
Letters
God’s Sovereignty in Creation—A Reply 
to Howard Van Till
Howard Van Till has con sid ered my pro posal “Cre ative
Prov i dence in Biol ogy” care fully.1 I thank him for his
response “Does God Choose Among Hid den Options?”2

as well as for ini ti at ing the vig or ous dis cus sion of my
paper in ASA’s online Dis cus sion Group.3

While there is full agree ment among the ists that our
world began with a mar vel ous divine cre ation, opin ions
diverge with regard to the modes of God’s con tin ued
activ ity in prov i dence. Of course, a full under stand ing of
God’s rela tion to his cre ation is beyond our ken. Yet we
have some indi ca tions in both of his “books of rev e la tion,”
nature and the Bible, as to how he may be work ing. It is
clear that the Cre ator is involved in all so-called “nat u ral”
pro cesses, and Christ, through whom he cre ated the uni -
verse, con tin u ally upholds it by his word of power
(Hebrews 1:2–3).

Van Till and I agree on this gen eral pic ture, but dis -
agree on how the Cre ator may have imple mented his prov -
i den tial activ ity in cre ation. Whereas Van Till opts for a
con cen tra tion of the pro vi sion of all that is nec es sary for
the entire his tor i cal devel op ment of the cre ation at its very
begin ning, I pre fer to view it as dis trib uted over time.
While it may be dif fi cult to dis tin guish these two options
based on bib li cal evi dence, I believe the weight of sci en tific
evi dence is on the side of a dis trib uted gifting. In par tic u -
lar, the infor ma tion required to spec ify func tional bio log i -
cal struc tures and organ isms appears to be nei ther storable 
in a prebiotic uni verse nor capa ble of spon ta ne ously
emerg ing.

Van Till does not deny the pos si bil ity of fur ther divine
mir a cles (like Christ’s res ur rec tion) after an ini tial cre ative
act, but empha sizes the “func tional integ rity” of cre ation
from the out set. He believes that this would elim i nate any
need for later “inter ven tions.” He also under lines God’s
con tin ued bless ing, which acts like ”per sua sion”—a con -
cept Van Till bor rows from pro cess the ol ogy, being “effec -
tive in stim u lat ing the desired out come with out forc ibly
vio lat ing the object of his influ ence.” It is a “giv ing of
being—equally essen tial at every moment of time,” an
”enabling,” a “con struc tive pres ence.” How ever, what
does this mean? What is a bless ing, per sua sion, stim u la -
tion, or giv ing of being, devoid of any super nat u ral inter -
ven tion in an already fully equipped, gapless econ omy
not lack ing any thing? How does it work, in a sci en tific,
as opposed to theo log i cal-philo soph i cal, lan guage? What
 distinguishes this ”nat u ral is tic the ism” from a deism just
plainly call ing (cre ated) mat ter auton o mous? I believe Van 
Till’s pro tes ta tion that he has no inten tion of becom ing a
deist, but I do not under stand what dis tin guishes his view
of prov i dence from a deis tic one, although he tries to
explain it with the terms men tioned.

The phys i cal uni verse and its his tory reveal an impres -
sive amount of fine-tun ing, which allows for the for ma tion 
of a home for humans. It is easy to per ceive God’s bless ing
in this. In addi tion, it is quite eas ily con ceiv able that this

out come is a con se quence of the set of ini tial laws and con -
di tions pro vided at the out set, 15 bil lion years ago. None
of the events con ceived or shown to have been build ing
blocks in the entire cos mo log i cal pro cess looks extremely
improb a ble. The com bi na tion of many param e ter restric -
tions evokes won der. In com bin ing all known restric tions,
the esti mated improb a bil ity of a hab it able Earth just about
reaches transastronomical num bers.4

With life, how ever, the orders of mag ni tude change
rad i cally. Dif fer ent phys i cal laws, param e ters, and enti ties
need not even be com bined to reach incon ceiv ably small
prob a bil i ties. The Earth is a sim ple self-orga niz ing sys tem,
but the rotor of a bac te rial flagellum is not. Vir tu ally every
one of even the small est known func tional biopolymers
rep re sents a param e ter space of transastronomical mag ni -
tude, unlike any thing found in nonliv ing things. Here, the
param e ter space is not the global envi ron ment, but the
con fig u ra tional space of a sin gle molec u lar entity. Since
these are cod ing or coded poly mers, their poten tial infor -
ma tion con tent can, in prin ci ple, be cal cu lated. There are
mul ti ple ways of sat is fy ing a bio chem i cal require ment.
There fore, the infor ma tive part of this struc tural infor ma -
tion, what I have called the seman tic infor ma tion con tent,
is much smaller than the param e ter space as a whole. It is
claimed that, dur ing the evo lu tion of such mol e cules, nat -
u ral selec tion pro vides the guid ing prin ci ple dur ing the
oth er wise ran dom mutational walks through param e ter
space.

The usu ally silent assump tions are:
1. All in ter me di ate stages of all re quired evo lu tion ary

paths are vi a ble, and 
2. A suf fi cient num ber of all com bi na torial pos si ble

 sequences are func tion ally equiv a lent.

If they are seen at all, these assump tions are usu ally
 justified by the “fact that we are here”—which obvi ously
explains noth ing. Although athe ists do not have this
choice, believ ers in divine cre ation are free to seri ously
con sider these ques tions. Because of the transastronomical 
sizes of the rel e vant con fig u ra tion spaces, they can not be
answered explic itly. It will always be impos si ble to sat isfy
Van Till’s demand to know “all pos si ble formational path -
ways.” Nev er the less, both of the silent assump tions can be 
approached by exper i ments to arrive at par tial answers.
My cal cu la tion of the prob a bil ity of ran dom emer gence of
a min i mal novel enzy matic functionality5 sug gests fea si ble 
exper i ments to get at an answer for assump tion (1). In
addi tion, exper i ments may find trac ta ble ratios of pos si ble
to func tional sequences, thus help ing to answer the ques -
tion of suf fi ciency in assump tion (2). So far, to my knowl -
edge, very few such exper i ments have been pub lished—all 
of them tend ing rather to call into ques tion the silent
assump tions. Unfor tu nately, it seems to be much more
prof it able to develop new pro teins of com mer cial prom ise
by sys tem atic arti fi cial selec tion exper i ments, which hardly
give any infor ma tion regard ing the ques tions, con sid ered
here, which must be based on ran dom nat u ral selec tion
only.

Van Till is con vinced that God put all infor ma tion
required for the “nat u ral” pro duc tion of the bio sphere into 
the cre ation from the out set. It seems that, based on this
theo log i cal pre sup po si tion, he sees no rea son to ques tion
the silent assump tions at all. Twice in his response, he
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explic itly con cedes that he can not “prove” his view of an
ini tial func tional integ rity of the cre ated uni verse. He sug -
gests, how ever, some argu ments to sup port it, even in the
realm of biol ogy. One is the detec tion of organic mol e cules
such as glycolaldehyde in space. Appar ently, astron o mers
did not antic i pate this, although they knew of the exis tence 
of the con di tions required for their for ma tion. In ret ro -
spect, no chem ist is sur prised that on cat a lytic dust grains
such com pounds can form from the sim ple basic small
mol e cules, rad i cals, or ions avail able. It eludes me, how -
ever, what con nec tion Van Till sees between the forma -
tional prob a bil i ties of glycolaldehyde or glycine and, say, a 
rep li cat ing, code-bear ing biopolymer? These are worlds
apart! The dif fi cul ties mainly start with code-bear ing and
coded poly mers hav ing huge con fig u ra tion spaces of 43*N

for DNA, or 20N for pro teins, where N begins to become
bio log i cally rel e vant at a few dozen.

In such a sit u a tion, selec tion is needed, but nat u ral
selec tion may be insuf fi cient in many cases, due to
assump tions (1) and/or (2) being vio lated. Now, divine
selec tion can be applied in the invis i ble realm of quan tum
uncer tain ties to effect pos i tive muta tions, enabling evo lu -
tion to pro ceed because guided. There is no “forc[ing]
crea tures to act in ways con trary to or beyond what
they could oth er wise have done.” All ele men tary par ti cles, 
atoms, and mol e cules act exactly ”nat u rally.” They just
have mul ti ple choices, which they can not sort out intel li -
gently by them selves—which cer tainly is not an “insuf fi -
ciency of cre ation” as Van Till claims! Amer ica’s net work
of roads is not defec tive because a robot car can not go from 
Miami to Seat tle with out any infor ma tional (map and traf -
fic) input. In addi tion, when I buy a com puter, I would
pre fer to always be free to install, at any given time, those
pro grams I need.

Van Till’s other approach is theo log i cal. He sug gests
that I would have to believe that God must have delib er -
ately designed transastronomical improb a bil i ties into his
cre ation, so that he would have to intro duce the required
infor ma tion later. How ever, Van Till’s par ody “with hold
now, com pen sate later” begs the ques tion. I empha sized
that the hid den choices are among events of “nat u ral,”
 relatively high prob a bil i ties inher ent in the phys i cal laws
and param e ters of the uni verse given in the begin ning—
and which are required for the uni verse to work prop erly.
The low prob a bil i ties are log i cally inher ent, not designed.
So, there is no unrea son able devi ous ness implied. The
high improb a bil i ties arise from com bi na tions of sev eral or
many such selec tions with a par tic u lar required out come,
which would have to be sat is fied at once. Try to design an
enzyme, even if it is one of just only min i mal, barely
detect able func tion al ity, but not derived from a known
enzyme, and you know of what I am talk ing. It would be
an easy task if silent assump tion (2) were true.

In a sec ond step, Van Till com pares the model of God’s
“hid den options” with occasionalism that “denies true
cause-effect rela tion ships in the creaturely world.” He jus -
ti fies this opin ion with the claim that, in the hid den-
options model, “par tic u lar out comes are entirely deter -
mined by divine choice,” thereby replac ing authen tic
creaturely action by a mere appear ance of it, and “God
becomes a divine pup pe teer.” As I never spec i fied the per -
cent age of choices spe cif i cally affected by God, but rather
con sid ered them to be rare events at par tic u lar impor tant

bifur ca tions, my model has noth ing to do with such deter -
min ism or divine make-believe. As a rule, ran dom events
will be truly ran dom. How ever, in very many cases, this
just will not do in a huge param e ter space—unless the
silent assump tions were true.

Fur ther more, Van Till tries to draw the hid den-options
model into the god-of-the-gaps trap. He claims to be
unable to see a fun da men tal dif fer ence between my model
and views that invoke “super nat u ral,” “coer cive” or
“form-con fer ring inter ven tion” because God’s cre ation
con tained “gaps,” was not “suf fi cient,” or “lacked” some -
thing which God “with held.” None of this was claimed or
is implied in my model—apart from the fact that God’s
intro duc ing infor ma tion, by effect ing a selec tion of avail -
able out comes, is super nat u ral by def i ni tion. So is divine
bless ing, prov i dence, “per sua sion,” etc., although, with
this fully gen eral, nondescriptive, meta phys i cal ter mi nol -
ogy, no oper a tional mech a nisms are sug gested that could
be dis cussed, crit i cized, or pos si bly even tested. Making
use of the hid den options envis aged def i nitely does not
con sti tute ”par tic u lar acts in which the con ti nu ity of the
creaturely cause/effect sys tem was inter rupted and super -
seded by coer cive divine action”—or else the options
would not be hid den. How ever, this con sti tutes a pro posal
as to how God’s bless ing and prov i dence might work—
which Van Till’s model lacks.

Van Till’s “robust formational econ omy prin ci ple”
requires that from the begin ning the cre ation was “fully
equipped … to actu al ize … every form of liv ing organ ism
that has appeared.” This forces him, like the athe ists and
deists, to believe the two silent assump tions—with out any
evi dence. The only pos si ble alter na tive would be for God
to have stored, some where in an abiotic cos mos, the infor -
ma tion required for the bio sphere, which remained
unused for ten bil lion years between the big bang and the
ori gin of life. This looks rather con trived, at best, and phys -
i cally impos si ble, at worst.

The basic ques tion is whether God is free to act in his
cre ation in what ever man ner he chooses, at any time he
chooses. Van Till crit i cizes the tra di tional view of God as
“an all-pow er ful, tran scen dent, per son-like being” involv -
ing a “rad i cal dis tinc tion between the Cre ator and the
 creation.” I hold this view to be essen tially bib li cal and
true. How ever, Van Till links it with the derog a tory term
”coer cive inter ven tion,” call ing such pic tures “museum
pieces … of cen tu ries past” that can no lon ger be treated as
ade quate. He opts rather for pro cess the ol ogy’s “inti mate
rela tion ship of Cre ator and the cre ation that is envi sioned
by pan en theism—the world is in God, but God is more than
the world.” Admit tedly, he lim its divine action only by
what fol lows ”from the char ac ter of God and of the God/
world rela tion ship,” per haps think ing of log i cally inher ent 
restric tions like “God, being good, can not do evil.” Nev er -
the less, the lim its he does impose on the Cre ator in his
“func tional-integ rity-of-cre ation” model are not nec es sar -
ily inher ent in what the Bible reveals of God. Why then
this deg ra da tion of a fully sov er eign God to a God inex tri -
ca bly bound to his cre ation and lim ited by the results of his 
own doing? Is it because of a per ceived log i cal impos si bil -
ity of com bin ing divine sov er eignty with creaturely free -
dom?—Of pre des ti na tion with free will? Is it an attempt at
solv ing the prob lem of theodicy by whit tling down God’s
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pos si bil i ties? Is it a ques tion of either com pletely over pow -
er ing the crea ture or no inter ven tion at all?

A fully sov er eign God can cer tainly have as inti mate a
rela tion ship with his cre ation as he sees fit, but with out
bind ing him self to arbi trary prin ci ples like “never act
intru sively.” I agree with Van Till that God’s usual way of
act ing in the cre ation is through “nat u ral” pro cesses, and I
have come to believe this because of the human free dom
which must nec es sar ily be linked with the pos si bil ity of
gen u ine faith and love. How ever, it cer tainly does not fol -
low that God inher ently can not intro duce new infor ma tion
into his cre ation when ever he wants to do so. As I argued
before, there is no rea son to believe a “func tional-integ -
rity” mode of cre ation to be more suit able or wor thy for
God than one using a con tin u ous inti mate but sov er eign
rela tion ship using inser tions of infor ma tion dur ing an
evolv ing cre ation which did n’t start out “all set” at the big
bang. Why should any thing be “lack ing” in a cre ation God 
decided to per form not all at once? The “per fect-all-at-
once” mis con cep tion is one of the basic errors of young-
earth creationism.

No the ist doubts that, accord ing to the Bible, God
some times does inter vene in human affairs in response to
prayer, good or evil acts, and other deci sions of his crea -
tures endowed with free will. How ever, none of this needs 
to be described by Van Till’s neg a tive char ac ter iza tion of
“inter ven tions.” Often, there may not even be any discern -
able “super nat u ral” aspect. God’s action is per ceived by
faith, not sci ence.

My pro posal of God’s “hid den options” is sub ject to
fur ther dis cus sion and pos si ble mod i fi ca tion.
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Response to Moorad Alexanian,
“Humans and Consciousness” 
In response to Moorad Alexanian’s let ter (PSCF 54 [March
2002]) regard ing my com mu ni ca tion (PSCF 53 [June 2001]),
I am quite thank ful to hear from my col league on the other
side of the sci en tific spec trum. As psy chol ogy is gen er ally

treated as a “soft” sci ence with phys ics being the hard est
of the “hard” sci ences, his com ments reveal some of the
dif fer ences between our dis ci plines. This is one of the
won der ful things about the sci ence of human con scious -
ness; we all have some thing mean ing ful to con trib ute to
the con ver sa tion. Alexanian’s cri tique reveals that ques -
tions about human con scious ness can fall into onto log i cal
and epistemological cat e go ries as well as theo log i cal ones.
This fur ther illus trates the neces sity of inter dis ci plin ary
dia logue on this sub ject.

With regards to his epistemological con cerns,
Alexanian com ments that “con scious ness can not be deter -
mined or mea sured with phys i cal devices and so it is not
the sub ject mat ter of sci ence.” Defining the play ing field
and rules is a nec es sary part of this research. How ever,
what con sti tutes a phys i cal device for a phys i cist is quite
dif fer ent for a psy chol o gist. This is, not sur pris ingly, a
mat ter of con cern for many in my dis ci pline. Does a psy -
cho log i cal test (i.e., IQ test, Myers-Briggs, MMPI) count as
a phys i cal device? Some would argue yes, some no. As a
psy chol o gist with a lim ited under stand ing of par ti cle
phys ics, mea sur ing sub-atomic par ti cles looks as curi ous
as a Ror schach anal y sis might to a phys i cist. The stan dards 
for what qual i fies as a phys i cal device are, in many ways,
dis ci pline defined. Non ver bal responses and ver bal self
report have long been con sid ered an impor tant tool in psy -
chol ogy’s inves ti ga tion of con scious ness (i.e., sig nal detec -
tion the ory). If we take a physicalist view of con scious ness, 
then brain waves would cer tainly be con sid ered a valid
mea sure (as long as con scious ness is equated with neu ral
fir ing). But it is impos si ble to address the ques tions of
meth od ol ogy with out includ ing a dis cus sion of the nature
of con scious ness.

To address the issue of ontol ogy, the main points of the
let ter get to the ques tion of sub stance dual ism. If we main -
tain that con scious ness (or soul) is of fun da men tally dif fer -
ent “stuff,” and that sci ence is a pri ori dis qual i fied from
mea sur ing that “stuff”; then I think Alexanian’s com ments 
cut to the quick of any sci ence of con scious ness. It just is
not pos si ble. If we main tain, how ever, that con scious ness
is not of dif fer ent stuff or that our def i ni tions of what
Nature is should be expanded to include the spirit-stuff as
a prim i tive (i.e., Chalmers1), then a sci ence of con scious -
ness is not only pos si ble, but prom is ing. He points out that 
“… con scious ness can not be lim ited to the meth ods of sci -
ences,” but if you are not a sub stance dualist I would argue 
that it is not imme di ately dis qual i fied. The par a digm and
dis ci pline- spe cific meth od ol o gies we work from are quite
impor tant. The dif fi culty in study ing con scious ness has
been that we have been too nar row in our con cep tu al iza -
tion and inves ti ga tion. To effec tively research human con -
scious ness, we must take an inter dis ci plin ary approach to
frame the nature of con scious ness and uti lize the rel a tive
strengths of each dis ci plines’ meth od ol ogy. My posi tion is
not one of sub stance dual ism, but more of a mod i fied nat u -
ral ism sim i lar to Chalmers. If con scious ness is included as
a prim i tive to real ity, then many of the prob lems that we
face now may dis solve as eas ily as when the phys i cists
began their work on elec tric ity.

When deal ing with the theo log i cal role of mir a cles in
the Chris tian world view, I would agree that defin ing
Nature is impor tant for the ques tions of epis te mol ogy and
ontol ogy of con scious ness. The sci en tific inves ti ga tion of
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