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THIS BOOK PRESENTS the proceedings of the fourteenth annual Building 
Bridges Seminar, convened at the Georgetown University School of Foreign 
Service in Doha, Qatar, May 3–6, 2015, with university president John J. DeGioia 
present as host and participant. Launched in 2002 as an initiative of the Arch-
bishop of Canterbury—and with the stewardship of Georgetown University since 
2013, this gathering of scholar- practitioners of Islam and Christianity convenes 
annually, alternating between Muslim- majority and Christian- majority contexts, 
for deep study of selected texts pertaining to a carefully chosen theme. The circle 
of participants is always diverse ethnically and geographically, and balanced 
evenly in the number of Muslims and Christians—with a substantial number of 
women included in each group, and with a few emerging scholars joining the 
seasoned experts. Among the Christian scholars—who have always been for the 
most part Anglican or Roman Catholic—are usually included Orthodox and 
Protestant scholars as well, and this was the case in 2015. Similarly, while the 
Muslim participants are predominantly Sunnī, Shiʿ ite scholars have always been 
included. Since 2013 Daniel Madigan SJ, Jeanette W. and Otto J. Ruesch Family 
Associate Professor in Georgetown’s Department of Theology, has served as 
chair of the proceedings.

Qatar is a familiar venue for the seminar. We were hosted in Doha in 2003 by 
the emir of Qatar, and on the Georgetown campus in 2011 and again in 2013. As 
has often been the case, the seminar commenced with a pair of evening lectures 
at an event open to the public. The three workdays of the seminar—all in closed 
session—followed a fi xed pattern: a morning lecture on the topic for the day, in 
preparation for two hour- long small- group text- study sessions; an after- lunch 
lecture, likewise followed by two hour- long small- group text- study sessions; and 
late- afternoon summary discussion in plenary. This volume provides the reader 
with edited versions of the eight lectures, arranged here in pairs.

In part 1, readers will fi nd the 2015 seminar’s public lectures: “Human Action 
within Divine Creation: A Muslim Perspective” by Mohsen Kadivar (Duke Uni-
versity) and “On the Possibility of Holy Living: A Christian Perspective” by 
Lucy Gardner (University of Oxford). These are overviews, each laying out the 
complexity of the seminar’s theme and some directions for deeper study. Kadivar 
concentrates on the exoteric approach to the matter, which itself ranges from 
ultraliteralist to maximal rationalist, as it plays out in Islamic theological and 
philosophical writings. He introduces such topics as God’s unity, immanence, 

INTRODUCTION
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2 Introduction

and transcendence; humanity’s task, thus the nature of vicegerency; and the rela-
tion of God’s attributes to matters of predestination and freedom of choice 
regarding human action within God’s sovereignty. Gardner offers what she calls 
“a brief personal, theological guide to negotiating the thematic landscape” 
regarding the nature of human existence and human freedom. Thus, she explains 
the Christian doctrine of Creation as a matter of learning to see and understand 
the whole universe, including the ongoing characteristics of human beings as 
creatures in the light of its relationship with God—which in turn leads to consid-
eration of the relation of the doctrine of Creation to the doctrines of Trinity and 
Incarnation, and the conviction that, according to scripture, humanity is created 
in God’s image. She then explores notions of human intimacy with God, human 
virtue and creativity, and the possibility of holy living.

The structure of parts 2, 3, and 4 are identical. Each features a pair of essays 
introducing a seminar subtheme from a Christian perspective, on the one hand, 
and a Muslim perspective, on the other. These essays—in most cases a transcript 
of a lecture heard in closed morning plenary by the seminar participants—lay out 
important aspects of the given topic, focusing on some of the scriptural material 
chosen for that day’s study sessions. Thus, in part 2, “God’s Creation and Its 
Goal,” Richard Bauckham (University of St. Andrews) offers a Christian theo-
logical account of the difference between creation and Creator, and between 
God’s creative activity “at the beginning” and subsequent divine activity in the 
world. He offers insights into the notion of creation ex nihilo and the relation 
between divine creativity and divine love. Quite interesting is his account of the 
various Hebrew terms associated with God’s creative acts. In providing a Muslim 
perspective, Sohaira Zahid Siddiqui (Georgetown University) expounds on God’s 
attributes as they relate to divine creation, humanity’s obligations to God, the 
various modes of divine creation, and the continuousness of divine creation.

In part 3, “The Dignity and Task of Humankind within God’s Creation,” Bran-
don Gallaher (University of Exeter), in his essay “Creativity, Covenant, and 
Christ,” argues that it is only by coming to see creation as a theophany—as a 
manifestation of God’s glory—and our lives as pure offerings of gratitude to God 
that human beings can attune themselves with the creative Word of God. Thus, 
he begins with the notion of creation as a divine gift and the relationship of 
 covenant to creation, in order to delve into the Christian understanding of the 
uniqueness of humanity as created in the image of God with a “mediatorial voca-
tion.” The vehicle of this vocation is “obedient praise or glorifi cation of God with 
the offering up of the self as pure and willing sacrifi ce through a holy life.” This 
includes stewardship of creation.

In her essay, “To Be Khalīfa: The Human Vocation in Relation to Nature and 
Community,” Maria Massi Dakake (George Mason University) explores the 
Islamic tradition that vicegerency—understood both individually and commu-
nally—is a noble role distinguishing humankind from the rest of creation. At the 
same time, it is a role beset by a unique set of moral challenges and fraught with 
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Introduction 3

moral peril. Thus, she discusses the Qurʾān’s account of the establishment of 
Adam (and, by extension, of all humanity) as khalīfat Allāh fi ’l- arḍ. Dakake 
examines various Qurʾānic passages that speak to the question of human rela-
tionship to, and moral responsibility for, other sorts of creatures and the Qurʾānic 
notion that human beings have a responsibility to form and maintain moral com-
munities among themselves.

Writing on the theme of part 4, “Human Action within the Sovereignty of 
God,” Veli- Matti Kärkkäinen (Fuller Theological Seminary) highlights the com-
plex dynamic between divine sovereignty and human initiative evident in Chris-
tian scripture and explains ways in which the Christian theological tradition has 
sought to make sense of it. In the process, he offers a Christian perspective on 
such interrelated themes as the implications of the conviction that humans act 
within a creation that is to a large extent given; that humans act in relationship to 
the sovereign Creator who is even now at work; the question of whether human 
freedom is real or illusory—thus the degree to which our actions are in fact 
“ours”; and how petitionary prayer fi ts into a Christian understanding of the 
interplay between divine and human action. In his companion essay, Feras Q. 
Hamza (University of Wollongong in Dubai) helps us understand the sources of 
the Arabic vocabulary in Islamic discourse about the theological conundrum of 
human free will versus divine predetermination. As he lays out their complexi-
ties, he argues that, while early Muslim theological debates over these matters 
were anchored in “intra- Muslim religious polemics over urgent political ques-
tions,” they also had deeply devotional aspects, conducted as they were by Mus-
lims who were themselves “paragons of piety.”

In parts 2, 3, and 4, the essay pair is followed by the compilation of Bible and 
Qurʾān passages that the seminar participants studied in their small groups. With 
the essays and the scripture anthology, the reader now has, in effect, a handbook 
for conducting a dialogical study on the overarching theme of human action 
within divine creation, or on any of the three subthemes.

By way of conclusion, part 5 comprises “Discussion in Doha,” an essay in 
which Lucinda Mosher digests the small- group conversations that are the heart 
of the project.

Readers of God’s Creativity and Human Action may desire suggestions for 
further engagement with the themes on which this volume focuses. For Christian 
perspectives, see Alexander S. Jensen, Divine Providence and Human Agency: 
Trinity, Creation and Freedom (Ashgate, 2014); John Cowburn SJ, Free Will, 
Predestination and Determinism (Marquette University Press, 2007); and 
Michael F. McLain and W. Mark Richardson, eds., Human and Divine Agency: 
Anglican, Catholic, and Lutheran Perspectives (University Press of America, 
1999). For Islamic points of view, see Maria De Cillis, Free Will and Predestina-
tion in Islamic Thought: Theoretical Compromises in the Works of Avicenna, 
al- Ghazali and Ibn ‘Arabi (Routledge, 2013); Sabine Schmidtke, ed., The Oxford 
Handbook of Islamic Theology (Oxford University Press, 2016); and Tim Winter, 
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4 Introduction

ed., The Cambridge Companion to Classical Islamic Theology (Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 2008). 

Throughout this volume, when not indicated otherwise in the text or endnotes, 
excerpts from the Qurʾān are according to M. A. S. Abdel Haleem, The Quran: A 
New Translation (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004) or are the essay author’s 
own translation. Unless otherwise indicated in the text or notes, Bible passages 
are according to the New Revised Standard Version of the Bible, copyright © 1989 
by the Division of Christian Education of the National Council of Churches of 
Christ in the USA. Used by permission. All rights reserved. An exception is the 
essay by Lucy Gardner, in which all Bible quotations are according to the Revised 
Standard Version of the Bible, copyright © 1946, 1952, and 1971 National Coun-
cil of the Churches of Christ in the United States of America. Used by permis-
sion. All rights reserved worldwide.

Deep appreciation is extended to Georgetown University president John J. 
DeGioia for his ongoing support of the Building Bridges Seminar. The staff of 
Georgetown University School of Foreign Service–Qatar were gracious hosts. 
As for previous seminars, David Marshall (the project’s academic director) and 
Daniel Madigan (its convener) took leadership in setting the theme, organizing 
the circle of scholars, and choosing the texts to be studied. Many people played a 
role in the success of the 2015 gathering, particularly Lucinda Mosher, who 
serves the project as assistant academic director, and Samuel Wagner, coordina-
tor for Catholic and Jesuit Initiatives in the Offi ce of the President, who provided 
logistical support.

Georgetown University’s Berkley Center—particularly, its director, Thomas 
Banchoff—provides a base of operations and online presence for the seminar and 
has made the publication of this book possible. Finally, gratitude is extended to 
Richard Brown and the staff of Georgetown University Press.
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Overviews
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HUMAN ACTION WITHIN divine creation has been the subject of long and 
controversial discussions among Muslims since the eighth century, fi rst as the 
subject of study and debate in commentaries on the Qurʾān and Ḥadīth and then 
continuing as one of the fi rst problems of Islamic theology. The Muslim philoso-
phers and mystics engaged deeply in the subject and enriched its literature from 
their specifi c perspectives.

We may classify the Muslim perspectives on this important subject under 
esoteric and exoteric approaches. The perspective of all mystics such as Ibn al- 
Aʿrabī and some philosophers such as Shahab al- Din Suhrawardī and Mulla 
Sadrā, in some of their works (not all of them), is classifi ed as “esoteric.” I will 
not mention this approach in this essay.

I limit myself to the “exoteric approach,” which comprises a wide spectrum 
from the ultraliteral interpretation of Zahiris to the maximal rationalism of Mus-
lim philosophers such as Avicenna and Averroes. This spectrum can be seen as 
having two subcategories: thought that is best understood as “Islamic theology,” 
which is relatively more textual and less rational, and thought that is more prop-
erly understood as “Muslim philosophy,” which is more rational and less textual.

The theological perspective includes eight schools of thought: Ashʿarī, Mātu-
ridī, Ḥanbalī, and the banned Muʿ tazilī in Sunnī Islam; Jaʿ farī, Zaydī, and Ismāʿilī 
in Shiʿite Islam; and fi nally ʿIbāḍī. The philosophical perspective includes four 
schools of thought: peripatetic, illuminative, transcendent, and independent phi-
losophers such as Muḥammad ibn Zakariyyā al- Rāzī, al- Bīrūnī, Fakhr ad- Dīn 
ar- Rāzī, and Abu’l- Barakāt al- Baghdādī.

Providing a general overview of twelve schools of thought on one of the most 
controversial problems in the history of Islam is not easy. I will focus on the key 
similarities and differences between these two main perspectives without going 
into the details and the apologetic debates. I will offer major verses of the Qurʾān 

Human Action within Divine Creation

A Muslim Perspective

MOHSEN KADIVAR
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8 Overviews

and a few ḥadīths for each perspective as the main evidence—as well as a few 
theological or philosophical arguments. My goal is to demonstrate how Muslims, 
especially at the present time, understand human action within divine creation.

Introductory Remarks on the Unity of God

There is consensus among Muslims—regardless of their different schools, sects, 
and perspectives—that the cornerstone and inseparable master principle of 
Islamic thought is the unity of God (tawḥīd). This master principle has at least 
four levels: unity of God’s essence (al- tawḥīd al- dhāti), unity of His attributes 
(al- tawḥīd al- ṣifāti), unity of His actions (al- tawḥīd al- ʾafʿālī), and unity of wor-
ship (al- tawḥīd ʿibāḍī). Although there are different understandings in the sec-
ond and third, there is unanimity in the general understanding of the fi rst and the 
fourth. Human action within divine creation is a factor at two levels of contro-
versy regarding the unity of God: on “unity of His actions” (for the most part), 
and on “unity of His attributes” (to a lesser degree). To have a better understanding 
of the challenge, we must elaborate on the fi rst level of tawḥīd—that is, unity of 
God’s essence and its effect to other levels of this master principle of Islam.1

Deep study of the visible world (ʿālam al- shahāda), or natural world, teaches 
us that the actions and reactions of all particular beings—regardless of whether 
they be earthly or heavenly beings—are in intrarelation to each other, and there 
is no being out of this framework. Every action or reaction relates to the whole 
universe. From this fact we can infer a kind of unity, a large system designed and 
run by one operator. This is the fi rst principle.

This natural, visible world could not be spontaneous. It is contingent and an 
effect of God—directly, as some “occasionalist theologians” in the Ashʿarī school 
(such as al- Ghazālī) believed, or indirectly, with the mediation of a chain of ver-
tical, intellectual, immaterial causes (or angels), as all the Muslim philosophers 
and some theologians (such as Nasīr al- Dīn al- Tūsī) believed. According to both 
approaches, the ultimate originator of the world in all of its parts and aspects is 
no one except God. This is the second principle.

According to the principle of cause and effect, the cause of the cause of a thing 
is fi nally the cause of that thing, and the effect of the effect of a thing is fi nally 
the effect of that thing. When all of the causes lead to the Ultimate Cause—that 
is, God—it means that all beings, regardless of what they are, are His effects. 
There is neither independent existence nor any necessary being in itself except 
God. There is no originator of existence except God. This principle is clear in 
occasionalism too. It is the meaning of unity of God- as- Sustainer (al- tawḥīd f ī’l- 
Rububiyya). No god but God (Lā ilāha illā Allāh).

In the other words, God is the complete cause (adaquata causa; al- ʿ illa al- 
tāmmah) for all beings as well as their agent cause (effi cient cause; al- ʿ illah 
al- fā’iliyyah). He is independent in His origination absolutely as well as self- 
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Human Action within Divine Creation 9

subsistent in His existence and causality. He is the real one who effects. There is 
no one who effects in existence except God. He is the agent of all things, and all 
the causes are as His agents—subjects and contingent to Him. It is the common 
ground of Islamic thought, and all Muslims are unanimous without any differ-
ences in the master principle of unity of God.

God’s Creation and His Goal

What is God’s goal in creation? Why is there anything at all? Why isn’t there 
“nothing”? Why does God create in general? These are the questions of teleology 
and philosophy. I will discuss three issues in this section: God’s goal in creation, 
creation of the world, and the immanence or transcendence of God in Islam.

God’s Goal in Creation

On the primary point of the necessity of a goal in actions, there are at least three 
approaches to this issue. The fi rst approach is that the goal of action is exclusive 
to contingent dependent beings; action should have a goal in order to perfect their 
incompleteness. An independent ultimate being—that is, God—does not have 
any goal in His actions. It is the meaning of “God’s actions are not justifi ed with 
purposes.” Ashʿarite theologians such as al- Taftāzani and al- Jurjāni and the phi-
losopher Suhrawardī went in this way.2

The second approach, in contrast, contends that there are goals and benefi ts in 
God’s actions—not for Himself, because He is rich—but for His creations and 
servants. The Muʿ tazilite and Shiʿite theologians believed in this way.3 The Qurʾān 
explicitly denies vain creation: “Did you think We created you in vain, and that 
you would not be brought back to Us?” (al- Muʾminūn [23]:115).4 The goal of the 
creation is worship and service of God: “I created jinn and humankind only to 
worship Me” (al- Dhāriyāt [51]:56). This verse indicates that the creation has a goal. 
This goal is the worship of God. In the other verse, just end and recompense are 
introduced as the goal of creation: “God created the heavens and the earth for a true 
purpose: to reward each soul according to its deeds. They will not be wronged” 
(al- Jāthiyah [45]:22).

The third approach belongs to the mainstream of the Muslim philosophers: 
There is no action without a goal.5 The goal always refers to the agent and is 
always the perfection of the agent. The need of an agent to a goal is necessary 
only in the case of a material agent. In incorporeal agents, the goal is the essence 
of the agent itself, not something out of it. The inference of this argument is that 
the goal of God in His actions, including creation, is His transcendent essence—
nothing else.

The benefi t of the creation could not be the essential goal of God in His cre-
ation because the goal should not be lower than the existential level of the agent. 
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This kind of goal requires the infl uence of the other on God’s will, and that is not 
accepted in the independent agency of God. There could be no motive in His 
action except His transcendent essence. The benefi t of the others is the accident 
of the divine actions.

Being is good. God is the source and origin of every good. He emanates exis-
tences because their creation is good. Origination of good is God’s habit, and He 
necessitated it to Himself, as “He has taken it upon Himself to be merciful” (al- 
Anʿ ām [6]:12, 54).

God does not need worship, because He is perfect. God loves His transcen-
dental essence. Worshipping Him is justifi ed in this way or could be the accident 
of creation. According to a ḥadīth commenting on this verse, worship is the 
intermediate goal. The ultimate goal is “knowing God” (maʿrifat Allāh).6

Creation of the World

In Islamic understanding, the creation of the world was not a one- time action that 
happened in the past and was fi nished. creation has been continued, and God is a 
permanent creator.7 God admired Himself because of the creation of humanity: 
“glory be to God, the best of creators!” (al- Muʾminūn [23]:14). “We create 
humanity in the fi nest state” (al- Tīn [95]:4). The priority of humanity is because 
of God’s spirit in all human beings. He orders the angels to prostrate to humans 
because of this spirit in human beings: “When I have fashioned him and breathed 
My spirit into him, bow down before him” (al- Ḥijr [15]:29–30). This spirit in 
human beings guides them to the straight path if it is not suppressed by carnal 
soul or devilish ego. This tendency to the good and knowing God is called pri-
mordial disposition or original nature (fi tra): “So as a man of pure faith, stand 
fi rm in your devotion to the religion. This is the natural disposition God instilled 
in humanity—there is no altering God’s creation—and this is the right religion, 
though most people do not realize it” (al- Rūm [30]:30).

Among the Muslim scholars, two approaches are taken to questions about 
the creation of the world. The fi rst approach is to say that God creates ex nihilo: 
the giving of existence out of non- existence. The second approach is to claim the 
eternality of the world because matter, motion, and time are concomitant. That 
is, it is impossible to have time but no matter. The incorporeal world is eternal 
but is not God. The major distinction between God and His creation is not 
eternality but the contingency and dependence to God. All beings, be they 
corporeal or incorporeal, are contingent to God and are dependent on Him. The 
need of temporal being to Him is temporal, and need of eternal being to Him is 
eternal. This is the approach of mainstream philosophers and some theologians. 
However, most of the theologians believed in the creation as ex nihilo. The 
great Ashʿarite theologian al- Ghazālī accused the philosophers, including al- 
Fārābī and Avicenna, of disbelief because of their notions of the eternality of 
the world.8
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No verse in the Qurʾān says explicitly that God created the world out of noth-
ing or non- existence. The theologians focus on the literal meaning of khalaqa—
the word used most often in the Qurʾān’s discourse on creation. For example: “It 
is He who created the heavens and the earth for a true purpose. On the Day when 
He says, ‘Be,’ it will be: His word is the truth. All control on the Day the Trumpet 
is blown belongs to Him. He knows the seen and the unseen: He is the All Wise, 
the All Aware” (al- Anʿ ām [6]:73).

But khalaqa is also used repeatedly in the Qurʾān to refer to the creation from 
something such as clay or dust: “In God’s eyes Jesus is just like Adam: He cre-
ated him from dust, said to him, ‘Be,’ and he was” (Āl ʿ Imrān [3]:59). It is obvious 
that creation is in harmony with notions both of ex nihilo and out of something.

Philosophers distinguished between “generation” (ibdāʾ) for incorporeal 
beings and “creation” (sunʾ or khalq) for corporeal beings.9 They prefer the word 
“emanation” ( fayd) in place of “creation.” In this Qurʾān verse, both “generation” 
(ibdāʾ) and “creation” (khalq) are used: “He is far higher than what they ascribe 
to Him, the Creator of the heavens and the earth! How could He have children 
when He has no spouse, when He created all things, and has full knowledge of all 
things?” (al- Anʿ ām [6]:100b–101). The only Qurʾān verse in which sunʾ is used is 
this: “You will see the mountains and think they are fi rmly fi xed, but they will 
fl oat away like clouds. This is the handiwork of God who has perfected all things. 
He is fully aware of what you do” (al- Naml [27]:88). In Islam, God is creator or 
originator—not craftsman.

The Immanence and Transcendence of God in Islam

Islam teaches that God is simultaneously nearby His creation and far away from 
it. Although He is infi nitely exalted above all creation (transcendent), He is also 
near us, present with us and involved in the world (immanent). However, on the 
one hand, a few Muslim schools of thought believed in divine anthropomorphism 
because of their literal understanding of the Qurʾān and Sunna; and a few of other 
Muslim schools, on the other hand, exaggerated in God’s transcendence, denying 
any sort of immanence on His part. The Muslim mainstream believes, fi rst, in the 
moderate transcendence and immanence of God—God’s tashbih and tanzih—
but, second, strongly rejects incarnation in human or any other form, and, third, 
rejects pantheism or panentheism as well.

Thus, the mainstream position is that God is present in His creatures; there is 
no place empty of Him; but His presence is a transcendental presence. This is the 
primary principle of perceiving God: “There is nothing like Him” (al- Shūrā 
[42]:11). Keeping this primary principle in mind, we may perceive God’s pres-
ence with His creatures, especially human beings, as these Qurʾān verses attest:

He is the First and the Last; the Outer and the Inner; He has knowledge of all 
things. (al- Ḥadīd [57]:3)
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He is with you wherever you are; He sees all that you do.” (al- Ḥadīd [57]:4b)

We created man—We know what his soul whispers to him: We are closer to 
him than his jugular vein. (Qāf [50]:16)

Believers, respond to God and His Messenger when he calls you to that which 
gives you life. Know that God comes between a man and his heart, and that 
you will be gathered to Him. (al- Anfāl [8]:24)

As these verses make clear, from an Islamic point of view, God is with each one 
of His creatures, nearer to them than their jugular vein, between them and their 
hearts, nearer to them than they are to themselves—but in His glory and majesty, 
and His transcendence.

Among the verses in the Qurʾān related to immanence is this one about the 
breathing the spirit of God in human: “You Lord said to the angels, ‘I will create 
a man from clay. When I have shaped him and breathed My Spirit into him, kneel 
down before him’ ” (Ṣād [38]:71–72). “Breathing His spirit” means the origination 
of the incorporeal soul. Human beings have this ability to follow God and run 
toward Him. Related to this are several clear ḥadīths from Aʿlī bin Abī Ṭālib:10

“He is with everything, not through association (muqāranah).”

“He is other than everything, not through separation (muzayalah).”

“To know Him is to profess His unity; and professing His Unity is to distin-
guish Him (tamyiz) from His creation.”

“The standard (hukm) for distinguishing is separation (baynunah) in attribute, 
not separation in terms of distance (uzlah).”11

None of the classical Muslim theologians and philosophers perceived God’s 
“withness” (ma’iyyat) and presence as divine immanence in the sense of incar-
nation or pantheism or panentheism. There is unanimity on this point among the 
Muslim scholars to this day.

The Dignity and Task of Humankind within God’s Creation

In this section I discuss three issues: the major point of dignity of humankind, the 
nature of vicegerency, and the question of whether vicegerency belongs to the 
individual or to the community.

The Major Point of Dignity of Humankind

“We have honored the children of Adam” (al- Isrāʾ [17]:70). Humankind has 
dignity because God breathed into him of His spirit and bestowed on him the 
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Human Action within Divine Creation 13

primordial disposition or original nature (fi tra). Humankind because of this advan-
tage was honored with the position of stewardship or vicegerency (khilāfa). This 
vicegerency was not exclusive to Adam but to the children of Adam—that is, 
humankind: “your Lord told the angels, ‘I am putting a vicegerent on earth’ ” 
(al- Baqara [2]:30). This verse is about Adam, but according to three other 
 verses—“It is He made you vicegerents on the earth” (Fāṭir [35]:39; al- Anʿ ām 
[6]:165; Yūnus [10]:14)—the term vicegerent is plural, not singular, and thus 
includes all of humanity. All of these four verses are talking about the same issue: 
vicegerency of humanity on the earth. As the Qurʾān speaks of it, “earth” is not 
exclusive to our specifi c planet; rather, “earth” means ʿālam al- shahāda—the 
visible or the material world.

Although the majority of Muslim scholars interpreted the story of creation in a 
factual frame, it seems that it is symbolic regarding some deep transcendental 
facts. The clearest evidence of this symbolic language is the verse of Trust, which 
focuses on this exact issue: “We offered the Trust to the heavens, the earth, and the 
mountains, yet they refused to undertake it and were afraid of it; humanity under-
took it—they have always been inept and foolish” (al- Aḥzāb [33]:72). It is obvious 
that the offer of God to the heavens, the earth, and the mountains was symbolic, 
as was this offer to humankind. What was this Trust? There is no doubt that it was 
that vicegerency. It means that humankind’s vicegerency on the earth is God’s 
vast Trust. No creature in the visible world except humankind was able to under-
take a Trust of this enormity. Humankind did not know the magnifi cence and 
diffi culty of this Trust in the beginning; nevertheless, they undertook it.

The Nature of Vicegerency

Two factors in humankind prepared it to undertake this enormous Trust: fi rst, 
humankind’s knowledge, and second, his choice. The fi rst factor is mentioned in 
the story of creation: “And He taught Adam the names of all things” (al- Baqara 
[2]:31). It is clear that “the names of all things” is the symbol of inherent knowl-
edge in humankind’s original nature (fi tra). Although all human beings have the 
ability and potentiality to actualize the vicegerency (God’s vast Trust), human 
beings have choice and free will by which to accept or reject it in practice. 
Humanity’s free will is mentioned in the Qurʾān repeatedly.

“By the soul and how He formed it and inspired it [to know] its own rebellion 
and piety! The one who purifi es his soul succeeds and the one who corrupts it 
fails” (al- Shams [91]:7–11). Here again is mention of God’s breathing of His spirit 
into humankind and bestowing on humanity its original nature (fi tra). It means 
that human beings have the choice to undertake the Trust and purify their souls 
and go in the right path, which will be the actualization of the vicegerency; or 
they may corrupt their souls, ignore their original nature, and turn their back to 
God. It is clear that persons who make the latter choice are not God’s vicegerents 
until they repent and return to Him. “We created man from a drop of mingled 
fl uid to put him to the test; We gave him hearing and sight; We guided him to the 
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right path, whether he was grateful or not” (al- Insān [76]:2–3). The Qurʾān 
explicitly describes the free will of humankind in the story of creation. God 
showed both the straight path and perversion. Those who are grateful and choose 
the straight path are actually God’s vicegerents, and those who go astray and are 
ungrateful are not actually God’s vicegerents until their return and repentance.

God’s purpose in bestowing vicegerency is the perfection of man in the pro-
cess of creation of the body, breathing the spirit, original nature, knowledge, 
guidance, showing the good and evil, testing, and fi nally human choice. The 
perfection will be the achievement of the soul choice, that is, the straight way. It 
is the goal of creation in the other verses; I mean worship or knowledge as in 
tradition. In other words, this purpose could be spiritual meeting with God, and 
annihilation (al- fanā’) in His love and pleasure. This is the station (maqām) of 
perfection.

“[But] you, soul at peace: return to your Lord well pleased and well pleasing; 
go in among My servants; and into My Garden” (al- Fajr [89]:27–30). This heaven 
is more than a material garden; it is God’s pleasure. This is the supreme felicity: 
“God has promised the believers, both men and women, Gardens graced with 
fl owing streams where they will remain; good, peaceful homes in Gardens of 
lasting bliss; and—greatest of all—God’s good pleasure. That is the supreme 
triumph” (al- Tawba [9]:72).

There is a tight relationship between creation and vicegerency, on one hand, 
and test (al- ibtilāʾ) and perfection, on the other hand. This world is the time of 
testing, and the other world is the time of result. Testing is for the purifi cation 
and perfection of humanity. It is not for increasing the knowledge of God. He 
is omniscient. Human suffering is because of this big test. Life in one of its 
meanings is the taking of this test. “Exalted is He who holds all control in His 
hands; who has power over all things; who created death; who created life to 
test you and reveal which of you performs best—He is the Mighty, the Forgiv-
ing” (al- Mulk [67]:1–2). One of God’s goals in the creation of life and death is 
a test. This test is for purifi cation and perfection that is tied to human deeds. 
Which of you is best in deed?

Life in this world is mixed with suffering. “We have created humankind for 
toil and trial” (al- Balad [90]:4). This world does not have capacity for real happi-
ness. The real happiness is the result of two elements: sound faith and good 
deeds. Both are required for salvation. Neither sound faith without good deeds 
nor good deeds without sound faith would lead to real happiness and salvation. 
Human action has a very large role in vicegerency. “Every soul is held in pledge 
for its deeds” (al- Muddaththir [74]:38). The message of this verse is among the 
most beautiful of this kind in the Qur’ān: “good words rise up to Him and He lifts 
up the righteous deed” (Fāṭir [35]:10). “Good words” demonstrate sound faith, in 
other words, believing in God and believing in the Hereafter: “The believers, the 
Jews, the Christians, and the Sabians—all those who believe in God and the Last 
Day and do good—will have their rewards with their Lord. No fear for them, nor 
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will they grieve” (al- Baqara [2]:62). This phrase “those who believe and do good” 
is used in the Qurʾān repeatedly; for example, “As for those who believe and do 
good deeds—We do not let the reward of anyone who does a good deed go to 
waste” (al- Kahf [18]:30).

Vicegerency: Individual or Community?

Undoubtedly individuals and communities are both responsible for their deeds in 
this world, and both of them will be asked about what they have done in the Day 
of Judgment. Vicegerency and the responsibility of individuals in general are 
clear. Here the Qurʾān mentions the responsibility of individuals in relation to 
creation and the Day of Judgment:

[God will say], “Now you return to Us, alone, as We fi rst created you: you 
have left behind everything We gave you, nor do We see those intercessors of 
yours that you claimed were partners of God. All the bonds between you have 
been severed, and those about whom you made such claims have deserted 
you.” (al- Anʿ ām [6]:94)

Another clear indication of individual responsibility is this:

Has he not been told what was written in the Scriptures of Moses and Abra-
ham who fulfi lled his duty: that no soul shall bear the burden of another; that 
a human being will only have what he has worked towards; that his labour will 
be seen and that in the end he will be repaid in full for it; that the fi nal goal is 
your Lord.” (al- Najm [53]:36–42)

Each human being is responsible for his or her deeds individually. This individ-
uality will be the main aspect of creation, resurrection, and vicegerency.

The membership of a human being in a family or community does not negate 
this individuality and personality. Those memberships will add new responsibil-
ities to one’s major individual responsibility. Family is the second level of 
responsibility: “Believers, guard yourselves and your families against a Fire 
fueled by people and stones” (al- Taḥrīm [66]:6a). The third level of responsibility 
is to one’s community: “Be a community that calls for what is good, urges what 
is right, and forbids what is wrong: those who do this are the successful ones” (Āl 
ʿImrān [3]:104). We will be asked not only about our deeds but also about our 
community in the framework of our abilities: “Beware of discord that harms not 
only the wrongdoers among you: know that God is severe in His punishment” 
(al- Anfāl [8]:25). In the Day of Judgment both communities and individuals will 
be called to account: “You will see every community kneeling. Every commu-
nity will be summoned to its record: ‘Today you will be repaid for what you did’ ” 
(al- Jāthiyah [45]:28).
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But is there any relationship between community responsibility and service as 
God’s vicegerent? Is each community recognized as the vicegerent of God on the 
earth? It is not clear. I analyze the facts that we have in this case. On one hand, 
the diversity of communities is accepted not only as a fact but also as God’s will:

People, We created you all from a single man and a single woman, and made 
you into nations and tribes so that you should get to know one another. In 
God’s eyes, the most honored of you are the ones most aware of Him: God is 
all knowing, all aware. (al- Ḥujurāt [49]:13)

On the other hand, the purpose of this communal pluralism and diversity is an 
existential test:

We have assigned a law and a path to each of you. If God had so willed, He 
would have made you one community, but He wanted to test you through that 
which He has given you, so race to do good: you will all return to God and He 
will make clear to you the matters you differed about. (al- Māʾida [5]:48b)

From the third perspective, the community of believers was characterized as a 
justly balanced community: “We have made you into a just community, so that 
you may bear witness [to the truth] before others and so that the Messenger may 
be witness [to it] before you” (al- Baqara [2]:143a). This characteristic is not only 
a simple label achieved by confession or heritance of its members. It is not 
achieved except through sound faith and good deeds. The community of believ-
ers, because of the faith and good deeds of its members, will be the witnesses 
over the communities. This is a spiritual witness and example, nothing else. 
Although it is possible to equate this spiritual witness with service as God’s 
vicegerent, there is no evidence in the Qurʾān or tradition of this equivalence. 
Maqām of spiritual witness in the Qurʾān is different and separate from maqām 
of vicegerency.12 The former includes God; the latter is exclusive to humankind 
individually. There is no evidence of community vicegerency in the Qurʾān.

In our day and age, the exercise of vicegerency in a religiously and ideologi-
cally plural world is not different from the exercise of religion per se. The concept 
of vicegerency does not depend on the premodern era; thus, it need not be changed 
in the modern era. It is a matter of spirituality and does not deal with this religion 
or that ideology. It is about truth, not labels. It is about the real faith of heart and 
dispositions, not the claims of the tongue. Diversities of religions and ideologies 
that occur in this realm demonstrate that vicegerency is much higher than it. Vice-
gerency and pluralism do not confl ict with each other, because they are not on the 
same level. The essence of vicegerency is to be understood—as was made clear in 
Sūrat al- Baqara (2):62, above—as sound faith in God and the Last Day, and righ-
teous deeds regardless of religion and ideology.
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Human Action within the Sovereignty of God

Human action and free choice in relation to God’s omniscience, omnipotence, 
and omnibenevolence has been a controversial subject in Abrahamic religions 
in general, and in relation to the unity of Divine acts (al- tawḥīd al- ʾafʿālī) in 
Islamic thought specifi cally. There are three subtopics to be considered here: 
elaboration of God’s attributes, notions of moderate human free choice, and 
classifi cation of verses on the doctrine of mediation between determinism and 
delegation.

Elaboration of God’s Attributes

With regard to discussion of God’s attributes, four key problems must be addressed. 
First, if God knows everything that can be known, He knows human acts before 
they occur; this leads to determinism because humans are not able to act outside 
Divine providence and omniscience. Second, if God can do everything that is 
plausible, there would be no role for human choice in the full omnipotence of God. 
Any role for human will would mean shortcoming in the sovereignty of God. 
Third, if there is no ground for human free choice, human sin and committal of 
evil is not consistent with God’s omnibenevolence. Fourth, believing in the notion 
of unity of Divine acts (al- tawḥīd al- ʾafʿālī) requires negation of any kind of non-
divine causality, including agency of human action. There is no ground for human 
free choice, according to this understanding of the unity of God.

These problems arose from an anthropomorphic understanding of God’s 
attributes, weakness in philosophical foundations, and literal interpretation of the 
scripture and tradition. However, they are resolved by recalling that God’s knowl-
edge does not have our restrictions. God does not have mind. His knowledge is not 
conceptual or empirical knowledge through imprinted forms. His knowledge is 
knowledge by presence (al- ʿ ilm al- ḥuḍūrī). There is nothing absent from Him. His 
knowledge is divided into knowledge before and knowledge after the generation 
of created things. God is omniscient. But His full knowledge does not lead to 
determinism. Human existence, what is in the human mind, human choice, and 
action are in God’s transcendental presence. God’s transcendental knowledge of 
human choice and mind does not impose any restriction on human freedom. These 
restrictions are the consequence of our fi nite knowledge, not God’s transcendental 
infi nite knowledge:

In whatever matter you may be engaged and whatever part of the Qurʾān you 
are reciting, whatever work you are doing, We witness you when you are 
engaged in it. Not even the weight of a speck of dust in the earth or sky escapes 
your Lord, nor anything lesser or greater: it is all written in a clear record. 
(Yūnus [10]:61)
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Predestination and destiny (al- qaḍāʾ wa’l- qadar) do not lead to determinism 
and negation of human free choice, because human free choice is a part of the 
human essence according to divine predestination and destiny. In other words, 
God designed the human essence with free choice, while He designed other crea-
tures without it. This free choice is inseparable from human essence. Free will 
and choice are among the existential originators (al- mabādi al- wujudiyya) of the 
human essence in God’s decree. There is no escape from His predestination and 
destiny. “He is the Originator of the heavens and the earth, and when He decrees 
something, He says only, ‘Be,’ and it is” (al- Baqara [2]:117).

Deterministic interpretation was a pre- Islamic misunderstanding that the 
Qurʾān explained and condemned. “The idolators will say, ‘If God had willed, we 
would not have ascribed partners to Him—nor would our fathers—or have declared 
anything forbidden’ ” (al- Anʿ ām [6]:148a). Tyrannical rulers followed this misinter-
pretation after Islam to justify their rule.

God’s omnipotence does not deny human free choice. Human agency is not 
horizontal and in competition with God’s agency. “God is not to be frustrated by 
anything in the heavens or on the earth: He is all knowing, all powerful” (Fāṭir 
[35]:44b). Human agency is vertical, and God is in the chain of causes of human 
act and the cause of causes. Human agency includes free choice.

Moderate Human Free Choice

Muslim philosophers and theologians, regardless of their diversities, are unani-
mous in their affi rmation of God’s omniscience, omnipotence, and omnibene-
volence and of the unity of Divine acts (al- tawḥīd al- ʾafʿālī). Yet all Muslim 
philosophers and the mainstream of Muslim theologians believe in some kind of 
human free choice. The prominent Muslim theologian Muhammad Aʿbduh, 
Egypt’s grand mufti in the early twentieth century, commented: “The doctrine of 
determinism was the idea of a small, extinct range; and the doctrine of the medi-
ation between determinism and absolute free choice has predominated among 
the Muslims.”13 Aʿbduh is correct. Two radical tendencies were marginalized: 
that of the ultraliteralist determinists and that of the radical rationalist Muʿ tazi-
lites who believed in delegation (al- tafwīḍ) or absolute human free choice. I 
focus on the doctrine of the mediation between determinism and delegation as 
the mainstream Muslim approach in its two versions of moderate human free 
choice. The fi rst is the theory of acquisition (kasb), popular in Ashʿarism; the 
second is the theory of human agency as the secondary cause, popular in the 
school of justice in Islamic philosophy and Shiʿism.

The main point of the theory of acquisition is the importance of distinguishing 
between two elements in human action: creation as God’s act and acquisition as 
human act. God directly creates the power, action, and kasb within the human 
subject—which is no more than the receptacle, the place (maḥall), as al- Jurjāni 

Copyright © 2017 by Georgetown University Press, Washington, DC. All rights reserved. 
Unless otherwise indicated, all materials in this PDF File are copyrighted by Georgetown University Press. 

Further distribution, posting, or copying is strictly prohibited without written permission of Georgetown University Press.



Human Action within Divine Creation 19

expressed it in his commentary on Aʿḍūd al- Dīn al- Ījī’s al- Mawāqif f ī ʿilm al- 
kalām (Stations in the Science of Kalām).14 According to al- Ghazālī, the meaning 
of acquisition is the creation of a human’s action by God at the time of the human’s 
will and power, but there is no effect of the human’s power in the creation of his 
action.15 The major benefi t of this theory is moral responsibility of human as the 
Ashʿarite scholars expressed. There is no role for the human in his act except 
synchronization (al- muqārana); at the time of generation of power and will in 
the human, God creates human acts. This synchronization attributes the act to the 
human as acquisition. Although the theory of acquisition was welcomed by the 
majority of Ashʿarite theologians, some distinguished Ashʿarite theologians—al- 
Juwaini, al- Sha rʾani, and Muhammad Aʿbduh among them16—denied it as being 
indistinguishable from determinism.

In support of this position, Ashʿarites refer to this Qurʾān passage: “How can 
you worship things you carve with your own hands, when it is God who has 
created you and all your handwork?” (al- Ṣāffāt [37]:95–96). Their argument is 
based on taking “ma” in “ma taʾ malun” as masdariyyah (infi nitive), giving the 
sense that “God created you and your deeds”—not as mawsula (conjunction), 
giving the sense “God created you and the idols that you carved.” According to 
the context of the verse, the latter interpretation is correct.17

Another verse, “People, remember God’s grace towards you. Is there any cre-
ator other than God to give you sustenance from the heavens and earth?” (Fāṭir 
[35]:3), denies that there is a creator independent of God, but pagans understood 
the exclusiveness of any creator, regardless of whether it is independent or con-
tingent (including human agency in its acts). The Qurʾān makes clear that cre-
ation by human beings is acceptable, with God’s permission: “I have come to you 
with a sign from your Lord: I will make a bird for you out of clay, then breathe 
into it and, with God’s permission, it will become a real bird; I will heal the blind 
and the leper, and bring the dead back to life with God’s permission” (Āl ʿImrān 
[3]:49a). So there is no problem with human agency in human creative actions 
taken with permission of God.

The second theory takes a mediating position between determinism and dele-
gation (madhab al- amr bain al- amrain). This position is based on several philo-
sophical principles. Its fi rst principle is that, aside from God, all beings are 
contingent beings in all of their affairs and their actions. The relationship between 
cause and effect in precise elaboration is the relationship between creatures that 
are needy (such as humans) and the One who is rich, God. The contingency, or 
dependence, or need is not something added to a creature’s being. Rather, in its 
essence, this being per se is needy and is contingent to its transcendent cause. 
This is the deep meaning of this verse: “People, it is you who stand in need of 
God—God needs nothing and is worthy of all praise” (Fāṭir [35]:15).

There is no doubt about the unity of Divine acts (al- tawḥīd al- ʾafʿālī); but this 
does not necessitate occasionalism. Although independent origination is exclusive 
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to God, the causality of contingent beings is possible, dependent on God’s permis-
sion and providence. Human action is not independent of God. On the one hand, it 
is needy and contingent on God in its being and essence, and, on the other hand, it 
is impossible to deny or neglect the causality of human action. Human action is 
attributed to God and humans from two considerations. It is not correct to say it is 
exclusively God’s act, so there is no effect from the human side except the recepta-
cle, the place (maḥall); however, it is not solely human action, because both the 
human agent and his action are always needy and contingent on God. Human beings 
are the agent of their acts, and simultaneously their acts are God’s acts. There is no 
confl ict between these two causalities, because they are in the vertical causes—God 
is the cause of causes.

The object of God’s will is human beings with their free choices, regardless of 
what they choose—not human beings without choice. Evil human acts do not pose 
a problem for this analysis because, fi rst, the world is dominated by good; minor 
evil, which is not an essential object of God, is required as the consequence of the 
material world, within the context of prevalence of the good. Second, the whole of 
existence as such is good; evil is relative to specifi c situations and cannot be 
attributed to God. All we know under the name of evil is evil accidentally. It means 
that what is outwardly evil is not evil in its essence, and that essence is attributed 
to God. God is omnibenevolent; He is the origin of any good: “Anything good that 
happens to you is from God; anything bad is ultimately from yourself. We have 
sent you as a messenger to people; God is suffi cient witness” (al- Nisāʾ [4]:79).

Classifi cation of Verses on Doctrine of Mediating Between 
Determinism and Delegation

There are three groups of verses related to the doctrine of mediating between 
determinism and delegation that should be read in relation to each other and not 
separately.18

Group One: Verses that indicate that nothing happens except by God’s will, 
providence, and permission. This group negates the doctrine of delegation (taf-
wīḍ). Examples are “But you will only wish to do so by the will of God, the Lord 
of all people” (al- Takwīr [81]:29) and “Say, ‘I have no control over benefi t or 
harm, even to myself, except as God may please” (al- Aʿ rāf [7]:188a).

Group Two: Verses that indicate human free choice and negate determinism, 
such as

Whoever does good does it for his own soul and whoever does evil does it 
against his own soul; your Lord is never unjust to His creatures (Fuṣṣilat 
[41]:46);

Say, “Now the truth has come from your Lord: let those who wish to believe 
in it do so, and let those who wish to reject it do so” (al- Kahf [18]:29);
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If you are ungrateful, remember God has no need of you, yet He is not pleased 
by ingratitude in His servants; if you are grateful, He is pleased [to see] it in 
you. No soul will bear another’s burden. You will return to your Lord in the 
end and He will inform you of what you have done: He knows well what is in 
the depths of [your] hearts (al- Zumar [39]:7); and

Serve God, be mindful of Him and obey me. (al- Insān [76]:3)

Group Three: Verses that indicate two attributes to God and to human beings 
simultaneously. For example,

It was not you who killed them but God, and when you [Prophet] threw [sand 
at them] it was not your throw [that defeated them] but God’s, to do the believer 
a favour: God is all seeing and all knowing. (al- Anfāl [8]:17)

Here the Qurʾān has attributed a single act (throwing) to God and to a human 
being simultaneously. The same thing occurs in other verses: “Fight them: God 
will punish them at your hands, He will disgrace them, He will help you to con-
quer them, He will heal the believers’ feelings and remove the rage from their 
hearts” (al- Tawba [9]:14–15a). In a third example, the Qurʾān attributes the same 
issue to God in one verse and to humanity in another: “Even after that, your 
hearts became as hard as rocks, or even harder” (al- Baqara [2]:74a19); and “But 
they broke their pledge, so We distanced them [from Us] and hardened their 
hearts” (al- Māʾida [5]:13a).

A close reading of verses in the fi rst and second groups indicates that the 
Qurʾān clearly negates determinism and delegation. Verses in the third group 
illustrate a core doctrine of the Qurʾān—that is, a position of midway between 
determinism and delegation (madhab al- amr bain al- amrain).

To summarize, in mainstream Islamic thought, the lesson of the Qurʾān is that 
human action is attributed to God and to the human agent simultaneously. The 
human agent has free choice in his acts. Human free choice and power are based 
on God’s power, providence, will, and permission. In their existence and in all 
aspects and affairs of their lives, including their acts, human beings are not inde-
pendent of God.
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I appeal to you therefore, brethren, by the mercies of God, to present 
your bodies as a living sacrifi ce, holy and acceptable to God, which is 
your spiritual worship. Do not be conformed to this world but be trans-
formed by the renewal of your mind, that you may prove what is the 
will of God, what is good and acceptable and perfect. (Rom. 12:1–2)

Faced with a task that feels like trying to pack the world into a suitcase, I have 
deliberately decided not to attempt a hurried historical overview of Christian 
disagreements about the nature of our existence—and our freedom, in particular. 
Instead, I offer a brief personal theological guide to negotiating the thematic 
landscape from one particular Christian point of view. This touches upon Chris-
tian beliefs about the person of Christ (the doctrines of the Incarnation and the 
Trinity, in particular), which cannot be fully explored here. It is, however, my 
hope that these refl ections will demonstrate something of the ways in which 
these beliefs and doctrines work in relation to other themes.

Creation: Learning to See the World

In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth. . . . God said 
“Let there be . . .”; and there was. . . . And God saw that it was good. 
God said “Let . . .”; and it was so. . . . And God saw that it was good. 
(from Genesis 1:1–251)

The Christian doctrine of Creation is about learning to see and understand the 
world (that is, the whole universe and everything that is) in the light of its 
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constitutive relationship with God. It is therefore not just about our beginnings 
and where we come from but about the ongoing characteristics of our existence 
as created beings who are part of a created whole. In this, however, God remains 
utterly different from the creation. The relationship between Creator and cre-
ation is always asymmetric; it can be guessed at from contemplation of the 
world itself, but it is, for Christian thought, only fully revealed in God’s revela-
tion. Divine revelation happens in creation and in human lives, but for Christi-
anity it happens especially in the life of Israel and in Israel’s relationships with 
her scriptures, and in the life of Christ, in the life of the Church, and in the 
Church’s relationship with scripture. Christian accounts of creation therefore 
make explicit use of a wide range of scriptures, from both the New and the Old 
Testament, but always reading them with and in Christ and the Church.2

In the Christian understanding, the one, true, and only God, who is the God of 
Abraham, and Isaac, and Jacob, and the God of Jesus Christ, is the God and 
creator of all that is. Nothing but God precedes the creation—an insight which is 
usually described as the doctrine of the Creation ex nihilo. The free God freely 
creates, and in so doing creates a free world. Likewise, the good God creates a 
good world. Most importantly of all, the God who is love creates the world in 
love, out of love, and for love:3 to be loved by God and to love God in return. This 
divine act of creation is an ongoing event, and the God who creates the world is 
also the God who redeems and saves the world—and ultimately the God who 
sanctifi es it. Thus, in being what it is, the world reveals both something of God’s 
nature and something of God’s purpose. In all of this the world gives glory to 
God without in any way adding anything to God.

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the 
Word was God. He was in the beginning with God; all things were 
made through him, and without him was not anything made that was 
made. In him was life. . . . To all who received him . . . he gave power 
to become children of God. . . . And the Word became fl esh and dwelt 
among us, full of grace and truth, we have beheld his glory, glory as 
of the only Son from the Father. (from John 1:1–144)

For Christians, this one God is Trinity, and the act of creation is itself Trinitarian; 
from very early on in Christian responses to Jesus, he is recognized as being an 
embodied presence of God’s Word in the world. He is therefore also puzzlingly 
understood to have had a part in creation; somehow he was there in the begin-
ning, with God, not just present at creation but active in the divine life and the act 
of creation, not as a proto- creature himself, nor as another God, but in some 
sense as part of the one true God. As God’s Word, he is part of God, at one with 
God, not different from God, but not all of God. Likewise, when Christians read 
the Genesis accounts, we see not only God’s creative Word but also God’s cre-
ative Holy Spirit separately but conjointly at work.
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Human Being: Creature of Contradictions

Then God said, “Let us make man in our image, after our likeness. . . . 
So God created man in his own image, in the image of God he created 
him: male and female he created them. And God blessed them. . . . 
And God saw everything that he had made, and behold, it was very 
good. (from Genesis 1:26–31)

The Lord God formed man of the dust from the ground, and breathed 
into his nostrils the breath of life; and man became a living being. . . . 
Then the Lord God said, “It is not good that the man should be alone; 
I will make him a helper fi t for him. . . . So the Lord cause a deep 
sleep to fall upon the man, and while he slept he took one of his ribs 
and closed up its place with fl esh; and the rib which the Lord God had 
taken from the man he made into a woman and brought her to the 
man. Then the man said, “This at last is bone of my bones and fl esh 
of my fl esh.” (from Genesis 2:18–23)

Within God’s good creation there are many creatures: particular things, each 
with its own particular existence gifted it by God, each sharing general existence 
with all the others, without in any proper sense “possessing” it. From among 
God’s good creatures, “human being” stand out as different, we occupy a partic-
ular station; we are endowed with a particular purpose that springs from a differ-
ent relationship with God. There are two accounts in Genesis of the creation of 
human beings. Both mark out a relationship for this creature that is somehow 
closer to God than for the other animals and that places the human being in some 
sense over against the rest of the world.

This difference from other creatures is worked out in Christian theology as 
the doctrine of the image—the imago Dei—echoing God’s words from Genesis 
1:26: “Let us make man in our image, after our likeness.” There have been many 
different understandings of where and how we are to fi nd this image. Our ratio-
nality, our self- awareness, our morality, our religiosity, our language, and our use 
of tools have all been suggested as candidates, but most of them are to be found 
elsewhere in the creation, if not among the visible animals then in the less visible 
realms. One purpose of the image, however, seems to be to indicate the structure 
of human existence, describing not a particular faculty nor a part of us but a 
particular series of relationships within which we exist. In indicating these, it 
then also indicates the purpose within which and the vocation for which we are 
made.

For Christian thought, human beings are created out of, in, and for a particular 
intimacy with God. To describe this intimacy, this proximity, as an image—that 
is, as an icon—suggests that we have a representative role: if we are an icon of 
God, then we are not that for God, nor merely for ourselves and each other, but in 
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some sense for the whole of creation, and therefore for all the other creatures. 
Genesis makes the point that the image is expressed in the sexual differentiation 
of “human being” into male and female: only together are they the image. Our 
sexual differentiation exists not only for our reproduction but in order that we 
should not be lonely: God says of Adam before the creation of Eve “It is not good 
that the man should be alone.” We are then made a social complexity, for love and 
companionship, with each other and with God.

Human beings also share in God’s creative power of speech. Adam names all 
the other creatures, and the fi rst couple are particular recipients of God’s bless-
ing. This means human beings are creatures who can respond to God in a very 
particular way. Just like the other creatures, humans are commanded to be fruit-
ful; but unlike the other creatures, we are explicitly given dominion over and 
responsibility for the other creatures. We are also given a prohibition: not to eat 
from the fruit of the tree in the midst of the Garden of Eden. Importantly, in this 
we can see that we are given free will and that this might be part of our difference 
from some other creatures. We are given positive and negative injunctions, and 
with them we are given the choice, the freedom, and the ability to obey or dis-
obey them; this is the structure of our freedom.

Notoriously, in and from our fi rst parents onward, we fail in this; we fall away 
from the path God has set before us—a path that has shape and direction but that 
is also open to many different expressions. Lamentably, our will is weak and 
misguided; our understanding is clouded and willful; instead of obeying, we sin.5 
The human being, then, is a puzzle to itself and a frustrating contradiction; but 
this contradiction is sharpened in the light of the dizzying destiny held out for 
human being in the rest of scripture.

Before I formed you in the womb I knew you, and before you were 
born I consecrated you; I appointed you a prophet to the nations. 
. . . See I have set you this day over nations and over kingdoms. 
(Jeremiah 1:5, 106)

In Israel, human beings are marked out to be and become not only God’s repre-
sentatives but also God’s messengers; not only God’s subjects but also God’s 
children; not only God’s stewards but also God’s lover and bride. Israel receives 
the gift of God’s Word and is entrusted with it for the nations; Israel becomes a 
partner in and a recipient of God’s creative, redemptive, and sanctifying work. 
But as Israel’s apparent privilege increases, so does her responsibility, and with 
that her predicament and her sense of failure. Her history is a lesson in her own 
failure and faithlessness, met always by God’s persistent faithfulness. She per-
sists as God’s People because of God’s involvement, because of God’s plan, 
because of God’s promises, and because of God’s faithfulness to those promises. 
Hers is a life created, determined, and preserved by covenant with God, and her 
history is a lesson in the need to rely on God and not herself.
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God has highly exalted him and bestowed on him the name that is 
above every name, that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, 
in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue confess 
that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father. (Philippians 
2:9–11)

Israel’s destiny also contains within it the destiny of humanity as a whole because 
Israel has a representative role in and to the nations, which mirrors humanity’s 
representative role in and to the world. For Christian belief, this destiny is preem-
inently fulfi lled in the life of Christ and the Church. In the New Testament the 
theme of the image is taken up and applied to Christ, used to describe the par-
ticular relationship that, as God’s Son, Christ enjoys with God the Father.7 
Human beings were made in the image of God; Jesus, on the other hand, is the 
image of God: he is the image in whom we are made; he is also the image in 
whom we are remade.

The idea of the image is also inked in the New Testament to recognition of 
Christ’s incarnation, his being present as a presence of God’s Word in the world as 
a human being. It is therefore also linked to his involvement in the creation itself 
and to his connection with the rest of humanity. Similarly, the theme of dominion 
also transfers to Christ. He is given dominion over all things and is exalted above 
the whole of creation by God the Father.8 In numerous New Testament texts, he is 
both instrumental in and the reason for the creation of all worldly powers.9 But, 
importantly, Christ does not receive these things in any sense “for himself.” He 
also takes up the representative role of human being and Israel. He receives all 
this, as it were, on our behalf. In him, all of humanity also receives them. As he 
receives them, and as others become united to him, they—and, ultimately, the 
whole of creation—also enjoy them and can come to enjoy what St. Paul, in 
Romans 8:21, evocatively calls “the glorious liberty of the children of God.” In 
Christ, humanity, our human nature, our human existence, is itself transformed 
and fulfi lled; in him each one of the human race can likewise be transformed and 
fulfi lled.

Human Freedom: Virtue, Creativity, and the Possibility 
of Holy Living

If all this outlines for us our “vocation” (what we are called to be) and our “con-
dition” (that and why we fail at that, and that God has provided the means for 
overcoming this fact in Israel and Christ), then how are we called to act and 
behave in the world? And what is the nature, the character, the quality of any of 
our actions in relation to God’s absolute sovereignty, on the one hand, and our 
divinely given freedom, on the other? Is there not a perpetual problem that one of 
these will cancel out the other?
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Our Lord Jesus Christ said:

Hear, O Israel, the Lord our God is one Lord;
and thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thy heart,
and with all thy soul, and with all thy mind,
and with all thy strength.
This is the fi rst commandment.
And the second is like, namely this:
Thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself.
There is none other commandment greater than these.
On these two commandments hang all the law and the prophets.
Lord, have mercy upon us,
and write all these thy laws in our hearts, we beseech thee.10

The Old Testament, and the prophets in particular, are clear on two intercon-
nected points: human beings have some knowledge of good and evil, but they 
also require God’s specifi c guidance to live a good life. This guidance is gener-
ously given by God in the law with its interconnected divine commands to 
worship God, to love and respect one another, and to work for peace and justice 
throughout the created order. Part of Israel’s vocation is to receive and treasure 
these commands for the world and to keep them on its behalf. Far from casting 
these commands aside, Christ comes to enact Israel’s law perfectly in his life, 
to fulfi ll it and in some sense complete it; the interconnection of the God- ward 
laws and the creation- ward laws, so often underscored by the prophets, is reem-
phasized by Christ’s life and teaching. Insofar as Christ does give his followers 
any “new commandments,” they are never fl at contradictions of the Jewish 
law but rather a profound intensifi cation of them, and his most famous “new 
commandment” is that the disciples should love one another just as he has 
loved them.

It should be obvious how human beings are meant to behave: we are to love 
God; we are to love one another, even our enemies; and we are to care for the 
earth. This is the particular part we are given to play in creation’s general pur-
pose of giving glory to God. In its account of sin, however, the Christian faith 
is equally insistent that every single one of us, including the saints, has in some 
sense failed in this task, “for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God” 
(Romans 3:23). This is because of our sinful exercise of our free will. Human 
beings experience an in- built tendency to sin, which is not part of our nature 
but which is nevertheless very real. This means that we do not fulfi ll God’s law 
nor can we rescue ourselves from our predicament. It seems that the law by 
itself is insuffi cient for us, and our divinely granted freedom is more a curse 
than a blessing.

The history of Israel’s battle with her vocation in the Old Testament, however, 
shows that, in addition to the two gifts of our freedom and the divine law, God 

Copyright © 2017 by Georgetown University Press, Washington, DC. All rights reserved. 
Unless otherwise indicated, all materials in this PDF File are copyrighted by Georgetown University Press. 

Further distribution, posting, or copying is strictly prohibited without written permission of Georgetown University Press.



On the Possibility of Holy Living 29

also supplies a third gift, that of divine grace, to assist us in exercising the one 
(our freedom) and in fulfi lling the other (the law). By God’s grace, because of 
God’s creative Word and God’s faithfulness to that Word, and not on any merit of 
her own, Israel remains the Chosen People, despite her wanton faithlessness; as, 
for example, the story of Joseph shows, God works with Israel’s history to turn 
even her faithlessness into the occasion and means for her purifi cation. But if sin 
defeats us and grace assists us, are we really “free”? Are we not rather caught 
between competing forces, tossed on waves over which we have no power? As 
theologian Howard McCabe puts it,

I am free in fact, not because God withdraws from me and leaves me 
my independence—as with a man who frees his slaves, or good par-
ents who let their children come into independence—but just the 
other way round. I am free because God is in a sense more directly 
the cause of my actions than he is of the behaviour of unfree beings. 
In the case of an unfree creature its behaviour is perhaps its own (in 
the case of a living thing—for this is what we mean by a living thing), 
but it is also caused by what gave it its structure and whatever forces 
are operating on it. . . . God does bring about the action of the dog, 
but he does so by causing other things to cause it. God brings about 
my free action, however, not by causing other things to cause it, he 
brings it about directly. The creative act of God is there immediately 
in my freedom.11

First, we must not mistake our God- given freedom and independence with rad-
ical but rebellious versions of them. Human freedom is not (ultimately) just to 
do whatever we want. It is quite simply nothing other than the freedom to choose 
between two modes of being and doing: to accept and work with God’s will or 
to reject it. This means that our freedom “to do what we want” is indeed in a 
sense only a “limited” freedom, but this is a consequence of our intended greater 
freedom: to become what God has always intended us to be—that is, willing, 
free participants in God’s great loving project of creation, redemption, and sanc-
tifi cation—and therefore ultimately in God’s life itself. Within this we are 
offered, and as creative creatures we are able to create for ourselves, an infi nite 
variety of ways to work with God and God’s will—and likewise we can make an 
infi nite variety of ways to reject God—as literature, history, and the lives of the 
saints show.

Second, we must understand that God’s grace, the divine assistance, is not an 
additional, subsequent divine “intervention” or “interference” in the created order, 
nor is it a means by which God in fact surreptitiously limits our freedom. It is part 
of the free, creative divine love, and it is a free divine gift; it is both given to 
creatures at their creation and subsequently bestowed upon them not as an after-
thought nor merely in response to creaturely actions but as part of the planned, 
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ongoing divine, creative initiative within the creation as well as the involved, 
redemptive, and sanctifying interplay with it. The Creator is free; the creation is 
both utterly dependent and genuinely free as a result of the free divine will; any-
thing that happens within the world is always the result of the interaction between 
these two freedoms.

The Lord is not slow about his promise as some count slowness, but 
is forbearing toward you, not wishing that any should perish, but that 
all should reach repentance. (2 Peter 3:9)

At fi rst glance the Christian doctrine of redemption appears to offer an even 
greater stumbling block to an assertion of our freedom than the doctrine of 
Creation: even if grace is not to be read as “interfering,” isn’t there a sense in 
which redemption can be seen precisely as God trying to overrule or cancel out 
our freedom? Christian faith, fi rmly grounded in numerous verses of scripture 
as in its overarching story as a whole, insists that the redemption offered in 
Christ is consonant with and indeed a part of God’s eternal plan and God’s good 
providence.

Here I consider two “limit cases” (in each of which the whole of humanity is 
represented) as demonstration of the Christian understanding that God’s fore-
knowledge (precisely of our sin) and our “predestination” are themselves freeing 
rather than limiting. First, there is the problem of Christ’s executors. If Christ’s 
crucifi xion was in some sense part of God’s plan all along, as the Bible clearly 
argues, doesn’t this undercut the freedom of his executors? Do they not become 
ghastly puppets who exercise a merely illusory freedom in a gruesome drama? 
The mystery of salvation offered in Christ is that his execution is indeed a free 
human act, even though it is infl uenced by sin and evil. The Father does not kill 
the Son; human beings do. This is nothing other than “pure” sin; it is the actual 
enactment of the greatest possible depth and summit of human rejection of God 
and God’s love. God, however, foresees—foreknows, even—this act of rebellion 
and makes it part of the plan for redemption and the very means of salvation. 
Even when Jesus appears to be at the mercy of others, he remains the true initia-
tor of the action and the drama not only in consenting to what happens but also 
in persistently offering himself, his life (and ultimately his death) in love, simul-
taneously to the Father and to the world (us) as his faithful obedience to the 
Father’s will. He was sent to bring and be God’s love for the world in the world. 
In giving himself to his betrayers and consenting to his own death, he persists 
in fulfi lling the Father’s will at every stage. But in this, God subverts every 
betrayal and separates it from its “natural,” “fi nal” end (death) and (in a “wonder-
ful exchange”) miraculously makes it the basis for the possibility of sharing, 
despite those betrayals, in his eternal, resurrection life. This holds for the disci-
ples who betray him as much as for the soldiers who kill him, and it holds for 
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everyone who ever rejects or betrays God and God’s good will. Even our worst 
act (the rejection of God) has its place in the interplay between divine and human 
freedom and in the outworking of God’s good purposes for creation. Far from 
being evidence of a lack of human freedom, the crucifi xion in fact proves the 
reality and the extent of that freedom: we are able and free to reject God, but this 
does not limit God’s freedom and sovereignty.

But this suggests another question and my second limit case: Will everyone be 
saved? If so, isn’t our freedom limited? If not, isn’t God’s will frustrated and 
God’s freedom limited? Christian orthodoxy has tended to understand that there 
are two real possible “futures” (life and death) held before us, futures that will 
depend on our free choices for or against God and God’s will. But it also under-
stands that our intended destiny is life and that we are given the means of reach-
ing this. Simple universalism is rejected, but Christians are required to pray for 
the salvation of all.12 This at least suggests the fervent hope that the ultimate 
outcome of the interplay between divine and human freedom might indeed be 
that all will be saved. God’s desire and freedom will not in any sense be limited 
by creaturely freedom, on the one hand, nor will God necessarily have to cancel 
our freedom in order to bring that about, on the other hand; God will patiently 
wait as long as it takes.

Taken together, therefore, these two limit cases precisely show that neither 
freedom has to cancel out the other and that God rejects the options that would 
make this the case.

O Lord, open thou our lips.
 Answer: And our mouth shall show forth thy praise.

O God, make speed to save us.
 Answer: O Lord, make haste to help us.

Glory be to the Father, and to the Son, and to the Holy Ghost;
 Answer: As it was in the beginning, is now, and ever shall be, world 

without end. Amen.

Praise ye the Lord.
 Answer: The Lord’s Name be praised.13

In many places the Bible suggests that this interplay between divine and human 
freedom can be understood as a conversation: God creates the world by speaking, 
and God addresses it in many ways. Humanity is called to answer on behalf of 
the whole creation, especially in worshipping God. Since Jesus is the Word of 
God, then he has an important part in this. His life is God’s creative- redemptive, 
loving “Yes” to creation; he is also God’s saving Word of Judgment and God’s 
healing Word of Love. But since Jesus is also fully human, he also gives the 
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human creature’s ultimate grateful, obedient, responsive “yes” to God. As the 
divinely human one, Christ is and does this on our behalf; but he is also the 
possibility of our giving a grateful, obedient, suffi cient, and satisfactory respon-
sive “yes” to God ourselves. In this vein, Christ’s whole life (and not merely his 
death) can be interpreted as a prayer, as true worship, and as sacrifi ce. He saves 
us by offering us an offering, the offering that we should give, in which we can 
participate; but that offering, his life, is not something “new” or “additional” to 
the life of God; it is part of a conversation, a loving that has existed in God since 
before the beginning of the world: it is God’s own life.

For Christians, then, our response to God is determined by our response to 
Christ; we shall be judged on how we have “answered” the Word addressed to us 
in and by him. In particular, we may note here Christ’s question to the disciples: 
“who do you say that I am?” (Matt. 16:15; Mark 8:29; Luke 9:20). To this the 
Christian answer is free confession, but it is also a confession for which we are 
provided the script: we confess with St. Peter that Jesus is “the Messiah” and “the 
Son of the living God” (Matt. 16:16); with St. Thomas we confess that he is “My 
Lord and my God” (John 20:28); and with the Church we confess that he is “the 
only begotten Son of God.” All of these confessions name Christ, but they also 
place us in relation to him and to God. Each of them can be spoken in an infi nite 
variety of ways; we have the creative freedom of improvisation and are not tied 
to mimicry, parody, and mere repetition.

In this way Christ offers the world the opportunity to participate in the eter-
nal conversation that is God’s own life. Christian participation in this conversa-
tion begins in response to Christ, but it continues in learning to pray with him. 
At the heart of his letter to the Romans, St. Paul describes the act of Christian 
prayer thus:

When we cry, “Abba! Father!” it is the Spirit himself bearing wit-
ness with our spirit that we are children of God, and if children, then 
heirs, heirs of God and fellow heirs with Christ. (from Romans 
8: 15–17)

When Christians pray with Christ and in Christ’s name, they pray to God the 
Father, but they also fi nd that it is the power of God, God the Holy Spirit, work-
ing in them to help them pray, and this gradually unites them with, grafts them 
into, the Word of God, God the Son. This means that we cannot simply think of 
prayer and our human response to God as a two- way interaction or dialogue 
between us and God, which would in a sense be impossible on account of the 
asymmetry of the relationship and God’s “ever greater dissimilarity” from us. 
Christian prayer is our being drawn into the preexistent three- way interaction 
between the three persons of God, which precedes our participation but is 
offered to us.
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As our Saviour Christ hath commanded and taught us, we are bold 
to say:

Our Father who art in heaven, hallowed by thy name.
Thy kingdom come, Thy will be done, On earth as it is in heaven.
Give us this day our daily bread;
And forgive us our debts, As we also have forgiven our debtors;
And lead us not into temptation, But deliver us from evil.
For Thine is the Kingdom, the Power and the Glory, for ever and 
ever. Amen. (from the Order for Holy Communion, in the Church 
of England Book of Common Prayer, 166214)

When Christ teaches the disciples to pray, he gives them the “Lord’s Prayer.” 
These are not just words to repeat, though Christians have prayed those words 
ever since. They form a paradigm for all Christian prayer but also for all Chris-
tian life, which can likewise be understood as a growing into participation in 
Christ’s life as the conversation within God. Jesus Christ is the Word of God; he 
is the Word to the Father, but he is also this Word to and for the world. Each 
phrase of that Lord’s Prayer can be read as the expression of desire—that God 
will become “Our Father” as Christ becomes our brother; that God’s Name will 
be hallowed throughout the creation and in our lives; that God’s will will be done; 
that God’s Kingdom will come; that the essentials of life will be forthcoming 
from God for all; that we shall forgive and be forgiven; and that we shall be 
delivered from evil. In repeating these petitions with Christ, Christians are taught 
to learn to want and work for what God wants; our desires are cleansed and 
purifi ed to resonate only with God’s Word, with God’s good will, and with God’s 
good purposes. This is what living according to God’s good will looks like. It 
requires us to place our trust utterly in God; it expects us to participate in bring-
ing that will about and to recognize that we always need to learn what God’s will 
actually is and how to want it.

But the Word that Christ is for and to the Father in all eternity, the character 
of his prayer, is perhaps best understood not so much as supplication as “thanks-
giving”: thanksgiving for his own life and existence but thanks also for all that 
has been made and given to him—thanksgiving for the whole world. This eternal 
thanksgiving is what is offered us as eternal life in heaven; but it is also offered 
as something we can begin and enjoy now, in our own prayer lives and in the 
Church’s liturgy, especially in her celebration of the Eucharist, which is only 
another name for Christ’s thanksgiving offering. In this, that which is held before 
us as our fi nal destiny (heavenly beatitude: eternally worshipping the Father, 
with the Son, in the power of the Spirit) is made a reality and a possibility for 
human lives here and now. As we pray in resonance with God’s Word in Christ, 
we become one with him; as his prayer becomes our prayer, we are indeed 
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transformed. We are conformed to him, becoming ever more truly ourselves and 
ever more part of his offering to the Father, thus taking up our promised place in 
the divine life and enjoying what St. Paul called the “glorious liberty of the chil-
dren of God” (Rom. 8:21).

One of the paradoxes of the Christian revelation, therefore, is that just doing 
what we want is not really freedom; it is “following too much the devices and 
desires of our own hearts” and results in bondage to sin.15 Doing what God wants, 
on the other hand, is true freedom, resulting in that “glorious liberty of the chil-
dren of God” and eternal happiness—not only for “human being” but for the 
whole of creation. True freedom, then, is cooperation with God and God’s good 
purposes; it is to offer our lives in holy service to God. Anything else is sin and 
slavery. Sin looks like freedom but is in fact slavery. Obedience might look like 
slavery but is in fact true freedom.

This glorious liberty of the children of God promised to the world in Christ is 
not, then, merely the freedom to do what we want, with no fear of any conse-
quences, nor the freedom simply to become whatever we choose to be; nor is it 
even the freedom to live a good life characterized by good decisions, and perhaps 
therefore punctuated by regular, faithful acts of worship. It is the freedom to 
embrace the possibility of living a holy life, the life of the saints to which St. Paul 
reminds the Romans they are called: lives lived as entirely free, personal, grate-
ful offerings to God, within God’s own life and action, which for Christians at 
least is about each of us, assisted by divine grace and empowered by the Holy 
Spirit, taking up our God- given place within Christ’s life, his prayer, his offering, 
his sacrifi ce, his eternal Eucharist.

We can, however, never simply “be” or “become” holy; nor can we make 
ourselves holy. We must be made holy; to be holy is to be set apart by and for 
God. In our “becoming holy,” we need to learn to work with God. At the same 
time, however, we need to learn that, though God can undoubtedly work “with-
out” us and “despite” us, God chooses to work with us. This sanctifi cation was 
always God’s good intention for humanity and the whole of creation. This adds a 
fi nal important statement to my summary of the Christian doctrine of Creation: 
the holy God is creating a world that is becoming holy. Making holy is the pur-
pose, the shape, the structure, and the goal of the exquisite, intricate interplay 
between the divine and creaturely (specifi cally human) “freedoms,” which are 
linked but also utterly different. A human life well lived, a holy human life, will 
always be one that cooperates with divine operation.

Coda: Theology and Ethics

Part of what we are supposed to do (our ethics) is to speak well, truthfully, and 
faithfully of God; part of our appropriate response to God is “confession,” and 
“theology” has its part to play in that as a human practice, and not merely as one 
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side of a tension or opposition between “thinking” and “doing.” But both “theol-
ogy” (thinking) and “ethics” (doing) spring from the direction in which we 
choose to face and live our lives, the goal to which we allow ourselves to be 
drawn (our “orientation” or our “attitude,” be that God- ward or otherwise). This 
is the sense in which liturgy, worship, is prior to and the wellspring of both the-
ology and ethics, just as it is that to which both tend and should be directed; true 
worship, the divine liturgy, encompasses theology and ethics. It is also the reason 
for insisting that there are only relative distinctions to be drawn between the 
different “disciplines” within theology (biblical, systematic, moral, liturgical, 
etc.) that consider different aspects of our existence and activity. In this view, 
moreover, Christian theology, together with Christian liturgy and Christian eth-
ics, is not a response to human intuition and insight, nor is it merely a matter of a 
human response to divine revelation. All three of these are about human partici-
pation in divine activity, empowered, engraced by the Spirit. Our talk “about” 
God (in our theology) can only spring from our conversation “with” God, and our 
participation “in” the conversation between the Father, the Son, and the Holy 
Spirit that already exists within God (which happens in our liturgy but is also the 
ground not only of our spiritual life but for our moral actions). It is not by chance 
that the thoroughly “theological,” Trinitarian, and Christological expositions of 
Romans 8, 1 John 4, Philippians 2, and Colossians 1 to which I have repeatedly 
referred all occur as and within unavoidable, explicit moments of confession and 
worship, and in the middle of exhortations to good and holy living.16 Nor is it 
chance (or even merely a particularly “Anglican” quirk) that the sources for my 
refl ections have been taken largely from scriptural and liturgical texts.

Notes

Epigraph: In its rendition of Romans 12:1, the King James Version has “reasonable 
service” for “spiritual worship”—an alternative that helps to point up the rich resonances 
of Paul’s phrase and the fabric of my argument here, particularly the ways in which wor-
ship and service are in some sense the “same” appropriate response to God, and the way in 
which “spiritual” indicates not only the religious sphere but also the whole intellectual and 
interior life: that dimension of human existence that is precisely “closest” to God and a 
regular candidate for the location of the “image of God” that is to be found in human being.

In this essay, all biblical quotations are according to the Revised Standard Version.
1. Equally important for an “Old Testament” understanding of creation are texts 

such as the Psalms, Isaiah 40–55, Amos 1–3, and Jeremiah 10:11–16, in which we learn 
that the God of Israel is the God of the whole world and, most particularly, that the God 
who saves is the God who creates (and the God who creates is the God who saves). Cre-
ation and redemption are not two separate “acts” of God occurring in chronological 
sequence, one after the other. God creates Israel by choosing, calling, sending, and leading 
them; in rescuing them from slavery in Egypt, God re- creates Israel by again choosing, 
calling, sending, and leading them, thus both reaffi rming and persisting in that “original” 
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free choice to make a free people. The author of life is also the giver of new life; even from 
“before” its creation, God desires to save the world.

2. I shall indicate some of Christian theology’s grounding in scripture, but lack of 
space precludes attention to extensive scriptural exegesis here; my task is rather to sum-
marize some of the key points of Christian understanding of creation as they touch upon 
our themes of human freedom, action, and creativity.

3. For this insight, the Johannine writings (the Gospel of John, and the Letters of 
John) are particularly key.

4. There are several other key New Testament texts relating Christ to the work of 
creation, including the opening to the Letter to the Hebrews and the “hymn” of Colos-
sians 1. Verse 16 is particularly important “in him all things were created, in heaven and 
on earth, visible and invisible” as it can be read as foundational for signifi cant clauses in 
the Christian creeds: in the fi rst article, God the Father is identifi ed as “maker of heaven 
and earth, of all things, visible and invisible” and in the second article, of Christ, the Son 
of God, “through whom all things were made.”

5. St. Paul provides helpful and extensive refl ections on this lamentable contradic-
tion. See, for example, Romans 7:15–19.

6. This description of the prophet’s task in Jeremiah 1 is an example of a particular 
vocation that can be transferred to Israel as a whole, highlighting that Israel’s role among 
the nations is indeed that of being “sent” to the nations, as prophet, messenger, ambassa-
dor, and deeply mining the theme of “fore- ordination.” In Christian theology and liturgy, 
it is also applied to Christ and transferred to the Church as well as to individuals.

7. See, for example, Colossians 1:15–19: “He is the image of the invisible God; . . . in 
him all the fullness of God was pleased to dwell.”

8. See, for example, the Philippians hymn: “God has highly exalted him and 
bestowed on him the name that is above every name, that at the name of Jesus ever knee 
should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue confess that 
Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.” Philippians 2:9–11.

9. Again, see, for example, the Letter to the Hebrews and many of the images of the 
book of Revelation for similar refl ections on Christ’s exalted humanity and engagement 
in creation.

10. Church of England, Common Worship, Order Two for the Eucharist, at the place 
where the Western Church has traditionally placed the Confession, reusing material from 
the proposed 1928 Book of Common Prayer, and quoting Christ’s words from Matthew 
22:37–40. The main text is read by the minister to the congregation, who then respond by 
addressing God with the words in bold.

11. Herbert McCabe, “Freedom,” in God Matters (London: Mowbray, 2000), 14.
12. See 1 Timothy 2, which urges the faithful to make supplications, prayers, interces-

sions, and thanksgivings “for everyone” (v. 1.) because God “desires everyone to be saved” 
(v. 4); and 2 Peter 3:9, which explains that God does not wish “that any should perish.”

13. These are the words with which the Church of England services of Matins and 
Evensong (Morning Prayer and Evening Prayer) usually begin; they capture beautifully 
the dialogic structure of Christian liturgy. The phrases (apart from the doxology “Glory 
be . . . world without end”) are also quotations from scripture and serve to demonstrate 
the way in which Christian worship is precisely to use God- given words to participate in 
a preexistent divine “conversation.” The content, attitude, and character of these phrases 
are also illustrative of my theological argument here: to worship God truly and faithfully, 
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we need God’s assistance, but we need to request that assistance, consent to it, give it 
permission, desire it, and even “instruct” it.

14. This text of what is commonly called “The Lord’s Prayer,” the “Our Father,” or the 
“Pater Noster,” is based on words delivered by Christ to his disciples, when he says to 
them, “When you pray, pray like this. . . .” See Matthew 6:9–13 and Luke 11:2–4.

15. The words are taken from the Confession in the 1928 Book of Common Prayer’s 
provision for Evensong: “Almighty and most merciful Father; We have erred, and strayed 
from thy ways like lost sheep. We have followed too much the devices and desires of our 
own hearts. We have offended against thy holy laws. We have left undone those things 
which we ought to have done; And we have done those things which we ought not to have 
done; And there is no health in us. But thou, O Lord, have mercy upon us, miserable 
offenders. Spare thou those, O God, who confess their faults. Restore thou those who are 
penitent; According to thy promises declared unto mankind In Christ Jesus our Lord. And 
grant, O most merciful Father, for his sake; That we may hereafter live a godly, righteous, 
and sober life, To the glory of thy holy Name. Amen.”

16. These three different spheres (theology, ethics, and liturgy) are intimately bound 
together, and they are so not only in scripture but also in subsequent Christian thought. 
St. Thomas Aquinas, for example, seeks to teach us as much how to live and behave well 
as what to think and understand about God; indeed, all his theology is directed to that 
practical, pastoral purpose and not merely presented as incidental or preparatory infor-
mation for the task. Similarly, St. Augustine’s famous De Trinitate is more about coaching 
his readers in the human journey into divine wisdom and eternal life than about trying to 
understand the triune nature of God in its own right. This is why his treatment of the 
doctrine of the image is so important for his argument and purpose: he sees in it an indi-
cation of our ability to remember, know, and desire God rather than any capacity simply 
statically to “represent” God; for him the “image” and the structure of our interior life are 
our potential to grow ever closer to God. For further thinking in this vein, see, for exam-
ple, Philip Egan’s treatment of both St. Augustine and St. Thomas Aquinas in his Philos-
ophy and Catholic Theology: A Primer (Collegeville, MN: Michael Glazier, 2009). See 
also Lewis Ayres, Augustine and the Trinity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2014) and Ellen T. Charry’s attention to St. Augustine in the sixth chapter of her By the 
Renewing of Your Mind: The Pastoral Function of Christian Doctrine (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1997).
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GEORGETOWN UNIVERSITY’S SCHOOL of Foreign Service in Qatar 
(SFS- Q) provides a congenial atmosphere for appreciative conversation—the 
sort of frank and spirited exchange at the core of the Building Bridges Seminar. 
In 2015 SFS- Q provided us a spacious lounge with comfortable furniture and 
ample space for buffet- style meals, an adjacent meeting room large enough for 
closed lectures and plenary discussions to take place “in the round,” and, nearby, 
a small classroom for each of our four dialogue groups. It is in these predeter-
mined groups, balanced by religion and gender as best as can be, that the main 
work of the seminar takes place. These groups remain constant throughout the 
seminar. Each has a moderator whose primary task is to ensure that everyone can 
and does participate in the discussion.

Each seminar member is provided, and is encouraged to study in advance, a 
booklet of texts (from the Bible and the Qurʾān, primarily) chosen for their rele-
vance to the meeting’s subthemes—which, for 2015, were God’s creation and its 
goal, the dignity and task of humankind, and human action within the sover-
eignty of God. The small group process begins by opening this booklet to the 
texts appointed for that session. Each group member points out a phrase (or even 
a single word) that has caught his or her attention, perhaps mentioning a ques-
tion it raised. This practice, which defers discussion until each person has had 
the opportunity to speak, allows interpenetrating themes to emerge. Typically, the 
resulting conversations are deep, multidirectional, and may—like labyrinths—
double back on themselves. Since the 2015 study booklet included a larger num-
ber of scripture passages than had been usual in previous years, conversations for 
each session were more varied in their focus from one group to the next than had 
been typical in other years. Nevertheless, eight topics—God’s act of creation; the 
creation of humanity “in God’s image”; vicegerency, trust, and covenant; cre-
ation’s purpose as worship of God; sin; humanity’s task; creation and creativity; 
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and predeterminism, free will, foreknowledge, and theodicy—were given atten-
tion by every group. Here are some highlights.1

God’s Act of Creation

The Genesis 1 account of divine Creation over the course of seven days was 
discussed from a variety of perspectives. One Christian turned his group’s atten-
tion to the fact that the Genesis Creation narrative is characterized by a refrain: 
at each step of the way, things are “good” or “very good”; God’s relation to Cre-
ation is one of joy. That emphasis on joy and rejoicing reminded one of the Mus-
lims of partying. A Christian affi rmed that images of a party or banquet are 
found in both testaments, and that the New Testament speaks of “joy in heaven.” 
Another group brought the Genesis passage into conversation with Sūra al- Raʿ d 
(13):2–4, which begins, “It is God who raised up the heavens with no visible 
supports and then established Himself on the throne; He has subjected the sun 
and the moon each to pursue its course for an appointed time; He regulates all 
things, and makes the revelations clear so that you may be certain of meeting 
your Lord.” One Muslim noted a sense here and elsewhere in the Qurʾān that two 
things are happening at once: “On the one hand, the Qurʾān teaches that the world 
is created for human beings. It’s anthropocentric. But, on the other hand, accord-
ing to the Qurʾān, there are things in nature we humans can’t understand.” Simi-
larly, a Christian called his group’s attention to Yūnus (10):5. “In this verse, God 
explains his signs,” he noted, “not to everyone, but to those who are predisposed 
to understand. Christians also would recall that Jesus says, ‘Those who have ears 
to hear. . . .’ ” A Muslim nodded: “Seeds fall on the ground—and it depends on 
the ground. Some seeds will sprout; some seeds will be useless.” Some people 
simply are not prepared, another Muslim suggested. Another Christian con-
curred. “Discernment is necessary. Many people will not ‘get’ the signs; wisdom 
requires eyes to see.”

Creation of Humanity “in God’s Image”

Turning to God’s creation of humanity, one participant noted how often the Cre-
ation imagery of both scriptures speaks of humanity’s having come “from 
dust”—from unpleasant stuff. Perhaps this is a reminder, this scholar mused, that 
we are to remember our “place.” One group took note of al- Anbiyāʾ (21):30, “We 
made everything from water,” then turned to al- Muʾminūn (23):12, “We created 
man from an essence of clay, then We placed him as a drop of fl uid in a safe 
place. . . .” Referring to this latter verse, a Christian wondered, “How did Arabs 
in the Qurʾān’s original audience hear this passage? How do contemporary Mus-
lims hear it?” A Muslim responded that it is heard in a biological sense: “the 
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scientifi c aspect of the Qurʾān is what drew me into Islam. It brought all my sci-
ence lessons to life.” Regarding the biblical account of God’s Creation of human-
ity, a Muslim found it interesting that what God decides to make in his image is 
not a mountain or water; rather, it is humankind. In response to questions about 
humanity having been made in God’s image and after God’s likeness (Gen. 1:26), 
one group gave considerable time to study of the Hebrew vocabulary expressing 
this idea.

Responding to concerns about the very notion of the “image of God,” one 
Christian explained that the Genesis text does not say that the human is the image 
of God; rather the human is created in God’s image, after God’s likeness. “It may 
be helpful to know that, in ancient times, boundaries of dominion were marked by 
images of the king,” he explained. “God’s boundaries are marked by his ‘images’ 
(i.e., humans). It may also be helpful to remember that a portrait is utterly incom-
parable, yet it is a ‘likeness.’ ” In fact, Genesis 1 and 2 have to do with God’s pro-
vision for all Creation; humans are simply part of this comprehensive economy. 
Some Muslim participants were interested in hearing more about the relationship 
between the Christian doctrine of humanity as made in God’s image and Christian 
understandings of immanence and transcendence—which led invariably into 
rousing discussions of the Christian doctrine of the Incarnation.2

Returning more specifi cally to the topic of the structure of Creation, a Muslim 
observed that, according to Genesis 2:15, there’s “work” in Eden. A Christian 
concurred, explaining that initially Edenic work was pleasurable, becoming bur-
densome only after the Fall. According to Genesis 2:15, another Christian added, 
“work is a good gift of God—which is a beautiful notion, a beautiful image. 
Now, for so many people—given the need for income—work is a curse; work is 
ambivalent.”

Vicegerency, Trust, and Covenant

Much time was spent in consideration of khalīfa (a Qurʾānic term often translated 
as “vicegerent” or “successor”), the linguistically related term khilāfa (having to 
do with the concept or institution of vicegerency and caliphate but also the notion 
of stewardship), and amāna (often translated as “trust”). Several Muslims noted 
that khilāfa and amāna name closely related concepts and are seen as synonyms 
by some.

One Muslim called attention to the notion set forth by Ibn al- ʿArabī that all 
humans have the potential to internalize the Divine Names and to mirror or refl ect 
them totally, thus to merit the title khalīfa. The thought that the whole of humanity 
is God’s vicegerent is quite empowering, another Muslim agreed. However, she 
pointed out, it is important to differentiate between the mystical notion of khilāfa 
as mirror of the divine attributes and the political understanding of khalīfa as 
ruler. The notion of khilāfa can be hijacked by dictators, one participant stressed; 
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the question of who can claim khilāfa legitimately is of utmost importance. As 
another Muslim made clear, the notion of khilāfa has never been static. “The fi rst 
successors of the Prophet resisted the label of Khalīfat Allah, considering it too 
big a burden,” he explained. “Instead, they’d say, ‘Call me the Successor of the 
Prophet of God.’ ” Only over time did the term take on the sense of king, sultan, or 
“emperor as ‘shadow of God on earth.’ ” In fact, another Muslim insisted, “khalīfa 
as vicegerent” as having to do with power and dominion is a modern notion. After 
some discussion, his colleagues concurred that, according to Islam, humanity has 
a role within Creation, not over Creation. From an Islamic point of view, one Mus-
lim clarifi ed, humans are a “middle creature,” always defi ned from two directions: 
simultaneously having some authority, thus ennobled; and totally under God, thus 
meant to be completely subservient.

Turning to Genesis 1:28, one Muslim underscored the word “dominion” in the 
translation, commenting that the original Hebrew word is far more neutral than 
its English equivalent. This passage has had implications both for environmen-
talists and for people advocating for empire. It can be used to exploit. However, 
the original Hebrew term supports a notion of “responsibility.” The group agreed 
that, as is so often the case with scripture, this verse yields multiple interpreta-
tions and thus has multiple real- world implications. Continuing in this vein, 
several Muslims asserted that Qurʾānic notions of amāna (trust) and khilāfa 
(vicegerency, stewardship) are more sociopolitical than environmental. The 
question of whether (thus, where) the Qurʾān gives guidance on environmental-
ism provoked intense discussion in one group, with some Muslims making a case 
for environmentalism based on the Qurʾān and others disagreeing. Pointing to 
al- Aḥzāb (33):72, “Truly We offered the Trust unto the heavens and the earth 
and the mountains,” a Muslim underscored this verse’s importance for Sufi sm, 
Islamic philosophy, and kalām (theology): “There is extensive discussion of 
amāna in Islamic literature,” he said; “we might say that the Trust of God is the 
Spirit of God.”

Responding to Muslim questions about the biblical notion of “covenant,” a 
Christian defi ned it as an agreement initiated by God. In the Noachic Covenant, 
he explained, God pledges faithfulness to all of humanity and invites humanity 
to loving obedience. This is followed by the Abrahamic Covenant and the Mosaic 
Covenant. The fi rst covenant, with Noah, has no conditions; neither does the 
covenant with Abraham. The covenant with Moses is conditional, and the people 
broke it—a theme of the Old Testament books of the Prophets. Finally, there is 
the New Covenant in Jesus. “In Colossians, we read of God reconciling all things 
to God’s self through Christ. Christ as covenant means that the covenant abso-
lutely includes everyone; it is for the sake of the whole world.”

A Christian wanted to know whether the trust is like the covenant. “God 
seems to have offered the trust foolishly; humankind was foolish to accept. But 
what exactly was offered?” Her group readily took up this question, with one 
Muslim explaining the notion of a primordial covenant. “The Qurʾān tells us that 
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everything returns to God; even animals have a resurrection.” Another Muslim 
interjected: “Amāna has to do with the relationship between humankind and the 
world, between humanity and Creation.” The fi rst Muslim continued, saying 
that, in Islamic understanding, “The Bible’s Noachic Covenant comes close to 
the terms of the Qurʾānic primordial covenant. The primordial covenant was 
made with disembodied souls. It was a covenant made outside history from a 
human point of view. This is unique to the Qurʾānic account of history.” Indeed, 
another Muslim noted, both the Qurʾān and the Ḥadīth refer in some places to 
“things that are outside of history—some that are prehistory, some posthistory. 
What, after all, is a day with God? It is outside of time.”

Creation’s Purpose as Worship of God

For a ready answer to the question of the purpose of Creation, someone pointed 
particularly to al- Dhāriyāt (51):56, in which God says, “I have created man and 
jinn for no reason except for my worship.” The fi rst step, he explained, is recog-
nition—acknowledgment with the intellect and the heart, that there is a creator. 
Without such recognition, there is no worship. Having noted that human beings 
have been created to worship God, discussion focused on the root and reference 
of the Arabic term ʿibāda. One group noted that ʿibāda, usually translated as 
“worship,” comes from the same root as ʿ abd (servant)—which comes through in 
Ibn Taymiyya’s defi nition of ʿ ibāda as “everything we do that maintains relation-
ship with God.” While indeed the triliteral root at play here produces the words 
for “slave,” “servant,” and “subject,” another group noted that it also has to do 
with knowledge—particularly, knowing God. Thus, there are linguistic connec-
tions between worship of God and the dignity and empowering rather than the 
demeaning of the human being. One Christian noted how her group had refl ected 
upon God’s purpose in creating the world as “directed to worship and grati-
tude—to attitudes rather than actions—to which God responds.” That is, cre-
ation’s purpose is relational: “it refl ects, it shows forth, the beauty of God and the 
Divine Names—including their abundant juxtaposition.”

One group brought 1 John 3:1–3 (which begins, “See what love the Father has 
given us, that we should be called children of God; and that is what we are . . .”) 
into conversation with al- Naḥl (16):13–17 (which begins, “He has made of benefit 
to you the many- coloured things He has multiplied on the earth. There truly are 
signs in this for those who take it to heart”). Remarking that the passage from 1 
John speaks of love poured out, one of the Christians asserted that it “is about our 
intimacy with God; about knowing and being known, in the context of love. We 
are the beloved: we are God’s children now. This passage is about hope, but also 
delight. It uses fi nite language for the infi nite.” Someone else noted that the pas-
sage from Al- Naḥl says to “refl ect” and to “remember” as both capacity and 
charge to “know” (thus to worship) God. The group observed the interesting link 
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between remembrance and refl ection, on the one hand, and gratitude, praise, and 
the human need to be guided, on the other.

The language of Psalms 8 and 104—both of which give voice to human praise 
of God’s glory—caused a Muslim to ask, “In Christian theology and faith, what 
is glory? Wonder? Divine beauty? Holiness? Is it the fullness of God?” Suggest-
ing that his group look at Colossians 1:19, which mentions God’s “fullness,” a 
Christian explained: “Glory belongs to God but invokes awe and wonder in us; it 
belongs to God but is transferred to human beings (as we read in Psalm 8) and to 
children of God (according to Romans 8).” Indeed, said another Christian, “it is 
strange that we ‘give glory to God!’ What an amazing thing in itself! And an 
amazing thing to respond to; and an amazing thing to share in and to receive 
from God.”

Much discussion of the economy of supplication emerged, provoked by the 
seminar’s subtheme of human action within God’s sovereignty. One participant 
observed that al- Baqara (2):186—“I am near. I answer the call of the caller . . .”—
is a verse given by God in response to the Muslim community asking the Prophet 
Muhammad how they should go about getting God’s attention. Concurring, 
another Muslim described the purpose of dhikr (remembrance of God) as theur-
gic, in that it “brings God alive” for the worshipper. “Repetition is how a child 
learns. You repeat to actualize. ‘To remember’ and ‘to mention’ are two mean-
ings of the same Arabic word.” A Christian saw a connection here to the Eastern 
Orthodox liturgical practice of saying Kyrie Eleison forty times and reiteration of 
“Remember him in eternal life.”

One Christian noted that Jesus himself was a man of prayer. In addition to 
Jesus’s instruction to his disciples on how to pray (in which he gives the template 
often called “the Lord’s Prayer”), she had in mind the lengthy prayer of Jesus 
recorded in John 17 (Jesus’s “High Priestly Prayer”) and the many Gospel refer-
ences to Jesus’s withdrawing to a solitary place to pray (such as Matt. 14:23 and 
26:36–44; Mark 1:35; Luke 5:16; 6:12; 9:16; 11:1; and 22:41–43). Furthermore, she 
added, the New Testament contains many admonitions to pray without ceasing. 
Prayer is powerful, she asserted. Human beings have the need and the instinct to 
ask, another Christian observed, noting that the parables in Luke 11 (which the 
seminar was studying) are about the place of supplication in bringing about 
God’s will. “God’s goodness is not dependent on our asking; but our asking may 
speed God up!” A third Christian offered a different perspective: “God’s giving 
is all there already.” The second Christian responded. “It is not that God is with-
holding till we ask; it is that we are not ready to receive until we ask!”

Noting the theme of persistence in the Luke 11 parables, a Muslim mentioned 
the Sufi  teaching that when one knocks on the door of a shaykh, one should 
expect that the door will be slammed in one’s face; but one should knock again! 
Expanding on this, another Muslim pointed out that, according to the Ḥadīth, a 
prayer can be answered in any of several ways: (1) you can receive exactly what 
you asked for; (2) you can receive almost what you asked for; or (3) God saves up 
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all of his answers for Paradise—and you receive God’s response to your prayer 
there. In response, this group turned to Matthew 6:25–34, entering into a close 
reading of the passage in which Jesus says, “do not worry about your life. . . . 
Look at the birds of the air; they neither sow nor reap nor gather into barns, and 
yet your heavenly Father feeds them. Are you not of more value than they?”

Sin, Fall, and Belief

Consideration of the goal of God’s creation led one group into a diffi cult but rich 
discussion of sin, including the nature of the Fall and its place in Christian theol-
ogy and understanding. Among their questions was whether the Fall practically 
obliterates the “goodness” of Creation, in light of God’s declaring (in Genesis 1) 
that Creation is very good, and ways in which the notion of the goodness of 
Creation persists biblically, especially in the Psalms. “Christians may think of 
Adam and Fall, not in historical terms, but in evolutionary terms,” one noted, 
citing the Orthodox theologian Alexander Men. “Romans 5 speaks of Adam, and 
Christ as Second Adam,” another Christian explained. “Adam represents all of 
humankind. The notion of a representative fi gure comes very early in scripture.”

Discussion of Christian understandings of the Fall was driven in part by Mus-
lim questions raised by the Bible’s inclusion of two distinct Creation accounts in 
Genesis (chapters 1 and 2). One Christian pointed out that “as Christians, we 
can’t choose to ignore one of them. We’ve been given both accounts, both are 
true, and we have to live with both. We have to read scripture in community; and 
many of us don’t want to be limited to one textual commentary.” Particularly in 
responding to Muslim questions about the Genesis account of the creation of 
woman (2:18), several Christians asserted the contribution of feminist exegesis.

Having listened to the story of the temptation of Adam and Eve in Genesis 
3:1–13, one Muslim noted with surprise that Satan was not mentioned. Indeed, in 
the Genesis account, the pivotal character is a serpent—a wild animal. “The 
serpent says to the woman, ‘You’ll get knowledge . . . ,’ ” a Muslim observed. 
“The serpent speaks his own truth,” answered one of the Christians; “you will 
‘know’ means you will ‘experience.’ Here, ‘knowing’ does not mean ‘rational-
ity.’ ” Another Christian described the Genesis account of the “Fall” as a beautiful 
reminder that

humans live in tension. They are creatures, like the rest of creation; 
but they are creative: “like” God, but not like God. Humans are the 
only such creatures. In this tension and diffi culty, we fi nd we want 
not to be creatures, but rather wish to become “just like” God (which 
in fact is only one part of who we are). This is part of the theme of 
mediation: using our creativity within the givenness of creation. We 
want to know, to determine, “good and evil”—just like, but precisely 
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apart from, God. We humans may see God as a competitor! We 
express this as rebellion, rejection, idolatry.

A third Christian continued, “The serpent uses truths to deceive! Sin and evil do 
not (only) ‘begin’ in the human heart: part of their mystery is their externality 
and (pseudo- ) attraction.”

A Muslim noted that, in the Qurʾānic account of the events in the primordial 
garden, a fundamental difference is established between Iblis’s disobedience and 
the disobedience of Adam and Eve. According to the Qurʾān, there is “a failure” 
with consequences, not unlike a biblical account—but without rupture of human 
nature. The Qurʾānic notion is that this failure does not require redemption. 
Rather, from a Qurʾānic point of view, someone explained, Iblis misleads Adam 
and makes him forget his internal capacity to know and worship God. Adam’s 
lapse is his forsaking the better option. This is not sin, however. Adam is a 
prophet, so (according to Islamic doctrine) he cannot sin.

A Muslim asked for clarifi cation of Genesis 1:28: “God blessed them, and God 
said to them, ‘Be fruitful and multiply, and fi ll the earth and subdue it; and have 
dominion over the fi sh of the sea and over the birds of the air and over every 
living thing that moves upon the earth.’ ” Specifi cally, he wanted help in under-
standing the use of the term “subdue” in this verse: how does it relate to current 
ethical and environmental concerns? This brought the conversation back to 
understandings of humanity as having been made in God’s image. As one Chris-
tian put it, in order to be like God—something that Christians are called to be—
Christians look to Christ to understand what the image is like. They discover that 
they are to “be like” self- sacrifi cial love. By extension, humanity is to treat the 
world as Christ does—not as rapacious rulers would. In response, one Muslim 
expressed her appreciation of the poetic nature of Colossians 1:15–17: “[Christ] is 
the image of the invisible God, the fi rstborn of all creation; for in him all things 
in heaven and on earth were created, things visible and invisible, whether thrones 
or dominions or rulers or powers—all things have been created through him 
and for him. He himself is before all things, and in him all things hold together.” 
She wondered whether this biblical passage had to do with vicegerency. While 
acknowledging that it could be read in that way, a Christian participant suggested 
that Chrisitan readings of this text are likely to emphasize God’s eternal word 
experienced in Jesus in the language of fl esh and blood.

Humanity’s Task

When a Muslim asked what, from a Christian point of view, is the task of human-
kind, one responded that it is to wait in trustful hope for the coming of God’s 
basileia (kingdom). Basileia—righteous rule—is at the center of Jesus’s teach-
ing, she explained. For example, when, in the Lord’s Prayer, Christians are taught 
to say, “let your kingdom come,” they are in fact saying, “let your basilea come.” 
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Someone explained that basileia is bigger than “Church”; all are included in 
God’s basileia. “The fact that the Kingdom is broader than the Church is at the 
heart of why we should be involved in positive interfaith relations.” In contrast to 
the basileia, the Church is kenotic, said another Christian. The role of the Church 
is to pour itself out for all; it does not exist for itself. Following up, a Muslim 
asked whether the Church is to be seen as a force for making the world sacred. 
“The Church is a force for celebrating the sacredness of an already sacred world,” 
a Christian responded.

As discussion of the task of humankind came to a close, a Christian observed 
that thinking about what the two traditions teach about the dignity and the ambi-
guity of humankind is not simple:

I am struck by the ways in which what we are able to do—our capac-
ity, our dignity—and what we are called to do—our task, our voca-
tion—always involve a close interlinking of (1) worship, praise, and 
prayer (heart/spirit) (2) with justice, mercy, good acts (will/body), 
and with (3) refl ections and thinking (mind/intellect)—such that 
these are different but not separate, always interwoven, always 
linked. And so our dignity and vocation seem simple: we just have to 
worship God, seek truth, and act well; but in fact, they are complex, 
with these interwoven aspects.

Creation versus Creativity

Regarding the language of creativity, a Christian asked whether there is an 
Islamic notion of human creativity as participation in divine creativity. One Mus-
lim responded that humans are the most complete theophany. “They embody 
God’s attributes. So they create!” The Qurʾān says that God is the Best of Cre-
ators, another Muslim noted; in some Islamic traditions, humans can indeed be 
cocreators with God. The term khaliq (creator) can indeed be used of “other than 
God.” Continuing this theme of nuances of vocabulary, a Christian offered an 
interesting perspective: “When we study the history of English vocabulary, we 
fi nd that no one talked about ‘creativity’ before the nineteenth century. It implies 
the originality of the artist. It implies the artist creating out of nothing. So, we 
must be careful how we use it. Before the nineteenth century, it was more normal 
to talk simply of ‘craftsmanship.’ ”

Predeterminism and Free Will, Foreknowledge, and Theodicy

Closely related to understandings of God as Creator are matters related to God’s 
sovereignty, thus notions of divine predeterminism versus human free will. A 
participant noted that, among Christians, “there are two streams of thought on 
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this notion: the fi rst is that everything that God knows, God determines; the 
second is that, whatever are the options, God knows—without determining 
exactly what we’ll choose.” The second of these modes has lots of currency in 
popular Islamic thought, one Muslim responded.

“All language about God’s foreknowledge is metaphorical,” one Christian 
asserted. Referring to Isaiah 37:28 (“I know your rising up and your sitting down, 
your going out and coming in, and your raging against me”), he argued that “God 
knows perfectly well—as a parent knows what a child is up to. This is ‘know-
ing’—not as orchestrating the actions of an automaton, but as being incredibly 
personal and close. ‘Knowing’ is not oppressive.” One Muslim noted that within 
the Ashʿarite tradition, there is a distinction between knowledge and power as 
two separate attributes of God. This led in turn to a discussion of the place of 
paradox in theology.

One group dug deeply into Sūra Yūnus (10):19, which reads: “All people were 
originally a single community, but later they differed. If it had not been for a 
word from your Lord, the preordained judgement would already have been 
passed between them regarding their differences.” The verse caused them to 
puzzle over the extent to which human diversity is original, God- given blessing, 
versus the extent to which it is the result of disobedience; and whether differences 
are the result or cause of confl ict.

Consideration of the relationship between God’s foreknowledge and human 
action always raises the problem of theodicy. That is, if God is all- knowing, all- 
powerful, and all- loving, why does God allow “sin?” Why does God not stop 
“evil?” Relatedly, why is suffering in nature outside of what is caused by humans? 
A Muslim noted that, in back- to- back passages, the Qurʾān says that (1) Every-
thing good comes from God; bad comes from you; and (2) Everything comes 
from God! What is bad is testing. Another Muslim added: “The Qurʾān says that 
something you dislike may be good for you; something you like may be bad for 
you. Something that seems bad now may later prove to be better.” The fi rst Mus-
lim nodded, adding: “an early Islamic creed said that what hit you could not have 
missed you; what missed you could not have hit you.” Refl ecting on this exchange, 
one Muslim asserted that considering the problem of evil is a different matter 
from considering the problem of sin.

During a discussion of al- Aʿ rāf (7):172—in which God asks human beings “Am 
I not your Lord?”—one Christian noted that the English word Lord actually comes 
from Loaf- Guard or Bread Giver—that is, one who is generous, sustaining, nour-
ishing, protecting, rather than one who dominates. “We do live as human beings 
with freedom. But everything is dependent on God’s sustenance, not just the pro-
vision of the ‘things we need,’ but the source of all our energy, our very life.”

Turning to al- Tawba (9):94 and 105—both of which remind humanity that 
“you will be returned to the Knower of the unseen and the visible, and He will 
inform you of what you used to do”—a Christian expressed appreciation of the 
way in which, in these verses, action is combined with belief in God without 
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giving priority to either. “It feels very different from the Christian faith- versus- 
works debate,” he said. But his Muslim colleagues noted the variety of forms of 
the debate in Islamic tradition. One urged his group to consider especially those 
strands of the tradition that discourage speculative curiosity and metaphysics 
and emphasize “works only.” Others noted that the Qurʾān itself criticizes unnec-
essary hairsplitting, not speculation or metaphysics themselves, and constantly 
calls people to refl ect. And one noted that these verses deal with performance 
before a community. “Think about who you want to please: the righteous or the 
unrighteous, believers or unbelievers—or God,” he suggested. “The theme here 
is one of sincerity and truthfulness—external visible actions matching internal 
invisible reality: God sees and judges both.” Another offered a Shīʿa perspective, 
explaining that the Imams and Prophets receive sight and knowledge by their 
association with God. “That is, they participate in God’s knowledge and ability 
to ‘see’ the visible and invisible. This shows that foresight and foreknowledge are 
not to be equated with ‘determining.’ There is no suggestion that the prophets 
share in ‘determining’!”

Calling attention to al- Muddaththir (74):32–47—which includes the assertion, 
“Every soul is hostage to what it has earned, except the people of the right 
hand”—a Muslim noted that this passage “echoes the debate regarding the rela-
tionship between our actions—in communities—of not praying, not being just 
and not telling the truth. Again, prayer, action, and truth belong together. We are 
confronted by the ambiguity of doing these things but also of being led down a 
path. The story is about God and human beings but also sinfulness as part of the 
drama!” Nodding, another Muslim pointed to Āl ʿImrān (3):103, which reads: 
“Hold fast to God’s rope all together; do not split into factions. Remember God’s 
favor to you: you were enemies and then He brought your hearts together and you 
became brothers by His grace; you were about to fall into a pit of Fire and He 
saved you from it—in this way God makes His revelations clear to you so that 
you may be rightly guided.” A Christian saw ambiguity in that verse, saying that 
it seems as though God provides rope for a rescue, but we human beings have to 
safeguard ourselves by clinging to it—and by doing so together.

In another conversation about al- Muddaththir (74):32–47 and notions of free 
will, one Muslim explained that “the Ashʿarite position is that at any moment in 
time we acquire the ability to choose an action. It’s about what God allots for us.” 
Referring to al- Takwīr (81):29 (“But you will only wish to do so by the will of 
God, the Lord of all people”), a second Muslim clarifi ed that “the human’s ability 
to will is within God’s will, it does not delimit God’s will. God gives you the power 
to do something, and you acquire it.” Be that as it may, one Muslim stressed the 
importance of God’s mercy in the Ashʿarite tradition. Another Muslim cited sev-
eral in support of the assertion that, with God, justice and mercy always go 
together; and nothing happens without God’s will.

Consideration of the interrelationship between divine justice, mercy, and will, 
plus the relationship between human moral responsibility and divine sovereignty 
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took place for at least one group in the context of deep comparative discussion of 
the Joseph Story found in both the Bible and Qurʾān. A Christian explained that, 
as found in Genesis 50:19–20, it is a wisdom- style narrative, a cause- and- effect 
story; but at the end there comes a verse that makes it a providential tale about the 
People of God. As a lesson about human action versus divine sovereignty, said 
one of the Christians, the biblical Joseph’s story is very much a tale of human 
action but at the end shows us the sovereignty of God. By contrast, a Muslim 
noted, in the Qurʾānic version, a refrain underscores God’s providence. “Human 
free will and destiny come together. Joseph’s life is not being controlled by other 
people’s choices.” Calling the Qurʾānic Joseph narrative “a spiritual, universal-
ized version of a Hebrew hero story,” one Muslim explained that the classical 
commentators relied on the Old Testament version to fi ll in the details. Because 
the Qur’ān’s telling of the Joseph story is explicitly ahistorical and is about pos-
session of special knowledge, he explained, this text has inspired many mystical 
interpretations. Striking a different tone, a Christian noted that the biblical 
Joseph text has been used to justify collateral damage in interhuman relations. 
“Time and again, we are faced with the dilemma of how to relate great harm 
caused by human beings to divine providence.”

Moving on to study of Philippians 2:12–13, a Muslim asked about the meaning 
of the injunction, “Work out your own salvation.” One Christian explained this 
passage as a reminder that the Christian life is about growing in resonance with 
God’s Word and God’s Will. “We are empowered and humbled (struck in awe—
in fear and trembling) by the fact that we are called to, need to participate in what 
God is doing—what is meant by ‘salvation.’ We have to work it out. But that is 
God at work in us (and this is reassuring—since we are fearful).” Human free-
dom and God’s will and sovereignty must (and do in fact) exist side by side, she 
stressed. “That’s a mystery; but a mystery is not a problem to solve. Rather it is 
something to know, to experience: like love. The more you know it, the greater 
its mysteriousness becomes.”

Conclusion

“When I wrote my paper at the 2015 meeting,” said one Christian presenter, “I 
thought Muslims would disagree with some of my assertions; yet they quoted 
Muslim sources that say what I said!” At any Building Bridges Seminar, differ-
ence is anticipated, even expected. So the degree of commonality found during 
2015 discussions was sometimes quite surprising. Upon refl ection, many partic-
ipants felt that distinctions between and within the two traditions were more 
evident during the seminar’s daylong discussion of the subtheme of human action 
within God’s sovereignty (Day Three) than during the days spent on God’s cre-
ation and its goal (Day One) and the dignity and task of humankind (Day Two). 
Indeed, one participant asked, “What constitutes (or problematizes) the ground 
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for commonality? Is it our shared academic training and assumptions? Is it our 
attitude toward texts? Something else?” These questions are worth further con-
sideration when entering into deep dialogue. Whatever the extent of commonal-
ity, the success of the Building Bridges Seminar lies in a format that foregrounds 
serious, exploratory conversation.

Notes

1. This essay is based on notes taken by the author, who sat in on each of the four 
break- out groups, together with notes taken by one other participant. As has been the case 
in every annual Building Bridges Seminar report, in this essay the “Chatham House Rule” 
applies: ideas shared here are unattributed; voices are quoted anonymously; passages in 
quotations may actually be paraphrases.

2. For Building Bridges Seminar dialogue on the Christian doctrine of the Incarnation, 
see Michael Ipgrave, ed., Bearing the Word: Prophecy in Biblical and Qur’anic Perspective 
(London: Church House Publishing, 2005). See also, David Marshall, ed., Communicating 
the Word: Revelation, Translation, and Interpretation in Christianity and Islam (Washing-
ton, DC: Georgetown University Press, 2011).
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