
Throughout most of the Christian era, the dominant view of God has
been that he is all-determining and all-controlling. Richard Rice gives

a concise definition of this view:

This traditional, or conventional, view emphasizes God’s sovereignty,
majesty and glory. God’s will is the final explanation for all that happens;
God’s glory is the ultimate purpose that all creation serves. In his infinite
power, God brought the world into existence in order to fulfill his pur-
poses and display his glory. Since his sovereign will is irresistible, what-
ever he dictates comes to pass and every event plays its role in his grand
design. Nothing can thwart or hinder the accomplishment of his pur-
poses. God’s relation to the world is thus one of mastery and control. (11)

This understanding of God has been widely challenged in the last
quarter of the twentieth century by a group of Christian theologians and
philosophers who have proposed an alternative to the conventional view.
The critique and the positive proposal offered is now a recognized move-
ment in Christian theology known variously as free will theism or open-
ness theology. Expositions, defenses, and critiques of this new movement
abound on the contemporary theological landscape in the form of journal
a rti cles, ac ademic co ll oquia, and full - l ength books, including the two
books reviewed here.

The Openness of God is coauthored by five men considered by many to
be the prime movers of openness theology: Clark Pinnock, Richard Rice,
John Sanders, William Hasker, and David Basinger. Together they offer a
concise and accessible introductory overview and defense of the concept.
Sanders’s The God Who Risks is a much more focused approach to open-
ness thought, setting out what he calls a “risk” model of providence. Both
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books are marked by admirable scholarship; both offer ideas that bear
s c ruti ny, wh et h er by theo l ogians, ph i l o s oph ers, or intere s ted Ch ri s tian lay
people. Both books offer an understanding of God that re s on a tes cl o s ely wi t h
that of Latter- d ay Saints. We, espec i a lly, should acquaint ours elves with and
pon der the vi ew of God these books adva n ce and con s i der the light they may
s h ed on what may be rega rded as the Hell enic ori gins of the Great Apo s t a s y.

The Openness of God

As the subtitle, A Biblical Challenge to the Traditional Understanding of
God, indicates, openness theology challenges the conventional Christian
understanding of God. The five authors of Openness designed the book to
read like a “five-course dinner prepared by five chefs” (10). First, Richard
Ri ce pre s ents a bi blical case for the openness of God. Th en John Sa n ders pro-
vi des a historical account of how the trad i ti onal vi ew of God em er ged and
became en tren ch ed, showing that it was deep ly impacted by neo - P l a ton i c
ph i l o s ophy. Next, Cl a rk Pinnock pre s ents a theo l ogical model for the open
vi ew of God, wh i ch is fo ll owed by Wi lliam Ha s ker ’s ph i l o s ophical defense of
the model. David Ba s i n ger con clu des by del i n e a ting some of the practi c a l
i m p l i c a ti ons of the model for Ch ri s tian life and devo ti on (1 0). We wi ll revi ew
s ep a ra tely each of these five pers pectives on openness theo l ogy.

Biblical Support for a New Perspective: Richard Rice. Richard Rice
begins by laying out the traditional view of God, which emphasizes God’s
i m p a s s i bi l i ty and immut a bi l i ty. “G od is not affected by any out s i de influen ce
wh en he dec i des som et h i n g, parti c u l a rly not by human input” (1 2). He never
ch a n ges, and “G od ’s plans or inten ti ons also appear ch a n gel e s s” (14). 

Rice’s treatment of the traditional portrait of God is profoundly rele-
vant because it pre s ents a fundamental con trad i cti on to conven ti on a l
Christian worship practices. It would appear that God cannot be both
impassible and immutable while at the same time engaging in loving,
responsive give-and-take relationships with his human creations. We live
our devotional lives in a way that presupposes a loving God who is involved
in our daily activities. We plead with him and include him in our daily
decisions; we interact with him as if our input were significant. Such a
dynamic would not be possible were God impassible and immutable.

Appealing to biblical examples, Rice effectively mounts the openness
challenge against the conventional model, pointing out two biblical con-
victions that underlie the “open” conception of God. The first is that “love
is the most important qu a l i ty we attri bute to God”; the second is that “l ove is
more than care and commitment; it involves being sensitive and responsive
as well” (15). He explains:
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These convictions lead the contributors to this book to think of God’s
relation to the world in dynamic rather than static terms. This conclusion
has important consequences. For one thing, it means that God interacts
with his creatures. Not only does he influence them, but they also exert
an influence on him. As a result, the course of history is not the product
of divine action alone. God’s will is not the ultimate explanation for
everything that happens; human decisions and actions make an impor-
tant contribution too. (15–16)

At the outset of this section, Rice acknowledges that “nearly all of the
bi blical de s c ri pti ons of God fall within the broad de s i gn a ti on of
‘metaphor’” (17) and warns against a sharp division between literal and
figurative theistic language. Many Christians make the mistake of dismiss-
ing metaphoric language in the Bible as mere anthropomorphisms, not
closely related to the reality of God’s nature or character. Rice maintains
that many metaphors have a close resemblance to reality: “They are closer,
so to speak, to the intended object—and they play a more prominent role
within the overall biblical account of God” (17). Like openness theology,
the Latter-day Saint tradition parts company with conventional Christian-
ity with regard to the understanding of metaphorical and anthropomor-
phic language in scripture. While not all scriptural metaphor should be
taken literally, it does, no doubt, bear closer on reality than conventional
Christianity will admit.

Ri ce traces the Old Te s t a m ent narra tive, calling on the works of
Terence E. Fretheim to explore some neglected themes in Hebrew scripture
that seem to support an open view of God. The first of these passages con-
cerns the wide range of emotions attributed to God throughout the Old
Testament. Rice contends that one of the most telling descriptions of God’s
inner life involves his interaction with Israel: “The Hebrew prophets speak
of God in familial terms, drawing on the rel a ti ons of parent and ch i l d ,
hu sband and wife” (23). By way of illustration, Rice points to Hosea’s
metaphor of Israel as the unfaithful wife of God: “This powerful poem
tracks a succession of intense feelings, from jealousy and anger to hope and
joy,” Rice states. “God’s response to Israel runs the same gamut of emotion
a betrayed husband would feel, with the significant exception that God
longs for reconciliation beyond rejection”(23).

Next, Rice introduces the reader to the idea of divine repentance. Sim-
ply put, this is the idea that God can and does change his mind or his
course of action, an essential tenet for anyone who subscribes to a theology
of openness. For Rice, God’s plans “are not ironclad decrees that fix the
course of events and preclude all possible variation. For God to will some-
thing, therefore, does not make its occurrence inevitable. Factors can arise
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that hinder or prevent its realization. Consequently, God may reformulate
his plans, or alter his intentions, in response to developments” (26). Rice
appeals to various Old Testament passages to support this idea. He cites
Jonah’s mission to Nineveh as the most familiar example. Jonah warned
the people of Nineveh of God’s threat to overturn the city; in response, the
people prayed and fasted. “When God saw what they did and how they
turned from their evil ways, he had compassion and did not bring upon
them the destruction he had threatened” (Jonah 3:10, New International
Vers i on). In yet many other instances in the Old Te s t a m ent wh ere God con-
siders new developments, he changes his course of action, or as Rice puts it,
“repents” (26). The question is not whether such scriptural accounts exist
but rather whether such instances should be taken as literal or figurative.

Rice confidently proclaims, “I believe the New Testament extends and
intensifies the dynamic portrait of God we found in the Old [Testament].
It, too, supports the open view of God”(39). He cites the incarnation of
Jesus as the best example. “The incarnation reveals many things about the
character of God. The fact that God chose to express himself through a
m ed ium of a human life su ggests that God ’s ex peri en ce has som et h i n g
in common with certain aspects of human experience” (39). Further, “it
would therefore seem that God, like us, is personal existence. If so, then
God enjoys relationships, has feelings, makes decisions, formulates plans
and acts to fulfill them” (39).

Rice is careful not to ignore the many biblical passages that seem to call
into question the theory of divine openness, such as the idea of divine
changelessness. “The notion that God is changeless is perfectly compatible
with the open view of God. In fact, it is just as important to this position as
to the conven ti onal altern a tive ,” Ri ce argues. “The differen ce bet ween them is
not that one vi ews God as ch a n geless while the other doe s n’t. The differen ce
is that everything abo ut God must be ch a n geless for the trad i ti onal vi ew,
wh ereas the open vi ew sees God as both ch a n geless and ch a n ge a bl e” (4 8) .
He continues, “When we distinguish between God’s unchanging nature
and his dynamic experience, we can make sense of a wide range of biblical
evidence. . . . We do not have to dismiss them as ‘anthropomorphisms’ or
‘a n t h ropop a t h i s m s ,’ wh i ch have no app l i c a ti on to his real life” (4 8–49) .
He concludes that “the open view of God does justice to a broad spectrum
of biblical evidence and allows for a natural reading of the Bible” (49).

Historical Considerations: John Sanders. John Sanders approaches
the concept of God from a historical perspective. He offers an excellent
summary and treatment of the historical figures and philosophies that
influenced the developing Christian concept of God and ultimately led to
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the traditional model. He begins by documenting how “the Greek meta-
physical system ‘boxed up’ the God described in the Bible and the tremen-
dous impact this has had in shaping the Christian understandings of the
n a tu re of God, the Tri n i ty, el ecti on, sin, grace, the covenant, the soverei gn ty
of God, prayer, salva ti on and the incarn a ti on” (6 0). Sa n ders con ti nu e s :

While Greek philosophy did not reject religion, . . . it did seek to
purify it by submitting it to the constraints of an abstract and imper-
sonal notion of ultimate reality. Utilizing the methods of natural the-
ology, philosophers deduced their understanding of deity from the
concept of ‘perfection’ since nothing less than perfection would be
appropriate for God. (6 1)

Because God is perfect, Plato argued, change is impossible; if he changes at
all, he can change only for the worse.₁

L i ke Plato, Ari s totle also influ en ced the conven ti onal Ch ri s tian con-
cept of dei ty. He introdu ced the con cept of the “u n m oved mover,” a
concept brought about through seeking the highest form of being in the
universe that causes all else to move, “a substance which is eternal and
unmovable . . . without parts and indivisible . . . impassive and unalterable”
(66). Sanders concludes, “Though this God may not be religiously satisfy-
ing, several aspects of Aristotle’s unmoved mover have found their way into
the Christian tradition” (66).

Sanders names Philo of Alexandria as the individual most responsible
for the subsequent marriage of Christian thought with Greek philosophy.
“Philo rejects or significantly modifies Hellenistic formulations in defense
of the biblical revelation. Nevertheless, in the end philosophical presuppo-
sitions are placed over the God described in the Bible and so serve as the
preunderstanding that guided his reading of Scripture” (69). From Philo
begins a whole chain of early Church Fathers who struggled to appropriate
Greek philosophy within Christianity. Sanders gives a helpful condensed
account of the influence of such figures as Ignatius, Tertullian, Origen, and
Clement. The Church Fathers did not have an easy task; Greek philosophy
was su ch a prom i n ent part of the intell ectual landscape of the time that
it was difficult indeed to control the confluence of Greek and Christian
thought. Sanders quotes H. P. Owen: “So far as the Western world is con-
cerned theism has a double origin: the Bible and Greek philosophy” (72).
Sanders adds, “Despite different attitudes taken by the fathers toward phi-
losophy, the influence of Greek philosophical notions of God is universal,
even among those who ‘repudiate’ philosophy” (72).

Sa n ders makes su re not to pass ligh t ly over Au g u s tine, the last of the
Chu rch Fa t h ers whose influ en ce on conven ti onal Ch ri s tian theo l ogy can-
not be unders t a ted. Au g u s tine espo u s ed the trad i ti onal list of God ’s
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a t tri butes: “self-sufficient, impassible, immutable, omniscient, omnipo-
tent, timeless, ineffable, and simple” (80). Of Augustine, Sanders says this:

The neo-Platonic notions of God as creative force rather than one
who fashions the world, the immutability of ultimate reality, seeking the
truth by turning inward into our souls, and evil understood as a lack of
goodness (connected to mutability and finitude) all vied with
Augustine’s biblical sensibilities for preeminence in his thinking. (80)

Sanders concludes that while “the tradition, with good intentions,
employed immutability and impassibility in order to protect God’s free-
dom, they were taken too far and left no room for speaking of divine open-
ness where God, in vulnerability, binds himself to others in love” (100).

Systematic Theology: Clark Pinnock. In the third chapter, Clark H.
Pinnock’s design is to “propose a more biblical and coherent doctrine of
God” (101). He wants to overcome any distortions caused by “excessive
Hellenization” and allow biblical teachings to operate more normatively.
His aim is “to do greater justice to mutuality and relationality in both the
triune God and the God-human covenant” (101).

Pinnock begins by emphasizing the absolute essentiality of a proper
concept of God. He expresses his concern that “unless the portrait of God
is compelling, the credibility of belief in God is bound to decline” (101). His
next move is to construct a systematic theology that will leave us with a
religiously compelling, yet biblically faithful, portrait of God. It bears men-
tioning that while Latter-day Saints do not claim to have a systematized
theology, we certainly resonate with Pinnock’s insistence on understanding
the correct nature of God. Joseph Smith taught that “it is the first principle
of the gospel to know for a certainty the character of God.”™

The first thing to keep in mind, according to Pinnock, is that we are
not dealing with a God who, as theologians and philosophers of the past
have argued, remains at a safe distance, worrying about his own honor, but
rather one who “bares his holy arm and rescues humankind through shar-
ing their distress and affliction. We are not dealing with an unapproachable
deity but with God who has a human face and who is not indifferent to us
but is deeply involved with us in our need” (102). Pinnock points out that
most Christians in practice do not have a problem with acting as if God
were open. The probl em, he says, “lies more in sys tem a tic theo l ogy than it
does in rel i gious ex peri en ce. For some re a s on, wh en we do theo l ogy we lose
s i ght of the openness of God that we ex peri en ce. Th ere is re s i s t a n ce to con-
ceptualizing it, even though it is ex i s ten ti a lly familiar” (1 0 5). This re s i s t a n ce
he blames on trad i ti on: “Th eo l ogy em ph a s i zed one set of divine properti e s
to the negl ect of another and distu rbed the del i c a te balance bet ween them”
(1 0 5). He says it is important to recogn i ze that the Bi ble defines this balance:
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God . . . is both transcendent (that is, self-sufficient, the Creator of the
world, ontologically other than creation, sovereign and eternal) and at
the same time immanent (that is, present to the world, active within his-
tory, involved, relational and temporal). Combining the two, we say that
God is so transcendent that he creates room for others to exist and main-
tains a relationship with them, that God is so powerful as to be able to
stoop down and humble himself, that God is so stable and secure as to be
able to risk suffering and change. (105)

Pinnock ably and plausibly continues in his task of correcting the bal-
ance between transcendence and immanence as he treats the doctrines of
the Trinity, the Creation, and God’s attributes of power, immutability,
impassibility, and knowledge. He sums up, “The open view of God stresses
qualities of generosity, sensitivity and vulnerability more than power and
control. It allows us to think of God as taking risks. Instead of locating God
above and beyond history, it stresses God’s activity in history, responding
to events as they happen, in order to accomplish his purposes” (125).

A Philosophical Perspective: William Hasker. In his chapter, William
Hasker attempts to “provide a philosophical explication of the issues in this
discussion—to exhibit the rational coherence of the theology of divine
openness and to show where it is superior to competing ways of under-
standing God and his works” (126). Hasker identifies several of the philo-
sophical malpractices that lead to a skewed concept of deity, including
“perfect being” theology. This is the practice of deducing God’s attributes
from the assumption “that God is an absolutely perfect being—in Anselm’s
phrase, ‘the being than which nothing greater can be conceived’” (131).
Hasker does not deny that perfect be ing theologizing sometimes works
well; he even says that the belief that God is perfect is “proper and correct”
(131). He goes on, however, to say that “difficulties have arisen because
people have been too ready to assume that they can determine, easily and
with little effort, what perfection is in the case of God—that is, what attrib-
utes a perfect being must possess” (132).

Hasker acknowledges that it is out of the question f or anyone to
“prove” that a particular concept of God is the correct one (154). Yet, a
thorough investigation concerning the biblical, historical, and cer tainly
philosophical considerations is not only appropriate but also necessary.
Through the course of the chapter, Hasker offers a cursory yet philosophi-
cally satisfying treatment of some of the more important issues surround-
ing the openness theory.

Practical Implications: David Basinger. We think it highly appropri-
ate that The Openness of God ends with a chapter concerning the practical
implications of the proposed model. Here David Basinger asks how the
open model influences our daily life. In particular, he delineates how an
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open vi ew of God affects the effic acy of peti ti on a ry prayer, the discern-
m ent of God ’s wi ll, the appropri a te Ch ri s tian ex p l a n a ti on(s) of evil, the
a ppropri a te Ch ri s tian re s ponses to social probl ems, and Ch ri s tian eva n ge-
l i s tic obl i ga ti on s .

Petitionary prayer is one of the best examples of the openness model in
action. Most Christians pray to God believing that their prayer will in some
way have an effect. However, Basinger points out that some Christians—
some Calvinists and others sympathetic to the Reformed tradition—affirm
what he labels “specific sovereignty,” or the belief that God “has total con-
trol over everything in the sense that all and only that which God wants to
occur will occur” (156–57). This is not to say that the individual agent lacks
the ability to make a free decision; rather, it means that God unilaterally
influences the decision-making process so as to e nsure that the agent
makes the exact decision that God would have him or her make (157).
Basinger questions whether such an agent can justifiably maintain that
petitionary prayer has an effec t on God (158). A significant difference
between specific-sovereignty models and the openness model is that pro-
ponents of the open view are justified in claiming that “petitionary prayer
initiates unilateral divine activity that would not have occurred if we had
not utilized our God-given power of choice to request such divine assis-
tance” (160). This position implies that God’s plan is open to the extent
that our free decisions lend to its unfolding. God does not necessarily
ensure that we freely make a given decision, for that would limit our free-
dom not to make that decision.

Basinger boldly asserts another practical implication of openness the-
ology: “We maintain . . . that God possesses only what has come to be
called ‘present knowledge’” (163). This is to say that God knows “all that
has occurred in the past and is occurring now. Moreover, God does know
all that will follow deterministically from what has occurred, and can, as
the ultimate psychoanalyst, predict with great accuracy what we as humans
will freely choose to do in various contexts” (163). It follows that God can
predict an event with great accuracy, but according to the open model,
“God can know only what can be known and that what humans will freely
do in the future cannot be known before-hand; hence, God can never
know infallibly what will happen in any context involving human freedom”
(163). This position seems to place significant emphasis on the free will of
the decision-making agent. The open view of God requires that the agent
consult God concerning short-term decisions; moreover, it implies that the
agent’s long-term future is essentially unwritten and open.

The prospect of God’s having less than absolute knowledge of the
future and the idea that even for God the future is partly unsettled have
surely been popular criticisms of the open view. The nature of God’s
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knowledge is variously conceived even among Latter-day Saints. Some
have thought that God increases endlessly in knowledge as well as in glory
and dominion. On this point, faithful Latter-day Saints often (and some-
times passionately) disagree. All would no doubt agree, as Joseph Smith
clearly taught, that God is eternally self-surpassing in glory, dominion, and
kingdom. Some very influential Latter-day Saint thinkers, including Presi-
dents Brigham Young and Wilford Woodruff, have affirmed that God is
etern a lly sel f - su rpassing in both knowl ed ge and power. For instance, Pre s i-
dent Woodruff explained, “God himself is increasing and progressing in
knowledge, power, and dominion, and will do so, worlds without end.”₃ If
it is true that God progresses in his knowledge, then he cannot have
exhaustive, specific foreknowledge, for this omniscience would logically
preclude his acquisition of “new” knowledge.

Other Latter-day Saints, including President Joseph Fielding Smith₄

and Elder Bruce R. McConkie,∞ hold to the more traditional view that
God’s knowledge, including his foreknowledge of future free contingen-
cies, is ex h a u s tive and com p l ete .₆ “ De s p i te these differing [Latter- d ay
Saint] views, there is accord on two fundamental issues: (1) God’s fore-
k n owl ed ge does not causally determine human ch oi ces, and (2) this knowl-
ed ge, like God’s power, is maximally efficacious. No event occurs that he
has not anticipated [at least as possibility] or not taken into account in his
planning.”₇

Openness thinkers have certainly offered one possible approach to the
nature of God’s knowledge that seems to emphasize God’s flexibility in
working with free moral agents in a plan that may work itself out in vari-
ous ways but will unconditionally end in God’s fulfilling all of his purposes
and promises.

The God Who Risks

John Sanders continues in the “openness project” by offering a schol-
arly and accessible treatment of the open model. While the basic architec-
ture is well defined in The Openness of God, Sanders goes a step further,
offering a book that deals with the theology of providence: The God Who
Risks. For the purpose of his book, Sanders places all the views of provi-
dence under one of two basic models: the “no risk” view and the “risk”
view: “Either God does take risks or does not take risks in providentially
creating and governing the world. Either God is in some respects condi-
tioned by the creatures he created or he is not conditioned by them” (10).

Sanders approaches the book from two different sides: biblical and
theological/philosophical. He does this in an attempt to create a treatment
that is true to the two different approaches without creating a hybrid that
is ultimately unhelpful to either discipline. He also makes it clear that this
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book is not a “general treatise on the doctrine of providence covering all
the topics norm a lly ex a m i n ed”; ra t h er, it is an ex a m i n a ti on of divine provi-
dence “through the lens of divine risk taking” (14). While his study is not
designed to settle “all the disputed issues,” the reader will find that it offers
a model that proclaims a personal God who enters into a genuine give-and-
take relationship with his creatures, and while this book is not about the
problem of evil, implications can be drawn out of it to help deal with that
age-old issue.

The Bible. In propounding an open view of God and a “risk” view of
providence, Sanders dedicates two chapters to material from the Old and
New Testament that supports a relational view of God involving risk.
Admitting that the Old Testament can be read to support a risk-free picture
of providence, Sanders nevertheless sets out to show that a better case can
be made for divine risk by examining the “nature of the divine project—
what God is working toward and how God goes about accomplishing this
goal” (39–40). Sanders makes his case by appealing to the Old Testament
scriptural narrative, and thus the reader will find that Sanders’s argument
deserves deep consideration, especially by those whose reading of the Old
Testament has been influenced by traditional pre-understandings.

The open model of providence holds that God has created a world in
which his creatures are free to make decisions and guide their lives with
their imperfect knowledge and abilities. Within these sometimes non-ideal
circumstances, God works for the ultimate success of his goals, and, due to
the uncertainty inherent in a world of morally free agents, risk becomes a
factor within God’s plan.

A fascinating implicati on of the open model and the risk vi ew of provi-
dence is the idea that God “works with what is available.” Sanders points to
the story of baby Moses and his mother’s attempt to keep him safe from the
Pharaoh’s decree to kill all baby Hebrew boys: “One Hebrew woman does
not want her baby drowned, so she places him in an ‘ark’ and has her
daughter stand guard by it. This mother does not ‘leave everything in the
hands of God.’ Indeed she takes active steps to ensure the well-being of her
child” (56). The Pharaoh’s daughter, unlike her father, takes pity on the
boy. She hires the boy’s mother to nurse him and takes him into her own
home to raise him as her son (56). By the end of the narrative, it becomes
clear that God did not script the role of each of these women; rather, he
made use of their freely chosen actions in order to bring about deliverance.
Sanders writes, “Consequently, God takes a risk, since these people could
have failed—they could have acted differently and let the boy die. If so, God
would have to find another means of liberating his people and the story of
Exodus would be different from what it is” (56–57).
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Again Sanders makes it reasonably clear that the relationship God has
chosen to share with his creatures is one of interaction and reciprocal love:
“It is a world in which he grants integrity to his creatures and singles out
human beings for a special relationship involving genuine give-and-take
dynamics” (88). The Old Testament sustains other significant implications
of his model. He treats the topics of divine repentance, divine wrath, and
divine mercy while describing a God who loves enough to share responsi-
bility in his plan and sovereign enough to ensure that his plan will prevail: 

The type of relationship that God offers his people is not one of con-
trol and domination but rather one of powerful love and vulnerability.
God establishes the relationship in such a way that he risks the possibility
of rejection. . . . The Old Testament reveals God’s actions and God’s
incredible persistence in seeking to bring his project to fruition. (89)

Divine Relationality in the Christian Tradition. Sanders goes beyond
the biblical proof regarding his model and next appeals to the Christian
tradition for support. He writes, “The notion that God enters into recipro-
cal give-and-take relations with us and genuinely responds to our prayers
permeates the sermons, prayers and devotional literature of Christians
throughout the ages” (140). As we saw in his treatment of historical con-
siderations in The Openness of God, Sanders clearly understands that, dur-
ing the time of the early Church Fathers, the Christian tradition gave way
to many nonbiblical teachings that conflict with Sanders’s present model of
providence. He incorporates this conflict into his argument this way:

Since certain aspects of theological tradition challenge my proposal, I
shall address it to see whether there are elements in it that may be
retrieved toward the establishment of relational theism. I will argue that
the model of providence defended here finds agreement with the inten-
tions and functions, though not always the material content, of the theo-
logical tradition. (141)

He next skips ahead to address the presence of divine risk theology in
modern thought: 

Modern theology has witnessed a remarkable reexamination of the
divine-human relationship as well as of the attributes of God. The con-
temporary scene manifests a wide spectrum of views on the subject. On
the one hand are those who deny that we can have a personal relationship
with God at all. Others claim that though we can have a relationship, it
cannot be reciprocal. Next are those who maintain that God is necessarily
dependent on creatures for what God wants to achieve. Finally, some
affirm that God freely enters into reciprocal relations with us. (158)

In the chapter “Risk and Divine Character,” Sanders explores certain
attributes of God in relation to the concept of divine risk taking: “God is
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sovereign over his sovereignty and so did not have to create a world in
which humans have the freedom to enter into a personal relationship of
love with himself. God sovereignly created the conditions of all creaturely
working: God alone establishes the rules of the game” (170).

Love is the guiding force behind God ’s plan: “One of the cen tral, if not
t h e cen tral, aims of the cre a ti on was to produ ce sign ificant others wh o
could ex peri en ce the divine love and rec i proc a te that love both to God
and to other cre a tu re s” (1 76; italics in ori ginal). It is in God ’s loving his
c re a tu res en o u gh to give them space to freely parti c i p a te in fell ows h i p
with him that he all ows for an el em ent of risk in his plan. “G od has
dem on s tra ted in history that he has all the wi s dom nece s s a ry to work wi t h
the sort of world he dec i ded to cre a te, de s p i te the fact that things do not
a lw ays go as God de s i res (for example, Is rael ’s defecti on ) ,” Sa n ders
bel i eves. “The divine wi s dom is not defin ed by our standard of su ccess but
by the way God works to bring abo ut the fru i ti on of his proj ect” (1 8 1–82) .
In establishing su ch rel a ti ons, God indeed takes risks, but this ri s k i n g
must be unders tood within the fra m ework of the proj ect God has under-
t a ken. It is not risk for ri s k’s sake but the quest for lovi n g, faithful, and free
rel a ti onships with the cre a tu res (2 0 6) .

Applications to the Christian Life. In “Applications to the Christian
Life,” the last chapter of The God Who Risks, Sanders evaluates his model by
assessing the practical implications of a risk view of providence and, more
specifically, the implications of the general view of sovereignty. Sin is the
first topic he takes up. He reminds the reader:

According to general sovereignty God does not control every single
detail that occurs. Some things happen that God does not want to hap-
pen but permits to occur. God takes a risk in creating the sort of world in
which he desires a relationship of love but love cannot be forced. This
relational, or fellowship, model produces an understanding of sin, elec-
tion, grace and salvation that is quite different from the manipulative
model [that is, specific sovereignty]. (243)

At the outset of this book, Sanders acknowledges that although this
theory cannot solve the problem of evil entirely, it does allow the reader to
place the issue in the proper context of God’s project. In dealing with this
issue, many Christians appeal to what is known as the “freewill defense.”
Sanders, going one step further, offers what he refers to as the “logic-of-
love defense”:

God has established the structures within which the divine project is
possible. God made human beings capable of responding to the divine
love with love of their own. God is solely responsible for bringing this
possibility about, yet what God desires is a reciprocal relationship of love.
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Love is vulnerable and does not force itself on the beloved. Thus there is
the risk that the beloved may not want to reciprocate love. (257–58)

Thus “the structure of love coupled with general sovereignty yields the
conclusion that there is gratuitous evil. Horrible events happen that God
does not specifically want to occur. This was a risk God took in establish-
ing these structures”(267–68). 

Sanders concludes by reminding the reader of the inherent hope and
freedom this model offers. He suggests that God’s will is not a specific blue-
print that we are obligated to follow. Further, it is not “a list of activities
regarding vocation, marriage and the like. Rather it is God’s desire that we
become a lover of God and others as was exemplified in God’s way in Jesus”
(276). According to Sanders’s model, God’s will for us resides in personal
and genuine give-and-take relationships with him. These relationships
allow for freedom on both ends and require genuine and reciprocated love.
The price for this relationship is risk.

Conclusion

Sanders’s study has examined the biblical, historical, philosophical,
and practical issues surrounding the risk view of providence and the open
view of God. Along with the four other authors of The Openness of God, he
offers this view as an intelligible alternative to other nonrisk or traditional
views of providence. This study of God’s openness should be of special
import to Latter-day Saint readers, for the Latter-day Saint tradition also
rejects many absolute elements in the classical view of God and providence
( i m mut a ble, impassible, ti m eless, ineffa ble, simple, invi s i ble, all - con tro ll i n g,
completely transcendent). The Latter-day Saint portrait of God as found in
scripture reflects a loving, sensitive, responsive, and concerned God who
suffers when his children turn from him and is elated when they seek his
fellowship. We read about a God who has endowed his children with signi-
ficant freedom that allows for free choices, both good and bad. This, too, is
how God is understood in openness thought.

Mu ch has been wri t ten con cerning the bre adth and depth of the
d ivi de sep a ra ting Latter- d ay Saint and conven ti onal Ch ri s tian theo l ogi e s
and in many cases the divi de is, indeed, both wi de and deep. However, in
dealing with God ’s rel a ti onship with his cre a tu res and his provi den ti a l
proj ect, the openness model as offered in both of these excepti onal boo k s
en j oys striking similari ty with the Latter- d ay Saint vi ew of divine rel a ti on s
and provi den ce .

Many scholars, it seems, were interested in the spirit of the project
taken up by Steven E. Robinson and Craig L. Blomberg in How Wide the
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Divide: A Mormon and an Evangelical in Conversation.₈ Many have recog-
nized the value of engaging in these types of mutually beneficial conversa-
tions. In a cordial letter to David Paulsen, Clark H. Pinnock writes:

You have got me interested in the Mormon-evangelical dialogue fur-
ther to How Wide the Divide (ch 2–3). Are we (in your opinion) co-
b e lligerents as it were in the struggle against pagan influences in classical
theism? Can we benefit each other? My sense is that we are closer to each
other than process theists are to either of us. . . . Clearly we have much in
common. I have always hoped with respect to your faith that Mormon
thinking might draw closer to Christian thinking (or ours to yours) and
not drift farther away.₉

It is in this spirit that these books should be re ad. Latter- d ay Saints do in
f act have mu ch in com m on with the vi ews offered in these two pieces, and we
can ben efit a great deal by caref u lly stu dying and con tem p l a ting them .

David L. Paulsen (david_paulsen@byu.edu) is Professor of Philosophy at
Brigham Young University. He received a Ph.D. in philosophy at the University
of Michigan.

Matthew G. Fisher is an undergraduate student at the University of Utah
majoring in philosophy.
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