
Divine Sovereignty and Human
Freedom—A Perennial Problem*

WARREN QUANBECK

HE PROBLEM OF THE PROPER RELATION BETWEEN HUMAN FREEDOM AND DIVINE

sovereignty has been at the center of theological conversation, particularly in
the church of the west, ever since the fourth century. It has been a point of repeated
conflict, rising first in the encounter between Augustine and Pelagius but having a
very lively history also in American Lutheran tradition. It was, for example, one of
the main issues in the controversy between the Ohio Synod and the Missouri
Synod in the nineteenth century. In another dimension the controversy was found
in the constituent members of the former American Lutheran Church (1930-
1960), the old Iowa Synod, and the Ohio Synod. It was one of the intensely fought
issues between the Norwegian Synod and the United Church in the Norwegian tra-
dition; and at the time I came to Luther Seminary as a young instructor in New
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Testament (1947), it was one which divided the student body into groups whose
academic savagery could be matched, I think, only in the fight between the Stalin-
ists and the Trotskyites in the Russian state. Despite the inappropriateness of that
theological chess game, the issue itself is a very important one, offering us real
methodological problems. Let me review briefly the traditional solutions of this
problem.

I. THE TRADITIONAL RESPONSES

First of all, let us consider the Augustinian line—perhaps not of Augustine
himself but Augustine as he has been interpreted in the west. This is what we might
call traditional theological modernism. Salvation is the work of God alone. The hu-
man is passive in salvation. Humans receive the gift of grace. Augustine put this as
strongly as possible in terms of a doctrine of double predestination. Human des-
tiny in the hereafter is due to God’s decision from all eternity. The fact that
Augustine continued to teach that baptism is regenerative has seemed to his later
Calvinistic interpreters a great inconsistency in view of this doctrine of predestina-
tion.

This Augustinian viewpoint is theologically magnificent, providing a won-
derful position for stating God’s work in salvation. It is, alas, not nearly as efficient
in stating the human side of the issue—human dignity and responsibility. At times,
not least in the Lutheran tradition, this Augustinian tradition has led to quietism
and indeed to ethical irresponsibility. I suppose the ultimate caricature of
Augustinianism in the Lutheran church would be found in the Danish movement
called the Tidehverv, where a combination of Grundtvigian Lutheranism, Barth-
ianism, and the peculiar problems of the Danish state church produced a theology
that was quite confident that God would do what he wanted to do when he wanted
to do it in God’s church. All pastors have to do, therefore, is raise the Christian flag
from time to time in order to provide a center from which lightning from heaven
may strike.

A second line, not very popular in Lutheran circles, of course, is the Pelagian
line, which we can characterize as outright humanism. Humans can do what needs
to be done. This view presents a very superficial anthropology, one which tends in-
cidentally to lose the theocentric dimension. Whatever religious results do occur
take the form of an ethical activism cut off from its roots in the gospel.

A third position, a semi-Pelagian line, synergism, is the scholastic modifica-
tion of Augustine. The scholastics apparently found Augustine as inconsistent as
some of his Calvinist interpreters have done, and they salvaged him for the church
by collecting what they regarded as his inconsistencies. They abandoned his thor-
oughgoing doctrine of sin and took the view that sin is indeed a dreadful sort of
business but not quite as bad as Augustine in the fury of his attack upon Pelagius
had made people believe. Semi-Pelagianism had a distinguished career in the west;
until recently it has been the official theology of the Roman Catholic Church. I re-
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member reading a book by Jacques Maritain when I was in college and hearing him
very gently say, “Well, of course, that’s what Paul teaches, but the Church in her
wisdom has seen fit to correct Paul in that point.” No Roman Catholic biblical or
theological scholar would say this today. The Second Vatican Council and the de-
velopment of biblical studies in Roman Catholicism have brought great changes.

The biggest flaw, I suppose, of semi-Pelagianism is its optimistic anthropol-
ogy. If you want a good illustration of how it works, read Teilhard de Chardin.
Teilhard, for all of the wonderful things you can say about him, is still a thoroughly
traditional Roman Catholic in his anthropology. He has a great deal of optimism, I
think unwarranted optimism, about the possibilities of the unaided human intel-
lect and person. Of course, semi-Pelagianism lends itself to ecclesiastical trium-
phalism—something Lutherans, too, have indulged in from time to time. A good
architectural illustration of triumphalism is the church built by the Franciscans on
Madison in Chicago, just a few blocks from the Union Depot. Built just before the
Second Vatican Council, it is a triumph of bronze vulgarity, indicating that, if you
just entrust yourselves to us, we will make something of you. Roman Catholics are
today very much embarrassed by this kind of thing.

II. SOME IMPORTANT EXCEPTIONS

Now there have been exceptions to this theological history. Let me cite just a
few of them. I think we shall need them for comfort on the adventure on which we
are going to embark shortly. First of all, I would say that the scriptures provide an
exception. There is no theological resolution in the Bible of this question of divine
sovereignty and human freedom. The prophets and apostles are quite content to
deal with it in paradoxical terms. Paul’s formula, “work out your own salvation
with fear and trembling because it is God who works in you both to will and to do
for his good pleasure,” may be taken as a kind of succinct apostolic summary of the
biblical approach to this tradition. Augustine himself is not in this respect a west-
ern Augustinian. As so often happens, the great man is somewhat more complex
than his disciples; and the Augustinianism that has come down in the west is con-
siderably less complex than Augustine himself. The theological scholarship of the
mid-twentieth century has shown that Augustine is very complex indeed. Along
with the doctrine of double predestination and the, for Calvinists, embarrassing
doctrine of baptismal regeneration, one finds a great many other indications of
biblical paradox in Augustine. He has been characterized in modern Augustine
studies as complexio oppositorum, a man who manages somehow to bring biblical
and neo-Platonic motifs together and hold them in vital tension without blowing
the place up.

Luther himself is, I think, another exception to these alternatives. If we read
Luther only in the light of The Bondage of the Will (1526) and perhaps forget the
historical context of the book in the bargain, we can make him out a thoroughgo-
ing advocate of traditional Augustinianism. But if we combine with that his ser-
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mons and The Freedom of a Christian (1520), we discover a more paradoxical,
more dialectical Luther, for whom The Bondage of the Will raises a great many
theological problems. Luther himself was strongly critical of scholasticism—inter-
estingly enough, even before the reformation. As early as the lectures on the
Psalms, his first major theological assignment between 1513 and 1515, he remarks
to his students that he regards himself as having been sent by God to attack the
scholastic synthesis. He thinks the sufferings he underwent trying to work himself
through the theological problems of scholasticism were God’s way of preparing
him to blow up the whole establishment.

Within Calvinism there has always been a pastoral recognition of the difficul-
ties of the theological synthesis. What I heard as a student at Princeton went some-
thing like this: It is necessary for a Presbyterian preacher to pray like a Calvinist, as
though everything depends on God, and to preach like an Arminian, as though
everything depends upon one’s own eloquence. There is, I think, something
slightly amiss in the theological position of the church when it is necessary or prac-
tical, for pastoral purposes, to make adjustments in order to get the human being
back into the equation. An evangelical Anglican, Charles Simeon, a contemporary
of John Wesley, wrote in a letter to a young pioneer missionary in India and Persia,
Henry Martyn, the following characterization of the Calvinistic-Arminian contro-
versy, which in his day was going on with great fury in the English church:

The truth is not in the middle and not in one extreme but in both extremes. Here
are two extremes, Calvinism and Arminianism....How do you move in reference
to these in Paul? In a golden mean? No. To one extreme? No. How then? To both
extremes. Today I am a strong Calvinist, tomorrow a strong Arminian. Well,
well, Paul, I see you are beside yourself. Go to Aristotle and learn the golden
mean....I formerly read Aristotle and liked him very much. I have since read Paul
and caught some of his strange notions—oscillating, not vacillating, from pole
to pole. Sometimes I am a high Calvinist and other times a low Arminian so that
if extremes will please you, I’m your man. Only remember, it is not one extreme
that we are to go to, but both extremes.

III. THEOLOGY IN THE TWENTIETH CENTURY

The whole problem of divine sovereignty and human freedom is one of the
things that needs to be reworked in the light of the theological perspective which
has been given us in the cultural revolution of the nineteenth century. What has
happened in the nineteenth and into the twentieth centuries is the greatest change
in philosophical and cultural perspectives since the Age of Pericles, and we are only
beginning to work out theologically the impact of this change of conceptuality on
our theological work.

Such a new perspective need sacrifice nothing in the Christian tradition.
True, the tradition receives a different theological formulation. Theology is, after
all, the business of addressing the generation in which you live. Had Paul contin-
ued to preach in Aramaic, he would have been one very poor missionary to the
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gentiles, and we, by continuing to speak in so largely scholastic terms, make our-
selves rather questionable missionaries to the twentieth century. We have learned a
few things; let me specify simply four of them.

First of all, theology is dialogical. That is to say, the creeds and the confessions
are only one half of a conversation. If we would understand what that half means
we have to know what the other half was. It’s like listening to a telephone conversa-
tion. You hear your wife or your husband on the telephone, and then you try from
hearing one side of the conversation to figure out what they are talking about.
Sometimes you can and sometimes you can’t. Theology is dialogical, and a theol-
ogy that comes out of one kind of conversation may mean something quite differ-
ent in another conversational setting. For example, Augustine’s insistence upon a
doctrine of original sin makes good evangelical and biblical sense against Pelagius’s
humanism. But to say the same things that Augustine says against Pelagius to a per-
son whose perspective is, say, that of modern biology or modern paleontology is to
create quite a different situation. As long as the opposition, the other voice in the
telephone conversation, is immensely optimistic about what a human being is and
what human possibilities are, what Augustine says is a necessary corrective. But
when people believe that human beings are simply biological accidents, fortuitous
concourses of atoms, animals who have learned to play the piano, then what
Augustine says to Pelagius does not say what the scriptures and what the evangeli-
cal tradition want to say. What has happened in conservative circles in American
Protestantism, not least American Lutheranism, is that we have taken people who
already have very little confidence about the human situation—they have been
brought up to regard us as animal accidents—and we have battered them with a
doctrine of sin that has driven them right into the ground. In today’s situation it
may be necessary to spend considerably more time talking about the dignity of the
human being than was necessary in Augustine’s “telephone conversation” with Pe-
lagius.

Since theology is dialogical, if we would understand theology we have also to
understand what theology is rejecting. The Formula of Concord is very helpful in
this respect. In the rejected doctrines it tries to furnish the other half of the conver-
sation. But what we must bear in mind from time to time is that that half of the
conversation is the transcription furnished by the first speaker. It is not always the
case that the other person—the person on the other end of the telephone
line—would identify what is said with what he himself has said. Our attitude ought
to be that of Valdemar Ammundsen, the Danish theologian and bishop, who said,
“In theological discussion it is important that you present your opponent’s view-
point so thoroughly that when you have given it they will say, ‘Yes, we can identify
with that.’” So theology is not only dialogical, but sometimes in the dialogue we
have to remember who has given the summary, who served as secretary, who took
the note.

Secondly, theology is contextual. All of the language of theology has been
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drawn from secular sources. The name of God, for example, doesn’t come from
some pristine pool of pure, prophetic theology; it comes from paganism. After all,
Abraham was a pagan when God met him; and the whole problem of Israel was to
move out of the vegetation religion, from Baalism to a covenant theology, shaking
off all the connotations that clung to these words from the vegetation tradition.
Scholasticism has to be understood in this contextual sense too. Scholasticism is
the language of Aristotle, the scientific language of the thirteenth century, provid-
ing clothing for the Christian message. We ought not to throw it out. After all,
scholasticism is for us a double-sided thing. It is the way in which the Christian tra-
dition has been handed on to us, and therefore to be contemptuous of scholasti-
cism is to be in great danger of losing the Christian heritage entirely. But to be
completely taken in by scholasticism is perhaps equally dangerous. Therefore, for
us, scholasticism has an ambiguous status: it is a valuable tool through which the
Christian tradition has been passed on to us, but its ongoing use retains the danger
of identifying the Christian evangelical position with theological statements from
the thirteenth to the seventeenth centuries.

Thirdly, we have recovered in the twentieth century what the scholastic tradi-
tion was never able to state very adequately, namely, the dynamic eschatological di-
mension of the scriptures. Perhaps only in the last half century or so has even biblical
theology been able to come to grips adequately with the eschatological element in
the scriptures, and it is a question whether we can say systematic theology is more
than beginning the task; but certainly we now recognize that the traditional static
treatment of the scriptures, from the neo-Platonists on, does not provide adequate
categories for representing prophetic and apostolic religion.

Fourthly, and perhaps germane immediately to our discussion, we have ac-
quired in this century new perspectives on human life. We no longer see the human
being in static substantialist categories but in dynamic process dimensions. We see
human life as a matter of community, as a matter of a social organism; and we are
beginning under the impact of ecological thinking to realize that this organism is
not only social, it has also natural dimensions. We are beginning to understand the
problem of language in a far more complex way than the scholastics ever did. We
are beginning to see, for example, from people like the European structuralists or
from Americans like Noam Chomsky that language may indeed be the distinctive
social enterprise of human beings. It is that which distinguishes us from the animal
world and it is that which represents our unique likeness to God—the fact of
speech. We are somehow programmed in the genes so that syntax is a part of our
life as human beings.

IV. A NEW PROPOSAL

How do we speak today, then, of the relation between divine sovereignty and
human freedom? First, we must speak from a theocentric perspective. I suppose this
is the point at which we will most emphatically challenge the ongoing American re-
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ligion of our time. Life cannot be seen sensibly from a purely anthropological per-
spective, because we are creatures and we are creatures of a God who, as Pascal put
it, “is not the God of the mathematicians and philosophers but the God of Abra-
ham and Isaac and Jacob.”

In our theocentric perspective God is, first, the Creator, one whose creative
work is not as the theologians of the past sometimes assumed—something that was
finished on a six-day creation program—but God continues to create. The birth of
a baby, the production of a poem or a drama, or a workable political solution of a
problem of living together are all manifestations of God’s continuing power as
Creator.

Secondly, God is redemptive purpose. God is not simply conducting life-boat
operations, rescuing a few individuals from the wreck of this world and bringing
them to more sanitary precincts in heaven. God is out to reclaim his creation. God
is redeeming humanity, and he is redeeming humanity in the context of the world
in which it lives. The vision of the closing chapters of our Bible is not one of a
rocket departure to some remote heaven but of a new heaven and a new earth.
There is a consistent realism about the scriptural appraisal of creation that looks
for redemption in terms of creation. The new is the transformation of the old. And
in the ecumenical movement, we have rediscovered the church as a redemptive or-
ganism. God is not simply saving here an individual and there an individual; God
saves individuals as a part of a redemptive community by which he intends to re-
deem his cosmos.

And then thirdly, God is self-giving love. Søren Kierkegaard has explored this
beautifully in the opening chapters of the Fragments. God as bridegroom seeks to find
a way to express his love to the peasant girl. How can he do it without fooling her,
without patronizing her, without treating her as an unworthy object of his love? Today,
we are seeing some very interesting essays, including some from process theologians, in
which the love of God is made a paradigm for the whole cosmos. What God seeks to
do is nothing less than to make his love a reality, not only in his movement toward hu-
man beings but among the humans who are the objects of his redemptive love. We
think of the parable of the unforgiving servant. God handled him very roughly, be-
cause God is interested not only in forgiving but in transforming.

So much for the theocentric perspective. We need secondly a more adequate
anthropology. In the light of recent scientific developments, it is, first, a miracle that
we are here at all. We are here because we have been given an atmosphere in which
we can live. And should the oxygen content of our atmosphere be changed, for ex-
ample by our tampering with the world, we could join the dinosaurs in museums.
Again, without the belt of ozone that surrounds our planet we would not be able to
live, because the ultraviolet rays from the sun would be deadly. Irresponsible tink-
ering and atomic demonstrations take the chance of destroying the ozone layer,
which might destroy us just as effectively as an atomic explosion. It is simply a
miracle that we are here at all. Human life is an astonishing thing.
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Secondly, we are creatures. We are not autonomous. The assumption by
modern humanists that a human being is autonomous has little scientific sup-
port—and little theological support as well. It really calls for a gesture of faith more
magnificent than anything the Christian church asks for. We are creatures; we have
been made to live with each other and for each other and in relationship to God,
and we cannot live any other way without defying our own nature. And our at-
tempt to do so is what sin consists of.

Thirdly, then, we are fallen. But we do not have to become Manichaeans to
assert the fallenness of humanity. In conservative American circles today the doc-
trine of sin has in fact become Manichaean because the emphasis upon the dignity
of the human has been almost obliterated. We spend too much time blackening
God’s creation thinking thereby that we honor God as some sort of omnipotent
bungler. A second theological task along the same line, I think, is the rehabilitation
of sin. Sin has been trivialized in our time. It has been so trivialized that many a
person brought up in the church and later emancipated from it can snap his fingers
at sin. Sins after all are these trifles that children commit when they disobey overly
possessive parents. But sin as the human act of defiance that denies our created-
ness, that seeks to assert the role of deity—this has been lost to us. Yet, this is pre-
cisely what our sin consists of. Even in our fallenness we still have the dignity of
being God’s creatures, the object of God’s love, the object of God’s redemptiveness
in Jesus Christ. And furthermore we have a dignified destiny. God has willed that
our lives should not simply be vegetative, but that we should live in communion
with him forever. Now what this means simply transcends our ability to express it,
and I suppose we can hardly improve upon the language of the Bible here. Take the
best things in human life, raise them to the highest power we can within the limits
of human expression, and that is at least a faint idea of what life with God is going
to be like.

A fundamental commitment in the realm of theological anthropology should
be to adhere to personalist images and avoid those that come from mathematics
and mechanics. The trouble with traditional Augustinianism is that it gives the im-
pression that the human is a billiard ball on the table, whom God pushes around
with a cue. But we are not billiard balls, we are not animals, we are not objects, we
are creatures designed to live in fellowship with God, and God wills that in Jesus
Christ we shall recover our lost destiny. One of the biggest theological problems,
hinted at, I think, already in the Formula of Concord, is this propensity for using
“stick and stone” language in talking about human beings.

A third aspect of my new theological proposal is a necessity, in my opinion,
to rethink the omniscience of God. The omniscience of God in scholastic categories
has borrowed its language from hellenistic metaphysics and not from the scrip-
tures. If the omniscience of God means that all human actions are predetermined,
this is not a biblical doctrine of omniscience. We shall have to rethink this perhaps
in terms of process theology or to use the language of an historian like Herbert But-
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terfield, who suggests that God’s omniscience is not the omniscience of everything
that’s going to happen but a knowledge of all the possibilities. To use Butterfield’s
image, God is the dramatist who lets the players upon the stage ad lib the action
and see where it goes. As act two unfolds upon the stage, the dramatist is putting
out act three, so that his purpose can somehow adjust to the curious and strange
actions of these people on the stage.

And finally, unlike the scholastic tradition, we have to emphasize very
strongly that in God’s relation to humanity there is no compulsion and no coercion.
God’s omnipotence is an omnipotence qualified by his love. He is omnipotent in-
deed, but he is an omnipotent one who has chosen to limit himself by his self-
giving. In this respect we see hell not as popular profanity has it, as the place that
God has prepared to rejoice over the extinction of his enemies, but hell as the ulti-
mate expression of God’s respect for creatures. Hell is the condition which exists
because God will not coerce anyone into his fellowship. And therefore there is a
possibility that we human beings, weak though we are, can have at least the next to
the last word against God and say no, and the meaning of that no will be eternal
separation from God. And then I think we have to work out ethically the meaning
of these relationships. If God’s relationship to his creation is a non-coercive one,
what does that say about relationships between teacher and student, pastor and
people, parent and children. In the light of these insights about God, we see what a
desperately marked history the Christian era has been. The amount of coercion
that has been exercised in the name of God makes us shudder and blush. If it is
true, as the scriptures seem to indicate, that God will not coerce, that says some
very interesting things about the relationship of God’s people to each other and
about the meaning of Christian discipleship.
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