I have had a couple of people ask about the sermon I did using a bowl of water and the sponge.  That was one of the weeks I never had time to actually write out my thoughts.  Attached is an article by a friend, Elizabeth Johnson.  While not avoiding all professional obtuseness (it did first appear in a professional, theological journal), it is the most clear, succinct article about the God/creation/evolution/why sufering and evil, etc.,  kinds of issues that I am familiar with.  In it she quotes Augustine, the originator of the water/sponge analogy, and also has references to Arthur Peacocke, a more recent than Augustine inspiration for me.  
 
I do recall in the sermon making the distinctions between Theism, Panentheism, and Pantheism, and these distinction, not explicit in Elizabeth's article, are at the heart of the article.  When she speaks of "traditional theology," she means Theism. Traditional theism images God has standing outisde of the created order, ruling from "above" or "beyond" (above and beyond being ideas connected with "transcendence," look for that word in the article).  So, if you have a bowl of water with a sponge in it, God is the person outisde the bowl of water that placed the sponge in the bowl and is (generally conceived) controlling what happens to the sponge (creation and creatures inlcuding us).  In Pantheism, "God" and the sponge are one and the same thing (Greek word "pan" means all): God is all: God is everyting: God is the tree, the tree is God, etc.  In Panentheism, God is in all but that is different than saying God is all and all is God.  God is in all, but also different than creation. Back to the the bowl of water analogy , God is the water that supports and interpentrates every aspect of the sponge, but the sponge and water are different entities, thus this is different than pantheism; but, it also different than theism because God is not outside the bowl but in it. God is not supporting by controlling from outside or from a distance. Elizabeth shamelessly borrowed the emphasis on Acts 17 from me.

The Living God in Cosmic Perspective

At the start of this third millennium, a new awareness of the magnificence and uniqueness of Earth as a planet hosting one intertwined community of life is growing among peoples everywhere. We have seen the image of our planet from space, a blue marble swirled around with white clouds, the only spot of life in a vast sea of space. We have heard, too, the new universe story of the dynamic unfolding of all that exists. Current scientific consensus holds that our universe originated about 13.7 billion years ago in a primordial flaring forth inelegantly named the Big Bang. From that explosive instant to this day, the universe continues to expand. In one corner of one galaxy, our own solar system formed about 5 billion years ago, coalescing under gravity's pull from debris left by ancient exploding stars. On one planet, Earth, life ignited about 3.5 billion years ago in communities of single-celled creatures deep in the seas. Life then evolved from single-celled to multi-celled creatures; from sea to land and air; from plant to animal; and very recently from primates to human beings, we mammals whose brains are so richly textured that we experience self-reflective consciousness and freedom, or in classical philosophical terms, mind and will. 

This contemporary universe story teaches us amazing things. 

One: The universe is unfathomably old. We humans have only recently arrived. Carl Sagan memorably used the timetable of a single Earth year to dramatize the cosmic calendar. If the Big Bang occurred on January 1st, then our sun and planets came into existence on September 9th; life on Earth originated on September 25th; and the first humans emerged onto the scene on December 31st at 10:30 pm. (1) Placing this timetable into graphic physical motion, the American Museum of Natural History in New York contains a spiraling cosmic walk. Starting at rooftop level with the Big Bang, each normal-sized step that one takes down the spiral covers millions of years. At the bottom, one steps over all of human history in a line as thin as a human hair. 

Two: The observable universe is incomprehensibly large. There are over 100 billion galaxies, each comprised of billions of stars, and no one knows how many moons and planets, all of this visible and audible matter being only a fraction of the matter and energy in the universe. The Earth is a small planet orbiting a medium-sized star toward the edge of one spiral galaxy. 

Three: The universe is profoundly dynamic. Out of the Big Bang, the galaxies of stars; out of the stardust, the Earth; out of the molecules of the Earth, single-celled living creatures; out of the evolutionary life and death of these creatures, an advancing tide of life, fragile but unstoppable, up to the riot of millions of species that exist today; and out of one branch of this bush of life, human beings, who are the Earth become conscious of itself. Consciousness is the flowering in us of deeply cosmic energies. Religiously, that positions us, in Abraham Heschel's beautiful words, to be the cantors of the universe, able to sing praise and thanks to the Creator in the name of all. 

Four: The universe is complexly interconnected. Everything links with everything else; nothing conceivable is isolated. Looking back at human origins, British scientist/theologian Arthur Peacocke observes how closely life on Earth is interlocked with the physical nature of the universe: "We are stardust, for every carbon atom in our bodies, every iron atom in our blood's hemoglobin was made in stars and scattered by supernovae explosions before Earth existed as a planet." (2) Shaped billions of years ago, these atoms eventually condensed to form the carbon and iron in the crust of the planet from which all terrestrial life, including humans, has emerged. The subsequent story of evolution makes evident also that humans share with all other living creatures on our planet a common genetic ancestry. Bacteria, pine trees, blueberries, horses, the great gray whales-we are all genetic kin in the great community of life that emerged from the ancient seas. Living in the present moment, furthermore, involves us in a continuous exchange of material with the earth and other living creatures. Every time we breathe we take in millions of atoms breathed by the rest of humanity within the last two weeks. In our bodies seven percent of the protein molecules break down each day and have to be rebuilt out of matter from the earth (food) and energy from the sun. Seven percent per day is the statistical measure of our interdependence. In view of the constant recycling of the human body, the epidermis of our skin functions not so much like a shell or a wall but like the surface of a pond, a place of exchange. 

It is possible for Christian theology to blot out the natural world, focusing attention so narrowly on human beings, our sinfulness and need for redemption, that we ignore the entire community of life with whom we share this planet. Christian teaching has tended to do this for centuries, especially since the Reformation, (3) but telling the story of creation in the light of contemporary cosmology leads to the realization that the Earth is not merely a stage for our human drama. Rather, it is a marvelous creature in its own right, still evolving, of which we humans are a part. It is loved by God for itself. Therefore it has more than just instrumental value for our use; it has its own intrinsic value. It is a sign of hope that at official, local, and personal levels Christians are beginning to take the world of nature itself seriously as a matter of ethical concern and, in a profound overflowing of ethical care, as a springboard for renewed insight into the living God. 

Earth Ethics 

A moral universe limited to the human community no longer serves the future of life. If the Earth is indeed creation, a sacrament of the glory of God with its own intrinsic value, then for Christians the ongoing destruction of the Earth bears the marks of desecration, of deep sinfulness. New words express the evil of the killing: ecocide, biocide, geocide. Several billion years of creative toil and several million species of abounding life are now in the care of one late-coming species in which mind and morals have emerged. By what right do we name ourselves homo sapiens if we wreck the immense investment that has gone into producing the Earth? In the tradition of biblical prophecy and in the spirit of Jesus the eschatological prophet, Christian response becomes prophetic and challenging, promoting care, protection, and healing of the natural world even if these go counter to powerful economic and political interests-and they do. Ethical reflection calls upon us to use all the techniques of active nonviolent resistance to halt aggression against the vulnerable, be it ever so humble a species or ever so vast a system such as the ozone layer. One stringent criterion must now measure the morality of our actions: whether or not these contribute to a sustainable Earth community. 

Undergirding this ethic is the challenging demand to de-center attention on humans alone and re-center vigorous moral consideration on the whole community of life and life-supporting systems on Earth. Christians, in other words, owe love and justice not only to humankind but to "otherkind." (4) In this ethical reflection, Jesus' great command to love your neighbor as yourself extends to include all members of the life community. "Who is my neighbor?" asks Brian Patrick? He answers: "The Samaritan? The outcast? The enemy? Yes, yes, of course. But it is also the whale, the dolphin, and the rain forest. Our neighbor is the entire community of life, the entire universe. We must love it all as our very self." (5) If nature is the new poor, as Sallie McFague argues, then our concern for the poor and oppressed now extends to include the natural world. (6) Action on behalf of justice now must extend to include suffering human beings and life-systems and other species under threat. "Save the rain forest" becomes a concrete moral application of the commandment, "Thou shalt not kill." The moral goal is to ensure vibrant life in community for all. 

This in turn requires that we probe the deep connections between social injustice and ecological devastation. Economic poverty coincides with ecological poverty, for the poor suffer disproportionately from environmental destruction. Examples abound. (7) In South America, lack of land reform pushes dispossessed rural peoples to the edges of cultivated land where in order to stay alive they practice slash-and-burn agriculture, in the process destroying pristine habitat, killing rare animals, and displacing indigenous peoples. In North America, U.S. companies export work to factories (maquiladoras) across the Mexican border that cheaply employ thousands of young, rural women to make high-quality consumer goods for export while they live in unhealthy squalor in an environment spoiled by toxic waste. Again, in our country the economically well- off can choose to live amid acres of green while poor people are housed near factories, refineries, or waste-processing plants that heavily pollute the environment. Birth defects, general ill health, and disease are the results. The bitterness of this situation is exacerbated by racial prejudice as environmental racism pressures people of color to dwell in these neighborhoods. 

In sum, social injustice has an ecological face. Ravaging of people and ravaging of the land go hand in hand. This calls for the struggle for a more just social order in partnership with the struggle for ecological wholeness. We all share the status of creaturehood; we are all kin in the evolving community of life now under siege. The aim of our efforts must be to establish and protect healthy ecosystems where all living creatures, including poor humans, can flourish. The goal is a socially just and environmentally sustainable society in which the needs of all people are met and the natural environment remains healthy, onward to the seventh generation. In religious terms this ethic is calling for nothing less than a conversion of our minds and hearts to the good of the Earth. We need to relate to nature not as dominators, and not even as stewards (this is good but does not go deep enough), but in mutuality as sisters and brothers, friends and lovers, mothers and fathers, priests and prophets, co-creators and children of the Earth that is God's beloved creation to which we belong. 

Whole conferences could be run, and have been run, on the human- to-Earth relationship and the spiritual and ethical re-imagining that this entails. For faith, the question of God is also profoundly involved. What critical questions does ethical engagement with the natural world raise about the presence and action of God in the world? What resources might contemporary knowledge of the cosmos offer for insight into the living God? One major area that is contributing new insight is the ancient but neglected field of pneumatology (Holy Spirit). On the frontier of cosmic science and ecological responsibility, we are poised to rediscover the reality of God the Holy Spirit, in whom all things live and move and have their being (cf. Acts 17:28). 

The Creator Spirit in the World 

Painting a picture in very broad, even simplistic strokes, we see today that classical theology understood God on the model of a monarch at the very peak of the pyramid of being. "He," because it was always the ruling male who was the model for this idea, dwelt beyond the world, uncontaminated by its messiness. He gave commands that human beings had to obey. Even when this Supreme Being was portrayed with a benevolent attitude, which the best of theology did, He was still essentially remote, ruling the universe while not affected by it in any significant way. He loved the world, but humans had to try hard to find their way back to "Him."

This theology's brilliant achievement was to establish the transcendence of God beyond any second thoughts. It was less keen, however, on divine immanence, the nearness of the incomprehensible Creator Spirit dwelling intimately in the depths of the world from the beginning, throughout history, unto the end. Just as new cosmology reconfigures the relationship between human beings and the Earth, it also leads to reappropriation of this truth. Let me be very clear. I am not suggesting that we should ignore transcendence, or collapse the difference between God and the world. Rather, I am arguing that the stunning world opened up by Big Bang cosmology and evolutionary biology points to the value of envisioning and relating to God not at the apex of a pyramid but within and around the emerging, struggling, living, and dying circle of life. 

Within a Trinitarian framework, the one God is traditionally characterized as transcendent, incarnate, and immanent in the world. In the second century, the theologian Tertullian used a wealth of images to explain this. If God the Father can be likened to the sun, then Christ is the sunbeam coming to earth, and the Spirit is the sunburn, the spot of warmth where the sun arrives and has an effect. Similarly, the first person of the Trinity can be likened to an upwelling spring of water, the second person to the river flowing from it, and the third person to the irrigation ditch where the water reaches plants and makes them grow. The Triune God can also be compared to the root, the shoot, and the fruit of a tree: a deep unreachable foundation, its sprouting into the world, and its power, which produces flower, fragrance, fruit, and seed. (8) These are all metaphors for the God beyond us, who as God comes forth to be with us in history, and as God again actually has an effect within the world. In this framework the Spirit is always God who actually arrives in every moment, drawing near and passing by with life- giving power. The Nicene Creed expresses this beautifully when it confesses belief in the Holy Spirit, "the Lord and giver of life," in Latin vivificantem, the vivifier. In a nutshell, the "person" of the Spirit refers primarily to God present and active in the world. (9) 

What this means is that the inner secret of the universe, when understood in a faith context as creation, is the dwelling of God within it. God is at home here, as are we. At the end of A Brief History of Time, Stephen Hawking asks a famous question: "What is it that breathes fire into the equations and makes a universe for them to describe ?" (10) Christian faith answers that it is the Spirit who breathes life into the exuberant, diverse, interrelated universe. The mystery of the living God, utterly transcendent, is also the dynamic power at the heart of the world and its evolution. This refers to divine action not just in the beginning at the Big Bang, a unique singularity, but even now, persistently, as the universe continues to take shape into the future. The Creator Spirit is the unceasing, dynamic flow of loving power that sustains the world, brings forth life, weaves connections between all creatures, and continues to renew the face of the Earth. Instead of sitting beyond the point of the pyramid of privilege, the divine Spirit encircles and indwells the universe. 

To describe this, the Bible uses cosmic images whose imaginative resonance is different from that of God as king, lord, father. It refers to the Spirit as ruah (blowing wind), as blazing fire, as flowing water. None of these has a definite shape; they can surround and pervade other things without losing their own character; their presence is known by the changes they bring about. Technically, the term "panentheism," meaning that all exists in God, who remains ever greater, refers to this pattern of relationship. While widespread adoption of this understanding in contemporary theology has been called "a quiet revolution,"(11) Augustine long ago depicted this in memorable terms: 

I set before the sight of my spirit the whole creation, whatsoever we can see therein (as sea, earth, air, stars, trees, mortal creatures); yea and whatever in it we do not see. . . . But Thee, O Lord, I imagined on every part environing and penetrating it, though in every way infinite: as if there were a sea, everywhere and on every side, through unmeasured space, one only boundless sea, and it contained within it some sponge, huge, but bounded; that sponge must needs, in all its parts, be filled with that immeasureable sea: so conceived I Thy creation, itself finite, full of Thee, the Infinite; and I said, Behold God, and behold what God hath created; and God is good, yea, most mightily and incomparably better than all these. (12) 

The natural world of Augustine's day was static, set up by God in the beginning according to a blueprint in the divine mind. The presence of God envisioned within it takes on new contours in an evolutionary universe. Present as sea to sponge, the Spirit of God is supremely radiant, relational energy, continuously creating in and though the processes of nature, which have their own integrity. She is the great creative Matrix who grounds and sustains the cosmos and attracts it toward the future. Throughout the vast sweep of cosmic and biological evolution, she embraces the material root of life and its endless new potential, empowering the cosmic process from within. The universe, in turn, is self-organizing and self- transcending, energized from the spiraling galaxies to the double helix of the DNA molecule by the dance of her quickening power. 

The result of this approach is that the natural world, instead of being divorced from what is holy, is a blessed part of what God loves. Matter bears the mark of the sacred and has itself a spiritual radiance. Hence the natural world is holy, bodies are holy, because the Creator Spirit creates what is physical-stars, planets, species, ecological communities, bodies, senses, sexuality, passions-and moves in these every bit as much as in souls, minds, and ideas. She is forever moving over the void, breathing into the chaos, pouring out, informing, quickening, warming, setting free, blessing, dancing in mutual immanence with the world. Indeed, God is not far from any one of us. In Her we live and move and have our being, as some of our poets now say. An ecological theology of the Spirit of God is one avenue through which we are rediscovering the dynamic presence of God embracing and pervading the world. The universe evolves within the life of divine communion. 

Deepening Doctrine 

Abiding with this sense of God's indwelling presence as Creator Spirit, theology tries to deepen it. Many who have discovered the universe story find that the most adequate religious response entails turning to New Age forms of spirituality. While respecting their choice, I would suggest that there are tremendous resources in traditional Christian expressions of art, architecture, liturgy, prayer, and poetry that can link the human spirit to the Creator Spirit in the natural world. An additional rich resource abides in Christian doctrine, which yields much insight when interpreted within the framework of an ecological theology of the Spirit. 

Creation: In the beginning when the Spirit moved over the face of chaos, God created the heavens and the earth, and it was good. As a result, for Jewish and Christian tradition, the earth is the Lord's with all its fullness (Ps. 24:1); heaven and Earth are filled with God's glory (Isa. 6:3); we cannot flee from God's Spirit even by flying to the highest heaven or by diving to the deepest canyon in the sea (Ps. 139:7-10). This much is obvious: to teach an a-cosmic relation to God is not to know the God of the Bible. 

Covenant: God has a great tendency to covenant: with the earth, with Abraham and Sarah, with the people of Israel. In this we glimpse divine love desiring to be involved in the history of this planet, promising a future. The rainbow in the sky is a sign to Noah: "See, I am establishing my covenant with you and your descendants after you, and with every living creature that is with you, the birds, the cattle, and every beast of the earth with you, all who came out of the ark (Gen. 9:9-11). Bonding with the Earth over and over again, the Spirit of God dwells in the world and keeps on renewing the face of the Earth. 

Incarnation: The Spirit of God overshadows a young girl in the poor, peasant community of Nazareth. The Word became flesh and dwelt among us (John 1:14). What else does this mean but that God is no longer satisfied to be with the Earth in word only but, through the power of the Spirit, chooses to become one of the human species in the flesh. The material of this planet, evolved from exploding stars, becomes God's own body present in our history. From now on, Holy Wisdom in the flesh becomes part of the history of this cosmos. 

Jesus' ministry: The Spirit of the Lord was upon him. In Nazareth he read from Isaiah's scroll, of how the Servant would be sent to free the oppressed and preach good news to the poor (Luke 4:16-19). The gospels are replete with physical scenes of Jesus feeding hungry bodies and laying on hands to heal. His teaching is salted with references to the lilies of the field, the birds of the air, sunsets, storms, lost sheep, and mother hens. He preached a nonviolent ethic, inveighing against greed and exploitation of the weak, but encouraging respect and compassion for all of God's creatures. In his vision the kingdom of God implicitly includes the whole natural world as well as marginalized and suffering human beings. 

Cross: Jesus paid the penalty for this audacious ministry. He was cruelly and unjustly put to death. The cosmic connection can be seen in the fact that in an evolutionary universe no living thing lasts forever. It could not. What is alive in one moment dies to make room for the new that is emerging. Sharing the lot of all other creatures, Jesus died. The mystery of Creator Spirit encompasses also this grinding down of life to the gates of annihilation. 

Resurrection: By the power of the Spirit, he died not into nothing but into the hands of the living God whom he called Abba. The Creator Spirit had the last word, and it was the same as the first word: Let there be life! Death now has no more dominion because he is the first fruit, down payment, pledge, guarantee, foretaste of a harvest that will include the rest of us. Easter faith confesses that Christ rose again not only as a glorified soul but in his very body. Karl Rahner put this dramatically: in the risen Jesus, a piece of this earth, real to the core, is now forever with God in glory. "He still possesses, of course, definitively and transfigured, his body, which is a piece of the earth, a piece which still belongs to it as a part of its reality and its destiny." (13) This has cosmic significance. The future will be on a cosmic scale what has already happened to him. The resurrection functions as a promise that material creation has a future in God. 

Eschatology: The promise of a new heaven and a new earth points to the evercoming God, the Creator Spirit who is still our future. On that day God will wipe away every tear, and there will be no more death or mourning, but all will be filled with new, transformed life. "Behold, I make all things new" (Rev. 21:5). 

I rehearse these Christian doctrines not to point us narrowly inward, but because in our tradition they tell the important story of how the Spirit typically acts. The Holy One who fires up the blaze of being does not stand over against the world, or rule it as a king from afar, but dwells in vivifying and renewing relationship with human beings and the whole universe, calling all into the future. In such manner we need to be thinking and preaching about the Creator Spirit's relation to the world. 

Thorny Issues 

Pushing forward on this frontier, we encounter several vexed issues, among them: one, the traditional problem of evil in the world (suffering); two, the contemporary struggle to rethink divine omnipotence (power); and three, the problematic of divine creativity and the future (novelty). Each adds a dimension to a theology of the Creator Spirit who pervades the material universe with graceful vigor. 

One: Suffering. The story of evolution presents us with an unavoidable issue: the pain, suffering, death, and even extinction of so many creatures. On a grand scale, evolutionary change is dependent on death. Without it, there would be no development from generation to generation. Even on a daily basis, our bodily existence involves feeding on other creatures. Living from the death of others is inescapably built into biological life. As individual human beings, furthermore, we exist only for a brief moment. We are fragile, contingent, and transitory. Death, we now see, is not due to human sin, an idea based on a previous age's understanding of our biological nature, buttressed by a few slim biblical references taken too literally. Rather, competition for survival, predation, and death are part of the pattern of biological life. 

Yes, there is beauty and harmony in nature. But the world can also be unrelentingly harsh and bloody. Where is the Spirit of God in this kind of inevitable natural violence and death? The old problem of evil grows larger as we confront the pain that runs through the history of life. The temptation is to deny the death and loss and to escape into a romantic view of natural life, but we need to face this honestly. 

Christians have no satisfying theoretical answer to the issue of pain and death in nature. Along with many others today, I think the classical theodicy project leads to a dead end. (14) What we do have to offer, however, is a witness to the death and resurrection of Jesus. Here divine love is revealed as unthinkable compassion. The cross reveals the ways of God who enters into the pain of the world in order to heal, redeem, and liberate. The resurrection reveals that by so entering these depths, God's Spirit grounds the promise of new life out of and beyond death. Extending this divine solidarity with human beings to include all creatures, it becomes thinkable to say that the Spirit suffers with every living being that suffers, from the dinosaurs wiped out by an asteroid to the baby impala eaten by a lioness. As theology has envisioned with regard to human beings, God suffers not by necessity, or out of deficiency, but from the overflowing freedom of divine love. This understanding is not meant to glorify suffering, a trap we must be careful to avoid. Instead, it works out an implication of the Creator Spirit's relation to an evolutionary world with an eye to the meaning of love. Our lament, our crying out, our suffering unto God is met by divine compassion in the midst of the pain, (15) and there abides the promise, that all things will be taken up into the life of God. This is not an answer. It is a way through. Much more needs to be thought about on this subject. 

Two: Power. It is a fundamental Christian belief that God is almighty, the Creator of heaven and earth whose immense power and love create and sustain the universe and bring it liberation and fulfillment. What kind of almighty power is at stake here? Christian teaching that has presented divine omnipotence as God's absolutely unqualified capacity to do anything and everything is one reason the traditional problem of evil has been so intellectually unsolvable. On many fronts today, theology has been working to redefine omnipotence as the power of love. This idea gains added currency in the framework of cosmology and evolutionary theory, which delineates the inner capacity of nature to self-organize into new, more complex forms, and sees this being accomplished by the mechanism of random events working within law-like regularities over deep time. 

The major criterion for a fully Christian understanding of divine power is the cross and the resurrection of Jesus. The cross reveals divine power as self-emptying, self-limiting solidarity with the suffering victim. The resurrection reveals a God who brings life from defeat and death. This paschal event leads us to think that divine power involves boundless generosity, incomparable vulnerability, free self-limitation, and the capacity to open a new future. The word for all of this is love. Divine omnipotence is active in the world as love. All too often, Christian theology has gotten this wrong. The agonizing question "Why is God doing this to me?" and the anguished answer "It is God's will" see God as responsible for suffering and lead to blaming God when things go wrong. But this is to envision divine power on the model of human absolute monarchs or potentates who claim the right to do whatever they want. The gospel shows another model: 

For Jews demand signs and Greeks desire wisdom, but we proclaim Christ crucified, a stumbling block to jews and foolishness to Gentiles, but to those who are called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God. For God's foolishness is wiser than human wisdom, and God's weakness is stronger than human strength. (1 Cor 1:22-25) 

Christ crucified is the shape of divine power at work in the world. The same pattern is revealed in the christological hymn in Philippians, where the model for the community is Christ Jesus who did not cling to his equality with God but emptied himself, \taking the form of a slave (2:6-11). Many commentators have thought that Paul in this hymn had preexistence in mind and was referring to Christ's letting-go of divine status. Others see him referring to Christ's earthly existence and view the text as contrasting Adam's attempt to claim self-sufficiency with Jesus' obedience. In either case, Paul is seeing self-emptying as both characteristic of Christ and revelatory of God. This pattern of kenotic love, enacted in Jesus' foot-washing, should shape the Christian community. 

Working out an ecological theology of the Creator Spirit, theology today asks: is it not possible that divine kenosis did not happen only once on the cross but is typical of God's action in the world from the beginning? Is it not likely that the Christie pattern of self-giving love governs God's creative presence and action to all creatures and within the whole evolving universe? Mature love grants autonomy to the beloved and respects this, all the while participating in the joy and pain of the other's destiny. It vigorously cares for, works for, and urges the beloved toward his or her own well-being, but never forces. This kind of relational power- as-love fits much better with Christian revelation. The whole universe is grounded in the power of God. This power is not only infinitely loving, self-outpouring, but at the same time infinitely humble, so it operates in non-intrusive, persuasive, luring fashion, calling forth the world into an inexhaustible future. Such power allows the self-organizing universe to appear and operate according to the integrity of its own rules. This is not a denial of omnipotence but its redefinition. Nor does this deny the infinite transcendence of divine power: to be powerful in this way is beyond all human possibilities or imagining. The Spirit of God moves in the world with compassionate love that respects all creatures' proper nature and autonomy. This kenotic self-limitation in love in the work of creation allows nature its own creativity and humans their own freedom, all the while companioning them into a new future. 

Three: Novelty. It is not inconsequential, theologically speaking, that science brings out how remarkably generous the universe is. From the Big Bang onward, the universe is seeded with promise, pregnant with surprise. It has unfolded extravagantly, in increasingly elaborate array, into forms ever more complex and beautiful. The universe story has been one of restless, amazing adventure, rife with fecundity, that produces genuine novelty. With regularity, more comes from less. It is especially this openness of phenomena toward the future, toward unpredictable novelty, that now allows us to situate the natural world more comfortably within the framework of biblical faith because this faith forever encounters a God who calls human beings forth into a future promised but unknown, and orients the world to an eschatological future. (16) 

The mechanisms of the universe's production of novelty inspire wonder. One fascinating discovery of science is that the world's unfolding has not happened according to a predetermined blueprint, path, or design. Rewind the clock of creation and let it run again, and the outcome would be hugely different. That is because contingent, chance events working within lawful regularities over deep eons of time have crafted the shape of the world that we inhabit today. The universe generates the new by exploring possibilities offered in unpredictable events and random mutations. Contemporary science affirms that the randomness and lawfulness in the world are precisely what one would expect if the evolving universe is to be able to explore all of its options and to experiment with the fullest range of possibilities inherent in matter. Another promising area of research has uncovered how stable systems, with miniscule changes, move toward chaos. But rather than everything falling apart, new, richer, more complex and beautiful forms of order arise at the edge of disorder in open dissipative systems. The emergence of something genuinely new in self-organizing, complex systems is one of the engines that has propelled the universe to its present transient state. 

In the approach taken here, the Creator Spirit can be understood as the immanent source of the new in the emergent universe. From within, She creatively empowers the world in process, respecting its own integrity and proper autonomy. Just as a theology of grace grants that the Spirit does not force the human will, so too an ecological theology grants that the same divine Spirit is graciously courteous toward the freedom of the natural order. As boundless love at work in the processes of the universe, the Spirit embraces the chanciness of random mutations and chaotic conditions of open systems. In other words, God is the source not just of order but of the novelty that causes chaos to happen in the first place. Divine creativity is much more closely allied to disorder than our older theology ever imagined. In the emergent evolutionary universe, we should not be surprised to find divine creativity hovering very close to turbulence. 

In more classical language, God does not only create and conserve all things, holding them in existence over the abyss of nothingness, but is also the dynamic ground of their becoming, empowering their self-transcendence into the future. Rather than intervening from outside, the Creator Spirit enables ongoing creation from within by endowing the universe with the capacity to transcend itself and become what is new. The artist says it best. Writing in his novel, Report to Greco, Nikos Kazantzakis, author of Zorba the Greek, describes the dynamism at work: 

Blowing through heaven and earth, and in our hearts and the heart of every living thing, is a gigantic breath-a great Cry-which we call God. Plant life wished to continue its motionless sleep next to stagnant waters, but the Cry leaped up within it and violently shook its roots: 'Away, let go of the earth, walk!' Had the tree been able to think and judge, it would have cried, 'I don't want to. What are you urging me to do? You are demanding the impossible!' But the Cry, without pity, kept shaking its roots and shouting, 'Away, let go of the earth, walk!' It shouted in this way for thousands of eons; and lo! As a result of desire and struggle, life escaped the motionless tree and was liberated. Animals appeared-worms-making themselves at home in water and mud. 'We're just fine,' they said. 'We have peace and security; we're not budging!' But the terrible Cry hammered itself pitilessly into their loins. 'Leave the mud, stand up, give birth to your betters!' 'We don't want to. We can't!' 'You can't, but I can. Stand up!' And lo! After thousands of eons, man emerged, trembling on his still unsolid legs. . . . 

The enormous struggle continues as human beings continue to hear "the Cry." Wanting to settle down in security but feeling the pull of the future, they call out: 

'Where can I go? I have reached the pinnacle, beyond is the abyss.' And the Cry answers, 'I am beyond. Stand up!' (17) 

The Creator Spirit is the power of God at work opening up a future in the evolving world. Groaning with creation, delighting in its advance, energizing the world graciously from within, the Spirit is with creatures in their finitude and death, holding them in redemptive love and drawing them into an unforeseeable future in the divine life of communion. Belief in the Spirit of Life gives no grounds either for complacency or despair. Only hope. 

Conclusion 

Reflections on the image of Earth from space, a blue marble swirled around with white clouds, has given birth to a whole new paradigm of mutual relations between human beings and the Earth, and all of us and God. Astronauts who have seen this view with their own eyes speak of its power to change their attitude toward themselves and the world. Saudi Arabian astronaut Sultan bin Salman al-Saud, part of an international crew, recollected: "The first day we all pointed to our own countries. The third day we were pointing to our continents. By the fifth day, we were all aware of only one Earth." (18) Another astronaut, American Rusty Schweigert who walked on the moon, had this to say: 

From the moon earth is so small and so fragile and such a precious little spot in the universe that you can block it out with your thumb. Then you realize that on that spot, that little blue and white thing, is everything that means anything to you-all of history and music and poetry and art and death and birth and love, tears, joy, games, all of it right there on that little spot that you can cover with your thumb. And you realize from that perspective that you've changed forever, . . . the relationship is no longer what it was. (19) 

These are, in all truth, religious experiences. In Christian reflection they trigger the rediscovery of the ancient theme of God's dwelling in the world and the world in God. 
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