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Reasons for Randomness: A Solution to the Axiological
Problem for Theists

JORDAN WESSLING and JOSHUA RASMUSSEN

Abstract In this paper we bring to light several ways randomness—i.e., undetermined and
unintended events—may contribute to our understanding of God’s providence and personality.
We begin by making clearer a certain problem that randomness has been thought to pose to theism.
We then discuss recent criticisms of certain contemporary solutions to this problem that emphasize
the value of an autonomous creation. From there, we propose a fresh way of understanding the
value of a semi-autonomous creation that does not succumb to these recent critiques. Our end goal
is to explore new reasons God might have to value randomness. In particular, we highlight two
plausible, interrelated candidate values: (1) There are certain aesthetic properties that a partially
random, self-forming creation enjoys; and (2) Such a creation grants God and creatures certain
pleasures, such as wonder, anticipation, curiosity, surprise, and appreciation. In articulating our
version of the autonomy defense, we position it within two opposing accounts of divine providence,
specifically open theism and simple foreknowledge.

Keywords: Randomness; Chance; Creation and Providence; Aesthetic; Autonomy of
creation defense

Is randomness (or chance) allowed in a theistic world? Theologians of many stripes
have traditionally insisted that God would never permit a “random” event in cre-
ation—where a “random” event is, roughly, an event that is both undetermined by
antecedent causes and not selected for a specific purpose.! Even Jacob Arminius,
who is known for his commitment to autonomy in creation, maintained that
divine providence “preserves, regulates, governs and directs all things—for
nothing in the world happens fortuitously or merely by chance.”> Why resist ran-
domness? Perhaps the most compelling motivation is based upon the common con-
viction that God cannot have a sufficiently good reason to permit random events.
After all, such events are neither intrinsically nor extrinsically valuable—or so it
is argued.’

But without random events, theists face a challenge from contemporary
cosmology and biology. For now theism appears to be at odds with the apparent
randomness that is thought to partially drive cosmic and biological evolution.* A
popular contemporary response is to suppose that God has built into the created
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order partially chance-driven processes that allow creation to enjoy the good of
“making itself.” Unfortunately, influential versions of this so-called autonomy of
creation defense have recently come under trenchant critique.” In this paper,
however, we present a species of this defense that eludes these recent critiques;
moreover, we explain why a divine being might well prefer to have a natural
world that is partially driven by randomness.

Our paper is structured as follows. In the first section, we distinguish different
ways in which randomness might be thought to pose a problem to theism, and
we identify what we deem to be the most significant problem. In the second
section, we summarize three recent autonomy-of-creation defenses, as put forth
by John Haught, John Polkinghorne, and Arthur Peacocke. We conclude that
while the first two defenses suggested by Haught and Polkinghorne are not suc-
cessful, Peacocke’s proposal is more promising, albeit underdeveloped. In the
final section, we seek to provide a fresh account of the autonomy defense that
builds on the underdeveloped suggestions of Peacocke. Here we highlight two
plausible, interrelated candidate values for why God may decide to create a
world containing streams of randomness: (1) There are certain aesthetic properties
that a partially random, self-forming creation enjoys; and (2) Such a creation grants
God and creatures certain pleasures, such as wonder, anticipation, curiosity, sur-
prise, and appreciation. In articulating our version of the autonomy defense, we
position it within two opposing accounts of divine providence, specifically open
theism and simple foreknowledge.

The problem of randomness

Our goal is to elucidate plausible values that can explain, at least partially, why
God might create a world wherein randomness occurs. By achieving this goal,
we aim to solve an important problem that randomness poses for theism.
(Whether or not God has in fact created a world with random events is a question
that we do not address.)

So what, exactly, is the problem that randomness poses? To get a grip on the
problem, we must first say a bit more about what randomness amounts to. Then
we may examine why randomness might be thought to provide evidence against
God’s existence.

Randomness of the kind that appears within, say, orthodox interpretations of
quantum mechanics might be understood in one of two basic ways. It may be
understood as a genuine, mind-independent phenomenon that occurs within the
natural world, or randomness might be conceived as a mere epistemic limitation
of humans that is nevertheless fruitful for understanding the operations of
nature. Presumably it would not be beneath the divine character to construct the
universe such that certain goings-on merely appear random from the human
vantage-point. For it is far from clear why it would be morally untoward for
God to set up a world where humans, at least for a time, do not fully grasp the
workings of his creation. If this is right, then the epistemic-limitation understand-
ing of randomness poses no obvious problem for the existence of God. Thus, our
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present concern is with genuine, mind-independent (or theory-independent)
randomness.

How, then, should we understand such randomness? This is a difficult question
to answer with penetrating precision. But the following definition will be adequate
for our present purposes: an event E is random if and only if E is neither causally
determined nor intentionally permitted or chosen for a specific purpose. So, for
example, suppose E is a particular quantum event that has a 50% chance of occur-
ring given the prior physical states together with the laws of physics. Suppose, also,
that God has no particular reason to allow E to occur. When E occurs, its occurrence
happens for no particular reason or purpose. Maybe God is unaware of E’s occur-
rence; or God is aware, but doesn’t care one way or the other whether E occurs; or
God cares about E, but has no particular reason for causing or not preventing E. In
any case, God has no specified plan or purpose for E’s occurrence.

With this understanding of “randomness” in place, let us see if we can be more
precise about the problem that randomness is thought to pose to theism. We find
that there is not just one problem of randomness; there are several. We will consider
a few of the most significant renditions of the problem.

First, one might think that the existence of genuine randomness in the world is at
odds with some authoritative text, whether it be an official creed or a Holy Scrip-
ture. For example, St. Paul’s claim that God “accomplishes all things according to
his counsel and will” (Eph. 1:11), may be taken to preclude randomness.® To be
sure, trying to square one’s interpretation of authoritative religious texts with
current scientific pictures of the world is rarely easy, albeit important for pious
believers who seek a unified vision of reality. Nevertheless, our present concern
lies elsewhere.

Some argue that there is a logical incompatibility between God intentionally
creating specific entities—say, humans—and doing so via random or chance-
driven processes. Consider Jacques Monod’s routinely cited Chance and Necessity.
Within this book Monod argues that “chance alone is at the source of every inno-
vation, of all creation in the biosphere,” and that because of this, “Man knows at
last that he is alone in the universe’s unfeeling immensity, out of which he
emerged only by chance.””

Tracing the logical contours of Monod’s bold claims within this book is no simple
task. However, the gist of his reasoning seems to be that if the traditional God of the
Abrahamic faiths exists, then he would intend for complex rational creatures such
as humans to exist. Thus, any evidence that human existence was not planned is
evidence against the existence of God. Unfortunate for God, though, the contem-
porary sciences reveal that human existence is just the outcome of a random—
and therefore unguided and unplanned—evolutionary process.

Monod’s objection (the notion that if humans emerged via random processes
then they cannot be intended by God) might be labeled the incompatibility of
design and randomness thesis—or, for short, the incompatibility thesis. What are the
prospects for such a thesis?

Not good, in our estimation. Suppose we grant that humans did in fact arise
through an undirected, random, evolutionary process. Does it follow from this
that God didn’t intend for human or otherwise intelligent life to exist? Not
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clearly. Consider, first, a proposal offered by philosopher of science, Del Ratzsch.?
According to his proposal, God, prior to the act of creation, possesses exhaustive
knowledge not only of all possible outcomes of all genuinely random processes,
but also what would in fact transpire from any given random process, were it to
be instantiated. Should God enjoy such knowledge, God would be able to create
a world wherein he gets precisely the kinds of creatures he would like, even
though the process that produces them is partially or even completely random.
To be clear, particular events in the long evolutionary processes could occur
without being specifically intended for a purpose. There may be many possible
evolutionary paths leading to human organisms, and particular steps along one
path could be both undetermined and unintended, even if God intends that the
total sequence has a particular result. So, Ratzsch’s proposal rebuts Monod’s objec-
tion: God can both plan for human existence and use random, undirected processes
to achieve this goal.

Of course, Ratzsch’s proposal is no more plausible than is the doctrine of middle
knowledge—that God knows prior to his creative acts what events would indeter-
ministically arise in any possible circumstance. Nevertheless, if this doctrine is at
least epistemically plausible, then it serves to undercut simplistic appeals to the
incompatibility thesis. What is needed instead for a rigorous defense of the incom-
patibility thesis is a demonstration of the implausibility of divine middle
knowledge.

But let that pass and suppose God does not enjoy middle knowledge. Even
without this knowledge, God may still use random processes to achieve his goal
of realizing complex rational life. For example, as some writers have suggested,
God may create a universe partially driven by stochastic laws, such that the emer-
gence of complex life is highly plausible given enough time, even if not absolutely
guaranteed. On this scenario, God uses a chance-driven process to accomplish the
goal of complex life.” Although we might wonder why God would use such ineffi-
cient means to arrive at complex life, it is difficult to see why this scenario would be
impossible for God to actualize.

We have seen two quite different responses to the incompatibility thesis.'® Our
point in raising these is not to endorse either one, but to illustrate why we
believe that the incompatibility thesis is not where the true problem of randomness
lies. There is a nearby problem, though, that is more substantial. We will develop
that problem now.

In a dialogue concerning the existence of God, the philosopher and atheist
Quentin Smith argues that the Big Bang theory provides evidence against
theism. His reason is that the Big Bang cosmology requires an initial singularity,
which, according to Stephen Hawking, emits “all configurations of particles with
equal probability.”"" The implication, says Smith, is that the “Big Bang singularity
is inherently unpredictable and lawless and consequently there is no guarantee that
it will emit a maximal configuration of particles that will evolve into an animate
state of the universe.”'? Smith believes that this result provides evidence against
God’s existence because God’s benevolence, power and wisdom ensures that he
would create a universe that either immediately contains animate creatures, or
will naturally and intrinsically lead to the emergence of such creatures. But since
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neither of these conditions are met, we have reason to think that God didn’t create
the universe, which provides indirect evidence for atheism (insofar as we think that
if God exists, he is responsible for the state of the universe).

Smith is well aware that many theists will claim that God could intervene at the
instant of singularity and perhaps intermittingly thereafter to ensure that the uni-
verse generates complex life. To this suggestion Smith rejoins as follows:

I believe this objection is incompatible with the rationality of God. If God intends to
create a universe that contains living beings at some stage in its history, then there is
no reason for him to begin the universe with an inherently unpredictable singularity.
Indeed, it is positively irrational. It is a sign of incompetent planning to create as the
first natural state something that requires immediate supernatural intervention to
ensure that it leads to the desired result. The rational thing to do is to create some
state that by its own lawful nature leads to a life-producing universe."

The thrust of Smith’s objection, then, is that creation via random process is beneath
the divine intelligence. To create in this way is “positively irrational” and a “sign of
incompetent planning.”

Much could be said about the theological assumptions that Smith’s argument
requires, but we want to focus our attention on just one. Note that Smith
assumes that there is nothing particularly valuable about the instantiation of
random processes within creation. For if there is something valuable about
random processes—whether of intrinsic or extrinsic value—such that creating
them is worthwhile (at least as a subsidiary goal of God’s), then it would not be
irrational of God to instantiate random processes. So, without the assumption
that there is nothing valuable about random processes within nature, Smith’s argu-
ment does not get off the ground.

It is therefore apparent that Smith assumes that God could have no reason for
creating a world with the relevant kind of randomness because it has sufficiently
minimal value. Let us call this problem the axiological problem of randomness. The
problem arises from the assumption that random (or chance) processes described
and/or presupposed by some of our leading scientific theories is of sufficiently
minimal value so as to provide God insufficient reason to create a universe contain-
ing them. We may put the problem in the form of a question: What is so valuable
about randomness that God should like to have it in his world?

The axiological problem of randomness has been noted by several theologians
and scientists—at least implicitly. Take David Bartholomew as an example. After
methodically refuting Monod’s incompatibility thesis in the first several chapters
of his book God, Chance and Purpose: Can God Have It Both Ways?, Bartholomew
opens chapter 12 by explaining,

It is one thing to argue that God could have created the world in a manner in which
[God] allows chance a real and important role. It is another matter entirely to argue
that he did actually do it in that way. There are many things that we can do but there
are some which, our friends would argue, we would not have done on the grounds
that it would simply be ‘out of character’ for us to behave in that way.'*
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Bartholomew’s implicit point seems to be that it is one thing to discredit the incom-
patibility thesis, but it is quite another to provide reason to think that God would
find sufficient value to create a world containing random processes.

A more famous illustration of the axiological problem of randomness comes
from Albert Einstein, who claimed that the apparent indeterminism within the uni-
verse must be due to present human ignorance. For Einstein was convinced that
“God does not play dice [with the universe].”'> Whether or not Einstein intended
his appeal to God to be understood as a mere fagon de parler is neither here nor there.
The point is that there would be something deeply untoward about a world con-
taining genuine randomness—all the more so if the world is the product of a
wise creator!

It appears, then, that there is an important difference between the incompatibility
thesis and the axiological problem of randomness. Whereas the former concerns the
alleged incompatibility between random processes and a divine intention for
complex life, the latter concerns the value of divinely implanted random processes.
We are primarily concerned in this paper with the axiological problem of random-
ness, not with the incompatibility thesis. In addressing the axiological problem, our
goal is to highlight a few candidate reasons why God might wish to create a world
containing cosmic and biological evolution that is in part driven by randomness;
we make no attempt to put the axiological problem of randomness to rest. In par-
ticular, we will not address whether the values of randomness are worth all the
potential problems and pitfalls that might arise from random processes.'® We
will focus instead on establishing that randomness may well be worth something,
perhaps quite a lot.

Autonomy of creation defenses

A currently popular view among those writing at the intersection of theology and
science is that a creation that unfolds partially via chance processes allows creation
to embody a valuable degree of independence, or autonomy. For example, John
Haught writes,

Cosmic and biological evolution instruct us as never before that we live in a universe
that is in great measure not yet created. ... Moreover, this is nobody’s fault, including
the Creator’s. The only kind of universe a loving and caring God could create, after
all, is an unfinished one. For God’s love of creation to be actualized, the beloved
world must be truly “other” than God. And an instantaneously finished universe
... would in principle have been only an emanation or appendage of deity and not
something truly “other” than God. A world that is not clearly distinct from God
could not be the recipient of divine love. And an instantaneously completed world
could never have established an independent existence vis-a-vis its creator. The
idea of a world perfectly constituted ab initio would, in other words, be logically
incorgpatible with any idea of a divine creation emerging from the depth of selfless
love.

In short, Haught believes that a universe that undergoes an evolutionary process
allows it to be sufficiently distinct from God, and thereby a recipient of divine
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love. Haught elsewhere appears to suggest that random processes are vital for pre-
serving the distinction between God and creation. For absent genuine randomness
within nature, all events would be the inevitable result of the divine will, which
would constitute a “manipulative controlling” of creation.'®

Not everyone is impressed with Haught’s reasoning. For instance, the philoso-
pher Michael Murray correctly notes that it is far from clear that a clean line
between God and creation requires a somewhat autonomous, evolutionary
process. After all, a human artist can create a painting that is sufficiently distinct
from herself despite the fact that the painting is not self-actualizing. So, Murray
asks, “Why must we think that if an agent directly actualizes a state of affairs
then that state of affairs is not distinct from the agent?”"’

One might respond to Murray by trying to find other values that God might
actualize by creating a partially self-forming world. One such example comes
from John Polkinghorne, who applies “a variation of the free-will defense ... to
the whole created world.”*® Polkinghorne urges us to realize that “A world
allowed to make itself through the evolutionary exploration of its potentiality is
a better world than one produced ready-made by divine fiat.”*' The basic idea at
play is that the value of a self-actualizing universe via random processes is analo-
gous to the value of humans endowed with the ability to form their moral charac-
ters through a history of free choices.

The benefit of Polkinghorne’s account is that it does not clearly fall prey to
Murray’s objection to Haught. Instead of claiming that the universe must evolve
by way of chance processes to be distinct from God and loved by God, Polkin-
ghorne emphasizes the good of cosmic self-creation, something that is analogous
to the good of humans intentionally choosing to develop their characters.

The trouble with Polkinghorne’s emphasis, however, is that it is unrealistically
anthropomorphic. Robin Collins explains,

One outstanding problem with Polkinghorne’s ... explanation is that of understand-
ing what is meant by creation ‘making itself’ or being ‘autonomous.” The whole
appeal of this idea, it seems, arises because the metaphors of ‘making itself’ and
‘autonomy’ tempt us to endow nature with the sort of will and choice we find in our-
selves. Assuming that non-human creation does not have a will to decide its own
destiny, it is hard to see what these concepts could mean when applied to the
non-human world, other than that creation simply unfolds in accordance with the
deterministic and statistical laws with which God endowed it. Clearly, merely to
follow statistical laws is not the same as free choice: presumably, a radioactive
atom that decays does not ‘decide’ to decay but merely follows the statistical rules
of quantum mechanics.”

Collins’s critique reveals why Polkinghorne’s self-described “free-process defense”
will provide few resources for answering the axiological problem of randomness.*

In light of these difficulties, we are motivated to consider a third, more promis-
ing, autonomy of creation proposal. In a number of works, Arthur Peacocke argues
that cosmic and biological evolution is driven by a combination of stochastic and
deterministic processes that affords God the opportunity to use the “potentialities
of his universe to be developed in all their ramifications through the operation of
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random events.”** In other words, randomness is a means of exploring the range of
inherent potentialities of created entities. Furthermore, Peacocke describes God as a
composer who utilizes randomness and law to harnesses the inherent potentialities
of entities within the world to create natural beauty and complex life.”” Peacocke
even depicts God as one who dances and plays with creation.?® This latter sugges-
tion is not that randomness occasions the opportunity to dance and play with cre-
ation through special acts of intervention that disrupt the universe’s natural
trajectory.”” Rather, the idea appears to be that God creates the world freely and
that he immanently sustains and causally works in and through natural processes,
all the while allowing inherent potentialities of creation to transpire in genuinely
random and surprising ways.”® (Important for Peacocke’s understanding of
divine immanence is the idea of panentheism.** As fascinating and fruitful as
this idea may be, both generally and certainly for understanding Peacocke’s
thought, we will not presently discuss this notion of the God’s relationship with
the world.)

Peacocke’s metaphors suggest a fresh way of understanding the value of a mod-
erately autonomous creation, a creation that partially unfolds in independence
from outside causal control and contains streams of randomness. For Peacocke,
the relevant randomness appears to bring about two interrelated values. On the
one hand, Peacocke suggests that there is a certain aesthetic value that applies to a
partially self-making, and thereby randomness-containing, creation. This is how
we understand Peacocke’s description of God as a grand composer. On the other
hand, there is the suggestion that randomness within creation occasions the oppor-
tunity for God to delight and play with creation. Here we have what might be
called psychological values, as it is randomness that provides God the opportunity
for a certain kind of play or delight—a kind of play or delight that may not be poss-
ible without created, stochastic processes.

The kinds of values highlighted by Peacocke are provocative. There is, from our
perspective, something enchanting about viewing the divine development of fun-
damental particles into complex life as analogous to a grand composer, who
“beginning with an arrangement of notes in an apparently simple tune, elaborates
and expands it into a fugue.”*® Likewise, it is inspiring to view divine creativity as
something of a dance or an act of play. Nevertheless, Peacocke does not make expli-
cit how the noted aesthetic and psychological values specifically attachment them-
selves to randomness. It is this lacuna we presently hope to fill.

A fresh understanding of the autonomy of creation defense

We may better appreciate the aesthetic and psychological value of randomness by
imagining a scenario where an artist creates a painting that “makes itself” via
random processes. For example, suppose there is an artist who designs a compli-
cated machine that sprays paint in a stochastic manner unto a large canvas. The
color, density, timing, and allocation of paint operates at random within predeter-
mined boundaries, but as certain configurations begins to arise, the machine selects
specific probability distributions that make particular hues, patterns and so on
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more likely. Let us further pretend that the machine’s combination of law and
chance renders it such that given enough time it is highly probable (though not
guaranteed) that a juxtaposition of complex figures (such as animals, landscapes,
and persons), complementary colors, and sophisticated patterns will emerge.

With this in place, imagine that the artist starts the machine. We watch as blue
paint splatters here, and white and yellow trickle there. At the beginning there is
only a chaotic mess. But as weeks, months, even years pass by, the painting
takes shape. At first we see the makings of a starry sky; then a rushing river.
One tree sprouts up, then another, and another. Animals come onto the scene: a
squirrel, an owl, and then a wolf. With time, the forest is brimming with life.
Finally, a grand forest landscape surfaces, complete with delicate shading and
rich visual texture.

Perhaps the artist occasionally steps in and uses the existing colors and patterns
to create something more complex, such as a mound of rocks, white caps on water,
or leaves that are changing with the season. Or perhaps the artist simply leaves the
machine to do its work. Either way, the painting would be bound to elicit wide-
spread interest.

Think, in particular, of the affect the random processes would have on the
viewers. As the painting develops, interested parties would be filled with
wonder, curiosity, anticipation, surprise, and perhaps even admiration. “Will
complex and complementary aesthetic properties emerge, or will the result be
only a drab mixture of colors?” And if something as complex as a forest landscape
begins to take shape, the onlookers will question what the final product will look
like, sometimes even making predications. The viewers would also experience the
delight of surprise: “Oh, is that a river?,” “I can’t believe the beauty of the skyline!,”
and “I never would have guessed that the painting would produce animals!” And
if the observers of the painting are pleased with the final product, they may even be
filled with a sense of appreciation, or thankfulness, for what has developed.

Clearly, the painting we have postulated would evoke a range of emotions. But
what is the aesthetic significance of the artwork under consideration?

Arguably, one valuable feature of an art piece is its ability to arouse certain
emotions in the perceiver.’! Think, for example, of a film depicting the horrors of
slavery in the American South. If the film is rightly executed, it will do much
more than raise one’s credence in the proposition that slavery is wrong. The film
will instead awaken (or reawaken) the emotions that grab a hold of the truly
satanic evil of one human treating another like an object, a mere agricultural or
household tool. Empathy will be ignited, and the unity and value of all humans
will be palpably experienced. Similarly, much of the power and value of music is
its ability to amuse, enchant, and lift. The widespread appeal of Beethoven’s
Symphony No. 5 is doubtless due in no small part to this—in particular, the way
in which the variation and recapitulation of the famous “Da da da dah” within
the first movement draws the hearer into a developing story of tension and
triumph.

How might the value of art’s ability to arouse certain emotions in the perceiver
apply to our painting produced by partially random processes? We believe there is
a point of connection with both the film and music examples we provided. First,
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consider the stated value and power of music. As Beethoven’s famous “Da da da
dah” draws the hearer into a story of tension and triumph, the painting invites
the onlookers into a narrative that begins in chaos and ends in harmony. The
random processes only heighten the drama, as the outcome is unpredictable and
radically contingent. The viewer is caught in wonder, curiosity, anticipation, and
surprise. Second, recall that part of the value of film is its ability to holistically com-
municate, whereby the mind and emotions of the viewer are brought into contact
with reality. Our postulated painting likewise communicates, albeit indirectly,
something of the preciousness of existence. Through the painting’s random pro-
cesses something beautiful emerges that very well could not have. One who
appreciates the final product is thus all the more grateful for the beauty she
beholds. The painting may even be said to point beyond itself: we and the
cosmos are radically contingent. We exist when we need not have, and we
observe a beautiful creation that could have been aesthetically arranged quite dif-
ferently, or may not have existed at all.

No doubt the reader will foresee the point of application. Suppose God has
created a world that develops in a manner similar to the painting—that is,
through a combination of law and chance the cosmos unfolds and terrestrial life
is gradually introduced. Like the painting, we suggest that the value of this
mode of divine creation is multifaceted. (We will consider later how this vision
of creation may be compatible with two theological models of providence.)

Consider, first, the ways in which the discovery of a creation that arose from
chaos via law and chance might stir certain emotions in us. It should, we think,
awaken within us the sense that we are part of great emerging drama. Similar to
the tension and triumph of Beethoven’s “Da da da dah,” the interplay of random-
ness and law that develops the vast cosmos is awe inspiring. As we examine the
history of the cosmos, we may even be struck by delighted surprise concerning
the way things turned out, as we embody a beautiful world brimming with life.
Furthermore, the discovery of the role of randomness can evoke a sense of the radi-
cally contingent nature of the cosmos and life as we know it. Not only are we and
the world contingent, the particular complex life and environmental beauty that
emerged from the initial conditions could have been quite different. This contin-
gency, in turn, engenders a heightened sense of appreciation and thankfulness
for a beautiful creation and the marvel of life.

Previously we suggested that onlookers of the developing painting might be
filled with wonder, curiosity, anticipation, surprise, and appreciation. Similarly,
it may be that onlookers of God’s creation of a partially random, self-making uni-
verse benefit from the experience. In particular, it may be that angels enjoy these
emotional states (i.e.,, wonder, curiosity, anticipation, surprise, and appreciation)
as creation takes shape. For some theologians, the appeal to angels will feel theolo-
gically ad hoc; but others will discern that this reference to angelic hosts is consonant
with classic Christian thinking. For within the Christian tradition, there is a view in
which what happens within terrestrial creation involves angels and demons. Think,
in particular, of the atonement theory, Christus Victor, where the crucifixion of
Christ frees humans from Satanic captivity. One need not subscribe to this
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understanding of the atonement to form the idea that God’s creative activity is
something “into which angels long to look” (1 Pet. 1:12, cf. Eph. 3:8-11).

Apart from angels and other creatures, it may very well be that the Supreme
Being experiences a range of attitudes through a creation endowed with random
processes. Perhaps God could be said to experience curiosity, anticipation, surprise,
and appreciation over a creation in which random processes are present. This
theory of God is perhaps easiest to develop on an open theist framework whereby
God does not know future contingents, specifically, the future outcomes of genu-
inely random processes (although, as most open theists would have it, God
knows all possibilities and objective probabilities concerning the natural world
and beyond).’* Thus, we'll first explore the value of random creation in relation
to open theism. After doing this, we will consider a more traditional alternative.

Let us begin by agreeing that there is something worthwhile about curiosity,
anticipation, surprise, and appreciation. The artist behind the proposed painting
would likely be caught up in curiosity, anticipation, and surprise over what may
and does happen; and this, it seems, would be a valued experience for the artist.
And if the painting were to turn out well, the artist no doubt would be filled
with immense appreciation for the beauty she beholds.

Now, suppose open theism is true and that God doesn’t know exactly what will
transpire within his randomness-containing creation. God may then engage in
child-like curiosity and delight over his inherently unpredictable world. While
God may know that it is highly probable that an intelligent species will emerge
that can relate to him (given that he has constructed the world so), he may not
know the species and behavior far in advance. Filled with anticipation, he may
form guesses as to what his new friends will be like (without forming beliefs
that might potentially be false), and he may be delighted with surprise by what
transpires. Finally, God may immensely appreciate the astounding beauty of the
cosmos, as well as the kinds of life that are produced by a partially chance-
driven universe.

Additionally, random processes may provide God with the opportunity to
“play” with creation. For if the natural world operates in a fully deterministic
way, then there is no reason for God to “step in” and redirect the path of the
cosmos. But if the natural world can go in any number of directions, then God,
like a sculpture of clay, can work with, through, and maybe sometimes even
against the developmental trajectory of creation. If God occasionally were to inter-
vene in creation, he would be like the artist we previously envisioned, who takes
up a brush to develop and accent the emerging image created by the painting
machine that is guided by stochastic processes. Through divine intervention,
there is a rich interplay of the natural and the supernatural to produce a
masterpiece.

It is worth noting that this conception of an intervening God goes against the
grain of much theological literature on randomness and chance. To give just one
example, Robert Russell maintains that “since God’s intervention breaks the very
processes of nature which God created and constantly maintains, it pits God’s
special acts against God’s regular action, which underlies and ultimately causes
nature’s regularities.”*®> Russell’s idea appears to be that there is something
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untoward about the idea of God purposely initiating and sustaining a process and
then periodically acting to change the natural trajectory of the process. But, as we
have suggested, occasional divine intervention may not be untoward if doing so
affords God certain creative pleasures.**

On open theism, then, God can be viewed as an artist who delights in his par-
tially autonomous and unpredictable creation. He is like the painter we proposed,
who uses chance and law to create something beautiful and evoke a range of
emotions within himself and his creatures.

An objection immediately surfaces. One might contend that while curiosity,
anticipation, and surprise are often valuable experiential states for humans, to
suggest as much about God is simply too anthropomorphic.

At issue here are what might be labeled psychological predicates—attributes such
as love, joy, hope, anticipation, and surprise—and which, if any, of these predicates
can be correctly applied to God. Unfortunately, there is no agreed-upon way to
adjudicate the ascription of the relevant predicates to the divine. Rather, the
range of psychological predicates that are deemed worthy of God are often deter-
mined by one’s overall conception of God. To see this, consider Brian Davies’ classi-
fication of classical theism and theistic personalism as it appears within his
introductory philosophy of religion text.”® The former, which Davies believes is
paradigmatically represented by Moses Maimonides and Thomas Aquinas, holds
that God is maximally simple, immutable, and impassible; God is so vastly differ-
ent from humans that the term “person” cannot be applied to God in any recogniz-
able sense. Accordingly, those who adopt this conception of the divine nature
typically maintain that few, if any, psychological predicates can be aptly applied
to God without substantial qualification. By contrast, the theistic personalist,
which is represented by several contemporary philosophical theologians (Davies
names Alvin Plantinga and Richard Swinburne, among others), is one who takes
divine personhood (or perhaps tri-personhood) with utmost seriousness. God is
a personal being who genuinely and unqualifiedly knows, acts, and loves. As
such, theistic personalist are often much more inclined to believe that there is an
impressive overlap of psychological predicates that can be rightly applied to
both God and humanity.

Both classical theism and theistic personalism have able defenders, and at
present we cannot defend our preference for the latter. Suffice it to say that if theis-
tic personalism is true, this by itself certainly does not entail that curiosity, playful-
ness and the like can be aptly ascribed to God, but theistic personalism does open
the door to such divine attributes, since they can be viewed as valuable features of
God’s personality.

We furthermore hasten to add that most defenders of theistic personalism do not
simply ascribe to God whatever psychological predicates he or she observes within
humans. Rather, the theistic personalist typically utilizes perfect being theology to
determine that which can and cannot be rightly attributed to God (where perfect
being theology can be roughly characterized as the theological method that seeks
to attribute to God the greatest possible collection of intrinsically valuable features).
So, given this method, if it can be shown that it is intrinsically valuable for a being
to experience curiosity, anticipation, surprise, and appreciation, and that such
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valuable features do not conflict with the possession of other attributes that are of
equal or greater intrinsic worth, then we have prima facie reason to ascribe these fea-
tures to God.

We submit that the range of emotions we have underscored are intrinsically
valuable. And we are not aware of any reason to suppose that these emotions con-
flict with a divine attribute of greater or equal worth. Thus, we believe that there is
prima facie reason to suppose that God experiences curiosity, anticipation, surprise,
and appreciation.

Even still, one might think that perfect being theology, far from supporting the
picture of God we are offering, actually precludes the apt application of curiosity,
anticipation, and surprise to God. After all, such features might be thought to be
incompatible with divine omniscience (a perfection with intrinsic value that
appears to outweigh the suggested psychological attributes). For to be surprised
one must believe that such-and-such will be the case, when in fact something
else happens. But God’s omniscience entails that he never believes that which is
false. Likewise, curiosity and anticipation seem to presuppose divine ignorance
of what is come, and ignorance is often thought to be incompatible with
omniscience.

To the objection to divine surprise, we respond as follows. We agree that any
account of the divine mind that implies that God might form false beliefs is woe-
fully inadequate. It seems, however, that surprise (or some mental state quite
like surprise) does not require God to form false beliefs. Instead, God may
simply know that x is objectively improbable without believing that x will in fact
not happen. But then, God can learn that x did happen, despite its objective
improbability. And this knowledge that improbable events have in reality tran-
spired appears to be a kind of surprise—a good surprise, if the outcome is
welcomed.

Furthermore, those with only a rudimentary understanding of open theism will
see how to respond to the objection from curiosity and anticipation. The proponent
of openness will claim that God’s omniscience entails that God knows all that is
true (or some say that which is intrinsically knowable), but if the future is open
in the sense that there are no true statements about future contingents (e.g., how
some random process will unfold), then it is no limitation God’s perfect knowledge
that he does not know what will come.

It seems, then, that the openness conception of God affords him various psycho-
logical values that may contribute to why God might choose to create a world suf-
fused with randomness. For in creating such an atheistically rich world, God enjoys
certain valuable experiences, namely, curiosity, anticipation, and surprise.

Quite understandably, however, many are uncomfortable with the idea that
God does not know an entirely settled future. How might such persons affirm
that God experiences curiosity, anticipation, and surprise through random pro-
cesses if God knows all that shall come to pass? To explain how, we must first
understand the position which has been recently deemed simple foreknowledge.

Simple foreknowledge is best understood when contrasted with Molinism.
According to Molinism, God’s knowledge is divided up into three logical
moments. Within the first of these moments, his “natural knowledge,” God
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knows all necessary truths as well as the full range of possibilities. Applied to
quantum contingencies, God’s natural knowledge grants God the ability to know
all possible quantum events, including the full range of possible outcomes from an
antecedent, indeterministic cause. This is in contrast with God’s “middle knowl-
edge,” according to which God knows all contingently true propositions that
would emerge should the relevant conditions be actualized. Via middle knowledge
God knows not only all possible quantum events, but also what events would in fact
transpire from any given random process. Both God’s middle and natural knowl-
edge are pre-volitional in the sense that God doesn’t determine the truth value of
the content of these two moments of knowledge. Finally, God enjoys “free knowl-
edge”; that is, exhaustive knowledge of his freely generated creation, including
subsequent contingents.

Simple foreknowledge can be understood as the view that God possesses natural
and free knowledge, but not middle knowledge. Couched within the discussion of
random quantum events, the simple foreknowledge proponent holds that God,
logically prior to the decision to create, knows all possible combinations of
random processes as well as all possible outcomes, but God does not know what
any given random process will in fact produce until he creates. Once he creates,
however, God knows all that will ever occur, including all outcomes of random
processes. Creation, then, is what grounds a substantial portion of God’s knowl-
edge of what will come to pass.

William Lane Craig offers a helpful description of the relation between the
simple foreknowledge position and notions of divine curiosity, anticipation, and
surprise. Craig is particularly concerned with free creatures, but much of what
he says applies mutandis mutandis to the present topic. He writes,

The proponent of simple foreknowledge in the absence of middle knowledge has dif-
ficulty making sense of God’s providential planning of a world of free creatures. For
on this view, logically prior to the divine decree God has only natural knowledge of
all possibilities, but no knowledge of what would happen under any circumstance.
Thus, logically posterior to the divine decree, God must be astonished to find
himself existing in a world, out of all possible worlds he could have created, in
which mankind falls into sin and God himself enters human history as a substitution-
ary sacrificial offering to rescue them! Of course, one is speaking anthropomorphi-
cally here; but the point remains that without middle knowledge, God cannot
know prior to the creative decree what the world would be like.*®

Making the relevant adjustments, one might say that Craig is underscoring that
without middle knowledge God does not pre-volitionally know with specificity
the shape of creation that will emerge from random processes. To be sure, given
God’s complete knowledge of all possibilities and objective probabilities, God
would not be entirely caught off guard by what transpires. But God may be genu-
inely surprised by what takes place.

The point of connection should now be apparent. If we suppose that simple fore-
knowledge is true, then prior to the decision to create, God doesn’t know, in detail,
what might come about. Thus God can be filled with something very much like
curiosity (the pre-creative desire to see what might transpire) and anticipation
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(the pre-creative desire to see certain outcomes realized). And when God discovers
what the shape of creation will in fact be, there might be genuine elements of sur-
prise and appreciation.

So, similar to the open theist, the proponent of simple foreknowledge can hold
that creation grants God the pleasures of anticipation, curiosity, and surprise.
And it might be that these pleasures help explain why God created a world that
contains genuine randomness.

Conclusion

Suppose much of the natural world is indeed governed by randomness. At first
blush, one might think that such a world is not a happy place for the Abrahamic
God, since a world that behaves in this manner has little to no value. In this
paper, we have attempted to mitigate, if not entirely undercut, the relevant axiolo-
gical assumption. For we have suggested that there may be something aesthetically
wonderful about a creation that blends together law and chance to create a world
filled with the beauty we currently observe. And, relatedly, creating a world that is
informed by randomness allows both Creator and creature to enjoy rich emotional
experiences, including the feelings of anticipation, curiosity, wonder, surprise, and
appreciation. It seems, then, that God may have his reasons for randomness.
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