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Abstract
This article enters into dialogue with Laudato Si’. Part one examines the gap between 
the social imagination of the future and the long-term climate effects of our actions: 
the “deep future.” Part two argues for the intrinsic teleological connection between 
the doctrines of creation, Christology, and eschatology in order to create theological 
foundations for opening our imaginations to the deep future. Part three addresses the 
apparent contradiction between God’s bringing of the kingdom, which is the ground 
of our hope, and human responsibility.
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In the opening chapter of Laudato Si’, Pope Francis makes an urgent appeal “for a 
new dialogue about how we are shaping the future of our planet.”1 This article 
enters into dialogue with Laudato Si’ on how the restriction of our imaginations 

to the short term diminishes our sense of responsibility for “shaping the future of the 
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2013) 2.

    4.	 Ibid. 6.
    5.	 Ibid. 5.
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    7.	 William Nordhaus, “Critical Assumptions in the Stern Review on Climate Change,” Science  

317 (2007) 201–2 at 202.

planet” (LS 14). Part one will examine the problematic situation; namely, the gap 
between the social imagination of the future and the long-term climate effects of our 
actions, what I will call “the deep future.” Without the opening up of our imagina-
tions to the deep future, we will lack the capacity to grasp our deep responsibility.2 
Part two will argue for the intrinsic teleological connection between the doctrines of 
creation, Christology, and eschatology in order to create theological foundations for 
opening our imaginations to the deep future. Part three will address the apparent con-
tradiction between God’s bringing of the kingdom, which is the ground of our hope, 
and human responsibility. The overall argument will offer theological foundations for 
an ethic of the deep future.

The Problematic Situation: Culture, Climate, Change, 
and the Deep Future

Our culture has lost a sense of the future. As media theorist Douglas Rushkoff argues, 
“Our society has reoriented itself to the present moment. Everything is live, real time, 
and always-on.”3 In this context, “narrativity and goals are surrendered to a skewed 
notion of the real and the immediate; the Tweet; the status update. What we are doing 
at any given moment becomes all-important.”4 The “trivial pursuit of the immediately 
relevant”5 makes it very difficult to “engage in meaningful dialogue about . . . long 
term global issues.”6

When we do actually address long-term social problems, policies that have impacts 
regarding the future have been driven not by ethical considerations, but by economic 
cost–benefit analyses that privilege the present. One of the world’s most distinguished 
climate economists, Yale’s William Nordhaus, typifies this approach in his argument 
for a high discount rate, which “means that the welfare of future generations is reduced 
or ‘discounted’ compared with nearer generations.”7

While science understands itself as concerned with facts (or converging lines of 
evidence) and not values, the scientific enterprise does not take place in a neutral 
space unaffected by the values of the culture and government organizations that pro-
vide research grants. Indeed, the horizon of concern in scientific studies dedicated to 
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forecasting future climate change is dominated by the relatively short horizon of 2050 
to 2100, as “most studies of the future impact of anthropogenic CO2 on the climate 
system focus their attention on the next few decades, or at most up to the end of the 
21st century.”8 This restriction is due to “computational costs”9 in running computer 
models and “these periods are comparable to policy planning and implementation 
times and comprehensible in terms of [a] human life span.”10 The latter reason sug-
gests our concern is limited by what we can imagine or what is comprehensible for 
the public; namely, one human life span.

To gain some perspective on the gap between how we culturally imagine the prob-
lem of climate change and some of the possible long-term effects of our actions we 
need to examine some basic physical dynamics within the climate system that lend 
themselves to long-term consequences. First, most of the energy trapped by greenhouse 
gases goes into heating the oceans (to date around 90%).11 The oceans take time to heat 
up (i.e. thermal inertia). Thus there is a lag time between the cause (increased green-
house gas emissions) and the effect (increased temperatures).12 While the oceans take 
time to heat up, once the deep oceans are heated it takes time for them, and the planet, 
to cool down. This means that once emissions are stopped (presuming deep-ocean 
warming) temperatures will remain elevated for around a thousand years.13 Second, 
carbon dioxide lasts for a very long time in the atmosphere. Around 50% of the CO2 we 
release is absorbed in around 25 years14 by soils, land vegetation, and the oceans, while 
around 25% of it will be affecting the climate after a thousand years, 12% after ten 
thousand years, and around 7% of it could be affecting the climate several hundred 
thousand years from now.15 According to David Archer, the leading researcher on the 
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long life of CO2, “the mean lifetime of fossil fuel CO2 is about 30–35 kyr [30,000 to 
35,000 years].”16 Third, as you heat up the planet you will set in motion other chain 
reactions (i.e. positive feedbacks) that can substantially increase warming.

In the interface between science and policy, the short-term positive feedbacks are 
incorporated into the discussion while long-term feedbacks are not considered. The 
proposals by 186 countries leading up to the Paris Agreement (COP 21) to hold tem-
perature to 3.5º C above preindustrial times17 are based on models used by the IPCC 
that only incorporate fast feedbacks, which include water vapor, clouds, aerosols, and 
sea-ice disintegration. Scientists, however, recognize, in looking at the Earth’s history, 
that there are longer-term feedbacks, which “may begin to come into play on time 
scales as short as centuries or less,”18 such as “ice sheet disintegration, vegetation 
migration, and GHG [greenhouse gas] release from soils, tundra or ocean sediments.”19 
When we take into account these longer-term feedbacks, carbon dioxide could have 
more than twice the effect on global temperatures than what is currently projected by 
climate models. For example, around 35 million years ago CO2 levels were 900 to 
1100 ppmv, which is where we will end up by the end of the century on our current 
path. Temperatures, however, were not 4º to 7º C warmer than preindustrial tempera-
tures, as our climate models forecast; rather, they were around 16° C warmer.20 The 
difference between focusing on short-term versus long-term feedbacks is the habitabil-
ity of a large portion of the planet; for at around 11° C half the planet could be too hot 
for mammals.21 This is an area of land that “would dwarf that affected by rising sea 
levels.”22 The current proposals leading up to the Paris Agreement would likely lead to 
3.5º C of warming by 2100, but over the long term they would likely lead to over 6º C 
of warming.23 The difference between focusing on the short-term versus long-term 
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temperature rise might be the difference between the planet being able to support bil-
lions of people; for, at 4–6 º C the carrying capacity of planet could be reduced to 
between a half a billion and a billion people.24 Over the long term, post-2100 horizon, 
it is not only temperature that is higher but all of the impacts increase markedly. The 
current agreed upon target by the international community is 2° C or around 450 ppm 
CO2. Yet current CO2 levels (400 ppm) have not been this high for 3 million years,25 
when sea levels were between 50 and 80 feet higher than today26 and then 15 million 
years ago,27 when sea levels were between 80 and 130 feet higher than today.28

The implications of this is that human beings are no longer historical agents acting 
out the human drama on the stage of the natural world.29 Nor is it adequate to simply 
add to this that we are biological agents immersed in the natural world with an interac-
tive relationship to the natural world; rather, we are geological agents, destabilizing 
planetary systems with effects that will play out on geological time scales of tens of 
thousands to possibly millions of years. It is for this reason that the International 
Commission on Stratigraphy is now going through a formal process of deciding 
whether human beings have pushed us out of the geological epoch in which civiliza-
tion emerged and developed (i.e. the Holocene, where CO2 levels were at 280 ppm) to 
a new era dominated by the influence of human beings (i.e. the Anthropocene).

While the Pontifical Academy of Sciences published a work entitled “Fate of 
Mountain Glaciers in the Anthropocene” by leading climate scientists, including the 
Nobel Prize-winning atmospheric chemist Paul Crutzen who proposed the concept of 
the Anthropocene, Laudato Si’ does not offer a sufficiently descriptive account of the 

http://dotearth.blogs.nytimes.com/2009/03/13/scientist-warming-could-cut-population-to-1-billion/?_r=0
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future to counteract the cultural focus on the relatively short term. The term “future” 
appears 29 times in LS, including references extending the common good (LS 159), 
solidarity (LS 159), and rights (LS 109) to future generations. Francis even seems to 
have a somewhat expansive sense of the future when he maintains that “the effects of 
climate change will be felt for a long time to come” (LS 170). Other times his language 
regarding the future is unspecified and open to interpretation as to whether he is think-
ing short term (2100) or long term (post 2100). This can be seen when he argues that 
the major tropical forests are important “for the entire earth and for the future of 
humanity” (LS 38) When LS speaks more specifically about the future, it defaults to 
this century: “if present trends continue, this century may well witness extraordinary 
climate change and an unprecedented destruction of ecosystems, with serious conse-
quences for all of us” (LS 24). Even more commonly, LS speaks of the future in terms 
of the effects on the next generation and children. In extending the common good to 
future generations LS quotes the Portuguese bishops: “the environment is part of the 
logic of receptivity. It is on loan to each generation, which must then hand it on to the 
next. An integral ecology is marked by this broader vision” (LS 159).30 The opening 
question of the subsequent paragraph, which was also the opening question (“at the 
heart of Laudato si’”)31 of the Vatican guide to the encyclical, asks, “what kind of 
world do we want to leave to those who come after us, to children who are now grow-
ing up?” (LS 160). While these excerpts speak of the next generation (our children), 
that same paragraph speaks of leaving an inhabitable planet to future generations.

This oscillation between an undetermined sense of the long-term future and the 
specificity of the next generation is understandable; yet, to expand the reaches of our 
imagination and to grasp the true extent and gravity of our actions we need to provide 
some definite markers to direct the eye of our imagination so that we can peer into the 
deep future. Let’s look at two possible markers. First, if CO2 levels reach 560 ppm, 
which they will on our current course by 2050, it could take up to 400,000 years for 
atmospheric CO2 levels and ocean chemistry to return to their present levels.32 If we 
think of a single generation as 25 years, then this is 16,000 generations. When readers 
of LS read “future generations” throughout the encyclical, I doubt they had this in 
mind. Second, let us look at coral reefs and mass extinctions in the Earth’s history. The 
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oceans absorb around 30% of our CO2 emissions, and this alters their chemistry 
(increasing acidity). As a result, it becomes difficult and at some point impossible for 
organisms to make their calcium carbonate skeletons, including coral reefs, which 
support 25% of the biodiversity in the oceans, and some phytoplankton. If the Paris 
Agreement carbon reduction commitments are realized through 2030 and go no fur-
ther in emissions reductions post-2030, then CO2 levels will likely rise to 675 ppm by 
2100.33 While atmospheric CO2 levels have been much higher in the Earth’s history, 
there is no known geological precedent for the “all-important rate of change.”34 Indeed, 
we are increasing CO2 levels 100 times faster than the Paleocene/Eocene extinction 
event 56 million years ago.35 According to work on mass extinctions by one of the 
most important researches in the history of the science of coral reefs, “there can be no 
evolutionary solution for such a rate of change.”36 A 600 ppm world37 with rates of 
change that we have seen over the past decades will likely commit the Earth “to a 
trajectory from which there will be no escape”38 as the world enters a sixth great mass 
extinction. The five preceding great mass extinctions “left the Earth without living 
reefs for at least four million years.”39 If we really squint deep into the future our 
actions could extend for four million years (i.e. 160,000 generations).

We must speak of specific time frames of human effects because a future that is not 
described in some way is a future that cannot be imagined. The sciences provide us 
some glimpse of the possible effects of our actions. There are, however, factors that 
inhibit a habitual intellectual connection to the deep future and a sense of responsibil-
ity to act justly in relation to that future.40 First, one of the great difficulties with look-
ing into the deep future is that it is “suffused with our absence”41 and “its very life 
emphasizes our helpless death.”42 The “power granted to humans by foresight is enor-
mous, but so is the cost.”43 Perhaps it is the denial of death that is a central dynamic in 
our present culture as we cram more and more into the present and are enchanted by 
the latest smartphone apps that allows us to reign supreme in an ever-narrower world, 
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  46.	 The super-volcano in Yellowstone National Park in Wyoming has had three cata-
clysmic eruptions over the past 2.1 million years. US Geological Survey, “Volcanic 
Hazards at Yellowstone,” http://volcanoes.usgs.gov/volcanoes/yellowstone/hazard_
summary.html.
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allowing us to anesthetize ourselves from our radical finitude and inevitable death. A 
death that is not here in the present, but is certainly sometime in the future. In this 
instance, the imagination is truncated by the fear of death.

Second, while some disciplines in the natural sciences expose us to the possible 
contours of the deep future, if one holds to a scientific worldview that sees the 
human being as an accident that came into being through chance, then there is no 
intrinsic teleological connection between human beings and the Earth. There is only 
an accidental material connection. Without such an intrinsic teleological connection 
the Earth of the deep future will appear alien and foreign to the human community 
and thus the imagination will resist contemplating such a future. The future of the 
Earth, without human interference, would include ice ages.44 It will also include 
continued continental drift that will likely lead over the next 50 million years to 
Africa colliding with Europe, while Australia (over the next 250 million years) will 
likely collide with Asia.45 Such movement of tectonic plates will produce countless 
earthquakes, tsunamis, and volcanic eruptions. There is also the possibility, even 
likelihood, over long periods of time for volcanic super-eruptions like the one 640,00 
years ago in what is today Yellowstone National Park46 that devastated an area 
around 10,000 km.47 Earth is also susceptible every 100,000–600,000 years to 
impacts from asteroids that are around 1 km in diameter, which today would likely 
kill tens of millions of people.48 Around every 100 million years asteroids 10 km in 
diameter, which was the size of the one that hit Mexico 65 million years ago and 
contributed to the extinction of the dinosaurs, strike the Earth and super-volcanoes 
with enough lava to cover a continent erupt.49 The Earth of the deep future does not 
appear as “our common home.” Without a sense of the future Earth as our common 
home, it is difficult to care for it.

Third, some scientific disciplines can introduce us to the deep future. Since they, 
however, understand themselves as being concerned with facts not values, they cannot 
give an adequate account of our responsibility for the deep future. In this case, science 
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  50.	 Where scientific materialism holds sway, science is not only inadequate in terms of pro-
viding an account of human responsibility but it is hostile to the very idea of human 
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comparison of methods, the discovery and exploration of boundaries of the two dis-
ciplines, and the comparison of doctrines and theories. The integrational relationship 
includes the possibility of theology and science informing each other directly such that 
“some sort of integration is possible between the content of theology and the content 
of science.” See Ian G. Barbour, Religion and Science: Historical and Contemporary 
Issues (San Francisco: HarperCollins, 1997) 98. The interchange between the findings of 
the sciences and the content of theology should be such that scientific disciplines allow 
each of the dialogue partners, in the words of John Paul II, “to become not less itself 
but more itself.” This will allow “for a common interactive relationship in which each 
discipline retains its integrity and yet is radically open to the discoveries and insights 
of the other.” See John Paul II, “Letter to the Reverend George V. Coyne SJ, Director 
of the Vatican Observatory,” in Physics, Philosophy, and Theology: A Common Quest 
for Understanding, ed. Robert J. Russell, William R. Stoeger, and George V. Coyne,  
(Vatican Observatory, Vatican City State: Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 1988) M8–M9. In 
this article, the discoveries of climate science reveal the possible long-term effects of our 
present actions. These scientific discoveries push the boundaries of common theological 
ways of imagining and ethically relating to the future (dialogical relationship). These sci-
entific insights can also be integrated (integrational relationship) to inform our theologi-
cal imagination such that the horizon in which theologians reflect upon human beings’ 
ethical relationship to the future can be expanded. My treatment of the deep future allows 
the sciences to inform theology such that theology can “become more itself” without 
reducing the content of theology to the findings of the sciences, for disciplines must 
retain their integrity. These same scientific findings reveal the boundaries of the scien-
tific enterprise (dialogical relationship). While the sciences can describe some of the 
basic contours of the deep future, they can neither respond to the factors that inhibit our 
imagining the deep future nor can they offer an account of the responsibility of human 
beings for their actions that will set in motion effects that will change the course of the 
deep future.

  52.	 Catriona McKinnon, Climate Change and Future Justice: Precaution, Compensation, 
and Triage, Routledge Issues in Contemporary Political Theory (New York: Routledge, 
2012) 41.

allows for the possibility of imagining the deep future, but does not provide adequate 
grounds50 for responsibility for the deep future.51

Fourth, while many philosophies maintain that human beings are free, many strug-
gle to give an account of acting justly in relation to future generations; for “the bête 
noire of any theoretical approach that includes future generations as recipients of jus-
tice”52 is the non-identity problem. Though this problem has many formulations the 
core of the problem rests on the fact that if causality was just slightly changed in the 
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past, you and I would not exist. Thus in looking to the future, the particular people who 
come into existence “can have no complaint against us that we have harmed them 
through our choices, because if we had acted differently they would not have existed 
at all, and it is always better to exist than not to exist: there is no way other than the 
way we in fact acted which would have caused the existence of the future people with 
the putative complaint against us.”53 Such a view lessons the sense of intergenerational 
justice. In this case, human freedom is preserved, but there is a reduced sense of ethical 
responsibility for future generations.

Fifth, while Christianity also has a strong sense of human responsibility, and it has 
resources to respond to these problems concerning the future, there are elements of 
Christianity that have been interpreted in a way that diminishes human responsibility 
for future generations. For instance, 49% of Americans (43% of Catholics) think the 
severity of recent natural disasters are signs of the end times as described by the Bible 
and not evidence of climate change.54 Such an interpretation of the apocalyptic texts in 
the New Testament tends to distance human beings from their responsibility for the 
unfolding climate crisis. Respondents not only distanced themselves from their 
responsibility for the climate crisis, but they also appeared to distance themselves 
from the gravity of their choices; for, 39% of Americans, including 61% of Hispanic 
Catholics and 38% of white Catholics, believe God would intercede to prevent humans 
from destroying the Earth.55 In this case, there is no opening up to the deep future and 
there is a diminished sense of responsibility.

In light of this problematic situation, I will not identify all of the theological 
resources to respond to these factors; rather, the central question that I will address is, 
How can we bring together systematically (albeit somewhat schematically) the doc-
trines of creation, incarnation, eschatology, and providence in order to begin to address 
these factors that inhibit our imagining and taking responsibility for our actions whose 
effects will extend into the deep future?

In part one I have described the problematic situation from which I have formulated 
the question for inquiry. In part two I will first begin with Christology and argue for the 
intrinsic teleological connection between creation and the incarnation. Second, I will 
turn to the New Testament teaching concerning Jesus’ inauguration of the reign and 
kingdom of God. The treatment of the inauguration of the kingdom of God, with its 
already-but-not-yet character, sets up the third moment of part two where I will show 
the intrinsic teleological connection between the incarnation, and by extension the doc-
trine of creation, with the eschaton. Establishing the intrinsic teleological connection 
between creation, incarnation, and the eschaton will allow creation, and by extension 
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what we have learned about creation through the sciences, to inform the not-yet charac-
ter of the coming kingdom of God (eschatology). Part two responds to the first three 
factors that diminish our sense of the deep future. First, it addresses the fear of death by 
articulating the grounds for Christian hope; namely, that the reign and kingdom of God 
was inaugurated in Christ and will be fully realized in the eschaton through the sover-
eignty of a loving God. Second, it responds to the problem (factor two) of the lack of a 
connection between human beings and the future of the Earth with its dynamics that 
seem alien to the human community. Third, it elucidates the scriptural understanding 
that the coming of the kingdom requires a decisive response from human beings, which 
together with the resurrection (as the clearest sign of the inauguration of the reign and 
kingdom of God) shows the significance of human free choice. This begins to respond 
to those factors dealing with human responsibility (i.e. factors three, four, and five). 
Part three will further strengthen the grounds for Christian hope by showing how it is 
possible for God to realize God’s kingdom despite the capacity for human beings to 
frustrate God’s will in individual instances. Part three will respond to the third factor 
(no account of human freedom and responsibility) and fourth factor (an insufficient 
account of acting justly in relation to the future) by articulating an account of divine 
providence that shows how human beings enter into the eternal plan of providence and 
participate in the realization of God’s kingdom of universal peace and justice. This 
account of divine providence will also address the fifth factor inhibiting opening up to 
and taking responsibility for the deep future; namely, an understanding of God’s sover-
eignty that diminishes the causality of created natures. Without a sense of the integrity 
of created natures, the religious imagination will not be open to the possibility of the 
unfolding of life on Earth into deep time and the possibility of human beings having 
responsibility (to some extent) for the direction this unfolding takes.

Opening Our Imaginations to the Deep Future: Creation, 
Incarnation and Eschatology

Jesus’ full humanity, “like us in all things but sin” (Heb 4:15, NRSV), is reaffirmed in the 
Council of Chalcedon. The full humanity of Jesus indicates that Jesus is a part of the 
history of the human community and the history of the natural world (the Earth’s history) 
and by extension the history of the cosmos. The Council also affirmed that Jesus pos-
sessed two natures—divine and human—in one person, the person of the Logos. To hold 
onto the unity (one person, the person of the Logos) and plurality (two natures—divine 
and human) of Christ, the plurality must be grounded in a prior unity. For a plurality can-
not ground a unity. In order for there to be a unity in plurality, “the plurality must be seen 
as plural moments arising from a single being, for a subsequent conjunction of elements 
existing separately on their own cannot form an essential unity.”56 The plurality of 
natures in Christ is grounded in the prior unity of the Logos; namely, in the active 
potency, which is grounded in God’s pure actuality, of the Logos to empty itself in 



Deep Responsibility for the Deep Future	 447

  57.	 This understanding of the purpose of the incarnation is indebted to Karl Rahner. See 
Karl Rahner, “Christology within an Evolutionary View of the World,” Theological 
Investigations V: Later Writings, trans. Karl H. Kruger (New York: Seabury, 1975) 184–
92. The dominant tradition in the West has held that the purpose of the Incarnation was 
to blot out the sin incurred from the fall of Adam and Eve (e.g., see Thomas Aquinas, 
Summa Theologiae III q. 1, a. 3). Nevertheless another explanation, stemming from the 
early Greek patristic authors and culminating in the theology of Duns Scotus (d. 1308), 
held otherwise. For Scotus, “the Incarnation represents not a divine response to a human 
need for salvation but instead the divine intention from all eternity to raise human nature 
to the highest point of glory by uniting it with divine nature.” See Ilia Delio, “Revisiting 
the Franciscan Doctrine of Christ,” Theological Studies 64 (2003) 3–23 at 9, who also 
covers the history of this alternative understanding.

  58.	 Mark Saucy, The Kingdom of God in the Teaching of Jesus in 20th Century Theology 
(Dallas: Word, 1997) 254.

  59.	 Donald Senior, “Reign of God,” in Joseph A. Komonchak, Mary Collins, and Dermot A. 
Lane, eds., The New Dictionary of Theology (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical, 1990) 851–61 
at 856.

another (i.e. humanity) while remaining divine. In light of the doctrine of the Trinity we 
cannot say that the reality of three persons diminishes the oneness of God; rather, we 
must say the plurality of persons is constitutive of the perfected unity or oneness of God. 
Similarly in light of the doctrine of the incarnation we cannot say the infinite and immu-
table divine Logos’s becoming human suggests that the divine Logos is less perfect; 
rather, the possibility of the Logos becoming human is indicative of the height of God’s 
perfection. The condition of the possibility of the unity of the created and uncreated 
natures of Christ is grounded in the perfection of the Logos. Since this possibility of the 
unity of God and a human being is grounded in the perfection of the Logos and was 
willed by God and realized in the incarnation, we must say there is an intrinsic unity 
between the distinct orders of creation, God giving a finite gift other than God (though 
this gift participates in a limited way in God’s infinite act of existence), and redemption 
(God giving God’s self). Since this possibility of the unity of divine and human natures 
is grounded in the perfection of the Logos, creation finds its ground in the higher possi-
bility of God giving God’s self. In addition, if God is self-communicative in God’s self 
(as revealed in the doctrine of the Trinity), then it is more theologically coherent to hold 
that the sufficient (not necessary) reason for God creating is in order to realize the higher 
possibility of God giving God’s self.57 In adopting this position we maintain an intrinsic 
teleological connection between creation and the incarnation because the purpose or end 
(the telos) of God creating is God communicating God’s self.

Jesus Inaugurating the Reign and Kingdom of God 

There is a “wide consensus in biblical scholarship that the kingdom of God was the 
overarching theme of the historical Jesus and the Bible in general.”58 The coming of 
God’s reign and kingdom was the centerpiece of Jesus’ ministry, with the expression 
“reign of God” occurring 150 times in the New Testament.59 Even though the “specific 
term ‘kingdom’ or ‘reign of God’ is a New Testament formulation, the notions 
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underlying this concept of God’s ultimate sovereignty have deep roots within biblical 
history and the Hebrew Scriptures.”60 It is a metaphor that expresses “God’s sover-
eignty over every aspect of Israel’s life. God’s saving acts in history, God’s creation 
and sustaining of the world, God’s lordship over the nations, God’s promise of ulti-
mate salvation and peace—all of these are expressed in the metaphor of God’s reign.”61 
The failure of Israel’s kings to bring freedom, peace, and flourishing led in post-exilic 
theology to an eschatological hope in God’s rule such that “what had not and could not 
be achieved by human effort would be finally accomplished by God’s own interven-
tion.”62 This eschatological shift was central for the New Testament use of the 
metaphor.

In the New Testament, Jesus is the proleptic inbreaking of the kingdom of God. 
Through Jesus’ ministry the kingdom is at hand (Mark 1:14–15), has come upon us 
(Matt 12:28; Luke 11:20), is in our midst (Luke 10:7–11; 17:20). The healings, exor-
cisms, and the preaching of the good news to the poor and marginalized are signs that 
the reign and kingdom of God is present in Jesus (e.g. Matt 11:4–5). They reveal that 
the kingdom is not simply about the interior life of the person, but “the physical condi-
tion of the human body and nature itself.”63 Establishing the reign and kingdom of God 
“means the transformation not only of the human heart but of the oppressive social 
structures that dehumanize and exclude the poor and defenseless from participation in 
the family of Israel.”64 Indeed, the reign and kingdom of God is “characterized by 
forgiveness and reconciliation, by universal justice and peace.”65

The coming of the reign of God in Jesus is a free gift of God that provokes a response: 
“the time [kairos] is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come near; repent, and believe 
in the good news” (Mark 1:14–15; Matt 4:17). It is the divinely given opportunity that 
ushers in an urgent and decisive moment that can provoke a crisis because it demands a 
conversion, a change of one’s life in response to the gift of the reign of God (Matt 13:44 
–46). Contained within this decisive moment is God’s judgment, and a failure to be 
attentive to and discern the inbreaking of God’s reign and kingdom and to respond to it 
appropriately will lead to reproach and death (Matt 13:47–50; 25:1–13, 31–46).

These texts that announce the imminent presence and “already” character of the 
reign and kingdom of God in Jesus must, however, be held in a dialectical tension with 
other sayings and parables of Jesus which suggest that the reign and kingdom of God is 
a future event. The parables of Jesus, as Joachim Jeremias argued, reveal that in Jesus 
the kingdom is present, but the kingdom has not been definitively realized. The para-
bles of the mustard seed, the leaven, the sower, and the patient husbandsman all “looked 
forward to the future culmination of something begun in the present.”66 In addition, the 
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not-yet character of the reign and kingdom of God is revealed in the Lord’s Prayer, 
when Jesus prays for the coming of God’s kingdom (“Thy Kingdom come,” see Luke 
11:2–4; Matt 6:10).67 Furthermore, “judgment parables such as Matt 13:24–30 (see also 
13:36–43 and 24–25) project the consummation of the reign of God as future event.”68 
The apocalyptic discourses in the synoptic Gospels (Mark 13; Matt 24–25; Luke 17, 
21) refer to the last days “when God breaks into history and brings about a new heaven 
and a new earth.”69 After all, “it is God’s kingdom to bring, and we can only pray for its 
coming (“Thy Kingdom come”) and look forward to it in hope.”70 There is then an 
“already now, but not yet” character to the kingdom of God.

As transcendent and future, the kingdom of God is incomprehensible. As those 
texts that emphasize the immanent character of the reign of God in Jesus have a 
heightened sense of the kairos—the decisive moment where a decision must be 
made—the apocalyptic texts which reveal the end time events also counsel an escha-
tological expectation where one must be vigilant and follow the way of the Lord lest 
“he finds you asleep when he comes suddenly” (Mark 13:36; Matt 24:43–44; Luke 
12:39–40). This is because “there are not two different kinds of reign proclaimed by 
Jesus but only the one same rule manifesting itself in his presence and then appear-
ing on a cosmic scale.”71 It is “impossible to dissociate the realization of the basileia 
in the present from the person of Jesus and, in so far as there exists an indissoluble 
connection between the dawn of God’s reign and its coming to full manifestation in 
glory, the significance of Jesus for the perfect kingdom is evident.”72 Thus while 
there is in Jesus’ bringing of the kingdom a distinction between past, present, and 
future, there is continuity. Jesus is the Messiah that was anticipated in the past, the 
one through whom the reign and kingdom of God has entered and reigns in history 
(present), and the one through whom the final consummation of the universe will be 
realized in the future.

For early Christians,

the conviction that the world would be transformed and that they would reign with the risen 
Jesus in glory gave them a horizon of hope against which they could interpret their present 
sufferings, and the insistence on constant vigilance helped them to find significance and 
ethical direction in their actions in the present.73



450	 Theological Studies 77(2)

  74.	 Jeannine Hill Fletcher, “Eschatology,” in Systematic Theology: Roman Catholic 
Perspectives, ed. Francis Schüssler Fiorenza and John Galvin (Minneapolis, MN: 
Fortress, 2011) 621–51 at 641.

  75.	 Harrington, Kingdom of God 512.
  76.	 Ibid.
  77.	 Harrington, “Kingdom of God” 510.
  78.	 Luke Timothy Johnson, Living Jesus: Learning the Heart of the Gospel (New York: 

Harper Collins, 1999) 17.

And, “in contemporary eschatology, the theme of continuity not only writes forward 
the future, but also calls Christians to transform the present on the basis of the telos for 
which they hope.”74 The proper response to the inbreaking of the kingdom and the gift 
of the reign of God, is to participate in the dynamism of the kingdom of God through 
accepting Christ’s call to transform the lives of individuals and the social institutions 
and structures that oppress and alienate them. While “the future kingdom of God pro-
vides the horizon and goal for Christian action in the present . . . it remains God’s 
prerogative to bring it in its fullness. We do not bring it or build it up.”75 Yet, “like John 
the Baptist, Christians can look toward, prepare for, suffer for (see Matt 11:12; Col 
1:24; Mark 13:20), and remove obstacles from the coming kingdom.”76 Reconciling 
God as the bringer of the kingdom, yet holding onto the significance of human actions 
and our responsibility, will be the subject matter of the final section of this article.

Creation and Eschatology: Implications for the Resurrection of the Body.  We have seen 
continuity between the messianic expectation of Jesus, Jesus inaugurating the reign 
and kingdom of God, and the unfolding of the reign and kingdom of God until it 
reaches its fullness in the Parousia. Now let us reflect on the resurrection as the “most 
dramatic sign of the inauguration or presence of God’s kingdom.”77 The resurrection 
accounts reveal that the new heaven and new earth is not a realm discontinuous with 
our embodied selves and our particular histories. The discontinuity is expressed by 
Jesus appearing behind closed doors (John 20:26) and even locked doors (John 20:19), 
suddenly vanishing (Luke 24:31), transcending the limits of time in being present to 
the end of the age (Matt 28:20), being carried up into heaven (Luke 24:51). These texts 
reveal that the resurrected Jesus “now shares God’s own capacity to be present in a 
way more instant and immediate than is possible to any merely mortal body, whose 
spirit is confined by the limits of physical capability and location.”78 In light of this 
new capacity, Jesus has to show his disciples that it really is himself (continuity). He 
has to demonstrate to them that he is not a ghost “for a ghost does not have flesh and 
bones as you see that I have” (Luke 24:39). He does this by showing them his hands 
and feet that carry the wounds of his crucifixion (Luke 24:40; John 20:27).

The implication that the resurrected Jesus bears the wounds of his crucifixion also 
suggests that Jesus’ history and the objective patterns and social relationships of his 
context have eternal significance. For Jesus bears the deformities of the social and 
political context of his time. The whole history of Jesus’ abandonment, betrayal, pas-
sion, and death find their culmination in his crucified body (his disciples fall asleep in 
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his hour of need, they abandon him, Peter denies him, the chief priests and elders hand 
him over to the Roman governor of Judea, who oppressively occupies Jerusalem, who 
then crucifies him according to Roman law). This history, whose marks remain on the 
body of the resurrected Jesus, is part of the identity of the resurrected Jesus. While the 
deformities of those systems and the choices of those who capitulated to these systems 
are eternally marked on the resurrected Jesus because of the redemptive power of the 
Father, those choices are not ultimate; they are redeemed. This redemptive power is 
demonstrated in how Jesus greets his disciples, who abandoned him in the garden of 
Gethsemane, not with condemnation, but with peace (Luke 24:36; John 20:26). There 
is continuity between the present unfolding kingdom and its fullness not only in its 
privations and negations, but also in its positive aspects. This redemptive power medi-
ated through Christ in his resurrected body gathers the disciples together after they 
scattered and abandoned Jesus in the garden, not as a group huddled behind closed or 
locked doors, but as a group joined in faith, hope, and love missioned to spread the 
good news of Christ to the world (Matt 28:19–20). This group (the church) is the 
embodied effect and sacramentalization of Christ’s redemptive power. The resurrected 
body not only bears the marks of his crucifixion, but becomes an aspect of the means 
for mediating Christ’s redemptive power in the present and into the future.

Following Paul’s argument (that if Christ is raised, then the followers of Christ will be 
raised [1 Cor 15: 12–58]), and the subsequent development of the doctrine of the resur-
rection of the body, we can argue that our histories and the objective patterns and social 
relationships in the past, present, and into the deep future have eternal significance. The 
eternal significance of our choices and histories does not negate the notion of the final 
definitive bringing of the new kingdom; rather, it simply indicates that there is a continu-
ity between our embodied self (and by extension the created world), our history, and the 
final eschatological fulfillment. The resurrection accounts are not only an analogue for the 
eternal significance of our choices, but because it is a resurrection of the body they pro-
vide further evidence for the continuity between creation and eschatology.

Unity of Creation, Incarnation, and Eschatology and the Expansion of 
the Christian Imagination 

This section will bring together the various threads of the argument of part two to  
create theological conditions for the opening up of the imagination to the deep future. 
There is not only an ontological unity between creation and the incarnation, but there is 
also an intrinsic teleological connection between creation and the incarnation because, 
as I have argued, the purpose of creation is incarnation. The effect of God communicat-
ing God’s self in the life, death, and resurrection of Christ is the inauguration of the 
kingdom of God. If Christ inaugurates the kingdom, then there must be a unity between 
the Christ event in history and the eschatological Christ event. If the unity between 
creation, incarnation, and ultimate fulfillment is real it cannot simply be concerned with 
thematic connections between theological doctrines; rather, there  must be an ontologi-
cal unity. If a plurality cannot ground a unity, then the ontological unity between the 
humanity and divinity of the incarnate Christ and the eschatological Christ must be 



452	 Theological Studies 77(2)

  79.	 I have drawn upon the resurrection as the primary revelatory analogue for holding onto 
the eternal significance of human free choice. Here I will return to this analogue to illu-
minate our thinking about creation and eschatology.

  80.	 I am assuming here that the Christ’s passion was a contingent event. It was necessary that 
Jesus die, but the manner of his death was not necessary. More precisely, the Father did 
not will Jesus’ crucifixion; otherwise, we end up with a rather awful doctrine of God.

  81.	 This insight of using the death and resurrection of Jesus as a model to deal with the end 
of earth comes from Denis Edwards, How God Acts: Creation, Redemption, and Special 
Divine Action (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress, 2010) 157. My argument for the unity of crea-
tion, incarnation, and eschatology was arrived at independently of Denis Edwards; yet, in 
consulting Edwards’s work on the question of the end of the earth I noticed that he makes 
a similar argument to mine.

  82.	 Each of these terrible human and naturally caused events could bring down civilization 
but would be unlikely to cause human extinction. Earth’s history shows us that life on 
earth is remarkably resilient.

grounded in the Logos. The new creation in the eschaton cannot be added on from out-
side, but creation must have the potentiality to be transformed from within; otherwise, 
there would neither be a real unity between the divinity of the Logos and a human 
nature in the incarnation, nor would there be a unity between the resurrected Jesus and 
his body. There is then an ontological unity between creation, incarnation, and the 
eschaton, which is grounded in the active potentiality of the Logos. The Logos is the 
one through whom all things come into existence, the one who in becoming fully human 
while remaining fully God is the absolute self-revelation of God in history in his life, 
death, and resurrection, and the one through whom all things reach their ultimate fulfill-
ment. The incarnation, then, is the proleptic final cause of God creating. The final cause 
is the realization of the kingdom of God, where God will be all in all (1 Cor 15:28). 
Here we see a teleological connection between creation, incarnation, and the eschaton.

The teleological connection between creation, incarnation, and the eschaton does 
not mean the fulfillment of creation comes as a result of a steady evolution of the 
Earth’s history and cosmic history. If we return to the resurrection as the primary rev-
elatory analogue for the eschaton, then we see that the resurrection came out of a 
catastrophe.79 Jesus’ life did not unfold according to nature’s course such that Jesus 
died in bed at the end of a long life; rather, he was arrested, scourged, crowned with 
thorns, and crucified. This was an abrupt and violent death;80 yet, God brought new 
life through the resurrection in the context of its abrupt and violent end.81 This means 
that God can realize God’s kingdom in the context of catastrophe. That catastrophe can 
be at human hands, as happened to Jesus. In our age the catastrophe from human hands 
can come from a full-scale nuclear war or rapid high CO2 human-induced climate 
change (as is happening now). An abrupt catastrophe could also come about, as we 
have seen, through natural causes like super-volcanoes or asteroid impacts.82 These are 
all instances of relatively abrupt changes initiated by human beings or natural causes 
that God would respond to as God responded to the contingent event of Jesus’ death 
by crucifixion with resurrection. These are not events initiated by God, though God, in 
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fidelity to the intelligibility of God’s creatures, could permit them.83 The apocalyptic 
texts of the Gospels counsel an eschatological expectation of vigilance in following 
the way of the Lord, lest “he find you asleep when he comes suddenly” (Mark 13:36; 
Matt 24:43–44; Luke 12:39–40). These texts are envisioning God coming suddenly 
not in response to catastrophic events initiated by creatures, but solely on God’s terms. 
And while we must be open to God bringing the full realization of the kingdom of God 
at any time, the vigilance to the reign of God in our time requires a greater attention to 
the effects on “the least” (Matt 25:31–46) in the deep future. In our age of unfolding 
ecological catastrophe, in order to be true to the kairos, the decisive moment of the 
decision for or against God and God’s kingdom, we must see it not only in terms of our 
choices in relation to others in the here and now, but more importantly those in the 
deep future who will experience the most profound effects of our actions. It is only if 
we allow creation (now illuminated by climate science) to inform eschatology that we 
can truly take possession of this decisive moment.

Let us examine how creation can inform eschatology. The argument for the onto-
logical unity and teleological connection between creation, incarnation, and the 
eschaton must be brought to bear on the not-yet character of the kingdom of God. If 
there is a unity between creation, incarnation, and the eschaton, and if God creates in 
order to communicate God’s self, then the unfolding of creation is necessary for God’s 
self-communication. In creation creatures share in the perfection of existence (and as 
such creatures have an intrinsic value), and even more importantly creation is the con-
dition of the possibility of God communicating God’s self to those creatures who are 
in their graced natures open to the infinite. We cannot know the day or hour and we 
must avoid a vision of pure continuity where the eschaton simply arrives at the end of 
a long evolutionary progression of Earth and the universe such that eschatology is 
reduced to a developmental reading of cosmology. We must, however, be open to the 
possibility that God’s purpose for human beings as earthlings involves the long unfold-
ing of life. First we should be open to this possibility on theological grounds. The tri-
une God is self-communicative in God’s self. If God creates in order to give God’s 
self, then it is fitting that creation will be ordered84 for God to communicate God’s self 
abundantly with creatures. This might come about through the emergence of created 
spirits to whom God communicates God’s self through the Incarnation of the Word 
and the sending of the Spirit on millions or billions of planets over the long history of 
the cosmos. This might also come about through the long history of the Earth. That is 
to say that, despite the possible catastrophes in the deep future of the Earth leading up 
to the ultimate catastrophe of the wiping out of all life when the sun becomes a red 
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World on the Edge: How to Prevent Environmental and Economic Collapse (New York: 
Norton, 2011) 12.

  86.	 Harrington, “Kingdom of God” 512.
  87.	 The reason I draw exclusively on John Wright’s work to treat the question of the third 

part is fourfold. First, Wright grounds his work in Scripture. His theological treatment 
of providence comes out of his examination of Scripture. Second, his examination of 

giant, we should be open to the possibility that part of the order of creation is that life 
is resilient because the ultimate purpose of life is the self-communication of God. 
Second, we should be open to this possibility on scientific grounds. We see in Earth’s 
history that while life on Earth can go through unimaginable catastrophes (five great 
mass extinctions) life is amazingly resilient and is very difficult to wipe out in its 
entirety.85 Though human beings are relatively new in the Earth’s history, we should 
be open to the resiliency of human beings (especially because of human intelligence) 
and thus to the possibility that threats to the future of the Earth are not likely to destroy 
all life on Earth or wipe out all human beings. This is not to diminish our responsibil-
ity. Ultimately it should heighten our responsibility by allowing theological principles 
from the doctrine of God coupled with the book of nature, as disclosed by the natural 
sciences, to inform (not determine) our eschatology so that our eschatology does not 
truncate our imagination, but rather opens it up so that we come to terms with the kai-
ros of the reign of God, which is at the heart of eschatology.

Divine Providence and Deep Responsibility

While the continuity between our history and the resurrection reveals the significance 
of our choices, “it remains,” in the words of Daniel Harrington, “God’s prerogative to 
bring it [the kingdom of God] in its fullness. We do not bring it or build it up.”86 How 
do we hold together the reality and eternal significance of our choices (our deep respon-
sibility), yet hold that God is the bringer of the kingdom? If God brings the kingdom 
and we do not build the kingdom up, aren’t our choices superfluous? Do we not lose all 
sense of the decisive moment (kairos) and character of our choices? In addressing these 
questions in part three, I will first ground my reflections in the Scriptures; for in order 
to preserve the reality and significance of human free choice the central biblical theme 
of the kingdom of God should not be viewed in isolation; rather, it must be informed by 
other biblical themes and the divine–human dialogue revealed in Scripture. Second, I 
will sketch a theology of providence that is faithful to the biblical themes and addresses 
the central questions of this section. Both aspects of the providence section draw exclu-
sively upon the work of the late John H. Wright, SJ.87
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Scripture is based not on a few selected passages, but on an examination of all the texts in 
the Old and New Testaments. Third, Wright overcomes a central problematic assumption 
that runs through the whole history of theology; namely, that God’s sovereign providence 
requires that God’s election or decrees cannot be frustrated in individual instances. For 
those who grounded God’s sovereignty in God’s foreknowledge (patristic authors prior 
to Augustine, Molina, etc.), this assumption led to a philosophical contradiction; namely, 
God knowing what free creatures would do in every possible set of circumstances (i.e. free 
conditioned futures) before any actual divine decree (i.e. antecedent to God’s knowing 
what God will actually will to communicate). For those who grounded God’s sovereignty 
in God’s will (e.g., Augustine after 396, Bañez, and others) this assumption created philo-
sophical and theological problems; namely, it eviscerated human freedom and responsi-
bility and negatively altered the understanding of God’s wisdom, goodness, and justice. 
Wright overcomes this impasse by having the notion of the communal character of God’s 
end inform the notion of the infallibility of God’s governance. This allows for the frus-
tration of God’s plan in individual instances without frustrating God’s ultimate purpose. 
It also opens up fruitful possibilities for understanding God providence in relationship 
to chance among human and nonhuman causes. See also Elizabeth Johnson’s work on 
chance and providence, which provides a helpful compliment to the possibilities opened 
up by Wright’s work: Elizabeth A. Johnson, “Does God Play Dice? Divine Providence and 
Chance,” Theological Studies 57 (1996) 3–18; Johnson, Ask the Beasts, 160–80. Fourth, 
Wright makes a crucial contribution to the understanding of primary and secondary cau-
sality. Aquinas set a wide metaphysical framework in his understanding of God as the 
primary cause that creates, sustains, and applies creatures to act according to their natures. 
Domingo Bañez (d. 1604) and Luis de Molina (d. 1600) tried to further explain how this 
was possible in reference to free creatures, and their fierce debate (the de auxiliis contro-
versy) was never adequately resolved and prompted Jean Daniélou to regard the impasse 
as a sign that we are dealing with the mystery of God. See Jean Daniélou, God and the 
Ways of Knowing, trans. Walter Roberts (Cleveland, OH: World, 1957) 89. Wright argued 
that this impasse did not mean we had reached the limits of what could be said; rather, 
he argued that Molina and Bañez had posed a false problem. In contemporary philoso-
phy of religion the terms of the Bañez and Molina controversy are still being debated, 
though in the key of analytical philosophy, and in the science and theology conversa-
tions John Polkinghorne and Arthur Peacocke argue that without a further explanation the 
notions of primary and secondary causation are mere assertions. See John Polkinghorne, 
“The Metaphysics of Divine Action,” in Robert John Russell, Nancey Murphy, and Arthur 
Peacocke, eds., Chaos and Complexity: Scientific Perspectives on Divine Action (Vatican 
Observatory, Vatican City Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 1997) 147–56 at 150. David Burrell 
has brilliantly argued for the distinction between the uncreated primary cause and the cre-
ated secondary causes to overcome the tendency in modern thought to pit God’s freedom 
in opposition to human freedom in a “zero-sum game” and to show the incompatibility 
of the dominant possible worlds ontologies in analytical philosophy of religion, in which 

Scriptural Foundations for the Doctrine of Providence

In his two-volume work Divine Providence in the Bible: Meeting the Living and the 
True God, Wright reviews the whole of Scripture to discover the “biblical teaching 
about God as Lord of nature and Lord of history, and about the interaction of divine 
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God is conceived as a demiurge, with medieval Jewish, Christian, and Muslim under-
standings of God as Creator. Yet, Wright goes an important step further than Burrell in 
his understanding of the creature entering into the intentional structure of God’s causative 
knowledge. This is a crucial insight that preserves the transcendence of God (primary 
cause) and the integrity of created activity (secondary causes). These insights of Wright as 
I have brought them to bear upon the question of the third part of this article allow us to 
understand God as the bringer of the kingdom of God without diminishing the reality and 
significance of human free choice. See David B. Burrell, CSC, Knowing the Unknowable 
God (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame, 1986); David B. Burrell,  Freedom and 
Creation in Three Traditions (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame, 1993).

  88.	 John H. Wright, Divine Providence in the Bible: Meeting the Living and True God—
Volume I: Old Testament (New York: Paulist, 2009) 7 (hereafter cited as Old Testament).

  89.	 Ibid. 73; Wright is quoting Isa 14:26–27.
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Testament Against its Environment (London: SCM, 1950) 53.

and human freedom in accomplishing God’s purpose in the world.”88 Wright discovers 
four themes that are crucial to a proper understanding of the eternal plan of provi-
dence: the omnipotence and infallibility of the divine government, the frustration of 
God’s plan in the face of free human resistance, the adaptability that characterizes 
God’s dealings with human beings, and the collective and communal quality of God’s 
purpose and the means for attaining God’s purpose.

Wright’s analysis reveals how these themes appear over and over in all of the texts 
of Scripture from the earliest tradition of the Pentateuch through the New Testament. I 
will simply provide one example for each theme to help illustrate the meaning of the 
theme. The first theme of the omnipotence and infallibility of the divine government 
abounds in Scripture. For instance, First Isaiah (Isa 14:26–27) reveals that God will 
realize God’s universal purpose: “This is the plan that is planned concerning the whole 
earth; . . . For the Lord of hosts has planned, and who will annul it? His hand is stretched 
out, and who will turn it back?”89 The second theme of the frustration of God’s plan in 
the face of free human resistance is illustrated in Luke 7:29–30: “But by refusing to be 
baptized by him [John], the Pharisees and the lawyers rejected God’s purpose for them-
selves.”90 The third crucial theme for a proper understanding of divine providence is the 
adaptability that characterizes God’s dealings with human beings.91 The Yahwist source 
in Genesis 3 “attempts to tell how human history became a history of sin,”92 but also 
“shows God’s radical response of mercy to this sinfulness by situating the call of 
Abraham in Genesis 12 against the dark background of primeval wickedness, espe-
cially the universal pride of the story of the Tower of Babel.”93 The election of Israel 
can be understood as God’s response to the plight of human beings.94 The final biblical 
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theme that will be particularly significant for a proper understanding of divine provi-
dence is the collective or communal quality “both in the end aimed at by God’s domin-
ion of the world and in the means ordered to this end.”95 It is not that God saves 
individuals and they make up the kingdom; rather, the kingdom is something that the 
faithful enter into (Matt 5:20; 7:21; 18:3; 19:23–24; Mark 9:47; 10:23–25; Luke 18:25; 
John 3:5) and has been prepared for them from the beginning (Matt 25:34). The king-
dom is not “an inevitable but incidental consequence of having many individuals attain 
salvation”;96 rather, “the constitution of the kingdom is primary; the individual by his 
fidelity to God’s call can guarantee his entrance into this kingdom.”97 It is by being 
incorporated into the community of believers that “one gains fellowship with God and 
with God’s Son Jesus Christ.”98

There is amidst these four themes an identifiable pattern of interaction between 
God and creation (a dialogue) that is repeated over and over in the whole Bible. This 
pattern of divine–human interaction is typified by three moments: (1) God’s absolute, 
free divine initiative in creation and redemption; (2) human beings’ free response, in 
obedience and faith or sin and unbelief; (3) God’s response to the human response, in 
a judgment of blessing or condemnation.99

Constructing a Theology of Divine Providence

The perfect, supreme, and necessary divine self-communication is the self-communi-
cation in the inner life of God. It is of the very nature of God “to pour over into two 
supreme eternal acts of self-communication of the perfection of its nature, first from 
the Father to the Son, then from the Father and Son together to the Holy Spirit: the 
procession of the Son or Logos according to self-knowledge, and the procession of the 
Holy Spirit according to self-love.”100 God in knowing God’s self and in rejoicing in 
God’s self knows God’s being, not only as God’s proper perfection, but as able to be 
shared with others. In God’s choice to share God’s perfection in a particular way the 
divine will is joined to the idea of a possible universe in the divine intellect and gives 
to this idea an inclination or order to an external effect.101 This intelligible order that 
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eternally exists in the divine intellect that the divine will has freely chosen is what we 
mean by the eternal plan of providence. The three aspects of the eternal plan of provi-
dence distinguish God’s knowledge and determination of all that will be possible in 
this universe (antecedent plan) from God’s causative knowledge of those possibilities 
that will actually be realized in this universe (consequent plan) as conditioned by the 
choices of free creatures and God’s response to those choices as God realizes God’s 
purpose of a society of the blessed united with God in vision, love, and joy concomi-
tant with the transformation of the created world such that God will be all in all (divine 
purpose).

Divine Purpose.  The divine purpose concerns the ultimate purpose, or end, of God’s 
creative and redemptive activity. The purpose or final cause of God’s creative and 
redemptive activity is union with God in the kingdom of God and the proleptic final 
cause is the self-communication of God in the missions of the Son and the Spirit. 
The divine purpose cannot be spoken of as if God takes a risk in creating and that 
God’s ultimate purpose could finally be frustrated. The scriptural insistence upon 
the omnipotence and infallibility of the divine government are grounded in the 
purpose that God intends to realize in the created order and in God’s exhaustive 
knowledge of the means (which is the antecedent/consequent plan of providence) 
for achieving that purpose. The divine purpose does not determine antecedently the 
precise number of individuals in the kingdom of God, but simply that such a society 
will exist.

Antecedent Plan of Providence.  To hold onto the sovereignty of God we must main-
tain that all the power, perfection, and goodness of the creature are a gift from God. 
Thus the creature adds no new perfection to God. God then is neither dependent 
upon the creature for God’s knowledge of what is possible in the created universe, 
nor for God’s knowledge of those possibilities that actually come into being in the 
universe. Antecedent to the free choices of creatures (antecedent plan), God exhaus-
tively knows and even makes possible all the possible courses of action open to 
God’s creatures. God also knows how the creature’s choices, no matter what they 
may be, can fit into the establishment of God’s kingdom. God knows infallibly that 
God’s purpose of a society of the blessed united to God will be realized because 
God knows that God’s response and the light of God’s grace will be infallibly effec-
tive in the group as a whole (there will be a community of the blessed), even though 
some individuals can choose to finally and definitely refuse God’s universal invita-
tion to eternal life.

Wright provides an analogy from the natural order, “which the supernatural 
order resembles and perfects,”102 to illuminate the idea that there is an 
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intelligibility in the group that is “not found in individuals isolated from one 
another and merely added together.”103 Excluding some unforeseen cataclysm that 
would destroy the world, we know with certitude that human beings will be in 
existence two hundred years from now. We know this “because we know that the 
means for guaranteeing the continued existence of the race are infallibly effective 
in the group, even though they may not be in each individual case.”104 Even though 
many people will choose not to have children, there is not the slightest possibility 
that all people will choose not to have children because the instincts of “sex, self-
preservation, and parental care are so strong in human nature.”105 The intelligibil-
ity found in the whole group “is founded on the nature of human liberty as 
something not absolutely unconditioned and upon the forces acting everywhere to 
condition the exercise of this liberty.”106 Analogously God infallibly knows that 
while God’s offer of salvation may be refused in individual instances, the light and 
attraction of God’s grace offered to created persons in their freedom will be infal-
libly effective in the group as a whole. Hence, God knows antecedent to any cre-
ated act of free choice that God’s purpose of the realization of the kingdom of God 
will be infallibly effective.

Consequent Plan of Providence.  The consequent plan is those possibilities of the 
antecedent plan that God actually realizes that correspond to the choices of free 
creatures and God’s response to those choices as God realizes God’s purpose. God 
cannot be understood as learning from creatures. Thus God’s knowledge cannot be 
passive and caused; rather, it must be active and causative. To hold onto human free 
choice God’s causative knowledge cannot stem from God’s will alone: rather, we 
must understand God’s causative knowledge in terms of an ordered relation of the 
divine will to the divine intellect that determines the divine power to a definite 
effect.

God in knowing God’s self knows the possible world orders that God can bring 
into existence. In creation the divine will regards only and immediately the possible 
world orders (as manifested by the divine intellect contemplating God’s being) that 
the divine will can choose to bring into existence. In the choice to create our uni-
verse, the divine will is joined to the idea of this particular world order in the divine 
intellect and the divine power communicates existence to this idea and the created 
universe is brought into being. Unlike creation, conservation is not an absolute 
beginning; rather, God continues to communicate being to existing creatures. Since 
the creature already exists, in conservation “the creature is truly and ontologically an 
object of God’s will, not as an end but as ordered or directed to the end, which is the 
divine goodness itself.”107 In truly regarding the existing creature, God allows the 
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ernment are not new and different actions of God but different modes of God’s commu-
nication of existence to the creature. Creatures are brought into being (creation), receive 
and continue to exercise their own existence (conservation), and communicate the perfec-
tion they are receiving (government). See also 467.

creature to become the intentional medium that specifies the particular good chosen 
(among all the possible goods) by the divine will. The union of the divine will with 
the divine intellect is through the creature such that the creature enters into the inten-
tional structure “through which God causes and knows its continued existence.”108 
To illuminate this key insight, let us take the example of God sustaining a polar bear 
in existence. God in knowing God’s self knows the possible ways God’s goodness 
can be communicated, including bears with only brown fur. In truly regarding the 
polar bear, however, the divine will does not choose to communicate the possible 
good of brown fur, but chooses to communicate the possible good of white fur. The 
possible good to be communicated is specified by the already existing polar bear 
such that the intentional union of the divine will and the divine intellect through the 
polar bear.

This insight that creatures enter into the intentional structure through which God 
knows and causes their existence in sustaining them in being (conservation) also 
applies to God moving them to act according to their natures (government), including 
rational creatures with their power to choose freely. Indeed, it is the key insight that 
allows us to hold onto human free choice and responsibility while maintaining that 
God is the cause of our actions. The following elements involved in human free choice 
are presented in a natural order of priority, although they are temporally simultaneous 
in the one existential event of created free choice. First, God conserves the free crea-
ture’s being and power of acting. Second, the created spirit in receiving existence from 
God is actualized toward the Infinite Good according to its nature as an embodied 
spirit. This permanent actualization toward the

Infinite Good, which contains in supereminent plentitude all the goodness of any good 
that we could desire, . . . contains virtually already within its power all particular acts of 
willing toward finite goods; for these add nothing higher to this primal actualization of 
our willing power which is always going on; they add only new limited participations or 
expressions of this primal transcendent fullness of willing the Good in itself, the Good of 
all goods.109

Third, the free creature chooses. This choice adds nothing higher to the primal actual-
ization of the creature’s willing power that is always going on,110 “but only the order-
ing of the perfection already possessed to communication.”111 As such, the creature’s 
choice “requires no new causal influx of God in addition to that whereby He conserves 
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the creature in being and applies it to act without determining its power of action to 
one.”112 Fourth, the choice the divine will makes between all the possible ways that the 
divine goodness can be communicated is specified by the created will moving itself 
(under the influence of the divine will) to one act. Fifth, “the causality of God, the 
divine power, is actually extended to this free act whose specification is from the crea-
ture.”113 God knows and causes the creature’s free choice. Finally, “the existence of the 
free act is received in the creature from God; for what is proper to the first cause is the 
last thing to be realized in the effect.”114 Divine causality and human free choice are 
not opposed to each other; rather, it is God’s non-determining causal action that is the 
condition of the possibility of the creature’s free choice.

In my earlier example of the polar bear, I focused on one characteristic of the polar 
bear (its white fur) as an aid to grasping the central insight that the creature enters in 
the intentional structure of God’s causative knowledge. This feature and all the fea-
tures of the polar bear, however, do not exist in isolation; rather, they emerged as 
adaptations to its environment. All created things are interdependent. Thus if we widen 
our field of vision we can see that all creatures in every aspect of their being and 
nature, and as related to each other in the system of the universe down to the smallest 
particle, in being truly regarded by the divine will, specify the possible goods to be 
communicated by the divine power. Consequently, actions of other creatures can limit 
the possible goods that can be communicated to a particular creature like the polar 
bear. The ongoing collapse of sea ice as a result of human choices to continue to burn 
fossil fuels and fell forests, despite National Academy of Sciences warnings dating to 
1957, has made the polar bear an endangered species while threatening to cause a sixth 
great mass extinction. If the human community continues down this path, which 
involves rejecting the divine influence toward truth and goodness, continues, then God 
in truly regarding this world as an interdependent system of beings will not communi-
cate existence to the polar bear or to millions of other species.

The consequent plan is that aspect of the antecedent plan that God actually executes 
in view of human free choices. It not only encompasses the free human response to the 
divine initiative, but also the divine response to the human response. In every free 
choice the free creature is either accepting the influence of God in her life and thus is 
cooperating with the divine purpose, or the creature is obstructing or denying the influ-
ence of God in her life and is more or less departing from the divine purpose. When 
the free creature withdraws from the divine influence in her life, God in truly regard-
ing the creature gives being (consequent plan) to the evil choice of the creature. No 
matter what the choice of the creature, God, in responding to the choice, orders it 
toward God’s purpose. This ordering is God’s judgment. As an ordering toward the 
fulfillment of God’s purpose, it is not simply a judgment on what the creature has 
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done, but it is also an invitation to the creature to participate more fully in God’s life 
through a call to repentance and further growth in the life of the Spirit. This judgment 
on every creaturely response to the divine initiative is the continuous judgment, whose 
full meaning is only revealed in the particular judgment upon the individual at her 
death and the general judgment of God upon all created things in the consummation of 
the universe.

In light of the argument that God causes the free choice of the creature, while ordering 
that choice towards God’s purpose through God’s judgment, let me indicate how this 
theology responds to the central question of this section: How do we hold together the 
reality and eternal significance of our choices (our deep responsibility), yet hold that 
God is the bringer of the kingdom of God? In this theology, God is the source of all pos-
sibility and actuality in the universe. God cannot be understood as learning from crea-
tures. Thus God’s knowledge of what is possible and what is actual is not passive; rather, 
it is active and causative. All the goodness and rightness of the creature who accepts 
God’s influence comes from God as pure gift. Creatures, including free creatures, give 
God nothing. In acting according to God’s salvific intention “the creature at no point 
makes a self-originated positive contribution to the goodness found in itself or the uni-
verse.”115 The free creature in accepting the divine influence in her action is acting freely; 
for she could resist the divine motion to act according to God’s salvific intention that she 
is in fact accepting. On the other hand, what the free creature can truly regard as her own 
is her resisting of God’s salvific influence, her sin. When free creatures fall away from 
God’s purpose, God orders (God’s judgment) the human choice toward the fulfillment of 
God’s purposes; namely, the realization of the kingdom of God

In freely accepting the divine influence the creature can choose among possible 
goods. I can choose to live out my Christian vocation in consecrated celibacy or I can 
choose to live it out in marriage. In my choice, while I do not make a “self-originated 
positive contribution to the goodness found in myself or the universe” (for all the 
goodness comes from God), I do specify some of the goods that God brings into exist-
ence and as such while I do not “bring the kingdom” or “build it up”116 I am different 
because of my choices and the character of the kingdom is different because of my 
choices. This is true from the way my choices make me who I am and condition the 
freedom of others, and even more obviously, in the case of my children, specify the 
conditions for their very existence. When I sin, God’s forgiving judgment will move 
me to repentance and the subsequent habitual acceptance of the divine influence will 
allow that sin to be understood in a new context. Though I will always be the one who 
committed this sin, should I persevere, under the divine influence, in habitually accept-
ing the divine influence, that sin will not be the last word; it will be provisional and 
understood in a new light. If we return to the resurrected Jesus as the analog for this, 
the resurrected Jesus carries the wounds from the social sin of his time. We too pre-
sumably will carry those wounds and others will carry the wounds we inflict upon 
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them. These wounds, however, will not be the last word in the kingdom of God for the 
resurrected Jesus brings forgiveness (Luke 24:47), peace (Luke 24:36; John 20:19, 21, 
26), joy (Luke 24:41, 52), and abundance of life (John 21:6).

The ground for Christian hope is in God as the bringer of the kingdom, which has 
already begun with the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ. The hope is that 
what was begun in Christ will ultimately be realized. The ultimate realization of the 
kingdom is grounded in the biblical theme of the omnipotence and infallibility of the 
divine government (i.e. God’s sovereignty). The ultimate context for God’s sovereignty 
is “love that is guided by wisdom and executed by power.”117 While God’s will or God’s 
love is guided by what is truly possible, which is manifested by the divine intellect 
contemplating the divine goodness, “the actual guidance of wisdom which is mani-
fested in the world is that which divine love has chosen.”118 The theology of divine 
providence sketched here shows how it is possible for God’s kingdom to be realized 
even though human beings can frustrate God’s salvific intentions in individual instances. 
In addition, it holds together the reality and eternal significance of our choices (our 
deep responsibility) with God as the bringer of the kingdom.

Conclusion

The constriction of our social imagination to the short term has kept us from coming to 
grips with and taking responsibility for the fact that we are setting in motion climate 
change-induced impacts that could cause a mass extinction event that would haunt 
humanity for millions of years. While Laudato Si’ refers to the future multiple times it 
does not provide a sufficiently descriptive account of the future to counteract the cultural 
focus on the short term. I have brought together the doctrines of creation, incarnation, 
eschatology, and providence to mutually inform each other in order to respond to five 
factors that inhibit our capacity to imagine and take responsibility for the deep future.

Christian hope is grounded in the faith that Jesus inaugurated the reign and kingdom 
of God which is now unfolding through God’s sovereign providence and will be realized 
in the eschaton. It is this hope in the coming kingdom that could allow people to face the 
deep future instead of recoiling into the present to escape the fear of a future suffused 
with their death and absence (i.e. the first inhibiting factor). The theology of providence 
sketched above shows the coherence of our hope by indicating how it is possible for God 
to realize the kingdom even though God’s will can be frustrated by free human resistance 
in individual instances. This theology of providence also illustrates how we enter into 
God’s eternal plan of providence and how, though we do not bring the kingdom of God, 
we participate in specifying the character of the kingdom. It holds onto the sovereignty 
of God while preserving the integrity of created natures and thus serves as a correction 
to Christian understandings that diminish human responsibility by stressing God’s sov-
ereignty over against human free choice (i.e. fifth inhibiting factor).
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119.	 For instance, we can produce potent greenhouse gases that can put an end to ice ages on 
this planet. We might also be able to reduce future asteroid impacts by steering asteroids 
away from the earth. Even though satellite monitoring could possibly allow for evacua-
tions mitigating the immediate impacts from a super-volcano eruption, we might still face 
mass death, though probably not mass extinction, from the climactic after effects of such 
an eruption.

The deep future not only confronts us with our death, but the sciences also reveal 
the possibility and likelihood in the future of great catastrophic changes for the 
human community from natural forces. Since the Earth of the deep future appears so 
alien to us it is difficult to imagine our place in (i.e. second inhibiting factor) and 
responsibility for it (i.e. third inhibiting factor). If the purpose of God creating is to 
give God’s self (the intrinsic teleological connection between creation, incarnation, 
and the eschaton) and we enter into the eternal plan of providence, then this appar-
ently alien earth of the deep future can be understood, in the context of faith, as our 
common home.

If the purpose of God creating is to give God’s self, then part of our participation in 
specifying the character of the kingdom includes the great responsibility of being 
stewards into the deep future of the created world in such a way that we contribute to 
the flourishing of the natural world not only as a good in itself but also as oriented 
toward God communicating God’s self to created spirits. Thus we are not simply car-
ing for creation because of its intrinsic goodness, but also because creation is oriented 
toward the higher good of God’s self-communication. Since at least the industrial 
revolution the developed world’s role in sustaining and supporting nonhuman forms of 
life in terms of their own intrinsic value and as the life support system for the human 
community has been decidedly negative. Yet our capacities can be used to support 
ecosystems and human flourishing and forestall the future catastrophic effects brought 
out by natural forces.119 When we recognize that we enter into the eternal plan of 
God’s providence, then we can understand intergenerational justice in terms of 
responding to God’s call to act according to the hoped for kingdom of God. This 
means acting to create conditions for universal peace, justice, and flourishing into the 
future into which individual people are born, rather than a notion of future justice in 
which particular individuals in the future can look back and make claims against us 
regarding the justice of our actions (i.e. the non-identity problem as the fourth inhibit-
ing factor).

When the teleological connection between the doctrines of creation, incarnation, 
and eschatology is made we can allow what we have learned about creation through 
the sciences to inform the not-yet character of the coming kingdom of God. This 
opens up the possibility of the Christian extending her imagination into the deep 
future. It is when theological reflection, in dialogue and integration with the sciences, 
becomes a means for opening up our imaginations to our effects in the deep future 
that we can grasp the decisive moment (kairos) for responding to God’s call in refer-
ence to the least (Matt 25:31–46), most especially future generations—possibly 
160,000 of them.
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