V�RZQ�WKRXJKW��WKHQ�ZH�DUH�DOO�LQ�WKH�PLQG�RI�*RG�VRPHKRZ��However, we can see, in the context 

RI�µXWWHUDQFH¶�DV�WKH�VROXWLRQ�WR�DVFULELQJ�GLYLQLW\�WR�WKH�ZRUOG��WKDW�-HQVRQ¶V�VROXWLRQ�ZLOO�EH�RWKHU�

WKDQ�(GZDUGV�¶�&UHDWHG�UHDOLW\�DV�FRQYHUVDWLRQ��DV�XWWHUDQFH��PHDQV�RXWVLGH�RI�*RG¶V�PLQG��HYHQ�LI�LW�

exists between the poles of the divine conversation. Were it internal to the divine intellect there would 

QRW��LQ�-HQVRQ¶V�WHUPV��EH�WKH�RWKHUQHVV�UHTXLUHG�IRU�FUHDWHG�WKLQJV�WR�H[LVW��RU�HOVH�WKH\�ZRXOG�EH�

some kind of Platonic degradation. The Logos is not a concept. However, we have still to answer what 

H[DFWO\�KDUPRQ\�FDQ�EH�RWKHU�WKDQ�*RG¶V�WKRXJKWV�LI�LW�LV�WR�IXUQLVK�UHOLDEOH�FUHDWXUHO\�NQRZOHGJH��

such as objective truth requires. For creation to mediate the knowledge of God, creaturely things must 

be the object of our knowledge. Our knowledge may correspond to God if it is faith, but the 

NQRZOHGJH�RI�*RG�LQ�FUHDWLRQ�LV�NQRZOHGJH�RI�*RG�LQ�ZKDW�LV�µQRW�*RG�¶�%HFDXVH�RI�WKDW�LW�PXVW�EH�

other than God himself, opening us up to the challenges we have found above regarding causality and 

harmony. On WKDW�KHDGLQJ��ZH�WXUQ�WR�FRQVLGHU�*RG¶V�FUHDWLYH�VSHHFK�GLUHFWO\�D�ILQDO�WLPH�� 

 

$QRWKHU�DYHQXH�RI�DSSURDFK�LV�KLQWHG�DW�LQ�-HQVRQ¶V�DSSURSULDWLQJ�XWWHUDQFH�IURP�/XWKHU��:H�KDYH�

seen how this determines his understanding of the Son, but not how it may relate to created things 

apart from the Son. In this there is room to consider another metaphor for harmony which Jenson does 

not use, divine grammar. On this basis, there may be a way to understand what Jenson has said while 

retaining the creaturely otherness ZKLFK�WKH�ODFN�RI�D�PLGGOH�WHUP�GRHV�QRW�DOORZ��&RQFHUQLQJ��*RG¶V�

speech in creation, Jenson has the following to say vis-à-vis Luther: 

 

$FFRUGLQJ�WR�0DUWLQ�/XWKHU��³6XQ��PRRQ��KHDYHQ�HDUWK��3HWHU��3DXO��,�\RX��HWF��DUH�DOO�ZRUGV�RI�
God, or perhaps rather V\OODEOHV�RU�OHWWHUV�LQ�FRQWH[W�RI�WKH�ZKROH�FUHDWLRQ«,Q�WKLV�ZD\�WKH�
words of God are embodied realities (res��DQG�QRW�PHUH�ODQJXDJH�´�:KDW�*RG�KDV�WR�VD\�
EHFRPH�DFWXDO�DQG�QRW�PHUHO\�SRVVLEOH�XWWHUDQFH��LQ�WKDW�WKHUH�DUH�FUHDWXUHV��$QG�/XWKHU¶V�
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choice of language to evoke this event is intentionally suggestive; for the chief context in which 
res was a technical term for him was the doctrine of sacraments.355  

 

Jenson goes on to elaborate on the sacramental element of this. Created things are signposts to God 

and God is therefore hidden in them.356 There is in Luther a kind of grand vision of reality as 

VDFUDPHQWDO��7KH�XWWHUDQFH�DV�µRWKHU¶�WKDQ�*RG�PHDQV�WKDW�DOO reality points towards him. This 

dovetails closely with what we found above regarding the removal of substance. All things are body, 

which is material availability. What is actually made available is in some way God in that he is sole 

and direct cause of all body. Faith may then know God in that it knows things accordingly as his 

effects. So much we found above. But is there a solution here for the question of harmony also? It 

must be noted that, although Jenson appropriated the notion of utterance from Luther, Luther did not 

ILQG�µURRP¶�LQ�*RG�IRU�FUHDWHG�WKLQJV�LQ�WKLV�RWKHUQHVV�DQG�FUHDWXUHOLQHVV�WR�EH�DWWULEXWHG�WR�WKH�6RQ���

As such, utterance, could well be separated into immanent and economic without logical 

contradiction. Of course, we are here proposing solutions to problems we find in what Jenson has 

DUWLFXODWHG��,W�LV�GRXEWIXO�WKDW�-HQVRQ¶V�DFFRXQW�RI�WKH�7ULQLW\�FRXOG�VWUHWFK�WR�D�GLVWLQFWLRQ�EHWZHHQ�

immanent and economic. Nonetheless, absent the notion of the Son Jenson has described, we may 

draw upon the understanding of utterance to articulate a distinct concept of harmony. In doing so, we 

go beyond Jenson but are still reasoning on his own terms. 

 

7KH�TXRWDWLRQ�RI�/XWKHU�-HQVRQ�JLYHV�PHQWLRQV�VSHFXODWLYHO\�WKDW�FUHDWHG�WKLQJV�FRXOG�EH�µV\OODEOHV�RU�

OHWWHUV�LQ�FRQWH[W�RI�WKH�ZKROH�FUHDWLRQ�¶�7KLV�SRLQWV�EH\RQG�-HQVRQ¶V�HPSKDVLV�XSRQ�VDFUDPHQW�WR�D�

further shift in governing metaphor. It may be that what Luther suggests has significant implication 

for the relations between res. On that basis, we may cite the insights of Christoph Schwöbel. We may 

return from the analogy of nature as machine, to an earlier metaphor ± that of the book.357 This would 

be amHQDEOH�WR�-HQVRQ¶V�UHYLVLRQDU\�SURMHFW��*RG�FRXOG�EH�VWRU\WHOOHU�VWLOO��(QOLJKWHQPHQW�PHFKDQLVP�

would be avoided. Significantly for the questions we have been pursuing, there could be between res 

DQRWKHU�NLQG�RI�RUGHU��HTXDOO\�KDUPRQLRXV��*RYHUQLQJ�*RG¶V�Vpeech on the page of reality there is an 

implied grammar. Grammar is itself not coterminous with thought but reflects it. And, moreover, it 

GRHV�VR�HQWLUHO\�LQ�NHHSLQJ�ZLWK�-HQVRQ¶V�HPSKDVLV�RQ�XWWHUDQFH��VSHHFK�QRW�WKRXJKW��5HDOLW\�LV�

embodied and, consequently, bears the mark of the mind that spoke it. Crucially, this would give us 

 
355 Jenson, Systematic Theology, Vol.2, 159, the quotation is from Martin Luther, Luther's Works: Lectures on 
Genesis, Chapters 1-5, ed. Jaroslav Pelikan, trans. George V. Schick, Vol. II, (Saint Louis: Concordia 
Publishing House, 1958), 17 
356 Jenson, Systematic Theology, Vol.2, 158 
357 Christoph Schwöbel, ³:H�$UH�$OO�*RG
V�9RFDEXODU\��7KH�,GHD�RI�&UHDWLRQ�DV�D�6SHHFK-Act of the Trinitarian 
God and Its Significance for the Dialogue between Theology and the Sciences,´�in Knowing Creation: 
Perspectives from Theology, Philosophy and Science, ed. Andrew B Torrance and Thomas H. McCall, (Grand 
Rapids: Zondervan, 2018), 47-68 
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our middle term. Just as speech is not thought, that which governs the relation between words is not 

thought in any direct sense but ± for lack of a better term ± WKH�µHPERGLHG¶�VWUXFWXUH�RI�LW��,Q�WHUPV�RI�

creaturely knowledge, we could then have something in place of the abstract to which our knowledge 

of creaturely things could have corresponded, something less prone to the weaknesses of 

emanationism, per Jenson. There would be a consistency to embodied reality as God gives it and 

EHWZHHQ�*RG¶V�HIIHFWV�ZRXOG�LQGHHG�EH�D�NLQG�RI�ODZ�ZKLFK�UHIOHFWV�KLV�H[SUHVV�LQWHQWLRQ��DQG�ZKLFK�

allows us to know reliably. Asking how it is that anything could be at all and how it could make so 

much sense, as it does, we could simply answer according to the faith we have received ± these are 

*RG¶V�ZRUGV�  
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Conclusion 

 

 

It remains, in closing, for us to return to the question with which we began our inquiry. 'RHV�-HQVRQ¶V�

revisionary metaphysics present a truth that corresponds? It is clear from the foregoing that this was 

DQ�LPSRUWDQW�REMHFW�IRU�-HQVRQ��7KH�µGXPE�WUXWK¶�LV�a particularly memorable phrase. Likewise, the 

commitment to the view that our metaphysic must reflect the gospel would seem to require a full-

EORRGHG�DFFRXQW�RI�WUXWK��QRW�D�PHUH�ODQJXDJH�JDPH��,I�-HQVRQ¶V�FULWLTXH�RI�PHWDSK\VLFV�DQG�

commitment to history mean anything it is that coherence alone is not enough. When we refer to God, 

our language must find purchase. It must correspond. If not, how could it be saving talk? 

 

+RZHYHU��KDYLQJ�D�JRDO�DQG�FRPSOHWLQJ�LW�DUH�QRW�WKH�VDPH�WKLQJ��,Q�-HQVRQ¶V�H\HV��QRWKLQJ�ZDV�ORVW�

RI�WKH�REMHFWLYLW\�RI�WUXWK�LQ�WKH�DFW�RI�µUHYLVLQJ¶�PHWDSK\VLFV�DV�KH�Kas done. Indeed, in so far as his 

conception of the God of scripture requires that we use temporal language and avoid any suggestion 

of timelessness, he may well say he has made considerable steps forward. The problem with 

metaphysics in our first chapter was, in truth, more than timelessness. The persistent undercurrent of 

DOO�-HQVRQ¶V�FULWLTXH��DV�ZHOO�DV�KLV�HPSKDVLV�RQ�*RG¶V�VHOI-revelation, was not a concern for logical 

efficacy or metaphysical purity. We return, in fact, to the truth as a way. For Jenson, unless it 

SHUWDLQHG�WR�RXU�RZQ�VDOYDWLRQ�VRPHKRZ��FKDUWLQJ�D�FRXUVH�WR�WKH�JRVSHO¶V�*RG�WKDW�UHDFKHV�IRU�XV��RXU�

metaphysical language was not just inaccurate but dangerous and idolatrous. All too easily, our 

thinking may lapse into subjective projection, mere wish and exaggeration based on creaturely things 

and our desires. No, saving talk is about soteriology and, therefore, metaphysics must be 

VRWHULRORJLFDO��7KH�KLGGHQQHVV�RI�*RG�ZDV�-HQVRQ¶V�VROXWLRQ�WR�WKLV�GLIILFXOW\��*RG�KLGHV�LQ�RUGHU�WR�

save. He thwarts the religious quest in order to be known only to faith. 

 

This conception naturally presents challenges for the way in which we understand the correspondence 

of truth. What would it mean for the truth to correspond in God other than for us to be describing what 

God has done in time? This does not allow for an independent rationality which may chart a course to 

divinity. It does not satisfy our craving for intellectual independence of God, or allow us to begin, in 

understanding all that is, with oXU�RZQ�WKLQNLQJ��7KDW�LV�SHUKDSV�RQH�RI�-HQVRQ¶V�FHQWUDO�LQVLJKWV�DQG�

the strength of his presentation of correspondence. It leaves objectivity radically redefined in the 

expressed personhood of God. It means that we may not have the knowledge of God apart from faith 

RU�NQRZ�FUHDWHG�WKLQJV�IRU�ZKDW�WKH\�DUH��KLV�HIIHFWV��DSDUW�IURP�XV�EHJLQQLQJ�ZLWK�*RG¶V�UHYHODWLRQ�LQ�

faith. 
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That the truth should be a correlative of Gods intellect, not ours, means this at base. For Jenson, given 

the preceding, I would say that our thought must be understood as a reaction to what God has already 

done. There is no eternal part of us, waiting to come out from this body of flesh. Neither may we 

abstract from the creation that God has already spoken into being. We cannot do so because we are 

likewise what he has spoken. It is clear on this basis that correspondence, real truth, was very much on 

-HQVRQ¶V�DJHQGD��,W�LV�FOHDU�DOVR�WKDW�KH�PDQDJHG�WR�DUWLFXODWH�DQ�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RI�UHGHPSWLRQ�WKDW�

facilitated that.  

 

In that sense, in understanding Jenson it makes sense to talk not only of knowledge in general, and 

that apart from faith, but precisely of the knowledge of faith. Faith is not a subjective matter. The 

story God tells and the promise he makes, neither are anything less than universal. In our second 

chapter we charted this story and asked how it is that it could be universal and found that it was so 

because the community of the promise was to be the future of humanity at large. There is much to 

UHFRPPHQG�LQ�-HQVRQ¶V�SHUVSHFtive here. His insights in terms of the relation between faith and 

history are creative solutions to the problems he sketches. The Spirit as guarantor and referent of faith 

is chief among these. Faith is not its own object, but it does speak on its own authority because the 

PHVVDJH�LV�QRW�RXUV�EXW�*RG¶V��5HGHPSWLRQ�µFRUUHVSRQGV¶�LQ�*RG��IDLWK¶V�NQRZOHGJH��WRR� 

 

Our third and final chapter moved to consider the knowledge of God that creation itself may 

communicate. The metaphysics of timelessness which Jenson understood himself as revising most 

certainly allowed for this knowledge. It is, therefore, an important question for revisionary 

metaphysics, one that could have been pursued beyond the scope of the present work. The danger of 

natural knowledge was that it may become something apart from the knowledge of God. Despite that, 

Jenson was at pains to articulate an account of creation which allowed real knowledge of created 

things. Without substance, this meant that knowledge of created things, in the final analysis, could 

only be said to relate to God himself. They are his immediate effects. There is, for Jenson, no middle 

WHUP�EHWZHHQ�*RG¶V�FDXVDOLW\�DQG�ZKDW�ZH�SHUFHLYH��VWUDQJH�DV�WKDW�PD\�VHHP��7KLV��LQ�LWVHOI��LV�QRW�

necessarily problematic for the correspondence of truth. However, given what it implies for the 

SRVVLELOLW\�RI�FUHDWXUHO\�KDUPRQ\��DQ�HVVHQWLDO�FRQFHSW�IRU�-HQVRQ¶V�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RI�ERWK�*RG¶V�

creative act and created things, it is not without difficulties. Without a so-called middle term, or even 

un underlying material substance, the question of creaturely harmony is challenging. This, we found, 

was further complicated by the attached notion of causality, taken from eighteenth-century idealism, 

and which fit poorly with the concept of truth Jenson articulates generally. While understanding our 

SHUFHSWLRQV�LQ�WKH�PRVW�EDVLF�VHQVH�DV�µJLYHQ,¶�DQG�WKXV�DPHQDEOH�WR�EHLQJ�DSSUHKHQGHG�LQ�IDLWK�DV�
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*RG¶V�HIIHFWs, is possible for body, it is not as simple for harmony. What governs the relation between 

created things, if it is to be other than God, would seem to require a more robust conception of 

SK\VLFDO�WKLQJV��7KH\�PXVW�KDYH�D�JUHDWHU�GHJUHH�RI�LQGHSHQGHQFH�WKDQ�-HQVRQ¶V�PHWDSK\VLF�affords 

WKHP�LI�RXU�SHUFHSWLRQ�RI�RUGHU��VR�FHQWUDO�WR�WKH�TXHVWLRQ�RI�UHDVRQ¶V�UHOLDELOLW\��LV�WR�EH�DSSURSULDWH�WR�

WKH�µGXPE�WUXWK�¶�7KDW�LV�WR�VD\��LW�LV�QRW�HQRXJK�WKDW�WKLQJV�be reliable, we must also reliably perceive 

them ± and that requires a middle term. Or so my interpretation has suggested. 

 

Much of this, unhappily, comes down to the question of time. The central concern upon which 

-HQVRQ¶V�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RI�FDXVDOLW\�SLYRWHG�ZDV�WKDW�WKH�UHODWLRQ�EHWZHHQ�*RG�DQG�FUHDWLRQ�EH�

temporal, not timeless��$Q\�SXUHO\�ORJLFDO�UHODWLRQ�ZRXOG�QRW�EH�FDXVDO�LQ�-HQVRQ¶V�VHQVH��:H�PD\�

suppose that it would reflect our thinking, our own minds, but not the mind of the Creator, who 

created the world in time. We have not, perhaps, have done enough to discover whetheU�-HQVRQ¶V�

understanding of the Trinity could do more in this regard. It may be that there is enough good ground 

here to build an imaginative solution to the problem of timelessness that Jenson himself may prefer. 

For my own part, I have suggested that for revisionary metaphysics to retain a robust and 

µFRUUHVSRQGLQJ¶�WUXWK�ZLWK�UHVSHFW�WR�FUHDWHG�NQRZOHGJH�ZRXOG�QRW�UHTXLUH�XV�WR�DEDQGRQ�-HQVRQ¶V�

FHQWUDO�LQVLJKWV��,QVWHDG��WKHUH�LV�VXLWDEOH�LPSHWXV�LQ�/XWKHU�DQG�LQ�RWKHU�DUHDV�RI�-HQVRQ¶V�WKRXJKW�WR�

produce something like the middle term I feel is necessary for a full articulation of the correspondence 

RI�WUXWK��,I�FUHDWLRQ�LV�*RG¶V�YRFDEXODU\��KDUPRQ\�PD\�EH�KLV�JUDPPDU��,W�VKRXOG�EH�QRWHG�WKDW�WKLV�

does not require us to return to the metaphysic of timelessness, only to adjust some of what Jenson has 

VDLG��0RVW�RI�WKH�µWDON¶�ZDV�LQGHHG�µVDYLQJ�WDON�¶�DIWHU�DOO� 
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