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In his now widely-referenced philosophical work Chance and Necessity, Jacques Monod
offered a reasoned, albeit polemical, case for the meaninglessness of human existence;
if through the self-organization of matter, the eventual development of life has occurred
fundamentally by chance, by way of truly random genetic mutations, then traditional
philosophical and theological views of destiny or purpose are undermined. In sum, Monod
made the case that chance and purpose are mutually exclusive within the general context
of the biochemical evolutionary process, but more specifically, in human development.
Arthur Peacocke attempted the first comprehensive refutation of Monod’s primary
philosophical thesis in 1978. Then, in 1984, statistician David Bartholomew built on
Peacocke’s ideas in a thorough treatment of the interface of chance with Christian theology.
More than two decades before Peacocke’s seminal work, however, a now forgotten theologian
at the University of Oxford, Leonard Hodgson, strongly argued for a positive role for chance
in achieving God’s purpose for creation. Who was Leonard Hodgson? How much of
contemporary thinking about the role of chance in creation did he anticipate? And what
contributions might his body of work make to the present-day theological discussion about
the chance worldview?

F
ew would dispute that the contempo-

rary scientific worldview could be well

characterized as a “chance world-

view.”1 Regardless of whether one considers

random mutations at the biochemical level

of evolutionary biology or the uncertainty

inherent in elementary particles according to

the dominant Copenhagen interpretation of

quantum physics, “chance rules.”2 As the

backdrop for many significant scientific the-

ories, chance has evolved into a considerable

topic of discussion in the burgeoning disci-

pline of science and religion, particularly

Christian theology.3

Chance may be apparent in more per-

sonal ways, as well. In July 1991, a commuter

flight from New Orleans crashed on its

approach to the Birmingham International

Airport. All but two aboard that plane per-

ished; the lone survivors were the pilot, who

was thrown through the front windshield

into a nearby house, and a local Christian

attorney. After his recovery, this attorney

recounted his story of having survived the

accident. He recalled looking out the win-

dows and seeing treetops and roofs of

houses. All the while he was holding the

hand of his law partner who was sitting

across the aisle from him. Later, as he lay

recovering in his hospital bed, he gave

thoughtful consideration as to why God had

plucked him from disaster while allowing

his friend and colleague to die. After careful

review of at least half a dozen archetypes for

the kind of God that could reign over such

an event, he concluded that although the

universe had been created by an omnipotent

being, this same God stood back and now

watched the progress of a creation governed

by natural law and chance. He supported his

contention by reference to scientific evi-

dence of a universe seemingly designed

around chance (e.g., evolutionary processes

and quantum theory) as well as biblical

passages such as, “… the race is not to the
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swift, nor the battle to the strong, nor bread to the wise,

nor riches to the intelligent, nor favor to those with

knowledge, but time and chance happen to them all”

(Eccles. 9:11, ESV) and “… for he makes his sun rise on

the evil and on the good, and sends rain on the just and

on the unjust” (Matt. 5:45).4 A catastrophic life event had

transformed this attorney into an Enlightenment-style

deist, poignantly illustrating the impact that chance can

have on individual lives.

Despite impeccable academic credentials,

Hodgson’s ideas have been omitted from

all serious dialogs concerning the theo-

logical implications of the chance world-

view that has come to form the backdrop

of the contemporary science and religion

discipline.

In his now widely-referenced philosophical work

Chance and Necessity,5 biochemist and Nobel Laureate

Jacques Monod offered a reasoned, albeit polemical, case

for the meaninglessness of human existence. That is, if

through the self-organization of matter the eventual devel-

opment of life has occurred fundamentally by chance, by

way of truly random genetic mutations, then traditional

philosophical and theological views of destiny or purpose

are undermined. In sum, Monod made the case that

chance and purpose are mutually exclusive within the

general context of the biochemical evolutionary process,

but more specifically, in human development. Some seven

years later, Arthur Peacocke, in his 1978 Bampton Lectures

published under the title Creation and the World of Science6

and more directly in his paper entitled, “Chance and the

Life Game,”7 attempted the first comprehensive refutation

of Monod’s primary philosophical thesis. Peacocke sug-

gested the clever metaphor that chance serves as God’s

“search radar,”8 arguing that only through chance can the

“potentialities of living matter”9 be fully and efficiently

explored.

In 1984, statistician David Bartholomew built on

Peacocke’s ideas with his thorough treatment of the inter-

face of chance with Christian theology in God of Chance10

and four years later in his paper, “Probability, Statistics

and Theology.”11 Although chance has attracted the atten-

tion of numerous contributors to the science and theology

dialogue, only Bartholomew has formal education in

chance as a professional matter, through the study of

statistics and probability theory. He acknowledges that

in the current worldview, science is the benchmark against

which truth is measured. Within this context, certainties

once accepted by many Christians have been replaced by

doubt. In Uncertain Belief: Is It Rational to be a Christian?12

Bartholomew’s contention is that a rational person’s belief

must rest upon uncertainties. It is probability theory that

provides the methodology for measuring uncertainty and

therefore provides the Christian with the best opportunity

for fashioning a rational basis for belief. Bartholomew

admits, however, that many issues central to chance and

theology remain to be worked through.13 Richard

Swinburne14 and others have explored related themes and

drawn similar conclusions.

Bartholomew’s approach to integrating chance into

Christian theology tends toward a traditional view of nat-

ural theology that often gives knowledge of God through

the world primacy over revelation. As Alister McGrath15

and others have argued, a saving knowledge of God

proceeds only through biblical revelation and in the per-

son of Jesus Christ, though a deeper understanding of

the nature of God may be arrived at through observation

of the natural world. In other words, the Bible is illumi-

nated, rather than contradicted, by science. Is there, then,

an interpretation of chance processes in creation that ac-

knowledges our understanding of the world as character-

ized by science while simultaneously preserving orthodox

Christian truths?

The primary purpose of this paper is to briefly intro-

duce the “theology of chance” of a leading mid-twentieth

century theologian, Leonard Hodgson, who anticipated

Monod’s assault (and Peacocke’s response) by two dec-

ades. Despite impeccable academic credentials, Hodgson’s

ideas have been omitted from all serious dialogs concern-

ing the theological implications of the chance worldview

that has come to form the backdrop of the contemporary

science and religion discipline. The position I will take is

that Hodgson’s theology (1) anticipated significant com-

ponents of the contemporary scholarly discussion and,

(2) continues to offer substantive contributions to our

understanding of the role of chance in the universe from

an orthodox Christian perspective.

What Is Chance?
Chance, though widely discussed, is a surprisingly diffi-

cult concept to pin down. Donald McKay, in his Riddell

Lectures, takes a very conservative Christian interpreta-

tion that denies the existence of pure chance.16 Though

accepting Monod’s science, MacKay sees chance (and the

pragmatically probabilistic portrayal of the world by sci-

ence) as nothing but a way of describing our ignorance.

Alternatively, Arthur Peacocke espouses a liberal theolog-

ical interpretation of chance viewed as a teleological tool

Volume 58, Number 4, December 2006 285

Thomas W. Woolley



used by God in creative processes, though

many of the foundational creedal Christian

beliefs (e.g., the virgin birth, bodily resurrec-

tion) become casualties in his theology.17

John Polkinghorne describes at least five

interpretations of chance that have been ref-

erenced in the science and religion dialogue

and agrees with Peacocke, though less

explicitly so, that chance may be considered

a tool used by God to achieve God’s pur-

pose(s).18 Although Polkinghorne accepts

the possibility of a positive role for chance

in creation, he has argued more for a world

rife with chaotic systems that are epistemo-

logically indeterminate though ontologically

determined.19 In light of this and more,

Bartholomew has carefully argued (like

Peacocke and Polkinghorne before him)

that chance is not the antithesis of purpose.

The case that chance is not inherently

anti-teleological has been made statistically

through appeals to both stochastic processes

(Peacocke) and chaos theory (Polkinghorne).

The concept of chance remains ambiguous.

However, for purposes of this article,

I will adopt Bartholomew’s “common sense”

epistemological definition: chance events

are “those for which no causal explanation

can be conceived of in the present state of

knowledge.”20 In other words, the presup-

position of philosophical realism is adopted

in which chance is accepted to be what it

appears to be as described by science.21

Decades before the earliest of these

attempts to address the implications of

chance for Christian theology, evangelical22

Oxford theologian Leonard Hodgson, in his

Gifford Lectures (1955–1957), anticipated the

idea put forth by Peacocke, Polkinghorne,

Bartholomew and others that chance could

be a tool of God and not anti-teleological.

An attractive feature of Hodgson’s theology

is that it retains its orthodox Christian char-

acter while incorporating chance as a posi-

tive theological concept. Seemingly, Hodgson

possessed insight far ahead of its time.

Leonard Hodgson
Hodgson was born on October 24, 1889 at

Fulham in the United Kingdom, the son of

Walter, an official shorthand writer for the

House of Commons in Parliament, and

Lillias. A good student, Hodgson was

awarded a scholarship to Hertford College

of the University of Oxford where he earned

first class honors in Greats and theology.

He was ordained deacon in the Church of

England in 1913.

Though very successful in his profes-

sional life, he showed clear signs of his

humanity as a young man. In June 1917, he

met Dorothy L. Sayers, eventually to become

one of Britain’s greatest novelists, through

a mutual friend, Basil Blackwell, bookshop

owner and publisher. On one occasion in

Oxford, she needed help launching a punt-

ing boat and Hodgson, Vice Principal of

St. Edmund’s Hall, was nearby and able to

assist. Following that introduction and sev-

eral additional brief encounters, Hodgson

had become infatuated with her. One month

later he appeared, uninvited, at the Black-

well’s home on an evening when they were

hosting Ms. Sayers for dinner. After dinner,

and much to her surprise, Hodgson pro-

posed marriage. In letters to her mother,

Sayers described Hodgson as “a perfectly

delightful padre” but that in response to his

proposal all she could say was “Oh Lord!”

and that she had “never for a second” con-

sidered him in that connection and that “she

certainly did not care for him” as marriage

material.23 Not to be deterred, Hodgson

married Ethel Margaret du Plat in 1920 and

they subsequently had two children.

After a series of church and academic

positions, in 1919 Hodgson became Dean

of Divinity and theology tutor at Magdalen

College of the University of Oxford. He was

active in the ecumenical movement ulti-

mately helping to found the World Council

of Churches. In 1938 he received the Bachelor

of Divinity and Doctor of Divinity degrees

from Oxford and succeeded Oliver Chase

Quick as Regius Professor of Divinity in 1944.

Hodgson’s inaugural lecture on this occa-

sion, “Theology in an Age of Science,”24

showed his growing awareness of the

importance of science in society and the

necessity for theologians to recognize that

fact and adapt. He stated:

One may safely prophesy that we have

entered upon an age in which science

prescribes the prevailing tone and

temper of public opinion … as the

education of the laity becomes pro-

gressively more scientific in character,

the education of the clergy will render

them progressively more unfit to under-
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stand and be understood by more than a minority

of those to whom they are called to minister.25

It was Hodgson’s Gifford Lectures of 1955–1957, pub-

lished under the title For Faith and Freedom,26 which would

become his magnum opus and a serious entrée into the

science and Christianity dialogue. Of chance he said:

For the rational purpose of ensuring fair play we

create conditions in which decisions shall be left to

chance; for the furtherance of His purpose in creation

God gives to His universe a mode of reality which

admits of the existence and occurrence of such irra-

tionalities as contingency, freedom and evil.27

Mark Chapman observed:

He communicated a dynamic, rational and attractive

theology to a wide audience both at home and

abroad. His focus on the interaction between the

material and the spiritual, between grace and free-

dom, as “the obverse and reverse sides of a single

process,”28 helped shape English theology’s contin-

uing concern with the reconciliation of modern

science and the claims of religion.29

Hodgson retired from the University of Oxford in 1958.

It is difficult to grasp the incongruity between Hodgson’s

stature during his life and his virtual anonymity within

the theological community, both then and now. Hodgson

achieved an exalted position in academia, established

meaningful relationships as a parish priest30 and was

a high-profile and active participant in the ecumenical

movement,31 yet he has seldom been referenced by histo-

rians of theology or theologians, and he did not appear

in the Oxford Dictionary of National Biography until 2004.32

Fisher Humphries affirms:

[Hodgson] seemed to realize that in much of what

he was doing he was alone, a maverick who would

not let the popularity of an idea turn his head from

what he believed to be the real issue, the important

theme.33

Regardless, Hodgson published eleven books, fifteen

pamphlets, over twenty-five journal articles, as well as

a number of letters, sermons, and unpublished manuscripts

that are archived at Christ Church, Oxford.

Chance in the
Theology of Leonard Hodgson

Capacity for Human Reason
Hodgson was a philosophical realist; he placed great con-

fidence in humankind’s ability to reason, not in a deduc-

tive sense, but rather through the ability to recognize

truth. He asserted that the “fact surely is that the primary

function of human reason is not the construction of chains

of argument, but the recognition of truth.”34 Reason in this

sense assumes that the world is a logical place. Hodgson

believed that “[o]ur fundamental act of faith is that

the universe of our experience somehow or other makes

sense.”35 This is a necessary beginning to any line of

rational scientific inquiry.

Hodgson presupposed two components to apprehen-

sion of the truth, “… something to be known and a mind

capable of knowing it.”36 He considered the process of

apprehension of the truth to be “a lively exchange between

the necessarily subjective seizing upon of reality by a

human mind and the necessarily objective reality of the

world which it experiences.”37

The Relationship between Reason
and Revelation
Hodgson believed that “all truth is God’s”38 and that

“[t]ruth is a quality of statements.”39 In other words, there

is no distinction between truth as revealed to humankind

by God and truth discovered by reason. Hodgson asserted:

Revelation and reason are not alternatives appropri-

ate to different fields of inquiry … they are the divine

and human sides involved in all man’s growth in

knowledge.40

This was nicely illustrated by an example that should

resonate particularly well with academics.

In teaching the teacher is giving out from the store

of knowledge and (let us hope) wisdom which is

already there in his own mind—giving out in such

measure as the pupil is able to receive. That is the

process as seen from the end of the teacher. The same

process, as seen from the pupil’s end, is the history

of the growth of the pupil’s mind, as step by step

he becomes capable of assimilating more of what

he is given.41

To Hodgson, revelation came not through words, but

through the acts of God. The ability of certain people to

see God’s acts for what they were, often labeled inspira-

tion, is itself one of those acts of God. This is similar

in nature to the physician who is gifted with diagnostic

insight beyond that of her colleagues.42 Humphreys says

of this conception of revelation: “It is the act itself, and not

the interpretations of it, which is normative for human

understanding.”43

According to Hodgson, “[h]owever much men may be

inspired by God to recognize his working in natural phe-

nomena or historical events, they can only see with the

mental eyes of their age and culture.”44 He further charac-

terizes God’s acts as either creative or redemptive:

I have distinguished between the two modes of God’s

self-revelation: the revelation of His creative activity

which we receive through study of the universe

in general, and the revelation of His redemptive

activity given in the events to which the Bible bears
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witness. In both His method is the

same: He reveals Himself by doing

things and inspiring men to grasp the

significance of what He does.45

As such, Hodgson viewed the character-

ization of theology as natural versus revealed

as a false dichotomy. Since all truth is God’s,

his redemptive activity is revealed through

the historical acts chronicled in the Old and

New Testaments whereas his creative activ-

ity is revealed through science. In other

words, science is a conduit for revelation.

Neither form of revelation reigns supreme.

However, the distinctive quality of Chris-

tianity as a religion is its recognition of

redemptive revelation, Jesus Christ being

the most complete revelation of God to

humanity. Hodgson was clear: “To the eye

of Christian faith the revelation in Jesus

Christ is the clue to the understanding of

everything else.”46

Alternatives to a Doctrine of
Creation
According to Hodgson, the nature of the

world is not transparent and one

must consider what sort of postulate

about the nature of things will make

most sense; the Christian philosopher

postulates an eternal Reality who is

perfect and whose relation to the uni-

verse is like the relation of a maker to

what he has made. The universe may

thus be designated “creation” and God

is “Creator.”47

Hodgson himself describes the Christian

doctrine of creation as “the belief that God,

for some purpose of His own, calls into exis-

tence the universe, giving it the being and

the mode of reality which that purpose

requires.”48

Two primary alternatives to a doctrine of

creation were examined by Hodgson: mate-

rialism and idealism. Materialism has been

defined as “the view that the proper expla-

nation of the universe is simply the assertion

that the universe is all that is the case.”49 This

leads Hodgson to conclude that materialism

necessarily results in the conviction that

there is no meaning to the existence of the

universe. However, as Humphreys points

out, Hodgson also argued that materialism

is empirically deficient; materialism cannot

account for human freedom, i.e., human

choice.

In affirming the reality of freedom

Hodgson did not deny the reality of

material objects. But neither would he

permit the materialist to assert that,

since there are material objects, man’s

experience of choice is illusory and

must be explained in some terms other

than genuine freedom. The denial of

the reality of freedom is absolutely

essential to materialism; once one

admits that the personal life of free-

dom is real, materialism crumples.

Hodgson felt that a true empiricist

must reject materialism when he rec-

ognizes the reality of freedom.50

Hodgson agreed with idealism in that

materialism failed to acknowledge a reality

beyond what could be empirically docu-

mented. Idealism asserts “that since there is

an eternal perfect Reality, the world must be

an illusion or, at best, a mode of appearance

of the perfect Reality.”51 Among other criti-

cisms directed at idealism, Hodgson

believed that, like materialism, idealism

simply does not account for all of the facts;

idealism accounts for neither contingency

(chance) nor human freedom, both of which

he asserted must be recognized as real by

empiricists. In sum, Hodgson addressed the

failure of idealism and materialism thus:

If everything happened according to

an unbroken order of determinate

causal sequence, then all events could

be fitted into a materialist philosophy.

If all freely willed actions were the in-

telligently planned expression of good

wills, then all events could meet the

requirements of an idealism for which

the real is the rational. Our accidents,

errors and sins will not fit into either

scheme without being either ignored

or explained away as being in reality

something else in disguise.52

According to Hodgson, only a doctrine of

creation can account for all of the facts.

Creation, Hodgson believed, took place

through the evolutionary processes described

by science.

All that I mean to assert by saying that

we have an evolutionary idea of cre-

ation is that we commonly take it for

granted that the world of our experi-
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ence has come into its present condition through a

series of changes in which inorganic matter, organic

matter, vegetable life, marine life, animal life and

human life followed one another in chronological

sequence.53

Platts points out that when “… Hodgson writes of man

as subject to the evolutionary process in the Essays in

Christian Philosophy he clearly has “emergent evolution”

in mind, rather than the theories of Darwin.”54 He goes

on to define emergent evolution as:

the theory which maintains that novelties occur in

the time process, that the processes which create

these novelties are not “mechanistic,” that the novel-

ties which emerge exhibit a new kind of relatedness

in their internal and external relations, and that the

emergence of such novelty is not predictable.55

A further example is provided using the water mole-

cule: the first hydrogen atoms to join with an oxygen

atom to form a molecule of water would be considered

an “emergent”; every subsequent formation of a water

molecule, however, would be labeled a “resultant.”56

Order in Creation
In Hodgson’s theology, the evolutionary process consists

of three fundamental elements: causal order, purposive

order and freedom. Of the first two he said:

In our ordinary, everyday outlook, before we begin

to philosophise or psychologise (if one may coin the

word) we commonly distinguish between events

which we ascribe to the physical order and events

which we ascribe to conscious purpose.57

It is through the causal order, or necessity (to use contem-

porary jargon), that God provides us with a universe of

predictability and reliability, i.e., natural law. Hodgson

actually deemed causal order, not purposive order, to be

the more difficult to comprehend: “[t]he events of the pur-

posive order are, as a matter of fact, more intelligible to us

than those of the causal. We experience them, so to speak,

from the inside, while the others are only observed from

without.”58 Science, therefore, is a gift from God to be

treasured by Christians.

In nature there is that orderliness which is necessary

to provide man with a world in which rational study

can increase human control, a world in which he can

be reasonably sure that to light a fire will not warm

him on one occasion and freeze him on another, with

no reason why sometimes the one thing should hap-

pen and sometimes the other. This orderliness, then,

is due to God’s provision of an orderly world.59

Likewise, belief in God is not a threat to science, as

argued by Hodgson in his inaugural address as Regius

Professor of Divinity:

Why is it that some scientists seem to shrink from

such a belief in God as though to admit it were treach-

ery to their scientific loyalties: It is, I believe, at

bottom because scientific inquiry presupposes that

its objects belong to a rationally dependable order of

being, and they think that to ground all events in the

purposive will of God is to introduce an incalculable

element of caprice which cuts the nerve of scientific

endeavor. Here Christian theology needs to make

its voice heard. It is the exposition of what God

has revealed to us of Himself, and it asserts that

there is nothing chancy or capricious about God.60

Beyond this, on the same occasion, Hodgson implored

his theological colleagues:

However much humanistic studies may rightly be

the normal introduction to theology, we shall not

meet the needs of the age unless we devise a method

by which men whose previous education has made

them first and foremost scientific may be welcomed

into the ranks of professional theologians.61

Besides causal order and purposive

order, Hodgson identified freedom as

the third fundamental order in the

evolutionary process.

Besides causal order and purposive order, Hodgson

identified freedom as the third fundamental order in the

evolutionary process. Interestingly, it has been noted that

Hodgson offers an “oblique admission” that in his earlier

years he had denied freedom, though his finally coming

to accept freedom for what it appeared to be may have

been the single greatest catalyst for Hodgson’s theological

thinking.62 Hodgson argued that in neither materialism

nor idealism could human choice be accepted for what it

appeared to be but rather it was explained away as some-

thing else; the true empiricist, however, could not ignore

the reality of human choice, or freedom.

Freedom was not defined by human choice alone. The

ability of humans to make choices in life was referred to as

Freedom A by Hodgson. As far as he was concerned, this

was undeniable, particularly for “unphilosophical men.”

This type of freedom, to be distinguished from causal

order which disallows choice, is a reflection of the spiritual

nature of humankind, that is, one who is “the individual-

ized subject of self-conscious, intelligent, purposive life.”63

However, Hodgson defined another type of freedom,

Freedom B, which addressed one’s ability to act on one’s
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choice. For example, the alcoholic wakes up

and faces a new day by choosing not to take

a drink for twenty-four hours. Before the sun

sets, however, he has imbibed. The alcoholic

has clearly made a choice though he was

unable to act on that choice, be it due to the

contingencies (temptations) faced during the

course of a busy day, the grip of the psycho-

logical baggage accumulated over a lifetime,

the dictates of a biological disease mecha-

nism loosed in his body or the Christian

conviction as to the sinful nature of human-

kind.64 Hodgson contrasted Freedom B not

with causal order but with the notion of per-

sonal slavery. It is this understanding that

Hodgson holds to be the key to understand-

ing God’s purpose in the universe: to create

persons who possess not only the ability to

choose but persons with the ability to act on

those choices. He makes this clear in his

Gifford lectures when he states:

My central thesis in these lectures is

that to see the will to create genuinely

free finite persons as the determining

factor in our understanding of God’s

creative activity is the master clue to

making sense of the whole.65

Purpose in Creation
Humphreys’ describes Hodgson’s view of

the interrelationship of causal order, pur-

posive order, and freedom thus:

… the causal order is a means to an

end, never an end in itself; it further

means that freedom to choose is

merely one stage along the journey,

the destination of which is the freedom

to do what one sets out to do.66

To Hodgson, the goal of humankind is

to be able to turn one’s will over to the will

of God for oneself; only when God’s will

becomes one’s personal will does one

achieve Freedom B.

The perfection of freedom, as I envis-

age it in the life of the city of God,

involves on the part of its citizens such

characteristics as honesty, unselfish-

ness and self-control67 [such that] the

end of the process is the creation of

finite individuals who themselves are

not merely free, but good …68; [w]hen

from the observation of what actually

exists and happens we try to get some

idea of what God is aiming at in the

creation of it all, the answer will be

a community of persons, each in the

perfection of his freedom making his

contribution to the common life.69

Causation, Purpose and
Chance in Creation
Hodgson had much to say on the interrelat-

edness of causation, purpose, and chance in

the evolutionary process of creation. More

often referring to chance as contingency,

he described it as “the apparent fact that

often there is an open possibility of things

happening this way or that.”70 Most impor-

tantly, Hodgson’s emphasis was on the

factual nature of chance. That people use

chance devices, the outcomes of which are

consciously unknowable, is commonplace:

the coin toss at the beginning of a football

game to determine which team gets the ball

first is but one example. From this Hodgson

concluded:

Perhaps in God’s plan of creation

[contingencies] are needed to perform

a function similar to that for which

we invoke chance, and for that reason

He has given to the universe a mode

of reality which admits of their being

really themselves.71

In the current stage of evolution of the

human, there is contingency, evil, and free-

dom present in the universe. Contingency

is but one of the irrationalities defined by

Hodgson.72 These irrationalities are real, but

incidental, to God’s purpose. By accepting

contingency as real, Hodgson did not simply

mean human ignorance of outcomes, but

also God’s ignorance of outcomes. Of this

he said:

If God’s creative activity includes the

creation of contingent events, that

means the creation of events opaque to

His thought; this is one element in the

Divine self-limitation involved in His

creative activity.73

This, however, leads to the antinomy that

“[t]he world is important even though God

is perfect.”74 Several implications of the

problem as drawn out by Hodgson have

been suggested:

1. God has limited his impassibility (i.e., his

ability to be acted upon by another) in cre-

ating the universe;
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2. God has limited his immutability (i.e., “God is eternal

and unchanging, and yet he acts in the changing process

of time”75);

3. God has limited his omnipotence by overcoming

self-prescribed limitations in working with humankind

(i.e., the Incarnation); and

4. God has limited his omniscience to enable the existence

of contingency in creation.76

Hodgson concluded that it was for the purpose of creat-

ing a universe that included finite, genuinely free beings

that God limits himself. In his creative act, God creates the

antinomy “that He is not acted upon, yet He is; that He

does not change, yet He does; and that He is without limi-

tations, but He limits Himself.”77 Only in terms of his

purpose can that antinomy be reconciled; “… the source of

the two irreconcilable truths was God Himself, and

[Hodgson] believed that, though they were irreconcilable

to men now, they would not remain so always.”78

The point needs to be made that if Hodgson were con-

tributing to the current science and theology discussion,

he would no doubt come down on the side of open theism

and not process theology. Hodgson envisioned God as

complete in all his perfection; any limitations were self-

imposed for the furtherance of his purpose for creation.

This, he believed, was scriptural. On the other hand, he

did not see God as evolving with limitations imposed

from without, as process theology would dictate.79

Implications for Orthodox
Christian Theology

Regardless of one’s stance on the implications of

Hodgson’s ideas for Christian apologists, it must be

acknowledged that he anticipated by more than two

decades much of contemporary theological thinking with

regard to contingency. Only in 1978 did Arthur Peacocke,

in his Bampton Lectures, make the theological case for the

positive role of chance in creation.80 Peacocke said:

… it would be more consistent with the observations

to assert that the full gamut of the potentialities of

living matter could be explored only through the

agency of the rapid and frequent randomization

which is possible at the molecular level of the DNA.81

However, in the case of Peacocke, it is also safe to say that

science takes authority over theology, leading to such con-

clusions as the bodily resurrection of Jesus Christ being

scientifically untenable.82 As noted before, others, while

giving science primacy over theology, though not general-

izing to such liberal theological conclusions, have echoed

Peacocke’s opinion that chance may be used by God as a

tool to achieve his purpose.83

Hodgson’s theology, taken as a whole, is largely consis-

tent with the historical Anglican faith. Springing directly

from Luther’s bondage of the will, he affirms the classical

Christian vision of humankind as fundamentally sinful by

nature. Ashley Null, well-known scholar and student of

Thomas Cranmer, stated the idea well when he said:

… what the heart loves, the will chooses, and the

mind justifies. The mind doesn’t direct the will. The

mind is actually captive to what the will wants, and

the will itself, in turn, is captive to what the heart

wants.84

Such a view of personal will is counter-intuitive by today’s

worldly standards. It is precisely this perspective, how-

ever, that is espoused by Hodgson in his conception of

Freedoms A and B.

[Chance] may be viewed as a tool used

by God to achieve his purpose. God’s

purpose is to create genuinely free

beings, leading to the conclusion that

free will is an illusion …, though free

choice is not.

What are the implications of Hodgson’s theology of

chance, or contingency, for contemporary evangelical

scholarship in the area of science and theology? We live in

the era of the chance worldview. If one takes science at

face value, chance must be viewed as real and fundamen-

tal to God’s creation. Rather than the antithesis of purpose,

it may be viewed as a tool used by God to achieve his pur-

pose. God’s purpose is to create genuinely free beings,

leading to the conclusion that free will is an illusion (i.e.,

our wills are bounded by sin, psychological baggage, the

increasing constraints of our personal lives through time,

etc.), though free choice is not. Irrationalities such as evil

(in the forms of ignorance, ugliness, suffering and sin) are

incidental to God’s achievement of creating genuinely free

beings, and it is sin that is the most fundamental as it pre-

vents us from combating the other forms of evil. The world

exists as a complex mix of certainties and contingencies

with a partially open future.85 Furthermore, because reve-

lation is a process, not an outcome or an event, God

continues to speak to us about his redemptive and creative

natures through the Bible and through the natural sci-

ences, respectively, leading to the conclusion that “natural

theology” is a myth. All truth is God’s, whether revealed

through the Bible or through the natural sciences. �
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