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Abstract 

 

Stephen Charles Torr 

A Dramatic Pentecostal/Charismatic Anti-Theodicy: Improvising On a Divine 

Performance of Lament 

 

By engaging with Kevin Vanhoozer’s Theo-dramatic paradigm for understanding the 

metanarrative of salvation history, this thesis sets up and answers the question: What does 

it mean to produce a fitting Pentecostal/Charismatic performance in the face of 

seemingly innocent, meaningless suffering when God appears to be absent? The answer 

offered – classified, in reference to previous and current responses to the problem of evil 

and suffering, as an ‘Anti-Theodicy’ – provides Biblically rooted, systematic guidance 

for such a performance by proposing an improvisation on the divine command 

performance of Jesus during the suffering experienced in the Easter event.  

 

In proposing such an improvisation, it is argued that the practice of lament, so prominent 

in the Old Testament, becomes a Christologically qualified and justified practice to be 

used in the current scenes of the drama in response to the type of suffering in question. 

However, rather than simply arguing for recovery of this practice alone, a 

pneumatological twist is offered in which the Spirit is understood to be given as an aid to 

help with the practice of lament, post-ascension. In addition, practical suggestions are 

made regarding how the use of testimony in Pentecostal/Charismatic communities could 

be modified in the light of this thesis.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 

1. My Story 

 

In October of 2002, after a fairly long illness, my mother died suddenly and unexpectedly 

whilst undergoing investigative surgery. I was aged 21 at the time and already suffering from 

a mild bout of depression that had kept me from returning to university for my second year of 

a Theology degree. Upon being told that my mother had died, I felt as if my heart had been 

torn in two and the bottom had dropped out of my life. I remain unconvinced that anyone, 

even when knowing what is coming and when, can ever be fully prepared for this kind of 

experience, but I was far from prepared or equipped.  

 

I had been taken to church by my mother since I was very young. Until the age of 12 my 

mother, my sister and I had attended a small Assemblies of God church and from the age of 

12 onwards I had attended Charismatic free churches of one sort or another. I had grown up 

hearing various triumphalistic rhetoric and had found myself, at least partially, convinced by 

it. Believing that God still heals I had also believed the ‘prophecies’ and ‘words of 

knowledge’ concerning my mother’s healing and was waiting to see those promises fulfilled. 

Some may say that those promises were fulfilled and that she now has total healing, but that 

would seem to sidestep the point that when initially delivered, those promises, and those 

stating them, seemed to suggest it would be a here and now healing. So, what does one do in 

the wreckage of the aftermath? How does one think about, talk about and, most importantly, 

talk to a God who it was believed could do something but actually seemed absent at the most 

crucial moments? Is one simply to ‘have faith’ that all will be well, not question the 

Almighty, and repeat after Job ‘the Lord gave, and the Lord has taken away; blessed be the 
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name of the Lord’ (Job1:21)? Is one supposed to feel a deep sense of guilt for not praying 

enough, not praying the right prayer, or not having enough faith at the right time?  

 

There were many good people around me at the time that gave out love and support and 

created safe space for me to begin to explore these questions. To these people I am 

immensely grateful. And, let the reader not misunderstand, I feel no ill will towards those 

who delivered the promises of triumph, it is more than likely that they were doing what they 

believed right and were probably left as bewildered as I was. However, for all the love and 

safe space, no-one from within the traditions I had been a part of could provide tools or 

answers that seemed helpful or satisfying in my quest to face the above questions.   

 

I tell this part of my own journey because it provides the context from which the current 

project emerged. I maintain belief in a God that can and does produce signs and wonders, a 

God who can and does heal. I maintain belief in a God who is active in the world in tangible 

ways through His Holy Spirit. I retain much of my Pentecostal/Charismatic heritage. 

However, what I wish to suggest is that for a tradition that maintains a high view of Scripture, 

there is an imbalance regarding how Pentecostals and Charismatics respond to suffering, 

particularly suffering which appears innocent and meaningless and in which God seems 

somehow absent. Kathleen Billman and Daniel Migliore make the point that, ‘The true 

believer, especially in the practice of prayer, is expected to exhibit compliance rather than 

resistance. As a result, instead of providing space for protest and grief, what churches often 

offer are worship services that are “unrelentingly positive in tone”’.
1
 Billman and Migliore 

are here referencing Christianity in general but I suggest their point is even more apparent in 

Pentecostal/Charismatic churches. I suggest that an imbalance exists because this response 

                                                 
1
 Kathleen D. Billman and Daniel L. Migliore, Rachel’s Cry: Prayer of Lament and Rebirth of Hope, (Eugene, 

Origen: Wipf and Stock Publishers, 1999), p. 14. 
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does not seem to fully reflect what is evidenced in Scripture regarding correct responses to 

suffering. In Job 42:7-9, in the aftermath of the horrors Job had experienced, God states twice 

to Job’s three friends that they had ‘not spoken of me what is right, as my servant Job has’. 

What does it mean to speak rightly of and to God in the face of suffering? To broaden that a 

little, what does it mean to communicate rightly of and to God in the face of suffering (as to 

communicate includes speech but involves other forms of communication such as body 

language, facial expression etc.)? More specifically, what does it mean to communicate 

rightly of and to God in the face of seemingly innocent, meaningless suffering when God 

appears to be absent? How does one communicate rightly about and to God when faced with 

this situation? And how does one do that from within a theological perspective that is 

conducive to Pentecostal/Charismatic theology?  

 

These questions are here drawn together into the single research question that will stand at 

the heart of this thesis: What does it mean to communicate rightly of and to God in the face of 

seemingly innocent, meaningless suffering when God appears to be absent, in a way that is 

conducive to Pentecostal/Charismatic theology? The primary aim of this thesis will be to 

provide an answer to this question. 

 

However, although on the surface the question and the aim may appear clear, a closer look, or 

perhaps a moment of reflection, reveals that this is not the case. Instead, we are drawn into 

asking the further questions of, ‘What kind of answer is to be given?’ and ‘How is this 

answer to be reached?’ The first of these questions is a disciplinary context question, the 

answer to which can only be determined by way of clarifying which disciplinary context this 

project is anchored in. In short, the kind of answer produced in response to the research 

question will be governed by the discipline in which this study is operating. 
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In a similar way, how this answer will be achieved – the method – will also, to a great extent, 

be determined by the disciplinary context, as this will narrow the field of methodological 

options available. Further determination regarding method will occur by way of appropriate 

selection by the author. 

 

Before we can proceed any further, both of these secondary questions need addressing. This 

will be the subject of the following two sections of this chapter. Having provided answers to 

these questions I will then move on to provide an outline of the thesis (section 4). 

 

The final three sections of this chapter will examine the relationship between this and other 

Pentecostal/Charismatic work on lament (section 5), the limitations of the thesis (section 6), 

and terminology (section7). We begin by answering the first of the secondary questions by 

way of examination of the disciplinary context in which this thesis will be anchored. 

 

2. Disciplinary Context 

 

In order to clearly illuminate what kind of answer will be produced in this thesis, the primary 

place to start is by stating that this project is located within the field of Systematic Theology. 

However, given the on-going discussions and multiple perspectives regarding how one 

defines this particular realm of theology, simply placing oneself within it still does not tell us 

much. It is important, therefore, to clarify my understanding of this field and how that 

specifically relates to this project. 

 

Thomas Weinandy states,  
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Systematic theologians, their reason guided by faith...and the light of the Holy 

Spirit, clarify and advance what has been revealed by God, written  in the 

scriptures, and believed  by their fellow Christians. In so doing they wish to make 

what has been revealed more intelligible, lucid, and relevant to the Christian 

community.
2
 

 

Weinandy’s statement offers helpful direction regarding the view of Systematic Theology 

ascribed to in this thesis. Daniel Migliore, in response to his own question of ‘What is 

theology?’ states, ‘It is neither mere repetition of church doctrines nor grandiose system-

building. It is faith asking questions, seeking understanding’.
3
As both note, the starting point 

is faith, and as Migliore in particular notes, it is a faith that creates conversations. The initial 

conversation is one that exists between what one experiences and what one believes and the 

apparent incongruence between those two. The second conversation, in the light of the first, 

is one with the divine, seeking illumination and understanding. Weinandy draws us back to 

the point that the role of the systematic theologian is to act as the go-between in the tension 

created by the incongruence or mystery. The faith that seeks understanding is one that 

believes that God has revealed enough to aid in providing guidance for the voices that ask the 

questions. The systematic theologian is charged with returning to the divine source so that 

clarity and relevance regarding this revelation can be achieved. As Weinandy notes, ‘divine 

revelation, as the acts of God to which scripture bears witness, is a mystery to be grasped in 

faith and intellectually discerned and clarified’.
4
 However, Migliore is right in warning 

against system-building and repetition as neither of these have as their goal the aim of 

making intelligible and relevant that which has been revealed. Instead, following Colin 

                                                 
2
 Thomas G. Weinandy, ‘Doing Christian Systematic Theology: Faith, Problems, and Mysteries’, Logos, 5:1, 

(2002), pp. 118-136, (131). 
3
 Daniel L. Migliore, Faith Seeking Understanding: An Introduction to Christian Theology, 2

nd
 edn. (Grand 

Rapids, Michigan: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing, 2004), p. 19. 
4
 Weinandy, ‘Doing Christian Systematic Theology’, (126). 
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Gunton, Systematic Theology ‘is, when rightly understood, dedicated to thinking in as 

orderly a way as possible from the Christian gospel and to the situation in which it is set, 

rather than in the construction of systems’.
5
 This is not to say that systems should, therefore, 

be dismissed. The point is that the system constructed should be done with the aim of 

conveying information and guidance that originates in the divine, to humans, in a way that 

illuminates truth and enables communion. The system, then, is not the end but the means. 

 

There must also be a level of consistency within the system as well as ‘comprehensiveness 

and coherence’.
6
  Although, due to the finite nature of humans, there are of course limits to 

this, as Gunton notes, ‘if Christianity is to claim to be a true and rational faith, there must be 

consistency of some kind among its various doctrines’.
7
 We can say then that the aim of the 

system is both to convey something whilst at the same time displaying a level of consistency, 

comprehensiveness and coherence within itself. 

 

Readers may be forgiven for thinking that I am heading towards a Tillichian style correlation 

approach to the Systematic Theology to be employed in this thesis (or perhaps even a Praxis 

driven one) given my starting point with my own story and the question that emerges.
8
 

                                                 
5
 Colin Gunton, ‘A Rose by Any Other Name? From “Christian Doctrine” to “Systematic Theology”’, IJST, 

Vol. 1, No. 1, (1999), pp. 4-23, (22).  
6
 John Webster, ‘Introduction: Systematic Theology’, in JohnWebster et. al. (eds.), The Oxford Handbook of 

Systematic Theology, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), pp. 1-15, (2). 
7
 Colin Gunton, ‘Historical and Systematic Theology’, in Colin Gunton (ed.), The Cambridge Companion to 

Christian Doctrine, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), pp. 3-20, (12). 
8
 In brief, a correlation method begins with the existential questions that emerge from a particular culture and 

places them in dialogue with Christian theology. The aim is to provide answers to those questions whilst 

achieving mutual correction in both points of view. A praxis driven method is a ‘bottom up’ approach that starts 

with the views of the suffering, marginalised and oppressed. Christian Theology, in this method, is undertaken 

as a secondary, critically reflective, exercise in the light of these voices and the Christian praxis that takes place. 

One of the best examples of a correlation method, as noted above, is that of Paul Tillich. See Paul Tillich, 

Systematic Theology, Vol. 1, (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1951), particularly pp. 3-68. 

Influenced by Tillich’s work (amongst others) yet differing from it in certain aspects, David Tracy’s 

‘Revisionist’ approach also offers a significant example of a correlation method. See David Tracy, Blessed Rage 

for Order: The New Pluralism in Theology, (New York: The Seabury Press, Inc. 1975). For a good example of a 

praxis driven approach see Gustavo Gutiérrez, A Theology of Liberation, (London: SCM Press Ltd. 1996), 

particularly pp. 3-12. 
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However, this is not the case. Gunton’s point, noted above, is that the movement occurs from 

the ‘Christian gospel’ to the current situation, and this is a response to the faith that seeks 

understanding that I will be heartily endorsing. Although it is important to listen to questions 

both from the culture in which we find ourselves and those ‘on the ground’ in concrete 

situations, these voices are not the pinnacle of authority – that rests with God alone. 

Therefore, as my doctrinal starting point for doing theology, I begin with Scripture as 

authoritative, as I am suggesting this is the primary way in which God has revealed and 

communicated Himself. However, as Kevin Vanhoozer has highlighted, in reality it is 

difficult to opt for starting with the authority of Scripture without also beginning with God, as 

it is by holding certain beliefs about God that one can understand Scripture to be 

authoritative. In the same way, Vanhoozer also notes that it is impossible to begin with a 

belief in the Trinitarian Christian God without also starting with a belief about the authority 

of Scripture as it is Scripture that is understood as being the authoritative revelation of the 

Christian God, particularly in the person of Christ as revealed in the Gospels. Therefore 

Vanhoozer’s ‘First Theology’ begins with a mutually referential circle that contains both a 

belief about God and the authority of Scripture.
9
 Likewise, I will be following a similar 

pattern.  

 

Pentecostal/Charismatic theology has traditionally held to a high view of Scripture. Frank 

Macchia notes, ‘For all of its advantages and limitations, theology for pentecostals from the 

beginning has been a biblical theology’.
10

  It has also held to a strong view of God’s 

                                                 
9
 He suggests that, ‘we interpret Scripture as divine communicative action in order to know God; we let our 

knowledge of God affect our approach to Scripture. There is a certain circularity here, to be sure, but it need not 

be vicious, so long as we remember that our interpretations are corrigible and that we are ultimately accountable 

to the text. The circularity in question is that of the traveler who makes frequent round-trip voyages. We may 

visit the same places, but we see new things because we are wiser for our travels’. Kevin J. Vanhoozer, First 

Theology: God, Scripture and Hermeneutics, (Downers Grove, Illinois: IVP, 2002), p. 38.  
10

 Frank D. Macchia, ‘Theology, Pentecostal’, in Stanley M. Burgess and Eduard M. Van Der Maas (eds.), The 

New Dictionary of Pentecostal and Charismatic Movements, (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Zondervan, 2002), pp. 

1120-1140, (1121). 
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sovereignty and interaction with creation, therefore the starting point suggested here would 

seem to fit comfortably within a broadly Pentecostal/Charismatic theological viewpoint. 

However, although a more detailed examination of the nature of the hermeneutical method to 

be employed in this thesis will be discussed in Chapter 4, it is important to briefly note two 

significant points of possible contention regarding how conducive the type of theology to be 

done in this thesis is to Pentecostal/Charismatic theology. 

 

Pentecostal/Charismatic theology has traditionally placed much emphasis on the work of the 

Spirit in the life of believers and with that, although not necessarily worked out in a 

rigorously academic way, the importance of pneumatology. It has also placed significant 

emphasis on belief in a ‘Full Gospel’ in which Jesus is understood as Saviour, Sanctifier, 

Baptizer with the Spirit, Healer and Soon-Coming King. In what I have described so far in 

this section, and in particular my appropriation of Vanhoozer’s ‘First Theology’ as starting 

point, it may appear that the theology I am undertaking here is not pneumatological enough 

and not Christ-focused enough in emphasis to be considered Pentecostal/Charismatic. 

However, in response to this I wish to make two points. 

 

Firstly, I join with Veli-Matti Kärkkäinen in asking, ‘is it really the case that the Spirit is the 

“first theology” for Pentecostals? Or should it even be?’.
11

 As noted above, this author does 

not believe so, however, that does not mean that the Spirit is therefore dismissed or relegated 

to a lesser role. As will become apparent as the thesis unfolds, the role of the Spirit is central 

to the work of the community, the interpretation of Scripture, and the revelation of God. 

However, this can only be brought to the fore once one has engaged with the first theology 

                                                 
11

 Veli-Matti Kärkkäinen, ‘Pneumatologies in Systematic Theology’, in Allan Anderson et. al. (eds.), Studying 

Global Pentecostalism: Theories and Methods, (London: University of California Press, Ltd. 2010), pp. 223-

244, (223-224).  
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proposed here and begun travelling the mutually referential circle that Scripture and its author 

create. 

 

Secondly, Kärkkäinen further notes that ‘An emerging scholarly consensus holds that at the 

heart of Pentecostal spirituality lies the “Full Gospel,” the idea of Jesus Christ in his fivefold 

role as Savior, Sanctifier, Baptizer with the Spirit, Healer and Soon-Coming King’.
12

 As with 

the previous point, this author would affirm (although implicitly in this thesis) a ‘Full 

Gospel’, but, would not make it the ‘first theology’. In addition, the focus of this thesis is 

more a question of right Pentecostal/Charismatic belief and practice in the midst of awaiting 

the Soon-Coming King – a period in salvation history when salvation, sanctification and 

healing have not yet been brought to completion. 

 

In a discussion regarding the nature and role of Systematic Theology Amos Yong states of 

the enterprise in question, ‘It is Pentecostal to the extent that it listens to and incorporates the 

narratives and “babblings” of the marginalised. It is Christian to the extent that it listens 

prayerfully to the Word of God and to those in the Christian tradition who have faithfully 

preceded us’.
13

 Drawing together the above points, the current work is 

Pentecostal/Charismatic in that it listens to those who are marginalised – namely the minority 

who question the sufficiency of Pentecostal/Charismatic theology and practice in response to 

the situations of suffering in question here. And it is Pentecostal in that it is attentive to, and 

places emphasis upon, the work of the Holy Spirit in the life of the community and the 

reception and interpretation of the Biblical text in that community. It also implicitly affirms a 

‘Full Gospel’ and particularly the continuation of the work of Jesus as healer in the current 

context. Although implicit, this latter point is of great importance as it is this particular belief 

                                                 
12

 Ibid. (224). 
13

 Amos Yong, ‘Whither Systematic Theology? A Systematician Chimes in on a Scandalous Conversation’, 

Pneuma, Vol. 20, No. 1, (1998), pp. 85-93, (93). 
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that makes the issue at the centre of this thesis such a fundamental one for 

Pentecostal/Charismatic theology to face. The current work is also Christian in that the 

revelation of God in Christ is at its epicentre and it is an enterprise undertaken in the light of 

that revelation and its reception in the community of the faithful.     

 

This thus sets the disciplinary context as Pentecostal/Charismatic Systematic Theology. 

However, before we move on to offer a conclusive response to the question of ‘What kind of 

answer is to be given?’ in this thesis, a note on levels of discourse is in order. 

 

In Testimony in the Spirit, Mark Cartledge describes three levels of discourse with which he 

interacts in his study of a Pentecostal community: ‘ordinary’, ‘official’ and ‘academic’.
14

 

Cartledge describes the ‘ordinary’ level as coming from those ‘participants in the movement, 

who have the Pentecostal tradition mediated to them by means of corporate worship, small 

group meetings, their pastors and their own experiences and personal commitments’.
15

 In 

short, ‘It is the theology of the people on the ground’.
16

 

 

The second level, ‘official’, is ‘Denominational or confessional theology...It is a second order 

reflection on the first order theology from the pew and is articulated in denominational 

material, official statements of faith and policy documents; it is ecclesial discourse’.
17

 This 

confessional level of discourse is also informed by academic theology, which provides 

information for the shaping of it. 

 

                                                 
14

 Mark J. Cartledge, Testimony in the Spirit: Rescripting Ordinary Pentecostal Theology, (Farnham: Ashgate 

Publishing Limited, 2010), pp. 18-20.  
15

 Ibid. p. 19. 
16

 Ibid. p. 19. 
17

 Ibid. pp. 19-20. 
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The third level, ‘academic’, ‘is theology that is not tied to confessional...theology but 

nevertheless shares similar sources and concerns’.
18

 It also ‘has a broader agenda’ than the 

other two levels of discourse and tends to ‘abstract’ information from them in order to 

‘theorise more generally’.
19

 

 

Nicholas Healy notes that ‘Ordinary theologies have much of significance to offer academic 

systematic theology, for they reflect the vast experience of a multitude of experiments in 

living the Christian life concretely, as individuals and as communities’.
20

 In reference to the 

three levels outlined above, this thesis will primarily operate at the third level as it is not 

confined to ‘official’ and goes beyond the ‘ordinary’. However, Healy’s point is a valid one 

and thus, as noted above, the starting point is with the ‘ordinary’ voice of my experience that 

questioned the ‘official’ voice of, initially, a particular community, but then in this wider 

discussion, the dominant ‘official’ voice of Western Pentecostal/Charismatic confessional 

theology at large.
21

 However, also to re-iterate, although the central research question 

emerges ‘from the ground’, the response is to be rooted in a theology that begins with God 

and His Holy Scripture. As the thesis operates at the ‘academic’ level of discourse it will 

primarily be conceptional in nature. However, here, following Webster, ‘concepts’ are 

understood as ‘“abstractions”, not in the sense that they discard the practical in favour of the 

purely speculative, but in the sense that they articulate general perceptions which might 

otherwise be achieved only by laborious repetition’.
22

 Having generated an answer to the 

central research question at the ‘academic’ level of discourse, guidance can be offered to the 

other levels in the light of this answer. 

 

                                                 
18

 Ibid. p. 20. 
19

 Ibid. pp. 19-20. 
20

 Nicholas M. Healy, ‘What is Systematic Theology’, IJST, Vol. 11, No. 11, (2009), pp. 24-39, (32). 
21

 I will define the limits and focus of my thesis below as well as my terminology. 
22

 Webster, ‘Introduction’, p. 9. 
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Having clarified the placement of the thesis with respect to levels of discourse it is possible to 

address the issue of the kind of answer to be given to the central research question. This 

answer will be one that begins with and is rooted in Scripture as the authoritative source for 

right Christian belief and practice.
23

 It will be a conceptual answer that will draw on other 

doctrines and disciplines within the theological enterprise in its construction. It will therefore 

be an ‘academic’ discourse that seeks to illuminate and clarify divine revelation relevant to 

the research question with the intent of offering guidance in belief and practice to participants 

in all three levels of discourse. The answer will also pay special attention to relevant 

Pentecostal/Charismatic beliefs and practices as it is one that is to be conducive to 

Pentecostal/Charismatic theology. Of particular importance here is the view of and use of 

Scripture, the centrality of Jesus, the work of the Holy Spirit and the practice of testimony.  

 

In the light of this we can restate the central research question – What does it mean to 

communicate rightly of and to God in the face of seemingly innocent, meaningless suffering 

when God appears to be absent, in a way that is conducive to Pentecostal/Charismatic 

theology? – and say that the aim of the thesis is: to answer the central research question by 

developing Biblically rooted, systematic guidance for right communication of and to God in 

the face of seemingly innocent, meaningless suffering when God appears to be absent. And, 

to do this in a way that is conducive to Pentecostal/Charismatic theology. 

 

With this as the kind of answer to be generated, we can move on to examine how the answer 

will be reached. 

 

 

                                                 
23

 And will therefore also start with the Christian God who has revealed Himself in, and communicates 

primarily through, Scripture, particularly as found in the revelation of the incarnation in the Gospels. 
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3. Methodology 

 

In drawing from my own experience to produce the questions to be examined in this thesis, 

there is always the danger that I am creating a straw man. Perhaps my experience of the 

Pentecostal/Charismatic tradition was simply an exception to the norm and perhaps the issue 

I have unearthed does not exist in Pentecostal/Charismatic churches at large. Or, if it does, 

perhaps it has been responded to in a way I would find convincing but am unaware of. How 

would I know? The answer is that I would not, as it is impossible to survey every 

Pentecostal/Charismatic church in the world to assess whether the issue in question is 

universal, particular or somewhere in between! As an alternative to this I have opted for what 

I consider to be the next best option – an examination of the relevant literature that has 

emerged from Pentecostal/Charismatic contexts. The first point of my method is thus that 

research into the reality of the issue to be examined and responded to – 

Pentecostal/Charismatic responses to suffering – is based purely on literary research. This 

option provides the broadest base from which to generate any meaningful conclusions 

regarding the theological view of, and response to, suffering offered by 

Pentecostal/Charismatic theology. Engagement at this stage is at discourse levels one and 

two. The literature that is surveyed is from ‘ordinary’ sources but, these ‘ordinary’ sources 

reflect at least some ‘official’ teaching in certain churches and act as sources for ‘official’ 

teaching in others. There is, however, nothing that one may consider ‘academic’ discourse in 

any of this source material.  

 

Linked to the first, the second point of my method is derived from the answer to the question: 

what does one do with the unearthed information? How this is answered will be partially 

decided by what the information is that is unearthed as this will set limits as to what one can 
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do with it. A further limitation, or perhaps focus, as noted above, is provided by the discipline 

in which the thesis is set. What I am suggesting is that right practice that is affirmed and 

understood as right practice is rooted in right belief. Or, as Miroslav Volf states, ‘Christian 

practices are by definition normatively shaped by Christian beliefs’.
24

  Where there are 

suspected inconsistencies in either or both of these, investigation must ensue to attempt to 

find and correct them. Amy Plantinga Pauw makes the point that, ‘What seems like 

consistency may instead be a coerced or unreflective uniformity’.
25

 In such a situation, 

‘Critical theological reflection is required in order to unmask perennial human tendencies to 

triumphalism and self deception’.
26

 With that in mind, the systematic method being employed 

here would, ideally, start with an interrogation of the practices of Pentecostal/Charismatic 

communities, as represented in the literature, and then move to examine the beliefs that 

underpin them.  However, although this author believes that right belief generally precedes 

right practice, separating belief and practice out in the examination of the literature is 

unrealistic as the two can only best be understood in the light of the other. Therefore, the first 

step in the method will be to examine both practices and beliefs, within 

Pentecostal/Charismatic communities, with the aim of ‘unmasking’ any inconsistencies. 

Practices here are understood as ‘things Christian people do together over time to address the 

fundamental human needs in response to and in the light of God’s active presence for the life 

of the world’.
27

  

 

                                                 
24

 Miroslav Volf, ‘Theology for a Way of Life’, in Miroslav Volf and Dorothy C. Bass (eds.), Practicing 

Theology: Beliefs and Practices in Christian Life, (Cambridge: William B Eerdmans Publishing Company, 

2002), pp. 245-263, (250). 
25

 Amy Plantinga Pauw, ‘Attending to the Gaps between Beliefs and Practices’, in Miroslav Volf and Dorothy 

C. Bass (eds.), Practicing Theology: Beliefs and Practices in Christian Life, (Cambridge: William B Eerdmans 

Publishing Company, 2002), pp. 33-48, (42). 
26

 Ibid. p. 43. 
27

 Craig Dykstra and Dorothy C. Bass, ‘A Theological Understanding of Christian Practices’, in Miroslav Volf 

and Dorothy C. Bass (eds.), Practicing Theology: Beliefs and Practices in Christian Life, (Cambridge: William 

B Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2002), pp. 13-32, (18). 
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Having done this, the second step involves making corrections regarding any inconsistences 

found. At this point the level of discourse has moved to the ‘academic’ as an answer to the 

research question needs to be as comprehensive, coherent and consistent as possible and this 

will be achieved via engagement with various scholarly works.  

 

The third step involves revising the beliefs accordingly in order to enable the fourth and final 

step of providing guidance for how practice may be revised in the light of this. This fourth 

step begins the transition from the ‘academic’ discourse back into ‘official’ and ‘ordinary’. 

However, due to the nature of the thesis, what is offered in this fourth step can only be the 

beginning of the transition as the primary focus is on revision at the ‘academic’ level. The 

third step thus produces the answer to the central research question and the fourth step begins 

to show the implications of that answer in more concretised ways. 

 

The third point to make regarding this method reinforces the systematic nature of this thesis 

in that the method used is intra-theological and inter-disciplinary. By this I mean that the 

thesis incorporates and draws on other disciplines within the boundaries of theology, in a 

systematic way, but does not step outside the bounds of theology. Primarily the disciplines to 

be engaged with are Hermeneutics, Biblical Theology, Biblical Studies and 

Pentecostal/Charismatic Theology as these will be systematically drawn together to produce a 

Biblically rooted answer to the research question. There will also be some engagement with 

Philosophical Theology, however, due to the nature of the answer constructed, this will be 

only peripheral. The reason for this is that I will argue that the use of Philosophical Theology 

in responding to the problem of evil and suffering has generally caused more problems than it 

has solved. This issue will be addressed in Chapter 2.   
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Having anchored the thesis in its disciplinary context and provided details of the method to 

be employed, it is now possible to unfold an outline of the thesis. 

 

4. Outline of the Thesis 

 

Responses to the problem of evil and suffering from within Christian theology have a broad 

and extensive heritage and so it is important that the response developed in this thesis is 

contextualised within that. For this reason, Chapter 2 aims to provide a broad sweep of the 

field in which the response to be developed will be located. This holds within it two specific 

intentions. Firstly, by doing this the approach to be developed here can be located relative to 

that which already exists in this field, thus showing points of overlap and connection. 

Secondly, knowledge of the field also acts as a way of clearing the ground in order to develop 

an approach that is different and unique in comparison to what has gone before. By 

examining perceived issues with approaches already in existence a way can be forged that 

seeks to draw on the strengths and overcome the weaknesses. Chapter 2 is thus an exercise in 

contextualisation and ground-clearing. 

 

Building on Chapter 2, Chapter 3 will examine Pentecostal/Charismatic responses to the 

problem of evil and suffering. Although in the light of Chapter 2 it is possible to begin to 

generally place the approach to be developed in this thesis within the field of Christian 

responses to evil and suffering, this is only partially and tentatively possible. To build from 

this alone would fail to fully address the issue of developing a response that is conducive to 

Pentecostal/Charismatic theology. In a similar way to Chapter 2 then, the aim of Chapter 3 is 

to map out the specifically Pentecostal/Charismatic field, again, in order to both contextualise 

and clear ground. 
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Placed together, these first two chapters have the combined effect of both describing and 

interrogating Christian responses to the problem of evil and suffering (Chapter 2 generally, 

Chapter 3 with specific reference to Pentecostal/Charismatic theology) and in doing so 

highlight both intra and inter inconsistencies that exist in the practices and beliefs. They also 

highlight positive aspects of approaches that have been generated so far that will act as 

threads to be re-engaged with at points in the thesis when the specific approach to be 

developed here begins to emerge.  Having provided this context and highlighted the issues to 

be overcome in the production of the new approach, the next obvious port of call may appear 

to be the construction of that approach. However, before this is possible, tools are required to 

enable this construction. This brings us to Chapter 4. 

 

A significant issue for Christian responses to evil and suffering generally, and 

Pentecostal/Charismatic responses in particular, is the inconsistency regarding, on the one 

hand, use of Scripture and the practices that develop from this, and on the other, claims about 

belief in what Scripture is and the role it should take in guiding one’s practice. In short, what 

is allegedly believed about Scripture does not appear consistent with how Scripture is used 

and the practices that come from this. The beliefs about Scripture may be correct but I 

suggest that a significant reason why the problem of poor communication about and with God 

in the face of seemingly innocent, meaningless suffering when God appears to be absent 

occurs, is because right belief is not translated into right practice.
28

 To begin to address this 

problem, before right belief and practice regarding communication to and about God can be 

developed, the issue of right practice regarding the reading of and use of Scripture must be 

                                                 
28

 I use the phrase ‘a significant reason’ because I am not suggesting it is the only reason why this problem 

occurs. 
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examined. The issue of Pentecostal/Charismatic hermeneutics is therefore the subject of 

Chapter 4.   

 

More specifically, Chapter 4 consists of a three-way engagement between two Pentecostal 

scholars and an Evangelical one. The aim of the conversation is to examine the methods 

employed by the two Pentecostal scholars – who are pioneers in their field – to discover 

whether there are any inconsistencies in belief and practice regarding approaches to and use 

of Scripture, and highlight what these are. The method employed by the third party in this 

conversation acts as a corrective to the inconsistencies, but, employs a method that, I suggest, 

will be acceptable to Pentecostal/Charismatic theology. The third party – Kevin Vanhoozer – 

uses a ‘dramatic’ method that will be employed to frame the rest of the approach developed 

in the thesis. The basis of this method is that Scripture is the God-given script that we, as 

actors in the drama of salvation, are to follow as we seek to put on fitting performances in the 

parts for which we have been cast. It is important at this point to provide the rationale for the 

selection of Vanhoozer as dialogue partner. 

 

In a paper presented at the British Evangelical Identities Conference in 2004, Mark Cartledge 

addressed the issue of ‘The Challenges posed by Pentecostal Theological Method to British 

Evangelical Theology’.
29

 Cartledge highlighted five areas of challenge as well as some 

Evangelical concerns regarding Pentecostal method. Point four in the discussion concerned 

the issue of a possible false dichotomy between theory and practice and how this relates to a 

community’s view of and use of Scripture. Cartledge concluded the point by stating ‘The 

                                                 
29

 Mark J. Cartledge, ‘“Text-Community-Spirit”: The Challenges Posed by Pentecostal Theological Method to 

British Evangelical Theology’, (Paper presented at the British Evangelical Identities Conference, King’s 

College, London, July 2004). This paper has been reproduced in a modified format as ‘Text-Community-Spirit: 

The Challenges Posed by Pentecostal Theological Method to Evangelical Theology’, in Kevin L. Spawn and 

Archie T. Wright (eds.), Spirit and Scripture: Examining a Pneumatic Hermeneutic, (London/New York: T and 

T Clark International, 2012), pp. 130-142. 
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challenge is for Evangelical theology to become more holistic whilst still retaining its a priori 

commitment to the supreme authority of Scripture and being rigorously academic’.
30

 Within 

this discussion, two Evangelical scholars that Cartledge noted may be making ground on this 

issue were Vanhoozer and N. T. Wright. In the conclusion to the paper, Cartledge also noted 

the possible domestication of Scripture by Pentecostal communities in how they see and use 

it and suggested that Evangelical scholarship would highlight this as a concern.
31

 In 2008 

Richard Allan drew on N. T. Wright’s appropriation of ‘critical realism’ in order to propose it 

as a corrective epistemology for Pentecostal hermeneutics.
32

 In the light of these discussions, 

I am in agreement with Cartledge and Allan in their highlighting of the Pentecostal 

hermeneutical issues and their highlighting of Wright as proposing a method that may be 

corrective and palatable to Pentecostal theology. However, I opt for Vanhoozer as dialogue 

partner in Chapter 4 as I suggest Vanhoozer, in incorporating Wright’s insights, supersedes 

him in the rigour and depth of his method and thus proposes a method that will better suit the 

situation in question.
33

 

 

With Vanhoozer’s hermeneutical method framing the approach to be developed in the rest of 

the thesis, the research question can be re-stated: What does it mean to produce a fitting 

Pentecostal/Charismatic performance in the face of seemingly innocent, meaningless 

suffering when God appears to be absent? In conjunction, the aim of the thesis can also be re-

stated: to answer the research question by developing Biblically rooted, systematic guidance 

                                                 
30

 Ibid. p. 8. 
31

 Ibid. p. 10. 
32

 Richard Allen, Contemporary Pentecostal Hermeneutics: Toward a Critical Realist Epistemology, 

(Unpublished MPhil Thesis, University of Birmingham, 2008), particularly Chapter 3. 
33

 This choice was further supported by Wolfgang Vondey’s 2008 review of the The Drama of Doctrine, in 

which he pointed to several aspects of Vanhoozer’s work that would find interest in Pentecostal/Charismatic 

theology. See Wolfgang Vondey, ‘Book Review’, Pneuma 30, (2008), pp. 365-366. Vondey also notes some 

points of tension but these will be will discussed in Chapter 4.  
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for the production of a fitting Pentecostal/Charismatic performance in the face of seemingly 

innocent, meaningless suffering when God appears to be absent. 

 

Having addressed the issues of belief about Scripture and use of Scripture, Chapter 4 acts as 

the hinge point of the thesis as the turn is made from assessment of practices and beliefs and 

the inconsistencies that emerge, to the correction of practices and beliefs. Chapter 5 continues 

this theme of correction by examining how, based on the Script, the divine playwright sees, 

understands and responds to evil and suffering, and how the human actors are to perform 

fittingly in response to it. This examination draws back in some of those scholars mentioned 

in Chapter 2 as having potential for aiding in the construction of a fitting response to evil and 

suffering. Most notable among them is Walter Brueggemann and N. T. Wright as well as 

continued engagement with Vanhoozer.  

 

Brueggemann is particularly important as it is engagement with his work that will aid in the 

highlighting and understanding of the lament genre. Currently Brueggemann stands as one of 

the leading scholars in psalms research and particularly with regard to the lament genre 

within that. In addition, he has engaged in Biblical Theology rather than simply Biblical 

Studies and so, his insights will complement the work in this thesis in a way that other 

Biblical scholar’s work would not have so easily done. A further point that highlights 

Brueggemann as a suitable dialogue partner is that in developing his Old Testament Theology 

he has been a strong advocate of testimony as important in the life of a community – in his 

case Israel. As testimony has also commonly been understood as a central feature in the life 

of Pentecostal/Charismatic communities this latter point further commends Brueggemann as 

a relevant and significant dialogue partner in this thesis. 
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In a similar way, N. T. Wright is also a leading Biblical scholar who has engaged in Biblical 

Theology. Of particular importance for this thesis is that he is also a scholar who has sought 

to examine the problem of evil and suffering from a Biblically rooted perspective. As such an 

examination is a rare occurrence, Wright’s work in this area is particularly relevant and 

significant to the current project. 

 

Continued engagement with Vanhoozer as the thesis unfolds is an obvious move since it is 

his hermeneutical methodology that provides the tools for the construction of the answer to 

the central research question. In the light of this, as Vanhoozer has produced work regarding 

divine interaction with humans and divine perspectives on evil and suffering, continued 

dialogue with his work seems fitting. He is also one of the few scholars who has sought to 

approach the problem of evil and suffering from a Biblically rooted perspective. 

 

In engaging with Brueggemann in particular, it will become apparent that the practice of 

lament appears to offer direction for what a fitting performance may look like. However, to 

simply extract lament texts – particularly from the Psalms – and perform them, ignores a key 

problem that the use of Vanhoozer’s dramatic method seeks to surmount. As the image of the 

divine playwright in human form, Jesus gives a divine, command performance. As actors 

seeking to follow in His footsteps, the questions should be: i.) how does Jesus perform when 

faced with experiences of suffering? ii.) does Jesus engage with the lament tradition and if so 

in what way? iii.) how does Jesus’ performance offer direction for our own? These questions 

are the subject of Chapter 6. 

 

Having provided the background to enable understanding of the performance of Jesus in 

Chapter 5, Chapter 6 aims to amalgamate the perspective and action of the divine playwright 
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and the performance of His actors by examining the performance of the one perfect, divine-

human actor. By examining Jesus’ performance, particularly in the midst of personal 

suffering, we can both get a closer look at the divine perspective on evil and suffering as well 

as taking direction as to how we, as actors in the drama, are to perform fittingly in the midst 

of seemingly innocent, meaningless suffering. At this point we can return to the question at 

the heart of the thesis: What does it mean to produce a fitting Pentecostal/Charismatic 

performance in the face of seemingly innocent, meaningless suffering when God appears to 

be absent? Having developed the necessary tools in Chapter 4, foundations for the 

construction of the answer to this question are laid in Chapter 5 and the first half of Chapter 

6. At this point the answer to the research question is constructed on these foundations with 

reference to the divine actor and most notably how the divine actor makes use of the lament 

tradition that has been handed on to Him. We must, however go beyond this, particularly 

from a Pentecostal/Charismatic perspective, and ask specifically what the role of the Holy 

Spirit is in the performance we are to give – a point also addressed in Chapter 6. Having done 

this, the chapter returns briefly to the various responses to evil and suffering as outlined in 

Chapter 2 in order to categorise the current approach in the light of them. 

 

Chapter 6 closes with ‘stage directions’ for the prepared actors. Although direction has been 

provided for how one is to perform generally and why this is so, there exists a final question 

mark over how space within the Pentecostal/Charismatic companies of actors can be created 

in order for a fitting performance to take place. The closing section of Chapter 6 offers 

preliminary suggestions for how this question could begin to be answered as the transition 

from ‘academic’ to ‘official’ and ‘ordinary’ discourse is initiated. The thesis finally 

concludes by summarising where we have been, where we are, and by making suggestions 

for future research. 
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In producing this thesis the intent is to provide a previously underdeveloped challenge to 

Pentecostal/Charismatic communities and scholars regarding right belief and practice in the 

face of seemingly innocent, meaningless suffering when God appears to be absent. In doing 

so it also acts as a resource that can offer direction in the midst of the various questions that 

may emerge from such a challenge. 

 

Before moving on to discuss the limitations of this thesis it is important to highlight and 

acknowledge a minority of scholars in Pentecostal/Charismatic theology that are supportive 

of the recovery of lament, and how this thesis differs from their work.  

 

5. Relationship to Previous Pentecostal/Charismatic Work on Lament 

 

Michael K. Adams, David Molzahn, Larry R. McQueen, Scott A. Ellington and Leonard 

Maré have all, in the past twenty years, in various ways, highlighted the importance of the 

practice of lament and the need to attempt to bring it back into Pentecostal/Charismatic 

theology and practice.
34

 Although this may be a hopeful sign of what lies ahead (and I hope it 

is!) there is a common problem, from a Pentecostal/Charismatic perspective, with the 

suggestions they make as to why and how lament is to be recovered. Although differing in 

their emphases due, in the main, to their own specialisms and interests, the common problem 
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is the lack of importance and significance given to the Easter event in the recovery of lament. 

Adams notes that ‘Many Christians think that the lament is superseded by some christological 

claim’ of which I would add that I believe this to be particularly true of 

Pentecostal/Charismatic Christians.
35

 Although I disagree with the idea of lament being out-

dated and am in agreement – as will become apparent in what follows – with the 

championing of its practice, it seems naïve to ignore the fact that the Easter event did change 

how God and His people relate to one another. And further, this naivety becomes even more 

pronounced when this fact is ignored by those from a tradition whose central belief involves a 

‘Fivefold’ or ‘Four Square’ Gospel.
36

  

 

Both McQueen and Maré note the importance of hermeneutics to Pentecostal theology and 

particularly to the appropriation of lament, however, neither seems to recognise that, 

particularly from a Pentecostal perspective, how one interprets the Old Testament must be 

affected by the Incarnation and in particular the Easter event. On the contrary, Maré, although 

in passing makes reference to Jesus’ use of Ps. 22 and states, ‘Jesus Himself verbalized his 

negative emotions, and we can surely follow His example’, seems to suggest that use of 

lament is legitimate because the Old Testament is as valid as the New and our experiences of 

suffering are similar.
37

 There is truth in the point about similarities in experience, however, 

my main point stands: how one interprets the Old Testament is significantly affected by the 

                                                 
35

 Adams, ‘Music That Makes Sense’, p. 9. 
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Easter event.
38

 One needs only to think of the abolition of the Levitical laws, or the role of the 

priest, to see that this is so. Once recognised, the problem that emerges is the question of how 

to read and re-appropriate the Old Testament in the light of the Easter event (in this case the 

lament texts in particular), particularly in a way that is conducive to Pentecostal/Charismatic 

theology. As noted above, this thesis supports the re-appropriation of lament suggested by the 

scholars mentioned here, however, where it differs considerably is in the consideration and 

justification given to appropriating lament in the light of the Easter event and the 

hermeneutical method required to justify that appropriation. This will become apparent as the 

argument builds. 

 

A further difference between this thesis and the work of McQueen in particular is that the 

situation in which lament emerges as a fitting response in McQueen’s work is different to that 

being discussed here. In seeking to recover lament in contemporary Pentecostalism, 

McQueen primarily links the book of Joel and the practice of lament in early Pentecostalism. 

However, neither the practice of lament found in Joel, nor the practice of lament in early 

Pentecostalism occurs in response to the type of suffering in question in this thesis. Ellington 

rightly notes that the examples McQueen draws on from early Pentecostalism seem ‘to refer 

almost exclusively to seeking for salvation and the baptism of the Holy Spirit’.
39

 There is a 

question as to whether McQueen is justified in making the links that he does between 
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Scripture and Pentecostal practice, however, of greater importance for this thesis is 

McQueen’s various sources. Neither the Old Testament texts, nor much of the New 

Testament texts that he draws from, provide fitting direction for lament in response to the 

kind of situation being examined in this thesis. And in addition, both the situation that led to 

lament and the theology and practice of lament in early Pentecostalism is starkly different 

from that which will be discussed in what follows. Therefore, whereas McQueen may be 

trying to recover a certain kind of lament as a response to a certain situation in Pentecostal 

theology and practice, no such recovery is being attempted here. Instead, in fulfilling the aim 

of the thesis, new ground will be broken by justifying the practice of lament in situations that 

previously have not been understood as requiring lament as a fitting response. The 

uniqueness of the endeavours in this thesis will become apparent as it progresses. 

 

Having described the methodology and layout to be used, as well as placing the current work 

in the context of previous, similar endeavours, it is important to briefly discuss the limitations 

and focus of the thesis.  

 

6. Limitations 

 

Having opted solely for literary research as the basis for this project, with such an approach 

comes specific limitations. Firstly, the theology to be engaged with is limited by the literary 

resources available. Secondly, it is limited by my selection of which proponents to engage 

with within those resources. It is impossible to have gleaned and engaged with every 

Pentecostal/Charismatic understanding of, and approach to, the problem of evil and suffering 

and so, in this sense, the term ‘Pentecostal/Charismatic’ (which I will discuss in greater detail 

below) seems too general. However, I have chosen to use it because the proponents of the 
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various approaches that are examined have beliefs and practices that, at their core, hold 

common elements that have been designated as central to Pentecostal/Charismatic 

worldviews. What I am not saying is that the approaches covered by my research are 

definitively the only ones. What I am saying is that they are the best representatives, in the 

literary data available, of the variety of responses from proponents within the ethnic and 

geographic focus of the research in this thesis. I have therefore opted for the method 

employed because I believe that it yields the most reliable data from which to draw any 

meaningful conclusions regarding the truth of the situation.  

 

A further limitation, or perhaps focus, is that engagement, regarding Pentecostal/Charismatic 

approaches to the problem of evil and suffering, is confined to white, North American 

proponents. The reasons for this are threefold.  

 

Firstly, due to my own heritage from which the initial questions and subsequent key question 

central to this thesis emerged, this focus seemed an obvious one. The traditions I have been a 

part of have been significantly influenced by the various proponents discussed and so in 

having to limit one’s scope, this seems a helpful factor with which to decide how. 

 

Secondly, thinking along the same lines but broadening the perspective a little, the 

proponents discussed have also influenced the wider linguistic context of which I am 

predominantly linked – the primarily English speaking Pentecostal/Charismatic world. This 

acts as a further reason for focusing in on those discussed. 

 

As noted in the ‘Methodology’ section above, when doing literary based research, the 

literature will, to some degree, determine the limits and the focus. A third reason for this 



28 

 

focus is therefore established by the literature. Within the spectrum of responses to the 

problem of evil and suffering from within Pentecostal/Charismatic theology, the proponents 

discussed here are some of the best examples of different points on that spectrum as well as 

being some of the most influential on the Pentecostal/Charismatic world. Again this is a 

major contributing factor regarding choice of focus. 

 

As a response to these limitations, what I hope for is that, rather than this project simply 

being a stand alone that is affirmed, or critiqued, or worse, ignored, it would instead be the 

opening move in a dialogue with those who are ‘on the ground’ in situations in which the 

subject matter discussed here is relevant. Although the major proponents engaged with in 

examining Pentecostal/Charismatic responses to suffering and evil are from the primarily 

English speaking world, what I am arguing for in this thesis is not limited to that. A dialogue 

obviously requires multiple interlocutors and so, as well as being a directive for fitting 

performance, feedback is invited from the actors – on all parts of the stage – to enable further 

fine tuning and revision. The issue of communication – to make common – is at the heart of 

this thesis and so it is hoped that common ground can be found in the desire to perform 

fittingly in the parts in which we are cast in the scenes in which we find ourselves. We do, 

after all, stand on stage together. We may be on different parts of the cosmological stage with 

different scenery, props and unfolding plot lines, however, in what follows I suggest there is 

something to aid everyone in their respective performances.  

 

Before we embark on the work of finding direction for a fitting performance in times of 

suffering, a final note on terminology.  
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7. Terminology 

 

In a recent essay discussing Pentecostal taxonomies and definitions, Allan Anderson states, 

‘It is probably more correct to speak of Pentecostalisms in the contemporary global context, 

though the singular form will continue to be used here to describe these movements as a 

whole’.
40

 He further states, ‘The terms Pentecostal and Pentecostalism refer to a wide variety 

of movements scattered throughout the world that can be described as having “family 

resemblance”’ of which it is ‘a family resemblance that emphasizes the working of the Holy 

Spirit’.
41

 Anderson continues his examination by suggesting that this family could be sub-

categorised into four types: ‘Classical Pentecostals’, ‘Older Independent and Spirit 

Churches’, ‘Older Church Charismatics’, and ‘Neo-Pentecostal and Neo-Charismatic 

Churches’.
42

  

 

In the light of the limitations of this thesis regarding its demographic and theological focus 

(as noted above), and Anderson’s typology, I will retain the term ‘Pentecostal/Charismatic’ as 

the label for communities I am engaging with. The reason for this is that although I agree 

with Anderson that the term ‘Pentecostal’ covers a multitude of diverse communities that 

share a ‘family resemblance’, the limitations and focus of this thesis mean primary 

engagement will be with communities that fall into sub-categories one, three and four of 

Anderson’s typology. The use of the term ‘Pentecostal/Charismatic’ enables an 
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acknowledgement of the key resemblances and the differences, historically, sociologically 

and theologically between the groups in question whilst not being too cumbersome.   

 

That said, the term ‘Pentecostal’ in the use of the term ‘Pentecostal/Charismatic’ will cover 

that which is usually designated ‘Classical Pentecostalism’. Although much doubt is now cast 

over the previously believed North American origin of this movement, this term is best 

associated with the example of Pentecostalism that originated at Azuza Street in 1906. 

Emerging from the influence of the Wesleyan-holiness tradition, a key characteristic of this 

movement is belief in the Baptism of the Holy Spirit as evidenced by speaking in tongues. 

This experience is subsequent to conversion and sanctification.
43

 In addition there is a strong 

belief in the on-going work of the Holy Spirit in the community, manifesting itself, in 

particular, in charismatic gifts. 

 

The term ‘Charismatic’ in the use of the term ‘Pentecostal/Charismatic’ will cover what 

Anderson refers to as ‘Older Church Charismatics’, and ‘Neo-Pentecostal and Neo-

Charismatic Churches’. Given the nature and subject of this thesis I am simply defining 

‘Charismatic’ as any church which, whether in existence before or since ‘Classical 

Pentecostalism’ has been significantly influenced by it, particularly with regard to belief in 

the Baptism of the Holy Spirit and the operation of charismatic gifts.  
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As noted above, of particular importance in both cases is the belief in the gift of healing that 

is often central within all ‘Pentecostal’ and ‘Charismatic’ communities. 

 

Although ‘Pentecostal/Charismatic’ will be the most common term used, where a specific 

community or individual is being discussed, if relevant, more nuanced terminology and 

definitions will be used. 

 

In connecting this term with the various resemblances there is always the danger that I am 

including or excluding those who should not be. This is the risk with the use of any defined 

term. However, although to exist without defined terms per se is impossible, to exist with 

defined terms that are potentially temporal and open to revision is not. This is the aim in my 

use of the term ‘Pentecostal/Charismatic’ in what follows.  
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Chapter 2: An Overview of Christian Approaches to Evil and Suffering 

 

1. Introduction 

 

In this chapter the aim will be to provide a general overview of what is typically considered 

the most important responses to the problem of evil and suffering from the perspective of a 

Christian worldview. Doing this will enable us to map out a field of responses in which we 

will then be able to situate Pentecostal/Charismatic responses (Chapter 3) and, more 

importantly, the response to be developed by the author (Chapters 5 and 6). In order to create 

space for this development, this chapter will proceed by bracketing the various approaches 

into categories and critiquing each one in turn. By doing this it will become clear, as the 

thesis progresses, where the response to be developed exists in relation to other responses, but 

also where it differs from them. In short the aim is to map out a contextual field and at the 

same time clear the ground for the development of the author’s response. 

 

Before we can proceed, however, we must establish the categories in which the various 

responses will be bracketed.  

 

Many Christian responses to the problem of evil and suffering have emerged by way of 

attempting to address the problem as formalised by Epicurus, who set it up as a logical 

incompatibility issue in need of resolution. David Hume stated the problem in Part X of his 

Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion: ‘Is he [God] willing to prevent evil, but not able? 

then is he impotent. Is he able, but not willing? then is he malevolent. Is he both able and 
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willing? whence then is evil’.
44

 As Christian responses to the problem of evil and suffering 

have, on the whole, centred on responding to this formulation of the problem, it seems fitting 

to categorise them according to the different responses that this conundrum has brought 

forth.
45

 With that in mind the three main categories that will be used in this chapter will be 

‘Defence Against the Problem of Evil’, ‘Theodicy’ and ‘Anti-Theodicy’.   

 

The first category will cover those responses that are heavily theoretical and constructed in a 

negative apologetic fashion by the theist against the challenges of the problem of evil by the 

atheist. The second category will cover those responses that, although still heavily theoretical, 

are constructed in a more positive apologetic fashion. These responses are sweeping 

explanations as to how the God revealed in the Bible, and more specifically in the person of 

Jesus Christ, can be understood and believed alongside the realities of our world. The third 

category will cover those responses that have rejected the theoretical stances of defence and 

theodicy as practically unhelpful, and are instead more existential and practical in response. 

They are approaches that are driven by the need to provide the sufferer and those around 

them with a practical method of response that helps rather than hinders them in the midst of 

their suffering. 

 

Within the categories I have chosen I will highlight the key approaches that fall under the 

various titles and key thinkers that have produced these approaches. With any categorisation 

of this nature there is always the risk of oversimplification whereby the uniqueness of a 

position is lost in the desire to bracket it with other similar positions. However, for the sake of 

                                                 
44

 David Hume, Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion, Nelson Pike (ed.), (London and New York: Macmillan 

Publishing Company, 1985), p. 88. 
45

 Even those who reject this formulation as unhelpful are still, in their rejection, shaped by it. This will become 

apparent when we examine the category I have labelled as ‘Anti-Theodicy’. 



34 

 

clarity I have chosen to take this risk believing firstly that the gain outweighs the risk and that 

secondly, in what follows, retention of all relevant nuanced differences has been achieved. 

 

2. Defence Against the Problem of Evil 

 

When faced with an attack on the existence of God by way of the problem of evil one 

approach that has been assumed in response is that of the defence.
46

 Although this approach 

has primarily come from philosophers such as Alvin Plantinga – who would come under the 

banner of ‘Christian’ – it is primarily theistic as opposed to Christian. The distinction I make 

between the two is that the theist generally understands the term ‘God’ as describing a being 

that is omnipotent, omniscient, omnipresent, omnibenevolent, just, immutable and simple but 

seemingly detached from any context or tradition.
47

 Under heavy influence from 

Enlightenment rationality, this God ‘is presented as an abstract entity with a number of 

characteristics, a God who can be described without reference to any particular narratives, 

without any discussion of Incarnation, Christology, Trinity…Christianity is generally seen as 

one of the things you can get by adding a few supplementary beliefs to the basic starter kit of 

theism’.
48

 In turn, the way evil is dealt with within this approach is also very general and 

abstract. 

 

The most popular approach coming from this camp is commonly known as the ‘Free Will 

Defense’, with the most recent formulations of it being attributed to Alvin Plantinga.
49

 The 

aim for the theist is to disprove the atheist claim that an omnipotent, all-loving God cannot 
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coexist with evil and in so doing prove that it is possible that such a world could indeed 

occur, and, that it is rational to believe in such a world and such a God. As Plantinga states, 

‘the aim is not to say what God’s reason is, but at most what God’s reason might possibly 

be’.
50

  It is Plantinga’s formulation of this approach that I will outline here. 

 

2.1. Plantinga’s Free Will Defense 

 

The theist firstly makes the definitions of the characteristics of God clear. As the concept of 

‘all-loving’ is fairly self explanatory, the emphasis is placed on the definition of 

omnipotence.
51

 Plantinga states, ‘What the theist typically means when he says that God is 

omnipotent is not that there are no limits to God’s power, but at most that there are no 

nonlogical limits to what He can do’.
52

 

 

This principle is then combined with the possibility that a world containing creatures that 

have free will is a better world than one in which all things and creatures are determined. If it 

is taken that, from God’s perspective, this is true, then God is bound by his character and 

nature to make such a world.
53

 The result of this could be that God creates a world whereby 

the creatures in it that have freedom are humans. 

 

The focus then shifts to how the idea of free will is understood. Plantinga states, ‘If a person 

is free with respect to a given action, then he is free to perform that action and free to refrain 

                                                 
50

 Alvin Plantinga, God, Freedom and Evil, (London: George Allen and Unwin Ltd. 1975), p. 28. 
51

 All-loving in this context means God loves all humans equally and does the best He can for them. However 

He also hates all evil. 
52

 Alvin Plantinga, ‘The Free Will Defense’, in Michael L. Peterson (ed.), The Problem of Evil, (Notre Dame, 

Indiana: University of Notre Dame Press, 1992), pp. 103-133, (108). The point is, that God cannot make square 

circles, for example, as this is a nonlogical possibility. 
53

 He is bound to create it because God, by His very nature of being perfect, cannot make anything less than the 

best. 



36 

 

from performing it; no antecedent conditions and/or causal laws determine that he will 

perform the action, or that he won’t’.
54

And further, the choice cannot be coerced or 

determined by any causal law. If the question of morality is brought into this, its presence 

means that if a person is free to choose, as long as they are aware of right and wrong, they are 

also, therefore, free to choose between right and wrong. ‘Moral evil’ is thus defined as ‘evil 

that results from free human activity’.
55

 

 

Bringing all this together, the Free Will Defense claims that if a world that contains creatures 

– in this case humans – that have free will is better than one without, then God must bring it 

into being. If morality is also present, as the theist believes it is, this means that the free 

creatures can choose to do wrong as well as right. And, because God, although omnipotent, 

cannot do anything that is nonlogical, He therefore cannot override the freedom of the 

creatures, as this would contradict the freedom that they have. The result is that God can be 

all-loving and omnipotent and at the same time moral evil can exist. As Stephen Davis says, 

‘the FWD must say that the amount of good and evil that exist in the world is partially up to 

us and not entirely up to God’.
56

    

 

Clear and concise though this defense may be, it does raise some important questions 

regarding possible flaws. These potential flaws include: could God not have created a world 

in which humans are free but never do wrong? Is this the best possible world, as surely God 

must create the best possible world? How does the Free Will Defense account for natural 

evil? 
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In response, Plantinga first dismisses the idea that it is possible to create a best possible 

world. This is based on the argument that regardless of how good the world is, there is always 

room for an infinite amount of more goodness so the idea of a best possible world becomes 

an incomprehensible idea.
57

 Plantinga further suggests that ‘what is really characteristic and 

central to the Free Will Defense is the claim that God, though omnipotent, could not have 

actualized just any possible world He pleased’.
58

 If God must create a world with humans in 

that have free will, then, by the very nature of their free will there will be certain worlds that 

God cannot actualize, as this would not be compatible with the nature of the free will that 

humans have. Plantinga goes on to suggest that ‘it is possible that every creaturely essence – 

every essence including the property of being created by God – suffers from transworld 

depravity’.
59

 By the term ‘transworld depravity’ Plantinga means that given any world that is 

actualized a creature with transworld depravity will make at least one morally wrong 

decision, making it impossible for God to actualize a world in which humans have free will 

and never go wrong. Plantinga further states, ‘What is important about the idea of transworld 

depravity is that if a person suffers from it, then it wasn’t within God’s power to actualize any 

world in which that person is significantly free but does no wrong – that is, a world in which 

he produces moral good but no moral evil’.
60

  

 

With regard to the question of natural evil there are at least three responses.
61

 It is possible 

that some natural evil is simply a result of the structure of nature and the eco-system 

necessary to maintain the planet and the life of creatures on it. It is also possible that due to 
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wrong choices made by the free human beings regarding maintenance and nurture of the eco-

system, it does not work the way it was made to. The second of these responses begins to blur 

the lines of natural and moral evil. The third response is that, as well as creating human 

beings with free will, it is also possible that God created nonhuman beings, such as angels, 

with a level of freedom. If this is true then we know from the brief discussion above that free 

will and the presence of a moral order create the possibility of choosing wrongly. This 

therefore means that the spiritual beings could choose to affect nature in such a way as to 

create what appears to humans as natural evil. Plantinga suggests that it is a ‘possibility that 

natural evil is due to the actions of significantly free but nonhuman persons’.
62

 Again, the fact 

that this idea is based on the choice of moral creatures with free will means that at least some 

apparent natural evil could in fact be placed in the bracket of moral evil.
63

 

 

It must be noted again that these theories are not meant in a positive apologetic sense and 

therefore are not given as definitive about the way things are. They are simply meant to act as 

defensive apologetic possibilities that create a plausible response to the Epicurean trilemma 

employed in most atheistic attacks. In fact, Plantinga suggests that the Free Will Defense 

‘solves the main philosophical problem of evil’.
64

 However, he also notes regarding actual 

suffering that humans face, that a Free Will Defense is not ‘designed to be of much help or 

comfort to one suffering from such a storm in the soul’
65

 and that it will probably not ‘enable 

someone to find peace with himself and with God in the face of the evil the world contains’.
66
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64

 Plantinga, God, Freedom and Evil, p. 64. 
65

 Ibid. p. 29. It is noteworthy that fellow philosopher Nicholas Wolterstorff, following the tragic death of his 

son, wrote a moving book in which he championed the practice of lament as a response to the suffering he 
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Theologians who have written of their personal struggles with suffering include Frances Young – Face to Face: 
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2.1.1. A Critique 

 

The great strength of an approach such as this is that, purely on an academic, logical basis, it 

is the strongest defense against attacks on the existence of God by way of the problem of evil. 

It also provides a foundation on which one may construct a theodicy. However, there are 

possible logical problems with this defense. One example is: why could God not have created 

humans (or angels) with free will but without ‘transworld depravity’, therefore making them 

unable to go wrong at some point? 

 

An interesting question though this may be, the key concerns for this thesis do not center on 

the internal inconsistencies of the philosophical argument that is proposed in the Free Will 

Defense. Instead the two points that are of concern here are firstly, how useful the Defense is 

in response to actual occurrences of suffering and evil, and secondly, as it is a ‘Christian’ 

response, where the authority that justifies such a response is to be found. 

 

The first of these concerns can be dealt with quickly and easily. As noted above, Plantinga 

does not see his defense as providing much pastoral aid and so is of little help to the one 

suffering. The second concern, however, is not so straight forward. 

 

Richard Swinburne notes, ‘Neither the New Testament nor subsequent Christian doctrine 

contain more than parts of a full-blown theodicy and hints on how to construct one’.
67

 

                                                                                                                                                        
A Narrative Essay in the Theology of Suffering, (Edinburgh: T and T Clark, 1991) and C. S. Lewis – A Grief 

Observed, (London: Faber and Faber, 1966).  
66

 Ibid. p. 29. 
67
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Marilyn McCord Adams also states, ‘The Bible is short on explanations of why God permits 

evils and relatively long on how God makes good on them’.
68

 The points to draw out from 

both these observations are, firstly, that the Bible gives no real explanation for why evil 

exists, and secondly, that it seems God, as revealed in Scripture, is more concerned with 

responding to evil and suffering than to explaining its existence. With this in mind, one has to 

consider whether a response to suffering that is labeled ‘Christian’, and yet does not seem to 

respond in a way that concurs with that which is revealed in Scripture, can still maintain such 

a label. The emphasis for Plantinga seems to be on whether something is logical and rational 

rather than whether it is a response that follows in the path of Jesus. And, although it is 

clinical and theoretical, it is not an approach that has simply emerged in a vacuum, nor is it 

purely objective. Instead the Free Will Defense has emerged within a western, post-

Enlightenment narrative. John Swinton states, ‘Put simply, the Age of Enlightenment was that 

period in European cultural history that moved away from a theological worldview, which 

understood God, church and religion as central, and moved towards a worldview determined 

by science and reason’.
69

 He continues,  

 

Understood in terms of the Enlightenment, the problem of evil appears to be just 

one more of the problems that humans frequently encounter and strive to solve 

through reason and intellect. Once we answer the questions and solve the 

problem, the use of human reason verifies and legitimizes faith in God.
70

  

 

                                                                                                                                                        
developing his view from inside a more Biblically grounded framework. Having said that, it is not as well 
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All worldviews from the ground up must begin with a belief in something and in Plantinga’s 

case it appears that his belief is in human reason. As Hauerwas points out, the result of this is 

that the response to the problem of evil that emerges is ‘more like a game than a serious 

activity’.
71

 As will become apparent, particularly in Chapter 3, a Pentecostal/Charismatic 

worldview has a high view of Scripture. This said, a response to the problem of evil and 

suffering that is not anchored in a faith in the God revealed in Scripture, and, in particular, in 

His son, Jesus Christ, will have no place in Pentecostal/Charismatic worldviews or practice.  

 

In addition, Pentecostal/Charismatic theology has traditionally approached rational, academic 

theology and philosophy with a high level of suspicion and has instead emphasized the 

experiential and practical. Bearing these various issues in mind it is hard to see how the Free 

Will Defense can retain the label ‘Christian’ and even harder to see how it can provide any 

aid in the creation of a Pentecostal/Charismatic response to the problem of evil and suffering. 

On which note, we proceed to examine the area of ‘Theodicy’.  

  

3. Theodicy 

 

Whereas the aim of the defence is merely to show that attacks by atheists on the existence of 

God by way of the problem of evil are flawed in some way, thus showing that the Epicurean 

trilemma can be ‘solved’, the aim of the theodicist extends far beyond this into the realm of 

suggesting how it can be solved. Michael Peterson states, ‘a theodicy seeks to articulate 

plausible or credible explanations that rest on theistic truths and insights’.
72

 The point here is 

that the ground work done by the defence theist is built upon by the theodicist as they seek to 

construct explanations for the existence of evil and suffering from a Christian perspective. 
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The aim of a theodicy is therefore to provide ‘an intellectual defense of God in the face of evil 

and suffering’.
73

 As a general rule, one of the underlying principles of Christian theodicies is 

that there is a greater good at work that will be completed in the fullness of time. 

 

As there is such a vast volume of literature on theodicy I will confine my discussion to four 

general areas for two reasons. Firstly, I would suggest that most theodicies are variations on 

the approaches I will outline here and secondly, a narrowing down such as this allows for 

greater clarity in understanding in such a constricted space. The four general approaches I 

will discuss here are: ‘The Free Will Theodicy’, ‘The Irenaean Theodicy’, ‘The Openness 

Theodicy’ and ‘The Process Theodicy’. There are areas of overlap between these categories 

and the various thinkers I will discuss, but, again I believe the gain of this approach 

outweighs the cost. 

 

3.1. The Free Will Theodicy 

 

This approach to the problem of evil and suffering is usually attributed in its common form to 

St. Augustine of Hippo.
74

 Most approaches after Augustine are merely variations on his 

thought. I will therefore focus on Augustine and draw on other scholars where relevant.   

 

Augustine held to the idea that God is omnipotent, omniscient, omnibenevolent, omnipresent, 

immutable, just, simple and that He can do no evil. Augustine also believed God to be all-
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good, pure being and the source of all things and suggested that all that God creates is good 

and that creation is ordered.
75

 All things have their place within the order both in a physical 

sense and a chronological sense and any misuse of anything in the order, or an attempt to 

move it to a different place, would result in corruption of the order.
76

 This results in 

‘plenitude’ whereby the order contains everything that could be created and is lacking in 

nothing. Augustine affirmed this in a discussion with his friend Evodius stating, ‘Whatever 

might rightly occur to you as being better, you may be sure that God, as the Creator of all 

good things, has made that too’.
77

 

 

Included within the world that Augustine suggested God made, are mutable humans, with 

free will. They are given free will because they are made to be at their best when they are in a 

perfect, loving relationship with their creator. And, since a loving relationship involves them 

choosing to be in it, they must have free will in order to do this. However, the other side of 

this is that they can choose not to maintain their place in the order in the correct fashion. In 

the fall, we see wrong choice, resulting in the entry of sin and evil, leading to corruption of 

the order. ‘All the moral evil that exists in the world is due to the choices of free moral agents 

whom God created’.
78

 

 

At this point attention must be drawn to how Augustine defined evil. He stated, ‘There is no 

such entity in nature as “evil”; “evil” is merely a name for the privation of the good’.
79

 If all 
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that God made was originally all-good, the entry of evil should really be understood as not 

the entrance of some substance but the absence of goodness. Evil is where goodness is 

lacking. Although it was Adam and Eve that committed sin, thus causing corruption, 

Augustine believed this was transmitted through all humans from then on, almost like a 

genetic disease. He therefore also believed that we can only be saved by what God does for 

us, not by what we can do for ourselves.
80

 

 

This caused some problems for both Augustine and those who have followed his thought 

since, in his work, there appear to be two main, conflicting, approaches in understanding the 

connections between God’s attributes and character and the free will human’s possess. The 

earlier Augustine seemed to suggest that we can still, as fallen creatures, turn to, or away, 

from God when God reaches out His hand to us. The later Augustine maintained that we have 

free will but that God chooses (or does not choose as the case may be) some to be saved and 

therefore some to be damned.
 81

  

 

When discussing the existence of evil in the post-fall state, Augustine also suggested that in 

an aesthetic way, some things that humans perceive as evil may actually be part of the overall 

beauty of the world. Like an observer staring at a dot on the canvas, we do not see how this 

dot contributes to the beauty of the painting because we do not have the right perspective. 

Augustine’s point was that maybe some evil in the big picture is not really evil at all. And 

even when evil is rightly perceived as evil, God can bring good from it to the point that some 

suffering may even bring us closer to God. Augustine even went as far as saying that nothing 
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falls outside of God’s plans. The obvious problem with maintaining such a view whilst 

holding that God is all-loving and all-good is that a God who knowingly and willingly at the 

very least permits evil, if not causes it, seems to be incompatible with the labels ‘all-loving’ 

and ‘all-good’. 

 

As with most theodicies, the Free Will Theodicy has a teleological aspect to it. There is also 

maintenance of belief in the existence of both Heaven and Hell and, therefore, no belief in 

universal salvation. With the belief in the existence of Heaven comes the idea that God will 

somehow outweigh the evil and the suffering that has been experienced by those who 

populate it, and, that He will restore and heal them. 

 

3.1.1. A Critique 

 

In building on the foundations of the Free Will Defence, the sister theodicy moves on to 

develop a solution to the Epicurean trilemma that gives a far more fleshed out response to the 

problem. The great strength of this is that the solution given is one that is far more specific 

and therefore understandable and useful for those who are grappling with the details of the 

problem of evil. Although it still remains heavily theoretical, it does provide for those who 

are inclined to face the problem at a theoretical level. 

 

However, many of the internal problems raised against the details of the Free Will Defence 

can be raised against its sister theodicy and it retorts with much the same answers. Natural 

evil can be attributed to corruption of the natural order by humans or demonic activity, and 

the question of why humans fell can be pushed back to them being tempted by Satan, raising 



46 

 

the seemingly unanswerable question of why angels fell.
82

 Further problems created by this 

theodicy are actualised if one chooses the route of compatible freedom. Doing so results in 

God choosing some and not others, and, all experiences of suffering being understood as part 

of God’s plan. Arguably this does not match up to our understanding of love and justice or 

concepts of love and justice revealed in Scripture. The proponent may answer by saying that 

this is because we do not understand God’s ways. I do not find this a satisfying answer as this 

leaves God being actively responsible for evil and the damnation of some of his creatures. I 

therefore find the libertarian route more plausible.
83

 This, however, raises the question of why 

God only acts sometimes and not others, particularly if we consider atrocities such as the 

Holocaust, whilst maintaining the omnibenevolence and omnipotence of God. If a response is 

attempted that suggests there is some ‘greater good’ to be drawn from it, or, that from a 

different perspective this is not really evil, then I am not sure the sufferers, or, any of us who 

take such horrors seriously, can accept this as anything less than blasphemy.
84

 As J. Richard 

Middleton suggests, ‘to claim that every evil in the world contributes to some equal or greater 

good which would be otherwise unattainable means quite simply that there is no genuine 

evil’.
85

 Arguably, not only is this of no help to those who are on the receiving end of some 

form of evil and suffering, but, the justification of the necessity of their experience for the 

greater good, at the very least, has the potential to increase their level of suffering, as it 
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encourages apathy and discourages resistance.
86

  If the answer comes from the free will 

granted to humans, then we are back at the problem of why God created a world in which 

humans not only could sin, but, would sin. 

 

As with the Free Will Defense, this critique shows the inconsistencies within the argument. 

However, as was also observed with regard to the Free Will Defense, a Free Will Theodicy 

seems to exist in order to produce a solution to the problem of evil – a sign of being heavily 

influenced by Enlightenment philosophy rather than the way of Jesus revealed in Scripture. 

More will be said about Jesus’ response in Chapter 6 but for now it will suffice to note that if 

one is seeking to follow in the way of Jesus it is paramount to begin with an examination of 

His response to evil and suffering.   

 

3.2. The Irenaen Theodicy
87

 

 

In an attempt to produce a theodicy that avoided or answered the problems faced by the Free 

Will Theodicy, John Hick drew on the thought of the church father Irenaeus.
88

 

                                                 
86

 To highlight the pastoral problems that arise from a greater good approach, Middleton tells a story of an 

encounter between Eleonore Stump and a Jewish student: ‘Right after she [Stump] delivered a shortened version 

of her paper on “The Problem of Evil” at Cornell University in September 1985, a young Jewish student, voice 

trembling with emotion, asked Stump if she meant to imply that God had some morally sufficient reason for 

allowing the Nazi slaughter of six million Jews. She said after some hesitation: “Yes.” He said, “Fuck you,” 

picked up his knapsack, and walked out’. Middleton, ‘Why the “Greater Good” Isn’t a Defense’, (89).   
87

 Sometimes known as the ‘Soul-Making Theodicy’. 
88

 As with the Augustinian Free Will Theodicy outlined above, the accuracy of Hick’s appropriation of Irenaeus 

needs to be questioned – see Kenneth Surin, Theology and the Problem of Evil, (Oxford: Basil Blackwell Ltd. 

1986), pp. 14-19. If Surin is correct, it is important to re-evaluate who ideas are attributed to in this realm. There 

is also a point to be made regarding significant changes in Hick’s theology since his proposal of this theodicy. In 

the 2001 edition of Encountering Evil, Hick proposed the same Irenaean theodicy as that proposed in the 

original 1981 edition, even though his theology had changed dramatically since this first edition (see John Hick, 

‘An Irenaean Theodicy’, in Stephen T. Davis (ed.), Encountering Evil: Live Options in Theodicy – A New 

Edition, (Louisville, Kentucky: Westminster John Knox Press, 2001), pp. 38-52). In their respective critiques, 

both David Ray Griffin and Stephen T. Davis question why Hick had not altered his theodicy accordingly (see 

David Ray Griffin, ‘Critique’, in Stephen T. Davis (ed.), Encountering Evil: Live Options in Theodicy – A New 

Edition, (Louisville, Kentucky: Westminster John Knox Press, 2001), pp. 52-56, and Stephen T. Davis, 

‘Critique’, in Stephen T. Davis (ed.), Encountering Evil: Live Options in Theodicy – A New Edition, (Louisville, 

Kentucky: Westminster John Knox Press, 2001), pp. 58-62). Hick’s response to this is: ‘Well, the book was 

designed, wasn’t it, to illustrate the range of specifically Christian responses to the problem of evil?’. He 



48 

 

 

In order to understand Hick’s theodicy let us begin with his view of creation. The traditional 

view that Augustine and many before and after him have taken was one in which God created 

ex nihilo. He created in a certain order over a period of time, and this creation was completed 

with the first two humans – Adam and Eve – who then ‘fell’, thus allowing sin to enter. This 

approach is in line with a fairly literal understanding of the Genesis narrative. However, Hick 

rejected a literal understanding as a myth, claiming that modern science had proven it as 

such. He then went on to replace it with a far looser, metaphorical understanding that heavily 

relies on scientific theories of evolution. According to this understanding, humans were not 

created perfect and neither was the world, instead both were created to evolve, which they 

continue to do. There was no literal Adam and Eve, they are merely representative of the 

humans that were made. Hick did however maintain the traditional understanding of God 

being all-loving, omniscient and ultimately sovereign. 

 

With this as his basis Hick then attempted to graft on to it what he interpreted as Irenaeus’ 

view of how humans were originally created. The key to this in Hick’s eyes was that there is 

a difference between being made in the image of God and being made in His likeness. Being 

made in His image is our original state whereby a human is an ‘intelligent creature capable of 

fellowship with his Maker’ but at the same time immature and thus not perfect.
89

 Our aim is 

to move from here to where we are in the likeness of God, where we are finally perfect, and 

                                                                                                                                                        
continues, ‘An attempt at a global theodicy would have been a quite different project. But I still hold that among 
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the Holy Spirit aids us on our journey. Rather than seeing the fall as a literal fall from pure 

and perfect to sinful and corrupt, Hick saw the fall merely representing ‘the immense gap 

between what we actually are and what in the divine intention we are eventually to 

become’.
90

 He referred to this gap as ‘epistemic distance’ between humans and God and saw 

the snake in the Genesis text as representative of the experimental side of humans, rather than 

as Satan. In connection to this, Hick maintained a similar view of freedom to that of the Free 

Will Theodicy. His view was that our progress in life has at its centre the pursuit of a perfect 

loving relationship with God, and, we therefore must have free will to pursue this as love 

cannot force. Hick also pointed out that progress is an individual thing so it may not 

necessarily be observed as overall progress in the whole of the human race throughout 

history. 

 

If we now bring in Hick’s view of evil, it is starkly different from the Free Will Defence or 

Theodicy. Hick believed we were not created in a perfect pure state. In conjunction with that, 

he also believed much evil and suffering is the result of the various tests and temptations we 

must go through to get to the perfect state we are working towards. He suggested, 

 

…one who has attained to goodness by meeting and eventually mastering 

temptations, and thus by rightly making responsible choices in concrete 

situations, is good in a richer and more valuable sense than would be one 

created ab initio in a state either of innocence or of virtue.91 
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And therefore, ‘In order to possess positive goodness men must be mutable creatures, subject 

to at least some forms of temptation’.
92

 The reason for the existence of moral evil from here 

becomes fairly clear. Bad choices in what Hick termed our ‘Soul-Making’ result in moral evil 

occurring. Hick’s explanation for natural evil was also similarly straight forward. Natural evil 

is either there as part of the eco-system of the world and as such acts as an education in the 

soul-making process, or, it is the result of bad choices by humans that have resulted in 

apparent natural evil. The former of these two educates because it provides an opportunity for 

soul-making in how one responds. The latter of the two would include such things as famine, 

and would therefore also challenge the choices that individuals make. Hick understood pain 

as a valuable tool in this education process as it protects us, deters us and warns us, all of 

which add to the educational process Hick believed we are involved in. When questioned 

over the horrendous and seemingly pointless nature of some evil, Hick’s response was that it 

is a mystery, but, it does bring about some extremely positive responses such as 

compassion.
93

 He also maintained that it is not possible for God to limit evil or remove some 

kinds of evil as how would He decide which, or know where to stop? It is an all or nothing 

approach. 

 

As with most theodicies, Hick’s also has a teleological part to it. But, unlike the Free Will 

Theodicy Hick believed in universal salvation, ‘For if there are finally wasted lives and 

finally unredeemed sufferings, either God is not perfect in love or He is not sovereign in rule 

over His creation’.
94

 And for all those who are not ready for Heaven when they die because 

they have not gained sufficient purity for entry, he also proposed some sort of purgatory. The 

aim of this is that it causes the individual to progress to the state in which he should be in 

order to enter Heaven. 
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3.2.1. A Critique 

 

Although this is only a brief summary of Hick’s formulation of the Irenaean theodicy the 

main points, I believe, are clear. What Hick does well through this approach is to remove the 

problems related to ‘the fall’ seen in the Free Will Defence/Theodicy (i.e. the problem of 

explaining why humans or supernatural beings chose to fall if there was no evil in the original 

creation) and alongside this provide an interesting variation on the reason for the existence of 

evil. Again, on a theoretical side, this approach also causes one to question the validity and 

plausibility of traditional doctrines applied in the Free Will Theodicy, thus potentially causing 

one to alter their worldview. 

 

However, Hick’s approach is also far from unproblematic. Firstly, his rather arrogant 

dismissal of the creation story seems a little premature. It is no secret that interpretation of the 

creation texts is difficult and scientific theories that support the various interpretations are 

varied with no solid conclusions emerging. In addition, post-modern scholarship with regard 

to science, such as Jean-Francois Lyotard’s The Postmodern Condition, has exposed 

significant problems with claims of absolute proof for scientific theories.
95

 The point being 

that the idea of science being more reliable than faith is a false dichotomy as both begin with 

faith based presuppositions. The concept that science is more reliable therefore seems short-

sighted. This point is further supported by the history of changes in scientific theories due to 

the emergence of fresh insight. Hick’s idea that science is more reliable completely misses the 

point that it is also based on beliefs, and that data still has to be interpreted and meaning 
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generated by fallible human beings. Not only that but Hick seems happy to draw on ‘pre-

scientific’ beliefs in other areas of his theodicy thus creating somewhat of an inconsistency.
96

  

 

Secondly, Hick’s account for horrendous evils seems unconvincing.
97

Are they just part of the 

test? And if so, what kind of God creates such a test and is it worth the cost? Hick seems 

happy to suggest that these, the worse evils – if indeed evils can be ranked – are a mystery, 

but that they also provide an opportunity for positive responses such as compassion. 

Considering Hick is attempting a theodicy, this response seems somewhat unacceptable as it 

fails to achieve what the essence of the theodicy is intended to do. 

 

Thirdly, regarding Hick’s teleology, if when we die we are not ready for heaven, and 

therefore have to go through purgatory, why could all not simply experience purgatory rather 

than having to experience horrendous ‘testing’ in one’s prior life? And, why is Hick happy to 

use the Christian God but not happy to use a Biblical understanding of Heaven and Hell, or 

creation? This last point raises a deeper problem that will be discussed further as the thesis 

unfolds. Where does Hick’s authority lie in the creation of his theodicy? It cannot be with 

Scripture as he seems to take a ‘pick and mix’ approach to it. The same could also be said of 

science as Hick takes a similar approach to this. 
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What is apparent is that although Hick may avoid some problems with his theodicy, this 

avoidance creates other serious problems that cannot be solved, thus reducing the plausibility 

of his theodicy quite significantly. 

 

3.3. The Openness Theodicy
98

 

 

In response to what it perceives to be the negative effects of the heavy Greek influence on 

Christianity, Open Theism has attempted to construct a less Hellenistic view of God, which 

has led to a different approach to the problem of evil.
99

 In order to understand this approach, 

we begin by briefly examining their view of God and His characteristics. 

 

Open Theism, much like classic theism maintains that God is omnipotent, omniscient, 

omnipresent and omnibenevolent as well as being all-good and just. The difference comes in 

how they define the first two of these, and, their rejection of God’s supposed immutability 

and impassibility. 

 

Richard Rice states, ‘We call this position the “open view of God” because it regards God as 

receptive to new experiences and as flexible in the way he works toward his objective in the 

world’.
100

 In the light of this the open theist suggests that God is omnipotent in the broadest 

sense of the term, but, He has chosen to limit Himself in order to work in partnership with the 

free creatures He has created. In this sense, God does not necessarily get His own way as He 
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is not fully in control. Clark Pinnock states, ‘We must not define omnipotence as the power to 

determine everything but rather as the power that enables God to deal with any situation that 

arises’.
101

 In connection to this, Open Theism also places limits on God’s omniscience. They 

believe that God is indeed omniscient but that ‘omniscience need not mean exhaustive 

foreknowledge of all future events. If that were its meaning, the future would be fixed and 

determined, much as is the past’.
102

 Instead, ‘God knows everything that can be known – but 

God’s foreknowledge does not include the undecided’.
103

 This may not necessarily be the 

case if God were in a timeless eternity – suggested by Augustine – because God would be 

able to see things as they are happening all at once, thus making the idea of future, present 

and past collapse into one present. However, Open Theism does not believe that God is in 

such a state. Instead they believe that God is in time and constrained by it as, if the future is 

completely determined and fixed, it removes the libertarian free will they believe humans 

have. 

 

The notions about God’s relation to time stated above move us on to Open Theism’s views on 

immutability and impassibility. Open Theism does not maintain that God is immutable or 

impassible for a number of reasons, all of which revolve around the belief that such 

characteristics are incompatible with His relationship with creation. Open Theism argues that 

‘God…enters into dynamic, give-and-take relationships with us’ meaning that as well as God 

being able to influence humans, they too can influence Him.
104

 They believe, based on 

Biblical support, that God acts in time, and that He also changes His mind and experiences 

                                                 
101

 Clark Pinnock, ‘Systematic Theology’, in Clark Pinnock et al. The Openness of God, (Carlisle, UK: The 

Paternoster Press, 1994), pp. 101-125, (114). 
102

 Ibid. p. 121. 
103

 Ibid. p. 123. 
104

 Clark Pinnock, et. al. ‘Preface’, in Clark Pinnock et. al. The Openness of God, (Carlisle, UK: The Paternoster 

Press, 1994), pp. 7-10, (7). 



55 

 

emotional changes caused by the actions of those He loves.
105

 Such beliefs about God mean 

that He must be in time because, ‘After God acts, the universe is different and God’s 

experience of the universe is different. The concept of divine action thus involves divine 

temporality. Time is real for God’.
106

 However, Open Theism also believes that there are 

elements to God that are changeless. ‘They apply the “changeless” statements to God’s 

existence and character, to his love and reliability. They apply the “changing” statements to 

God’s actions and experience’.
107

 Thus, ‘God is immutable in essence and in his 

trustworthiness over time, but in other respects God changes’.
108

 Alongside this they maintain 

that God is both transcendent and immanent to his creatures. 

 

The kind of theodicy that comes from this perspective shares many of the beliefs found in the 

classic Free Will Theodicy. Open Theism believes that God created ex nihilo out of choice 

rather than necessity as God is not dependent on creation. Pinnock also states, ‘Our 

understanding of the Scriptures leads us to depict God, the sovereign Creator, as voluntarily 

bringing into existence a world with significantly free personal agents in it, agents who can 

respond positively to God or reject his plans for them’.
109

 Therefore sin entered the world 

because of the wrong choice made by humans. However, the Open Theist’s perspective on 

God causes the major similarities to halt there. Moral evil is simply the result of the decisions 
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made by humans in conjunction with the somewhat limited power and knowledge of God. 

God cannot be held responsible as God could neither absolutely see it coming nor necessarily 

have the power to stop it. David Basinger notes, ‘we believe that God can never know with 

certainty what will happen in any context involving freedom of choice’.
110

 In addition 

William Hasker explains: 

 

According to free will theism…God knows that evils will occur, but he has not 

for the most part specifically decreed or incorporated into his plan the 

individual instances of evil. Rather, God governs the world according to 

general strategies which are, as a whole, ordered for the good of the creation 

but whose detailed consequences are not foreseen or intended by God prior to 

the decision to adopt them.111 

 

Underpinning this approach is the belief that God, even though not responsible for moral evil, 

can still bring good from evil situations. Added to this is the idea that God, in His 

immanence, is emotionally affected by the evil that occurs. The sufferer may therefore be 

able to take some comfort in the belief that God is suffering alongside him, although, 

Basinger further states, ‘we…believe that God does not as a general rule intervene in earthly 

affairs’ so one wonders how this helps.
112

 

 

Open Theism also maintains a typical teleology in which God will bring the world to an end 

in a final judgement. The result of this will be some going to Heaven and some to Hell. Due 
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to the limits on God, this approach avoids the pitfalls associated with Him determining 

everything and therefore leaves Him free of guilt regarding the eternal destiny of all. 

 

3.3.1. A Critique 

 

There are a number of things that make this approach attractive and strong. Firstly, as stated 

above, the limits on God mean He is not responsible for the eternal destiny of humans. But, 

wider than this, it also removes divine responsibility for evil entering the world, as He may 

not have seen it coming and could probably not have stopped it if He had. Secondly, the God 

described by Open Theism is more immanent and interested in relationship than in other 

approaches. This becomes particularly important when He is understood as a faithful 

companion in our suffering. In a practical sense this is a God one can journey with. 

 

However, it is also a theodicy that raises some serious questions regarding its plausibility. The 

biggest problems revolve around the consequences of attempting to redefine God’s 

characteristics. If God is limited in knowledge and power in the ways suggested, how can we 

guarantee that God will bring any specific end about? If God cannot even say with certainty 

how things will turn out, and, He exhibits surprise that certain events occur, what kind of God 

is this, and does it even have the right to hale the title ‘God’? This approach might well 

remove the problem of God being held responsible for evil, but, the cost is that He is reduced 

to nothing more than a faithful companion that will suffer with, but ultimately cannot promise 

to be able to do anything to remove the suffering. Also, does the belief that God is affected by 

our responses mean that God can be manipulated? A fuller critique of this whole approach 

rests outside of this thesis, but, for the sake of what is to follow here, there are two important 
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points to make.
113

 Firstly, although the claim of Open Theism is that it is intended to be more 

rooted in the Biblical texts than its supposed overly Greek influenced counterparts, there is a 

distinct sense in which ‘proof-texting’ is the order of the day. Whereas the opponents of Open 

Theism are accused of watering down difficult texts under the heading of 

‘anthropomorphisms’, it seems that in the same way, proponents of Open Theism build a 

theology on certain texts and then attempt to force controverting texts into that mould. This 

seems an equally poor use of Scripture. 

 

Secondly, my suggestion is that the reason why a ‘Procrustean Bed’ style approach is used 

towards Scripture is because the driving force behind their approach to the problems of evil, 

predestination, free will and foreknowledge is actually based in a post-Enlightenment 

worldview rather than a Biblical one. As highlighted earlier in this chapter, the underlying 

aim in Enlightenment thought was to find a rational solution to a problem, something the 

Bible – and therefore God – does not seem interested in on these matters.
114

 Instead, God 

appears more concerned with responding to the problem of evil and suffering in a practical 

fashion. Thus, although an Openness Theodicy attempts to distance itself from the influences 

of Greek philosophy, it simply seems to substitute these for post-Enlightenment influences 

that then masquerade as Biblical ones.
115

 This seems unsatisfactory from a Christian 

perspective. 
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3.4. The Process Theodicy 

 

Process theodicy, as with all approaches considered so far, focuses on attempting to solve 

Epicurus’ trilemma. And, as with Open Theism, the solution to the problem requires a re-

examination and consequently a redefining of the term ‘omnipotence’. However, before I 

discuss this aspect and the subsequent view of evil it produces, it is necessary to briefly 

outline parts of the philosophy and theology of Process thought on which the Process 

Theodicy is built.
116

 In what follows David Ray Griffin’s work will be our focus as the main 

proponent of Process thought in relation to evil.  

 

Process philosophy suggests that all ‘actual entities’ – those things that are not inanimate 

objects – experience ‘events’ in passing ‘occasions’ and have the capacity to create.
117

 During 

these occasions, the experiencing of events involves the transfer of energy. Each occasion is 

based on the content of the event and the previous experience of the entity, which come 

together to create feelings. This is called ‘concrescence’.
118

 The ability to create for an actual 

entity involves both the power to affect one’s own creation/evolution as well as the power to 

                                                                                                                                                        
which Open Theists come to the Biblical text is one that is heavily influenced by the post-Enlightenment ideal 

of solving problems. The result is that in attempting to solve the problem of evil, and be Biblically based, 

Biblical texts are interpreted to suit a certain end and in doing so are distorted. 
116

 This foundation is attributed to Alfred North Whitehead and Charles Hartshorne. Of the theodicy that he 

develops David Ray Griffin states, it ‘is a theodicy based on Whiteheadian-Hartshornean process philosophy. 

The resulting theodicy is in part simply a restatement of certain explicit themes in Whitehead’s thought, in part 

an explication and application of certain notions that are only implicit therein, and in part a modification of 

Whitehead’s position along lines suggested by Hartshorne – a modification that is regarded as making 

Whitehead’s own position more self-consistent’. David Ray Griffin, God, Power, and Evil: A Process Theodicy, 

(Philadelphia, Pennsylvania: The Westminster Press, 1976), p. 275. 
117

 Whitehead defines ‘actual entities’ as ‘the final real things of which the world is made up. There is no going 

behind actual entities to find anything more real’. Alfred North Whitehead, Process and Reality: An Essay in 

Cosmology, Corrected Edition, David Ray Griffin and Donald W. Sherburne (eds.), (New York: The Free Press, 

1978), p. 18. He later substitutes this term for the term ‘actual occasions’ as the actual entity is only such 

momentarily – thus making it an ‘occasion’, (p. 73). ‘Events’ are therefore defined as ‘a nexus of actual 

occasions, inter-related in some determinate fashion in one extensive quantum’ (p. 73). He further notes, ‘An 

actual occasion is the limiting type of an event with only one member’, (p. 73). 
118

 In Adventures of Ideas, Whitehead states, ‘The word Concrescence is a derivative from the familiar latin 

verb, meaning “growing together”. It also has the advantage that the participle “concrete” is familiarly used for 

the notion of complete physical reality. Thus Concrescence is useful to convey the notion of many things 

acquiring complete complex unity’. Alfred North Whitehead, Adventure of Ideas, (New York: The Free Press, 

1967), p. 236. 



60 

 

affect the creation of other actual entities. The affecting of other actual entities by oneself 

involves the transfer of energy and is called ‘transition’.
119

 

 

The result of this foundation in thought is that no actual entity (of which God is included) has 

a monopoly on power. But instead, all actual entities are i.) evolving and ii.) determined to a 

greater or lesser extent by the influence of other actual entities. The most important 

consequences of this are that God must therefore be evolving and must also be necessarily 

dependent on the world and its creatures.
120

 

 

As opposed to classic theology, the Process God did not create ex nihilo as this would involve 

God being a separate entity free from influence. Instead the God of Process theology began to 

bring order out of the chaos that already surrounded him by the interactions he had with it. 

 

At this point it is worth bringing back into the discussion the Process understanding of the 

term ‘omnipotence’. Similar to Open Theism, the process view believes that the traditional 

view of omnipotence requires revision.
121

 God is omnipotent as far as the Process theologian 

is concerned, but, this simply means that God only has all the power he can have in a world 

where all other actual entities also have some degree of power. For the Process theologian, 

‘The problem is the assumption that the meaning of perfect power or omnipotence can be 

settled apart from a metaphysical discussion of the nature of the “beings” upon whom this 

perfect power is to be exercised’.
122

 Of which they believe it cannot. Instead omnipotence 

must be understood in the context of the reciprocating relationship between God and 

                                                 
119

 See Whitehead, Process and Reality, p. 210ff. 
120

 It is worth noting at this point that a subtle difference between Process and Open thought is that although 

they both agree that God is influenced by the world, Open thought suggests God chose it to be this way and 

could have chosen otherwise. Process thought believes this is a necessary state of affairs. 
121

 As can the term omniscience. Omniscience requires revision because clearly from the Process view, God is 

evolving and is therefore not all knowing. 
122

 Griffin, God, Power, and Evil, p. 265.    



61 

 

creatures in which there cannot be a monopoly of power. In such a relationship the traditional 

view of omnipotence must be discarded. It therefore also entails that God experiences within 

time alongside his creatures.
123

 

 

In the mind of God is the aim of what he is working towards in relation to the world and 

creatures. In his interactions with them he is attempting to persuade them in such a way as to 

eventually achieve these aims. The key word here is ‘persuade’ as ‘God’s power is 

persuasive, not controlling’.
124

 He does not have total control. In conjunction with this is the 

free will of the creatures. As stated above, all actual entities have a level of self determination 

and the level of free will increases based on the evolution of the creature. As Griffin states, 

‘The world must transcend God in the sense of having its own creativity’.
125

 The point being 

that although humans, as we understand them now, may not have been part of the original 

order that God brought out of the chaos, the evolution of creatures has led to our existence 

and the level of freedom that goes with it. The Process view may therefore suggest that 

creatures have not yet finished evolving and that there are creatures with higher levels of 

freedom yet to emerge. 

 

With this as a brief outline of some of the main foundations of Process theology, we now turn 

our attention to the theodicy that is derived from these foundations. 

 

It has already been stated that Process theology believes in an omnipotent God – with 

omnipotence being re-defined. It also believes that God is omnibenevolent and that evil 
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exists. The solution to the theodicy problem for Process theology therefore lies in the revised 

understanding of omnipotence and the relationship that God has with the world and its 

creatures. Because all actual entities have a degree of freedom and power, creation ‘can 

refuse to conform to the divine input’ and thus it is impossible for God to prevent evil from 

being done at some point.
126

 And, since the Process view does not believe in God creating 

from nothing, but rather, out of chaos, He is not only constrained by the limits on His power 

but also by what He has to work with. The result of this is that ‘Although an actual world 

without genuine evil is possible, it is impossible for an omnipotent being to guarantee such a 

world’.
127

 This removes responsibility for the existence of evil from God. And, although it is 

part of God’s aim to persuade creatures to evolve in such a way that allows for the possibility 

of greater goods, the increase in the capacity for good is directly proportional to the increase 

in the capacity for evil, as well as being directly proportional to the increase in the level of 

freedom a creature has. 

 

Griffin states that there are two types of evil – ‘disharmony’ or ‘discord’ and ‘triviality’.
128

 

The former of these, as the name suggests, is a break down in the system due to misuse and 

wrong choices that ultimately lead to destruction.
129

The latter of these involves ‘boredom, 

lack of zest and excitement’.
130

 This is classed as evil because the Process theologian believes 

that a greater level of goodness is achieved through a greater level of intensity of good feeling 

brought about through and contributing to further evolution. Triviality on the other hand leads 

to a regression or a slowing of the evolution process. It is worth noting at this point that such 

an understanding of evil leads to the possibility that what may be first perceived by a creature 
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as evil may not necessarily be so, but, is instead, being masked by the perceiver’s lack of 

knowledge and understanding of the situation. 

 

Regarding God’s relation to evil in the world, the Process theodicist believes that not only is 

God affected by it, but, that he somehow has the capacity to take it within himself and use it 

for good. This is not meant in some self indulgent way but rather God experiences the 

suffering alongside the sufferer and allows it to affect him and alter his divine plan in such a 

way as to overcome it. It may be said in relation to this that the cost of the existence of evil is 

worth it when the good that will come out of it is considered. It is also important to note that 

the god of Process theodicy is therefore seen to have a degree of providence for his creatures, 

but, this is in ‘process’, based on the changing circumstances. 

 

When the area of teleology is considered it is held that, ‘belief in a life after death is not an 

essential element in a process theodicy because it is unnecessary and insufficient as well as 

too uncertain’.
131

 This is held because what is considered most important is the continual 

evolution of actual entities, which may continue into infinite epochs, amongst other 

possibilities. 

 

3.4.1. A Critique 

 

Due to the characteristics of the Process Theodicy it carries with it many of the same 

strengths as the Open Theodicy. God is removed from having to shoulder responsibility for 

the existence of evil due to the limits in his character and nature. He is also the faithful 

companion to his creatures and is affected by them. Thus God suffers when his creatures 
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suffer. Again this is a far more practically tangible approach than others, as it brings God 

close to his creatures. 

  

However, the Process Theodicy is also open to many of the same criticisms as the Open view, 

particularly regarding the revision of the meaning of ‘omnipotence’. As I discussed this 

above, I will not repeat the issues here. What I do think causes this to be made worse 

regarding the weakness of God is that unlike the Open view, God seems to have very little 

choice over such things as what substance He has to work with at the beginning and whether 

He necessarily has to have a relationship with creatures and the world. This seems to reduce 

God down to a being like humans that has just evolved a little more and is therefore a bit 

more advanced. But what kind of God is that? However, as with the previous positions 

outlined so far, this is not my main concern in this thesis. My main concern revolves around 

how well this approach is anchored in and takes authority from Scripture. This in turn leads 

to my secondary concern of how practical this response is in the face of evil and suffering – a 

point I believe to be intrinsically linked to the former point, as my argument will be that a 

Biblically rooted response is at core a practical one. 

 

Rather than starting with and taking direction from Scripture the process approach seems to 

read scientific theory into the text. The result is twofold: firstly, authority rests with scientific 

theory, with sections of the Bible used almost as add-ons – a practice that is unpalatable to the 

Christian taste. Secondly, in gaining direction primarily from outside of Scripture, the Process 

Theodicy falls foul of the trap of the other theodicy representatives – namely trying to solve a 

post-Enlightenment problem. The issue this author takes with such an approach has been 

discussed above. The result of these problems is that, once again, one is left wondering if this 

approach to the problem of evil and suffering can realistically be labelled ‘Christian’. 
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Having briefly surveyed the various approaches that are to be found under the title 

‘Theodicy’, a number of observations can be made. 

 

3.5. A Critical Summary 

 

Firstly, if rationalism and coherence is the plumb line by which we measure such approaches, 

then it has been highlighted that none of them are problem free. In all cases, it has been 

shown that there are issues with the internal coherence of the arguments being made. True 

though this is, in the case of this thesis, as has also been observed, this is not the most 

pressing of issues. Thus, secondly, and more importantly, is the very context from which 

theodicy emerges. In the same way as was noted of the ‘Free Will Defense’, the whole project 

of theodicy, even if attempting to be rooted in a more Christian tradition, is still premised on 

the post-Enlightenment urge to solve problems – in this case the Epicurean trilemma. The 

unfortunate result of such a quest is that not only do all attempts fail to provide a solution that 

does not create further problems, but, in the very attempt at this provision, each proponent 

actually engages in seeking to justify the existence of evil by some form of the greater good 

argument, which is unacceptable.
132

  

 

This leads us on to the third point – that of foundations for approaches. As has already been 

noted in the discussion of each of the theodicy approaches, use of Scripture seems somewhat 

shallow. To a greater or lesser extent, in all cases considered, it seems that texts from 

Scripture are often extracted from their respective places and deployed as proofs for the 

argument of the proponent who is using them. What underpins such a method is that the 
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foundation of the proponent is primarily built upon belief in the good of rationality rather 

than the goodness of God. Direction is thus taken from those who wish to solve a rational, 

logical problem rather than from the incarnate Christ who seeks to respond practically to the 

needs of creation. As this thesis develops it will be the latter of these that this author will seek 

to take direction from in the development of the answer to the central research question. For 

now we turn to explore ‘Anti-Theodicy’.  

 

4. Anti-Theodicy
133

 

 

As the title of this section suggests, the existence of the views of those who will be discussed 

below commonly originates as a response to the problems that the creation of a theodicy 

brings. We began to touch on what the key problems are above and this will be continued 

below as we begin by looking at the issues that proponents of an anti-theodicy response to 

evil and suffering highlight and respond to in the creation of their approaches. The opening 

sub-section will therefore be called, ‘The Problems of Theodicy: Re-stated’. Categorisation 

of anti-theodicists is far less straightforward than in the case of theodicists, and this is 

reflected in the sections that follow. Once the problems have been re-stated, the way 

responses to these problems will be categorised is by looking at different ways anti-

theodicists respond to them in their understanding of ‘The Nature and Role of God in 

Response to Evil and Suffering’ and the ‘Role of Humans in Response to Evil and 

Suffering.’
134

 Having explored the various responses in this way I will then close this section 
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by critically reflecting on how well the problem of evil and suffering has been responded to 

in the views being discussed.     

 

4.1. The Problems of Theodicy: Re-stated 

 

Karen Kilby states, ‘My proposal…is that these questions, these concrete and theological 

versions of the so called “problem of evil” ought to be acknowledged as completely 

legitimate and as utterly unanswerable’.
135

 The point Kilby is making is not that there is no 

problem of evil but rather that it is not a problem that Christians can logically solve. In a 

similar way John Swinton suggests, ‘the problem of evil is a deeply meaningful and often 

spiritual human experience before it becomes an object for theological and philosophical 

reflection’.
136

 Swinton here highlights the fact that no problem of evil and suffering begins in 

discussion. It has already existed in an existential way long before there is any detached 

reflection undertaken. We have here then two key problems with theodicy from the view of 

anti-theodicy. Firstly, it attempts to solve the unsolvable – which we have earlier 

acknowledged as an Enlightenment driven project. Secondly, in spending time making 

theoretical arguments, theodicists ignore the sobering reality that the problem of evil and 

suffering is a felt experience to someone, somewhere that requires a practical response.
137

  

 

                                                                                                                                                        
of) theism? 

And the practical questions: 

4. What does God do to overcome the evil and suffering that exist in his creation? 

5. What do we (qua creatures of God) do to overcome evil and suffering?  

I am using questions 4 and 5 as I think they provide an excellent mode of categorising views. However, I am 

modifying them because the view proponents have of God’s nature is as important as what they believe He does 

in response to evil and suffering in the construction of their anti-theodicies. Surin’s phrasing does not allow for 

this. I have also used the term ‘role’ as this incorporates more than just action, and the term ‘response’, as not all 

response is to overcome. Overcoming is instead a sub-section of response. 
135
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136
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Theodicy, p. 249. Here Tilley highlights the gap between ethereal debate and the one who is looking evil and 

suffering in the face.  



68 

 

When a response does emerge from theodicy debates, because the underpinning belief is that 

explanation is required, explanation is what is produced. However, as David Bentley Hart 

points out, in the face of real life suffering, ‘Pious platitudes and words of comfort seem not 

only futile and banal but almost blasphemous; metaphysical disputes come perilously close to 

mocking the dead’.
138

 The third key problem then is that the response given by theodicists is 

not practically helpful to the sufferer. As discussed in the critique of Theodicy above, the 

greater good argument removes the possibility of genuinely defining something as evil and 

shuts down the cry of the sufferer. As Tilley notes, ‘to silence a suffering voice maybe to 

participate in one of the most despicable practices theodicists (or anyone else) can 

perform’.
139

 The fourth key problem that follows on from this is that God must be what 

Soelle refers to as ‘a sadistic God’ of which ‘The ultimate conclusion of theological sadism is 

worshipping the executioner’.
140

In Chapter 4 of Book 5 of Dostoevsky’s The Brother’s 

Karamazov, the character of Ivan focuses on the suffering of children in particular and 

outlines why he cannot accept that such horrors are necessary. He further responds to the 

notion of heavenly reconciliation as a fixative measure by saying to Alyosha, ‘I hasten to 

return my entry ticket. And if I am at all an honest man, I am obliged to return it as soon as 

possible. That is what I am doing. It isn’t God I don’t accept, Alyosha, it’s just his ticket that I 

most respectfully return to him’.
141

 If a sadistic God is what is suggested, then to worship it is 

masochism.  

 

The fifth and final key problem for theodicy from an anti-theodicy perspective is summed up 

by Hauerwas, ‘there is no experience without mediation by a story. There is no primal 
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experience of God, of suffering, or even of the death of a child’.
142

 He further states, ‘No two 

sufferings are the same; my suffering, for example, occurs in the context of my personal 

history and this is peculiarly mine’.
143

 Although wrapped in the narrative of post-

Enlightenment philosophy, theists see ‘theodicy (in its ideal form) very much as an ahistorical 

and individualistic quest for logically stable notions, exact axioms, and rigorous chains of 

deductive inference’.
144

 However, it is impossible to divorce how one understands and 

responds to evil and suffering from the narrative in which one is embedded. We are all 

embedded in communities with specific narratives, cultures and practices and therefore 

specific worldviews, which have been shaped by, and will shape, the interpretation of our 

experiences.
145

 This will affect how we understand and respond to evil and suffering, and 

theodicists seem to overlook this point. 

 

With these issues as the backdrop, we move now to explore the contents of anti-theodicy 

approaches to the problem of evil and suffering by exploring the way different views answer 

the revised version of Surin’s questions. 

 

4.2. The Nature and Role of God in Response to Evil and Suffering 

 

The understanding of the nature and role of God held by anti-theodicists with regard to evil 

and suffering is extremely varied. Perhaps the most commonly held view that impacts upon 

one’s response to evil and suffering is that of im/passibility as an attribute of God.  For some 

proponents, it is necessary for God to be passible as a central tenet of their belief and 
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practice, of which Dorothee Soelle is a case in point. Soelle argues that in the midst of 

suffering, prayer is an important tool. However, she suggests that it is only useful in facing 

and dealing with suffering if it is done to a God who feels.
146

 She states, ‘God suffers where 

people suffer. God must be delivered from pain’.
147

 She further suggests, ‘Redemption does 

not come to people from outside or from above. God wants to use people in order to work on 

the completion of his creation. Precisely for this reason God must also suffer with the 

creation’.
148

 She therefore concludes that ‘God, whatever people make of this word, is on the 

side of the sufferer. God is on the side of the victim’.
149

 

 

In a similar fashion Jürgen Moltmann sees a God who cannot suffer as a weak and poor God 

as well as suggesting that ‘the one who cannot suffer cannot love either. So he is also a 

loveless being’.
150

 In focusing on the activities of the Godhead at the cross Moltmann 

suggests that ‘The Son suffers dying, the Father suffers the death of the Son’ and thus ‘this 

event contains community between Jesus and his Father in separation, and separation in 

community’.
151

He further suggests that in this moment God takes all suffering up inside 

Himself in order to overcome it and from this the Holy Spirit is poured out into creation. The 

conclusion of such a view for the sufferer is that prior to the Eschaton, God suffers with the 

sufferer and ‘Where we suffer because we love, God suffers in us’.
152
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At the other end of the spectrum, David Bentley Hart maintains a belief in divine 

impassibility as the very grounds on which the destruction of evil and suffering takes place. 

He states, ‘The cross is thus a triumph of divine apatheia, limitless and immutable love 

sweeping us up into itself, taking all suffering and death upon itself without being changed, 

modified, or defined by it, and so destroying its power and making us, by participation in 

Christ, “more than conquerors” (Rom. 8:37)’.
153

 He articulates this in another place by 

stating,  

 

And this is our salvation: for when the infinite outpouring of the Father in the Son, 

in the joy of the Spirit, enters our reality, the apatheia of God’s eternally dynamic 

and replete life of love consumes every pathos in its ardour; even the ultimate 

extreme of the kenosis of the Son in time – crucifixion – is embraced within and 

overcome by the everlasting kenosis of the divine life.
154

  

                                                                                                                                                        
The three condemned prisoners together stepped onto the chairs. In unison, the nooses were placed around their 

necks. 

“Long live liberty!” shouted the two men. 

But the boy was silent. 

“Where is merciful God, where is He?” someone behind me was asking. 

At the signal, the three chairs were tipped over. 

Total silence in the camp. On the horizon, the sun was setting. 

“Caps off!” screamed the Lagerälteste. His voice quivered. As for the rest of us, we were weeping. 

“Cover your heads!” 

Then came the march past the victims. The two men were no longer alive. Their tongues were hanging out, 

swollen and bluish. But the third rope was still moving: the child, too light, was still breathing... 

And so he remained for more than half an hour, lingering between life and death, writhing before our eyes. And 

we were forced to look at him at close range. He was still alive when I passed him. His tongue was still red, his 

eyes not yet extinguished. 

Behind me, I heard the same man asking: 

“For God’s sake, where is God?” 

And from within me, I heard a voice answer: 

“Where He is? This is where—hanging here from this gallows...” 

That night, the soup tasted of corpses’. Elie Wiesel, Night, trans. Marion Wiesel, (London: Penguin Books Ltd. 

2006), pp. 64-65. In both Soelle and Moltmann’s use of this story, they draw on it to further support their case 
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It is only because divine apatheia exists that God can overcome the evil and suffering in the 

world. 

 

Somewhere in the midst of these approaches N. T. Wright offers an approach that focuses on 

the story of salvation history revealed in Scripture. He states, ‘Insofar as the Old Testament 

offers a theodicy…it isn’t couched in the terms of later philosophy, but in the narrative of 

God and the world, particularly the story of God and Israel’.
155

In this story, ‘The overarching 

picture is of the sovereign creator God who will continue to work within his world until 

blessing replaces curse, homecoming replaces exile, olive branches appear after the flood, 

and a new family is created in which the scattered languages can be re-united’.
156

 He further 

argues that ‘the tortured young Jewish prophet hanging on the cross was the point where evil 

had become truly and fully and totally itself’.
157

 In the resurrection of Jesus, evil and 

suffering were defeated. ‘The long story of God and the world, of God and Israel, of God and 

the Messiah, has arrived at its goal. Death always was the ultimate denial of the good 

creation; now, with its abolition, the creator’s new world can proceed’.
158

 For Wright then 

there appears an underlying belief in a sovereign, all-powerful, faithful, loving God, but, he is 

more concerned with what God does as a response rather than defining God’s nature in detail. 

For Wright, God has overcome the power of evil and suffering and will banish it completely 

at the Eschaton. 

 

In a similar story-centred – or rather, drama-centred – fashion, Kevin Vanhoozer’s approach 

seems to attempt a union between that suggested by Wright and Hart but with some level of 
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sympathy towards the passiblists. Vanhoozer, like Wright, believes that God’s ultimate 

response to evil and suffering is to destroy it at the cross. He also explicitly argues for 

impassibility. However, he writes, ‘Divine impassibility means not that God is unfeeling – 

impervious to covenantally concerned theodramatic construals of what is happening – but 

that God is never overcome or overwhelmed by these feelings such that he “forgets” his 

covenant or who he is as covenant Lord’.
159

 In arguing for this approach Vanhoozer then 

applies it to how God responds to us in our suffering:  

 

God consoles us by reminding us what he has done, is doing, and will do on our 

behalf in Christ through the Spirit. Communicating God’s covenantal concern and 

theodramatic perspective may not remove our suffering, but it provides the power 

to resist what can be resisted and the power to consent to that which cannot, and 

the knowledge in both cases that nothing can separate us from the love of God. 

(Rom. 8:39).
160

 

 

Although far less developed than Wright, Vanhoozer and the passibilists, in his ‘practical 

theodicy’ John Swinton offers an approach that has similarities with all of them.
161

 Similar to 

Wright he suggests that ‘While suffering and evil are not immediately eradicated in the cross 
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of Christ, they are ultimately defeated’.
162

 Similar to Soelle and Moltmann he suggests, ‘The 

solution to the problem of evil that God offers on the cross is not abstract condolence but 

costly solidarity’.
163

 But similar to Vanhoozer, he also seems to point towards endurance in 

the face of suffering as we await the Eschaton: ‘The goal and endpoint of practical theodicy is 

the enabling of the Christian community to live faithfully despite the presence of evil’.
164

 

  

A final way in which God is viewed by those who reject theodicies is that He is not all-good. 

Although not from a Christian perspective, Jewish theologian David Blumenthal believes that 

God is fair, passible, ‘powerful but not perfect.’
165

 He further states that ‘We recognize that 

God’s action is sometimes evil’.
166

 He supports this argument by saying, ‘We must begin, 

under the seal of truth, by admitting that Scripture does indeed portray God as an abusing 

person; that God, as agent in our sacred texts, does indeed act abusively; that God, as 

described in the Bible acts like an abusing male: husband, father, and lord’.
167

 The result of 

such a view is that ‘Unity and reconciliation are no longer the goal; rather, we seek a dialogue 

that affirms our difference and our justness, together with our relatedness to God’.
168

 

 

                                                 
162

 Swinton, Raging With Compassion, p. 71. 
163

 Ibid. p. 71. 
164

 Ibid. p. 85. However, although there are similarities with Vanhoozer there are also differences. Swinton 

notes, ‘Practical theodicy assumes that God is in and for the world, not in abstract reasoning, but in 

compassionate actions of resistance and transformation. It does not view the problem of evil as a dislocated 

philosophical argument but rather as a grounded context for practical, faithful engagement with the reality of 

evil and human suffering. Such an approach calls not for explanation, but for the learning of faithful practices of 

resistance that open up the possibility of transformation and redemption’, (p. 86). There are then, moments in 

Swinton’s work when he supports the idea that in the face of suffering  one is not just seeking to endure but also 

resist and transform the situation – hence his examination of lament in his work. However, as was noted above, 

Swinton’s approach is not as well developed, theologically, as others. 
165

 David R. Blumenthal, Facing the Abusing God: A Theology of Protest, (Louisville, Kentucky: 

Westminster/John Knox Press, 1993), p. 16 
166

 Ibid. p. 223. 
167

 Ibid. p. 242. 
168

 Ibid. p. 267. From a Christian perspective, John Roth affirms a similar ‘protest theodicy’ but Roth seems 

more aggressive in response to evil. He states, ‘Unjustifiable waste is everlasting, but it deserves no more 

victories’. John K. Roth, ‘A Theodicy of Protest’, in Stephen T. Davis (ed.), Encountering Evil: Live Options in 

Theodicy – A New Edition, (Louisville, Kentucky: Westminster John Knox Press, 2001), pp. 1-20, (12). There is 

also an element of protest in the words of Ivan in The Brothers Karamazov in that his response to the God that 

Alyosha believes in is that he must protest again the way God has created the world and His method of 

reconciling it. However, Ivan’s response does not result in concluding that God is therefore evil or an abuser. 



75 

 

If this is a brief overview of the various understandings of the nature and role of God in 

response to evil and suffering proposed by those who reject theodicies, we move next to 

explore the role of humans in responding to evil and suffering from an anti-theodicy 

perspective. 

 

4.3. The Role of Humans in Response to Evil and Suffering 

 

Stanley Hauerwas, in the questioning of a universal response to suffering, states, ‘it is simply 

not the case that all people everywhere respond to the suffering of children with the same 

outrage or even perceive what the children endure as suffering’.
169

 At the centre of Hauerwas’ 

thought is the importance of giving space to recognise the context and narrative of the one 

suffering when providing a response, rather than imposing a narrative onto them. In this 

sense, Hauerwas aims to start with the sufferer and their story.  

 

In conjunction with this Hauerwas seems to suggest the possibility of the story of the sufferer 

being taken up into the story of God in order give the sufferer fresh perspective. He states,  

 

The problem of evil is not about rectifying our suffering with some general 

notions of God’s nature as all powerful and good; rather it is about what we mean 

by God’s goodness itself, which for Christians must be construed in terms of God 

as the Creator who has called into existence a people called Israel so that the 

world might know that God has not abandoned us. There is no problem of 

                                                 
169

 Hauerwas, Naming the Silences, p. 69. 



76 

 

suffering in general, rather, the question of suffering can be raised only in the 

context of a God who creates to redeem.
170

  

 

In bringing the two stories together, a dialogue can emerge whereby the sufferer encounters 

companionship and hope and thus their suffering can be transformed. This is not to attempt to 

explain the suffering as, ‘the problem with all free-will defences of suffering is that they 

“explain” too much’.
171

 Rather it is to give the sufferer hope in eternity and companionship 

on the journey, particularly from the community of the Church: ‘We have no theodicy that 

can soften the pain of our death and the death of our children, but we believe that we share a 

common story which makes it possible for us to be with one another especially as we die’.
172

 

In this sense Hauerwas is arguing for community and companionship in suffering in order to 

aid the sufferer in banishing isolation and finding hope.   

 

Soelle calls for a similar sense of solidarity with the sufferer, but without such a well defined 

sense of narrative and meeting of stories. Instead she offers a three phase response by the 

sufferer, which the companion joins them in.
173

 The first of these involves silence – ‘Respect 

for those who suffer in extremis imposes silence’.
174

 The second phase involves the sufferer 

finding expression through ‘specific elements’ of ‘psalmic language’ ‘such as lament, 

petition, expression of hope’.
175

 The third phase involves action, by which she means 

exploring the causes and effects and seeking to do something outward and positive with the 

findings. Soelle also builds on her view of the suffering God in order to suggest that we 
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experience the suffering God in our suffering: ‘What matters is whether the suffering 

becomes our passion, in the deep double sense of that word’.
176

 

 

In phase two of Soelle’s approach, she mentions the practice of lament, a practice Hauerwas 

also points towards.
177

 This practice is anchored in the texts of the Old Testament and is a 

way God’s people communicate their anguish to Him in times of suffering, when He appears 

to be absent. In these times ‘the “call of distress,” the “cry out of the depths,” that is, the 

lament, is an inevitable part of what happens between God and man’.
178

 In his work on the 

Psalms Walter Brueggemann defines lament as ‘a painful, anguished articulation of a move 

into disarray and dislocation. The lament is a candid, even if unwilling, embrace of a new 

situation of chaos, now devoid of the coherence that marks God’s good creation’.
179

 

Brueggemann and other proponents of the lament tradition argue that it is in the midst of 

intense suffering that one uses lament to keep communication open with God. And, this is 

thought to only be helpful because ‘The passionate prayers of lament and protest assume that 

God can be affected, that God is vulnerable to the cries and questions of the afflicted’.
180

 

However, these assumptions also, surprisingly, sit next to a belief in the omniscience and 

omnibenevolence of God. As Middleton states, ‘The genre of lament is predicated on the 

expectation that God can and will rescue the supplicant’.
181

 

 

Swinton also picks up on the practice of lament as response but one way that he differs from 

most others is that in aiming at ‘a Christian response to the human experience of evil and 
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suffering’ he brings Jesus into the equation when most do not.
182

 What is particularly 

interesting is that he appears to be aiming at giving guidance for how we respond to evil by 

looking at Jesus’ response. However, this in itself, and in particular his exploration of Jesus’ 

use of lament, remains largely under-developed. 

 

Two final approaches we need only briefly touch on are suggested by Wright and Vanhoozer. 

In his work on the problem of evil Wright calls for an ‘Inaugurated Eschatology’ which he 

defines as ‘beginning to live in the present by the rule of what will be the case in the ultimate 

future’.
183

 He further suggests ‘we are to implement the achievement of Jesus and so to 

anticipate God’s eventual world’.
184

 He warns against false ideas of humans achieving this, 

but, also suggests that playing a part in it is an imperative of the Gospel. 

 

Following on from his view of God outlined above, Vanhoozer seems to suggest that the aim 

is perseverance and endurance in the face of suffering. ‘Jesus provides a template for right 

theodramatic participation; patient yet joyful endurance is the way in which the church plays 

its part this side of the eschaton’.
185

 He further states ‘By revealing the end, the book [of 

Revelation] communicates grace – hope and strength – for the journey’.
186

 And on this 

journey ‘The church – the “body of Christ” – most corresponds to God when its members 
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pour out their lives for the sake of others in various kinds of communicative acts and, again 

like Christ, in the loss of the very capacity to communicate on earth (i.e., death)’.
187

  

 

With these various approaches both to God and humans in view a critical reflection can be 

offered.  

 

4.4. Critical Reflection 

 

4.4.1. On the Nature and Role of God 

 

Although there is something appealing about the view of the passibilist in response to evil 

and suffering – as it depicts a God who feels and shares our suffering and is thus our 

companion on the journey – one wonders how practically useful this is. God may be able to 

share our suffering but surely the God we require and the God portrayed in Scripture is one 

that has the power to remove the suffering we experience? As much as a fellow suffering 

patient is some comfort in a time of illness, what we desire is the doctor to aid us in the 

removal of the suffering. The passible God fails to have the ability to do this, it would seem. 

This view also seems to hang on a rather selective reading of Scripture and instead seems 

more built on a human view of God than the one revealed in Scripture. 

 

On the other hand, Hart’s impassible God, although powerful and loving, seems somehow 

detached and difficult to relate to – characteristics not reflected in the accounts of Jesus’ 

interaction with creation. It thus seems difficult to commune with a God who appears 
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somehow unmoved by our suffering. This again seems to be selective in what parts of 

Scripture such a view is built upon. 

 

Vanhoozer seems to offer a middle way through that maintains God’s otherness yet suggests 

that God is not emotionless – as does Wright in a less developed way. Both of these also seem 

to rely more on Scripture for the development of their views. What is offered here then, is a 

view of God that understands His response as overcoming evil and suffering at the cross, as 

well as having emotions with which to ‘feel’ with regard to how He relates to His creation.  

 

The view put forward by the protest proponents, although practical and to some degree 

anchored in parts of Scripture, seems to fall foul of seeking to solve the Epicurean trilemma 

by compromising omnibenevolence. The twofold issue with this is that, firstly, although it 

gives space to start from the place of the sufferer, it selects certain texts on which to build a 

doctrine whilst ignoring contradictory ones. It therefore offers only a selective view of 

Scripture that bases authority of use in the hands of the sufferer. The God referred to thus 

becomes, to a fairly great extent, a human construct. Secondly, on the practical side, one is 

also left wondering why anyone would ever trust, worship, or want anything to do with a God 

that is sometimes evil and abusing. It seems that this view is, therefore, not all that practically 

helpful.    

 

4.4.2. On the Role of Humans 

 

Solidarity and companionship are key themes that emerge in most anti-theodicy responses, 

and with good reason. Community and the idea of suffering-with are themes that run 

throughout Scripture. In seeking to continue relating to God in the midst of suffering, lament 
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is also a practice that is picked up by anti-theodicists and is particularly found in the Old 

Testament. However, what does one do, post death and resurrection of Jesus, with regard to 

lament? Wright calls for inaugurating eschatology and Vanhoozer and Swinton call for 

perseverance and endurance, of which all of these points are Biblically warranted. But neither 

Wright, nor Vanhoozer give space or direction for lament. This is particularly the case for 

Vanhoozer as he seems to see all suffering, post death and resurrection of Jesus, as 

persecution (hence the emphasis on perseverance and endurance) – something that seems a 

little narrow and naïve.
188

 Although Swinton calls attention to lament and in particular picks 

up on the idea of looking to Jesus as an example of practice in a way most lament proponents 

do not, he fails to develop a Biblically rooted, rigorous method that shows how we may 

follow Jesus in this practice or why it is legitimate in the aftermath of the cross. Other lament 

proponents highlight the literature and the practice that this displays in the Bible, but fail to 

show what difference Jesus’ incarnation has made to how this is understood and practised.
189

 

 

Hauerwas, in picking up the theme of stories, highlights the need for relating to the sufferer in 

their suffering. However, in doing so he leaves the practice largely undeveloped regarding 

how it may outwork and how one uses Scripture to aid the sufferer in reframing how they see 

and experience their life. And, although he also points towards lament as an important 

practice, as with the criticism above, this practice is neither legitimised nor given any sense 

of direction as to how it is to be practised.   
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5. Conclusion 

 

There are a number of points to draw together as we look towards the next stage in this thesis. 

In order to highlight these points we must recall that the aim of the thesis is: to answer the 

central research question by developing Biblically rooted, systematic guidance for the 

production of a fitting Pentecostal/Charismatic performance in the face of seemingly 

innocent, meaningless suffering when God appears to be absent.  

 

As we reflect back on the responses to the problem of evil and suffering proposed by the Free 

Will Defense and the various Theodicies, the first point to make is that all views in these 

categories fall considerably short of achieving this aim. They also offer little in way of help to 

achieve this aim. 

 

As we turn our attention to the responses produced in the Anti-Theodicy section, the outlook 

regarding usefulness in aiding the achievement of the aim is not as bleak. Although it appears 

that there is no complete response that fulfils this aim, the second point I wish to suggest and 

develop in what follows, is that there is the latent potential for significant aid in the resources 

of some anti-theodicy proponents. Vanhoozer and Wright appear to have the most Biblically 

rooted view of evil, suffering and how God sees and responds to it and so will act as worthy 

dialogue partners in the development process. However, the third point is that there is no 

serious mention of lament in their approaches – which seems a significant flaw as this 

practice appears central to Israel’s continuing ability to relate to God amidst periods of 

suffering. Therefore, lament proponents – Brueggemann in particular – will also be sourced 

for aid in achieving the aim of the thesis. 

 



83 

 

There are, however, two problem areas that need to be faced before the development of an 

answer to the central research question can be achieved. Hauerwas, in his emphasis on the 

meeting of the sufferer in their particular context and narrative with the transforming 

narrative of Salvation History, points to the second of these problems. Put simply, how does 

one engage with Scripture as the revealed story of salvation, in order for God to direct the 

sufferer into a right response to Him and the evil being experienced amidst the suffering? Or 

better, what is the hermeneutical method the sufferer is to engage in when seeking direction 

for right response. And further, what is the hermeneutical method a Pentecostal/Charismatic 

sufferer is to engage in? This will be the conundrum to be solved in Chapter 4. The first 

problem, however, is to explore how Pentecostal/Charismatic theology has understood and 

responded to the problem of evil and suffering. In order to answer the central research 

question, it is important to situate ourselves within the field of responses that have preceded 

the guidance that will be developed here. We have looked at responses to the problem of evil 

and suffering from a general Christian perspective and can say that the answer developed in 

this thesis will resonate with the term ‘Anti-Theodicy’. We must now turn to explore where it 

will situate itself amongst Pentecostal/Charismatic responses to the problem of evil and 

suffering. 
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Chapter 3: Pentecostal/Charismatic Approaches to Evil and Suffering 

 

1. Introduction 

 

In the previous chapter an overview of the most common responses to the problem of evil and 

suffering from within the Christian tradition was laid out. This ranged from the deeply 

theoretical and philosophical approach of the negative apologetic ‘Free Will Defence’, 

proposed most extensively by Alvin Plantinga, through to the more practical, existential 

approaches bracketed within the category of ‘Anti-Theodicy’. We noted at the end of the 

previous chapter that the response to be developed in this thesis would resonate with those in 

this latter category. We also noted that before this response could be developed further, we 

must be aware of the Pentecostal/Charismatic field of responses in order to situate the current 

one within it. The aim of this chapter will therefore be to provide an overview of 

Pentecostal/Charismatic responses to the problem of evil and suffering in order to clear the 

ground and provide a context in which to situate the approach being developed in this thesis. 

 

Pentecostals and Charismatics, like all other Christians, cannot avoid the real life existence of 

evil and suffering, and so, it is no surprise that during the evolution of these strains of 

Christianity, responses have been developed and deployed. However, the main approaches 

that are found in the literature available are very lop-sided. This is particularly apparent when 

one attempts to find any extensive literature specifically on Pentecostal or Charismatic 

approaches to evil and suffering, of which there is very little. B. Scott Lewis writes, 

‘Historically Pentecostals have not reflected upon the traditional problem of evil from a 
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philosophical perspective’.
190

 He continues, ‘In other words, no formal theology of the 

problem of evil exists from a Pentecostal perspective’.
191

 Instead what is found is a vast array 

of literature regarding the removal of suffering by way of healing.
192

    

 

Those that are Charismatic and remain in a denomination outside of the specifically 

Pentecostal denominations, whilst maintaining key components of the Pentecostal worldview, 

will most likely borrow the approach to evil traditionally used in their denomination, and 

attempt to bolt on Pentecostal beliefs.
193

 However, one wonders how successful this has been, 

as again, there is little literature proposing such a collaboration.
194

 

 

                                                 
190

 B. Scott Lewis, ‘Evil, Problem of,’ in Stanley M. Burgess (ed.), Encyclopedia of Pentecostal and 

Charismatic Christianity, (Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge, 2006), pp. 186-189, (186). 
191

 Ibid. (186). On the whole this is true, but, there are some exceptions to the rule. However, in the case of these 

exceptions, the result is usually an attempt at borrowing and integrating a theodicy, from one of the proponents 

examined in Chapter 2, into a Pentecostal/Charismatic theology. Three examples where this is the case are Mark 

D. McLean, ‘A Pentecostal Perspective on Theodicy’, (Paper presented at the Twenty-Seventh Annual Meeting 

of the Society for Pentecostal Studies, Cleveland, USA, 1998), Mark D. McLean ‘Pentecostal Responses to the 

Problem of Evil: Walking the Razors Edge between Deism and Calvinism’, (Paper Presented at the Thirtieth 

Annual Meeting of the Society for Pentecostal Studies, Tulsa, USA, 2001), and Kenneth J. Archer The Gospel 

Revisited: Towards a Pentecostal Theology, (Eugene, Oregon: Pickwick Publications, 2010), Chapter 5. In these 

three cases the theodicy that is opted for is the Open Theodicy which comes with all the problems outlined in 

Chapter 2. 
192

 William and Robert Menzies note, ‘Our theology has appropriately and correctly emphasized the dynamic 

presence and power of God active in the lives of Christians. We have rarely, however, developed the breadth of 

perspective needed to handle suffering. In the minds of many, Pentecostals have a theology of glory, but not a 

theology of the cross’. William W. Menzies and Robert P. Menzies, Spirit and Power, (Grand Rapids, 

Michigan: Zondervan Publishing House, 2000), p. 171.  Tom Smail concurs with this assessment stating, ‘The 

Pentecostal model can offer us a theology of healing and triumph, but it cannot provide the basis for a theology 

of suffering and failure, which we need just as much’. ‘The Cross and the Spirit: Toward a Theology of 

Renewal’, in Tom Smail et. al. The Love of Power or the Power of Love: A Careful Assessment of the Problems 

Within the Charismatic and Word-of-Faith Movements, (Minneapolis: Bethany House Publishers, 1994), pp. 13-

36, (33). As with William and Robert Menzies, Smail points towards the cross as the place to find the provision 

for the basis for such a theology.  

Likewise, Veli-Matti Kärkkäinen, in a specific engagement with the theology of Martin Luther, also points 

towards the cross as the starting point for addressing the apparent imbalance in theology. See, ‘Theology of the 

Cross: A Stumbling Block to Pentecostal/Charismatic Spirituality?’, in Wonsuk Ma and Robert P. Menzies 

(eds.), The Spirit and Spirituality: Essays in Honour of Russell P. Spittler, (London: T and T Clark International, 

2004), pp. 150-163. 
193

 Most importantly in this case is the belief in the occurrence of signs and wonders and the expectancy of their 

continuing occurrence, particularly divine healing.  
194

 As noted in footnote 191, the only literature proposing collaborations offers the reverse, where non-

Pentecostal approaches to the problem of evil are attempted to be integrated into Pentecostal theology. 



86 

 

In attempting to provide an overview to Pentecostal/Charismatic approaches to evil and 

suffering there are, therefore, two main problems, of which one is more disturbing than the 

other. The first of these centres on the understanding that ‘Pentecostals…have not generally 

understood evil in a philosophical framework…rather, they have understood evil in terms of 

spiritual power’.
195

 The problem this creates is that describing their approach in a way similar 

to those outlined in Chapter 2 is almost impossible as this is not how 

Pentecostal/Charismatics approach or understand the problem. They have therefore not 

written about it in such a formulaic way. However, since the approach by 

Pentecostal/Charismatics seems to be an existential one, a possibility may be to approach it in 

a similar way to the ‘Anti-Theodicy’ section in the previous chapter and explore how evil and 

suffering are understood based on practical responses. A deeper look at this possibility, 

however, brings out the second and more disturbing problem, namely that, ‘Because 

Pentecostals have viewed existential evil as something to overcome by spiritual warfare, they 

have not adequately formulized a theology of suffering’.
196

 This is a problem, firstly, and 

least significantly, because it means there is no body of literature to draw on for research 

purposes. More concerning though is that, secondly, there are virtually no resources for those 

within these traditions to draw on when victory is not attained and suffering and evil persists. 

Jacques Theron states,  

 

it can be asked whether all Pentecostal pastors and churches know how to 

apply their theory of both salvation and healing based in the same way on the 

same verses when care is needed for those who suffer over a prolonged period 

of time and to those who are not being physically healed at all.197
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The literature suggests that most do not. This in turn, as will be seen in the discussion below, 

leads to irresponsible and damaging pastoral responses that, as a general rule, I will argue do 

not accurately reflect God’s intent for, and interaction with, His creation, and are not 

anchored in an adequate use of Scripture. 

 

For now, however, the question remains, how do we access Pentecostal/Charismatic 

approaches to evil and suffering in order to assess and critique them and contextualise the 

approach being developed here? I propose that the answer can only come, with some 

exceptions, by returning back to the main resource for research within the 

Pentecostal/Charismatic tradition when looking at responses to evil and suffering – literature 

on healing.
198

 By examining this literature I aim to raise to the surface the implicit approaches 
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to evil and suffering that they contain, in order to assess and critique them. My method for 

doing this will involve asking various questions of the text and examining how the approach 

would answer these questions. The questions will be: i.) How does this approach explain the 

entrance of evil and suffering into the world, ii.) What does this approach understand by the 

term ‘evil’, and iii.) What can be done about it and who can do what?
199

 

 

There is what seems sometimes like a limitless amount of literature on this subject in 

Pentecostal and Charismatic circles, so, discussing every proponent of an approach in the 

time and space available is impossible. However, in a similar way to a method employed by 

Henry H. Knight III, I suggest that the various approaches can be placed within a spectrum 

that spans between the two poles of God’s responsibility and human responsibility.
200

  

 

By God’s responsibility I mean an extreme view of determinism in which the presence and 

continuance of evil is controlled by God, as is its removal. This position understands God as 

the great puppet master, that we are at the mercy of, who pulls the desired strings to cause His 

grand plan to be worked out. 
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In opposition to this, at the other end of the spectrum, is the view that the presence and 

continuation of evil in the world is purely due to humans, and thus its removal is their 

responsibility. As will be seen, this sets God up as the distant watchmaker God of Deism, 

who has set the world going with certain laws and rules regarding how it works. Humans 

have a choice as to whether they adhere to those rules and use the resources they have 

correctly, or not, the consequences of the latter choice being the invasion and continuance of 

evil.     

 

These are the two extremes, of which few theologies actually take such positions – hence the 

use of a spectrum. Even when a tension is attempted to be held between the two, proponents 

generally favour one over the other. In what follows I will firstly, discuss examples of those 

proponents who place great emphasis on human responsibility. As stated above, I will 

attempt to raise their views of evil to the surface by asking their approaches to healing the 

searching questions about evil and then critique my findings. I will then apply the same 

process to those who place great emphasis on God’s responsibility for the presence and 

continuance of evil and suffering. My third section will consist of an examination, by way of 

the same methodology, of examples of those proponents who attempt to hold the two in 

tension. I will then conclude this chapter by discussing what the overall positive and negative 

aspects of these findings might be. 

 

As with the categorisation in the previous chapter, rarely is a proponent’s position 

realistically that easy to pigeon hole, and so, there will be overlap between categories. My 

categorisation may cause some debate regarding whether I am justified in its use, however, 
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again, as with the previous chapter, I believe the positives of my methodology far outweigh 

the negatives regarding the clarity and usefulness of the information unearthed.   

 

2. Human Responsibility 

 

2.1. The ‘Word of Faith’ Movement 

 

Possibly one of the most well known yet controversial approaches to healing that comes from 

within Christianity is what has been termed the ‘Word of Faith’ or ‘Faith Confession’ 

movement. The most famous proponents of this approach are Kenneth Hagin Sr., Kenneth 

Hagin Jr. and Kenneth and Gloria Copeland. Others include, Jerry Savelle, Jesse Duplantis, 

Creflo A. Dollar Jr., Buddy Harrison, Benny Hinn, F. K. C. Price, Jim Bakker and Reinhard 

Bonnke. In this section attention will centre specifically on the Hagins and the Copelands.
201
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2.1.1. Question 1: Where Did Evil and Suffering Come From? 

 

In attempting to discover an answer to the first of the three questions, what we discover is a 

response that is in many ways conventional but in other ways controversial. In creation it is 

believed that Adam was ‘virtually a replication of God’ and that humans were given rule over 

the world by God for 6000 years before rule was to be returned back to Him.
202

 However, due 

to the fall, humans lose the privilege of being God-like and the world is given to Satan.
203

 

Humans are now seen to have a ‘satanic nature’ and, as this is all framed in legal terms, God 

can legally do nothing about any of it.
204

 In a common moment of rhetoric, Hagin Jr. 

proclaims, ‘who causes all of this world’s evil? Who causes sickness and disease? And who 

causes wars? The devil does!’.
205

 It is clear from this and other statements that the entrance of 

evil and its continuing presence in the world is the work of the devil. However, due to the 

covenant that God struck with Abraham, God found a way back in, in order to do something 

about the mess the fall had caused.
206

 In return for allowing Him back in, God made a 

promise to Abraham in which He, ‘promised to care for Abraham and his descendants in 

every way – spiritually, physically, financially, socially’.
207

 However, with the re-entry of 

God into the story, the entrance of evil into the world is understood to come by way of one of 

two curses, both of which have their roots in the work of the devil.
208

 

 

The first of these is understood as the curse the fall brings on all of creation, for which the 

devil is to blame. The results include hard work for the man and pain in child birth for the 
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woman. The second curse is understood as the curse of the law, which is experienced when 

one breaks God’s rules. Hagin Jr. states that sickness and disease are ‘part of the penalty for 

breaking God’s law or commandment’.
209

 Therefore, the curse of the law pre-Christ, could be 

avoided by Abraham and His descendants by obeying God. From this we see that evil enters 

due to Satan and the choice of humans, but that it continues, pre-Christ, for Abraham and his 

descendants, due to disobedience. 

 

Although this is controversial in many ways, it is conventional in that the entrance of evil is 

blamed upon Satan and the choice of humans. 

 

2.1.2. Question 2: What is Understood by the Term Evil? 

 

Nothing explicit is developed within this approach in answer to the question of how the term 

‘evil’ is understood, but, there are a number of things that might point to an implicit 

understanding. One of the most poignant of these is the idea that humans were originally 

God-like.
210

 What may be deduced from this is that evil can be defined as that which causes 

or perpetuates the experience of less than God-like being, and that to suffer is to experience 

this.
211

 However, rather than being understood as a lack of goodness, evil in this 

understanding has agency in the form of Satan.
212

 As will be highlighted throughout this 
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chapter, such an understanding sets up a cosmological dualism that is common to 

Pentecostal/Charismatic approaches to evil.
213

  

 

2.1.3. Question 3: What Can Be Done About Evil and Suffering and Who Can Do it? 

 

As stated above, after the fall creation was legally in the hands of Satan. However, as was 

also stated above, God was able to re-enter the situation by way of His covenant with 

Abraham. By using texts such as Ex. 15:26; 23:25 and Deut. 7:14-15 it is suggested that by 

faith in God and His promises, and obedience to God, freedom from such things as sickness 

could be experienced by Abraham and his descendants.
214

 In the death and subsequent 

resurrection of Jesus, God unties the legal bind Satan had Him in and provides all humans 

with a way back to the nature which they originally possessed by giving them access to the 

‘blessings of Abraham’.
215

 ‘The task of the believer now is to identify herself with Christ in 

order to actualize the full benefits of redemption and to recover the divine nature that Adam 

possessed in Eden’.
216

 As well as the traditional belief that the Atonement provides the gift of 
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salvation and the promise of the indwelling of the Holy Spirit, the recovery of the nature of 

the original Adam also includes the promises of the Old Testament covenant as, ‘Deliverance 

from the curse of the Law comes when a person is born again’.
217

 As Kenneth Copeland 

argues, ‘You have a covenant with Almighty God, and one of your covenant rights is the 

right to a healthy body’.
218

 It is also believed, in agreement with classical Pentecostalism, that 

healing is in the Atonement because, ‘Jesus died for sin and, at the same time, did away with 

all the effects of sin’.
219

 However, in order to fully answer the questions of what can be done, 

and who can do it, we must delve a little deeper.  
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This approach believes that, ‘God has built into the universe certain spiritual laws’.
220

One of 

these laws is that when one has faith for a promise God has made, He has no right to hold it 

back, therefore, ‘Healing is your right as a born-again child of God’.
221

 Due to the 

Atonement, believers can claim the general promise of the removal of the effects of sin and 

can therefore claim more specific promises God has made. ‘To stay sick when Jesus has 

provided healing would be living far below your privileges as a child of God’.
222

  There is, 

however, a formula for making these promises into reality, which Kenneth Hagin discovered 

and later formalised during many supposed visitations by Jesus.
223

 The first step is to find the 

promise in the Bible. With a list of Bible verses containing these supposed promises 

following, Gloria Copeland advises, ‘If you have pressing needs for healing in your body, 

look up the following verses and read them aloud daily…And remember: God’s Word 

works!’.
224

 The second step is to believe that what has been asked for has been received. 

Early on in his journey Hagin says he realised that ‘we have to go by faith, not by our 

feelings. We have to stand on the promises in God’s Word and not look at the circumstances 

surrounding us’.
225

 The third step is to verbally confess one’s belief. Using Isaiah 55:11 
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Kenneth Copeland places a strong emphasis on this by advising those seeking healing to, ‘Put 

God’s Word concerning healing in your heart, meditate and think about it, then speak His 

Word boldly out your mouth. His word will not return to Him void, but it will accomplish 

what it was sent to do’.
226

 ‘The force of faith is released in words’.
227

 The final step is to act 

as if it has been received regardless of the immediate circumstances and feelings.
228

 During 

his childhood, Hagin believed that God had healed Him and that the Holy Spirit told him to 

get up, even though he still felt ill, in order to take hold of his healing. This was a key 

experience for Hagin that led to the development of this formula.
229

 The continuance of the 

effects of sin in whatever form that may take, whether that is to do with health, or poverty, or 

some other ill, is more often than not blamed upon the believer’s failure in one of the steps of 

the faith formula. ‘Anytime a believer has a problem receiving healing, he usually suffers 

from ignorance of God’s Word, ignorance of his rights and privileges in Jesus Christ’.
230

 

Hagin even claims that Jesus said to him, ‘“Many times they beg and cry and pray, but they 

don’t believe. And I cannot answer their prayers unless they have faith, because I cannot 

violate my Word”’.
231
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With this understanding of the approach of the ‘Word of Faith’ proponents in place we are 

now in a better position to highlight with clarity their beliefs about what can be done about 

suffering and evil and who can do it. Their response is very simply to place the emphasis on 

humans to hold God to the promises He has made. Humans are therefore tasked with 

identifying those promises, verbally naming what they are and then claiming them as their 

own.
232

 The responsibility that God had has been outworked in Him building laws into the 

universe, making promises, and sending Jesus as an atoning sacrifice to release the legal 

claim Satan had. In this sense there is a strong use of the classical Pentecostal model of 

healing being in the Atonement and the usual Scriptural passages are used to support this 

approach.
233

 Living in the era that we do now, the responsibility for the continuance of evil 

and suffering therefore firmly rests on humans. On rare occasions in this view of evil and 

suffering there will be statements such as, ‘There are no magic buttons we can push to 

operate spiritual gifts; it is only as the Lord leads’.
234

 Or, ‘Where the Holy Spirit is in 

manifestation, anything can happen. I cannot make it happen, however, just because I want it 

to happen’.
235

 However, these are extremely infrequent exceptions to the overwhelming rule 

that it is up to us, not God and are even reduced in authority with statements such as, 

‘because the Word always works, the manifestation of the gifts of the Spirit do not have to be 

in operation for you to be healed. You can be healed though [sic] simple faith in God’s 

Word’.
236

 There is no place for divine mystery or will in this theology as the universe and 

God are understood more as machines. If used right, the right results will be achieved. Any 
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failing is the fault of humans. There is also a very strong individual aspect to this theology, 

resulting in the social or corporate aspect being given very little emphasis. 

 

Before entering into a critique of this position I wish to examine two other approaches that 

may be placed more towards the ‘Human Responsibility’ end of the spectrum, but, that are 

different to the ‘Word of Faith’ movement in elements of their theology and application. The 

first of two proponents to be examined is Agnes Sanford. 

 

2.2. Agnes Sanford 

 

2.2.1. Question 1: Where Did Evil and Suffering Come From?  

 

Unlike the previous approach Sanford does not develop an understanding of the creation 

narrative that enables us to glimpse into how she understands the entrance of evil and 

suffering. The only hints we get are in her description of our state as containing an ‘inherited 

drive toward evil’ and her belief that ‘He [God] has given us free will and we are responsible 

for our own mistakes’.
237

 However, what she does have in common with the previous 

approach is that she believes that God has created certain laws in the universe that are there 

for humans to access.
238

 ‘“But God is omnipotent!” some people say. “He can do anything He 
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likes!” Certainly, but He has made a world that runs by law, and He does not like to break 

those laws’.
239

 ‘It is for us to learn His will, and to seek the simplicity and the beauty of the 

laws that set free His power’.
240

 From this we begin to see that Sanford’s approach is one in 

which God is understood to have set the world going, placing the responsibility for what 

happens next on humans. And, it would seem that evil and suffering entered due to free will 

and misuse of these laws and that this drive towards evil has been passed on from generation 

to generation. 

 

2.2.2. Question 2: What is Understood by the Term Evil? 

 

Again, as with the previous approach, a definition of evil and suffering is absent from 

Sanford’s work. But, as the subject under consideration is healing, evil and suffering may be 

understood as being present when creation is not functioning as it was intended to and when 

there is disconnection between the sufferer and God. Sanford states, ‘no one is really healed 

until he has learned to make his own contact with the Healer’.
241

 And the reason for this, 

returning to Sanford’s understanding of creation, is because humans are not obeying the laws 

set down by God, and because we need to put ourselves where God can find us.
242

  Alongside 

this there are also brief mentions of the work of Satan, particularly when considering what 

one thinks. She suggests that negative suggestions people hear in their minds are the voice of 

Satan: 
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The Bible calls this inner tempter “Satan,” and suggests that powers of evil 

beyond the tangible forces of this world battle against us. This is no doubt 

true. The love-vibrations and the faith-vibrations of God and His saints enter 

through our thoughts of life and love. In the same way, the destructive 

thought-vibrations of mankind, and of “Satan” (whoever or whatever “Satan” 

may be) enter through our thoughts of illness, hate and death.243
 

 

Again a strong impression emerges that evil has agency in the form of Satan, thus enforcing a 

cosmological dualism. What also becomes apparent is that the mind is the centre of focus.
244

 

As evil begins to permeate human minds it then brings about destruction in their lives and the 

laws are not obeyed. 

 

2.2.3. Question 3: What Can Be Done About Evil and Suffering and Who Can Do it? 

 

It has already been established that Sanford believed God created the universe with certain 

laws in it. She also believed that God wants all people well, ‘we find no instance of an 

acceptance of illness as the will of God’.
245

 According to Sanford, it is up to us to align 

ourselves with these laws and therefore with God. Sanford refers to this as being like 

electricity flowing through wires or water flowing through pipes.
246

 The continuance of evil 
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and suffering is due to disconnections between humans and God.
247

 During one experience of 

praying for her sick child where healing did not come she wrote, ‘God could not go through 

me to heal my baby, for there was a break in the pipe-line that connected me with Him’.
248

 In 

this case the ‘break’ was caused by fear and bitterness. The opposite of such things is the 

presence of love and faith, ‘For while love is the wiring that connects our souls with His, 

faith is the switch that turns on the power’.
249

  

 

What causes some confusion in Sanford’s approach is what difference Jesus’ death and 

resurrection makes. Sanford states, ‘as He was the Son of God and therefore able to transcend 

time, He took into Himself all of the sinful thought-vibrations of all humanity, past, present, 

and future’.
250

  She continues, ‘He cleansed the thought-vibrations that surround this globe as 

a purifying plant cleanses our drinking water, taking it in dirty, throwing it up into the 

sunlight and sending it forth clean’.
251

  Although the terminology is questionable – due to it 

being highly reminiscent of New Age thought rather than Christian thought – from this it is 

clear she is suggesting that the work of the Atonement is purifying and retroactive. However, 

what is not clear is whether followers of God, pre-Incarnation, were able to tap into the laws 

or not. If not, one wonders why, and if so, why was the death and resurrection of Jesus 

necessary? We shall return to this point in the critique that follows.  

 

Like the previous approach outlined above, what is becoming clear is that, although the 

proponents place God as the ultimate source, He is always obliged to answer, due to the law. 

It therefore seems that it is up to humans to abolish evil and suffering by connecting better 

with God. Sanford asks, ‘why are we not a new creation in any perceptible way? Why do we 
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still walk heavily? Because for this great transformation to take place in our hearts we must 

open our hearts. We must with understanding and faith ask the Holy Spirit to invade and fill 

us’.
252

 Based on this, the role of humans is to seek to progress further along in their spiritual 

development in order to remove more and more of the evil in the world. ‘One plain fact I dare 

to state: as more and more of us see God, live in harmony with Him and show forth His 

perfection in our bodies, minds and spirits, the “normal” process of growth, maturity, old age 

and death will be altered’.
253

 Sanford suggests that this process is achieved by humans 

training themselves regarding what they think about.  

 

In comparison to the previous approach, Sanford holds many of the same beliefs as the 

Copelands and the Hagins. These would include the belief that God has put laws in place in 

the universe that humans are to discover and make use of, that they can claim various things 

for their lives based on these laws and God’s obligation to abide by them, and that receipt of 

those things they claim does not require initial evidence in order for them to have been 

received.
254

 However, one interesting way in which Sanford’s approach differs is that there is 

a more social, corporate aspect to it.
255

 As well as receiving one’s own healing through the 

methodology outlined, she also suggests that she can project healing into others both at close 

range and from a great distance, and that an essential part of being a pipe for the flow of holy 

water is passing it on. If one does not pass it on, there is a danger of becoming stagnant. She 
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says to others, ‘simply call in your mind to me, or to someone else as a human channel for the 

love of Christ’.
256

 The result of such a belief is that Sanford aims for the healing of various 

people she comes into contact with, with the larger aim of making a major contribution to the 

healing of the whole world.
257

 In this sense she is far more outward looking than the Word of 

Faith proponents. However, a negative point to such an approach is that this belief seems to 

place sole responsibility for the healing of the world on humans.   

 

Even from this brief outline it may be convincingly argued that this approach, like the 

previous one, is heavily bent towards human control regarding the existence and continuance 

of evil and suffering. Humans, therefore, also carry the responsibility for the removal of evil 

and suffering. 

 

2.3. Morton T. Kelsey 

 

2.3.1. Question 1: Where Did Evil and Suffering Come From?  

 

Under the influence of Sanford whilst at the same time drawing on the psychological insight 

of Carl Jung, Morton T. Kelsey proposes a position not dissimilar to Sanford’s.
258

 Kelsey 

thinks it important to maintain the traditional belief of evil entering creation due to Satan’s 

rebellion against God, but recognises that this belief still begs the question of why Satan 
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became evil.
259

 Kelsey responds to this problem with the question, ‘Why then is there evil 

and what is its source?’ to which he responds, ‘there is no final answer’.
260

  

 

2.3.2. Question 2: What is Understood by the Term Evil? 

 

In following Jung’s rejection of the Augustinian principle of evil being the privatio boni 

Kelsey states, ‘Evil, a part of the spiritual realm that rebelled against God, is very real and 

very much at work both in the physical and spiritual realms’.
261

 In a similar fashion to the two 

approaches already explored in this chapter, Kelsey sets up a clear cosmological dualism 

stating, ‘there are two poles of spiritual reality, a good one, the Triune God, and an evil one, 

Lucifer or Satan’.
262

 As well as these two leaders there are also, ‘angels, demons, both good 

and evil (or unclean) spirits, principalities, thrones, powers, dominions, authorities, and 

beggarly elements’.
263

 Alongside this Kelsey also seems to suggest that evil is some 

mysterious substance that humans must integrate into themselves or fight against as it is 

revealed in their subconscious.
264

 

 

Although Kelsey may not be clear on the substance or origin of evil there are a number of 

things which he is clear on. He states, ‘all of us are infected with Evil to some degree’.
265

He 

goes on, ‘Our very unconsciousness of who and what we are contributes to our evil’.
266

 And 

further, ‘The destructiveness – the very reality that we call evil – results in separation and 

disintegration within the psyche, which leads in turn to emotional ill health and to physical 
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illness. Healing of either mind, emotions, soul, or body involves throwing back the forces of 

evil’.
267

 Evil is thus active and destructive and requires removal for healing to take place. 

 

2.3.3. Question 3: What Can Be Done About Evil and Suffering and Who Can Do it? 

 

Although evil needs to be thrown back, God can only overthrow the evil force as humans 

begin to connect with Him more and more through faith. This throws the emphasis back on to 

them as the ones in control of whether evil and suffering persist or not. The result of this is 

that although Kelsey believes God is ‘dead set against’ sickness as a manifestation of evil, 

and that therefore there is no question over whether its continuation is the will of God or not, 

ultimately its continuance is due to a lack in human connection with God.
268

 In exploring the 

question of why some are healed and others are not Kelsey states,  

 

That we do not understand why one person is healed and another is not, is a 

reflection on our imperfect human knowledge and on our inability to become 

channels of the power of the Spirit. Our inability to understand the Spirit and 

use it perfectly does not mean it does not work.
269

 

 

The idea of being a ‘channel’ is reminiscent of Sanford’s language and so it is no surprise 

that Kelsey refers to much of her theology in developing how one should start a healing 

ministry. Although he goes far beyond Sanford, both in his historical understanding of 

healing and the emotional and psychological side of it, at the centre of his belief system is the 

idea that evil can be pushed back if humans can just connect better with God and then 

journey inward and face the evil within themselves in the power of the Spirit. However, the 
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emphasis here is predominantly on their ability to do this. Therefore I would argue Kelsey’s 

approach is rightly placed toward the human responsibility pole of the spectrum.
270

 

 

2.4. Critique 

 

Regardless of the specific theology and style of these approaches to healing, what is apparent 

is that they all maintain that the responsibility for the continuance and removal of suffering 

and evil in the lives of humans ultimately rests with humans.
271

 In addition, when humans do 

all they can to remove evil with everything they know and with all that is available to them 

and yet it prevails despite their best efforts, these theologies claim that the only one to blame 

for the prevailing evil and suffering is humans. In the case of the first approach, responding to 

suffering and evil is not about personal relationship with a mysterious and powerful, intimate 

creator God but is instead about pulling the right levers to make the right results occur based 

on some laws God is supposed to have put in place. For those who do see the removal of 

suffering, the attitude that is encouraged is one of patting oneself on the back for getting the 

formula right, followed by a consideration of what else can be desired and claimed. The God 

portrayed in such an approach is one that is bound to these laws and thus powerless to do 

anything beyond what humans demand. The practical result of this is a worldview that 

encourages faith in self and in the law rather than faith in God. This becomes problematic 

when such a worldview is compared to the Biblical narrative in which God is described as 

being an awesome, omnipotent, omniscient, transcendent, sovereign being who is also all-

loving and the personal and immanent creator of all things. By contrast the latter description 
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of God is not one who is bound to respond to our every wish and command but instead is one 

who, by His very nature, should bring forth a reaction of awe and worship from all 

creation.
272

 If this latter description is indeed a more accurate one of the Christian God then 

questions must be raised regarding what kind of God ‘Word of Faith’ proponents believe in, 

and, whether they may retain the label ‘Christian’ whilst maintaining this belief.    

 

With Sanford and Kelsey we find more personal, less mechanistic approaches to the whole 

subject, but, even they are far from problem free.
273

 The central feature for both approaches is 

that evil will persist until humans connect with the source of goodness, allowing it to flow 

through them. Although there is more of an emphasis on relationship with this deity than in 

the previous approach one still gets the sense that behind their various methodologies lies the 

principle that God is some sort of power source that, if tapped into correctly using the right 

techniques and living by the right laws, can be used for human benefit. The interesting point 

about this is that if it is the presence of some sort of evil that is preventing the ‘flow’, and this 

evil requires God’s power to heal it, if it is primarily humanity’s responsibility, how do they 

remove that problem, or even become aware of it in order to attempt to remove it? These 
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approaches rely on humans getting it right first so that they can then use God’s power to 

alleviate all other problems. However, at this point an apparent contradiction emerges. If 

connecting with and using God’s divine power is the way to alleviate evil and suffering, and 

there is a blockage that prevents that connection, the only way forward would seem to be that 

either God acts by His own free will – thus contradicting the entire concept that responsibility 

rests with humans – or humans identify and remove the problem themselves. If this latter 

solution is employed, then the implication is that humans have some sort of divine capability. 

In order to solve this problem the only solutions appear to be that, either the approach of 

placing complete responsibility on humans is relinquished in favour of a more balanced 

approach that makes space for God’s free choice, or, it is acknowledged that humans do have 

a level of divine capability. If the latter option is selected, the term ‘Christian’ would have to 

be relinquished as a central tenet of any ‘Christian’ worldview is that humans are not gods.  

 

A further problem with Sanford’s approach is the lack of clarity and coherence regarding 

what was achieved at the cross. As stated above she seems to suggest that connecting with 

God and using the laws was possible prior to the cross. The result of such a belief is that 

either the cross becomes redundant – thus forfeiting possibly the central tenet of Christianity 

– or a very serious revision of the internal coherence of the approach is needed. Either way, 

this is a serious problem.           

 

What is also apparent in all three approaches, although less so in Kelsey, is the extremely 

poor use of Scripture. Within the theology found in ‘Word of Faith’ approaches is a creation 

account that adds much to the Biblical accounts without any good reason for doing so, rather 

than remaining loyal to what the Biblical narrative actually says. Common in Sanford, the 

Hagins and the Copelands is an approach (whether realised or not) that begins with a 
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particular belief about theology, and healing, evil and suffering in particular, and then 

attempts to find, extract and employ specific verses of Scripture to support their beliefs. The 

result of such endeavours appears to be that the verses or passages used are removed from 

their context and therefore potentially misinterpreted. Such a technique distorts the full 

Biblical narrative.
274

 Ironically, those in question here who undertake such an approach 

maintain the importance of the authority of Scripture while the method they use ultimately 

gives authority to them as the interpreter.
275

 The use of and place of Scripture within the 

worldview of any Christian approach to evil and suffering – and in particular a 

Pentecostal/Charismatic one – is a fundamental area that must be carefully navigated.  What 

is apparent from what has been explored here is that such a careful navigation has not been 

undertaken, resulting in poor theology and, no doubt, poor practice as a consequence.   

 

3. God’s Responsibility 

 

Towards the other end of the spectrum regarding responsibility for evil and suffering lie the 

approaches that place great emphasis on the power, majesty and freedom of God to act, or 

not, according to His perfect sovereignty. Two proponents of this approach to be examined 

here are Kathryn Kuhlman and Charles Farah. 
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3.1. Kathryn Kuhlman 

 

When considering the questions regarding the entrance of evil and a description of what evil 

is, as would probably be expected, Kuhlman’s answers are largely undeveloped due to her 

emphasis on the present and the future.
276

 However, we may be able to gain a possible insight 

from other topics she did develop.  

 

3.1.1. Question 1: Where Did Evil and Suffering Come From? 

 

One of the topics Kuhlman developed was her view of humans. She states, ‘Man was made to 

give himself to a higher power than himself. In other words, man is going to be mastered by 
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something. If you are not mastered by God, then you are going to be mastered by things. Or 

by circumstances’.
277

 She also went on to state, ‘when we take our eyes off Jesus, when we 

refuse to submit to His lordship, His ownership, we gradually turn the control of our lives 

over to circumstances. Sickness takes over. And we are mastered by things’.
278

 From these 

statements we get a glimpse of a central belief within her theology: humans cannot govern 

themselves well and the best for them is only possible when they are in perfect relationship 

with God. From this we may assume that Kuhlman believed in a traditional view of the fall 

whereby humans chose other than God’s command, thus bringing forth evil and suffering.
279

  

 

3.1.2. Question 2: What is Understood by the Term Evil? 

 

As Kuhlman understood that humans are made up of body, soul and spirit, implicit in her 

theology, I would suggest, is the understanding that evil is anything that is contrary to 

perfection in all areas of a person, whether this be spiritual, emotional, physical or 

psychological.
280

 In addition to this, Kuhlman appeared to believe in the traditional view of 

evil being most poignantly personified in the figure of Satan. This is evidenced in such 

statements as, ‘I have no fear of all hell and all the power of Satan…As long as I stay 

crucified, the Holy Spirit will defend me’.
281

 Yet again this also points to the belief in the 

concept of two warring parties – God and Satan – who are engaged in a cosmic battle, with 

God being the stronger party.  
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3.1.3. Question 3: What Can Be Done About Evil and Suffering and Who Can Do it? 

 

Turning to an examination of how Kuhlman understood the present situation we find 

ourselves in and what can be done about it, her view of the Atonement comes as no surprise. 

As would be expected from someone influenced by the Pentecostal movement, Kuhlman held 

to a traditional view of Atonement that understands Jesus dying for our sins as well as 

removing the effects of sin in the lives of believers.
282

 Put simply, healing in all senses of the 

word is to be found in the Atonement. ‘Yes, there is healing in the atonement. Christ died to 

give us healing – not only in the spiritual area but also for our physical infirmities’.
283

 In this 

sense there is common ground between this approach and the extremes of the faith healing 

approaches, however, this is where the similarities end.
284

 Kuhlman does seem to suggest that 

there is something humans can do and that there are ‘[spiritual] laws which if followed will 

bring success’.
285

 But, these laws must be understood very differently to those used in the 

Word of Faith movement. Instead of laws used to twist God’s arm so we get what we want, 

Kuhlman seems to suggest that the laws she is talking about are to do with determination, 

hard work and perseverance in focusing on God and trusting that He will provide.
286

 She 

states, ‘Do you want a life of victory? There are three things to follow: hard work, 

determination, and wisdom. Not your wisdom. No. Lean not to your own understanding. It’s 
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His wisdom. In all thy ways acknowledge Him, and He shall direct thy path’.
287

 In 

conjunction with this are her on-going themes of optimism regardless of the situation, and 

doing things for others in order to remove focus from your own problems.
288

 For Kuhlman 

then, the responsibility of the person is choosing who or what they will focus on in any given 

situation. For her, ‘The answer lies in fastening your attention not on the thing to be feared, 

not in the circumstances or the situation around you, not on individuals or personalities – but 

on Christ’.
289

 However, this responsibility in Kuhlman’s approach must not be 

underestimated or down played. Although clearly different from the extreme view found in 

the Word of Faith movement Kuhlman does still place a strong emphasis on the lifestyle 

choices humans make and what they focus their minds on. This is seen very clearly in chapter 

titles in A Glimpse of Glory that include: ‘Faith and Gumption’, ‘Hard Work: The Secret of 

Success’, ‘Determination’, ‘Success and Enthusiasm’, ‘Ambition’, ‘Laziness’, ‘Discipline 

and Desire’ and ‘Weakness Is No Excuse’. It is clear from these alone that Kuhlman places 

quite a strong emphasis on the choices humans make, however, a key difference between this 

and the approaches found in the previous section is that doing ones best and focusing on the 

correct things does not guarantee a specific result. This is left to the sovereign, mysterious 

will of God. What is therefore interesting about this approach is that Kuhlman believed that 

what God delivers may not be a removal of the evil and suffering that a person is 

experiencing, but rather the capacity to handle it and possibly turn it for their good: ‘no 

matter what the day holds: if it’s sorrow, He’ll be the glorious strengthener; if death comes, 

He’ll give you grace; if you’re faced with temptations, all you have to do in that moment is 

call on the name of the Lord, He’ll give you the victory’.
290

  In this way there is a strong 
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belief in the providence of God and also that one is matured in their ability to trust God whilst 

‘in the valleys’.
291

 

 

In opposition to so called faith healers, Kuhlman also makes a distinction between different 

kinds of faith.
292

 There is a belief that is human made and there is faith that is God given.
293

 

When one has faith for healing, this is the God given sort.
294

 ‘We can believe in healing. We 

can believe in our blessed Redeemer and His power to heal. But only Jesus can work the 

works that will lift us to the mountain of victory. Always remember, faith is a gift – given to 

us by the Giver’.
295

 And regarding her own ministry she stated, ‘I’m not a faith healer…I 

have no healing power. I have never healed anyone…I’m absolutely dependant on the power 

of God…without the Holy Spirit I have nothing to give. Nothing’.
296

 Kuhlman also believed 

that spiritual healing – that is, building a relationship with God – was more important than 

physical healing.
297

 However, as stated above, she did still believe all healing is in the 

Atonement. When considering the question of why some are not healed, Kuhlman reaffirmed 
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that who is healed is God’s choice, and why He chooses not to heal some is a mystery.
298

 

However, even though the effects of the Atonement regarding physical healing are not always 

manifested, she believed that ‘all can be healed spiritually’.
299

 

 

The upshot of this position is that the responsibility of humans here and now is to make a 

choice as to how they will live and who or what they will focus on. From then onwards, the 

responsibility for the removal of evil and suffering seems to rest, at least partially if not fully, 

with God.
300

 Even if evil and suffering persist, according to Kuhlman God will provide 

everything necessary for His children to carry on through it, and this may even lead to an 

experience of maturing for the child. To Kuhlman the emphasis is always on the sovereignty 

of God and the importance of pursuing a loving relationship with Him.  

 

Because of Kuhlman’s strong emphasis on the sovereignty of God it seems right to place her 

approach towards the end of the spectrum that emphasises His responsibility. However, at 

this point the necessity of the spectrum as a model becomes most apparent. In contrast to her 

emphasis on God’s sovereignty, the importance she gives to the choice of humans to pursue 

relationship with God means that she therefore places a degree of responsibility on them. The 

result of this is that her position should be placed towards the ‘God’s responsibility’ pole but 

not at it, thus reflecting the internal tension.    
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3.2. Charles Farah 

 

A similar approach may be found in the theology of Charles Farah. Being under the influence 

of the teaching of so called faith healers, Farah tried a formulaic method in his pursuit of 

healing.
301

 However, this did not work, which led to a period of questioning that in turn led to 

a new and starkly different approach whereby Farah realised ‘God will not be bound by 

man’s formulas’.
302

 

 

3.2.1. Question 1: Where Did Evil and Suffering Come From? 

 

As with Kuhlman, Farah does not present any developed answer regarding the nature or 

origin of evil. Due to his classical approaches to such things as the Atonement it may be 

presumed that he held a traditional view of the fall as the origin of evil and suffering. Such a 

presumption can be supported by Farah’s reference to Eden and the temptation of Eve. When 

writing about the church in Acts, he states, ‘There was a sense of unity unlike anything since 

the Garden of Eden’.
303

 And, when discussing how humans respond to suffering and evil he 

suggests, ‘Perhaps it is part of our fallenness from God to question every tragedy, demanding 
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it to yield an answer to us in the same way Eve demanded the knowledge of good and 

evil’.
304

 From such references, the presumption about Farah’s beliefs appears well founded.  

 

3.2.2. Question 2: What is Understood by the Term Evil? 

 

Regarding the nature of evil and suffering, it is clear from Farah as a microcosm of the larger 

Pentecostal/Charismatic body of literature on healing, that the emphasis is not on 

philosophical labelling but, on how one responds to evil and suffering.
305

 As is also notable in 

other Pentecostal/Charismatic literature, Farah understands Satan as the personification of 

evil and discusses Satan’s role in reference to conflict by using phrases such as, ‘the great 

arsenal of temptation weapons Satan had to choose from’.
306

 This is further emphasised when 

he discusses Paul’s thorn and the role of Satan and his agents within that.
307

 Farah therefore 

does seem to suggest that evil has agency, thus placing humans in the midst of a battle.
308

 

However, where Farah differs from the previous positions is in the confusion over who is 

held ultimately responsible for the presence of evil and suffering.  

 

3.2.3. Question 3: What Can Be Done About Evil and Suffering and Who Can Do it? 

 

Again, as with Kuhlman, Farah holds to the idea, based on exegesis of Isaiah 53, that not only 

is healing from spiritual sickness found in the Atonement, but that healing from physical 

sickness is found there as well, ‘it is very clear that healing and the Atonement are bound 
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together’.
309

 However, he also suggests that spiritual sickness (sin) is worse than physical and 

therefore believes that it is better to be spiritually healthy and physically sick than the other 

way round.
310

 Although this may be true, it does not answer the problem of why, if both 

physical and spiritual healing are in the Atonement, all those who come to God in repentance 

are forgiven and saved, but all those who come for physical healing are not healed. Farah’s 

response to this is an honest signpost into mystery. He states, ‘Healing is such a complex 

business that no one but God really has the answers. Humility is the way to understanding 

and we will never know it all’.
311

 In keeping with this attitude he further states ‘Healing is 

related to the mystery of the kingdom of God. It has to do with the divine mysteries of God’s 

own dispensation. What we see now is the kingdom not yet fully restored, not yet fully 

come’.
312

 From this we glimpse a number of important points about Farah’s approach to evil 

and suffering. Firstly, this suggests that he believes that humans continue to experience evil 

and suffering because they live in the tension of the Kingdom partially here but partially still 

to come. Therefore all aspects of it are not currently accessible.  

 

Secondly, humans are limited in their knowledge of this mystery and it is only God who is 

omniscient. This understanding points to a more important part of Farah’s worldview that has 

significant consequences for this discussion. In contrast to the Word of Faith movement, he 

believes that the central concern is to seek God, as relationship with Him is key, and that 

within that relationship, ‘God is not here for our convenience, we are here for His 

purposes’.
313

 There are strong overtones throughout Farah’s approach that God is sovereign 
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and humans are very clearly not.
314

 Therefore God knows best and they do not. The best thing 

for them, according to this approach, is to seek to build relationship with the loving God who 

invites them to join with Him, and in doing so seek to do His will. As with Kuhlman, this 

approach asks for the kind of faith that will trust in God to deliver, regardless of the situation:  

 

The Christian whose life is marked by this kind of faith in the midst of death, 

losses, and ill health, still says, “I trust in God.” This is faith that is fidelity no 

matter what the consequences, this is a faith that outlasts even life itself. It is a 

fruit of the Spirit. Faith that fixes its object in God himself, and not in what He 

does.315
 

 

In contrast Farah states, ‘Our faith is misplaced if it is placed in faith principles’.
316

 A 

principle which is ‘gimmick-prone’.
317

 A principle that believes that ‘All problems dissolve if 

only you can get the right formula working’.
318

 Instead what Farah proposes is a relationship 

with a sovereign, omniscient God whose ways are often beyond human understanding, but, 
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whom they can trust with their lives.
319

 The type of theology he promotes, he argues, is 

rooted firmly in the New Testament and ‘is an “in spite of” theology. It simply proclaims that 

“in spite of” life’s sufferings and hardships, Christ triumphs, Christ reigns, Christ rules’.
320

  

 

It is at this point where we really access the hub of why Farah believes evil and suffering 

continue in his life. He states, ‘The truth is that God is in control of it all. His hand is on the 

evil as well as the good. He allows himself to be held ultimately responsible for the evil (not 

sin) as well as all the good and beautiful things of life’.
321

 And he continues, ‘The Lord God 

permits all these evils to arise in my life and for precisely the reason some teachers disdain. It 

is to produce Christian maturity, Christian character, and to conform us to the image of 

Christ’.
322

 Although we get brief moments of Farah suggesting that humans do have some 

control over the level of suffering they experience (this is due to their choices relating to 

food, fitness and other health related issues, as well as the sins they choose to commit), the 

overwhelming theme that comes through is one of the control and sovereignty of God.
323

 This 

is even taken to the point of suggesting that it must be God who is held ultimately responsible 

for the entrance of evil.
324

 

 

In a similar but slightly more developed way than we see in Kuhlman’s approach, Farah 

proposes a view of evil and suffering in this present age that seems to understand God as 

being responsible for it. At points Farah also seems to suggest God creates evil, even though 

He is all-good, and there is therefore a lack of clarity over the free choice of all agents, both 
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human and non, that are involved in the conflict scenario that Farah proposes. As stated 

above, there appears to be some responsibility on humans in the limited choices that they 

have, and there also appears to be a level of free choice on the part of Satan and his demons. 

But, there is an overwhelming sense that control ultimately rests with God.   

 

3.3. Critique 

 

There are a number of points to highlight in the approaches of the two representatives of this 

end of the spectrum. In both cases there is a strong emphasis on relationship between humans 

and God. Although not stated explicitly, there are references that implicitly suggest that they 

believe in a traditional view of the fall as the point of entry for evil and suffering and they 

seem to understand suffering in an existential way rather than developing a philosophical 

definition. There are also references that suggest belief in a cosmological conflict between 

Satan and God with God being the stronger and humans being in the middle with some 

degree of free choice. The emphasis of both approaches is on the here and now and what 

humans do about it. Because of this, the responsibility of humans here and now is to seek to 

build relationship with God and in doing this seek to do His will. From there, responsibility 

firmly rests with God.
325

 Although belief in healing being in the Atonement is maintained, 

both approaches are realistic about the fact that evil and suffering are not fully vanquished 

now. The reasons for this, they claim, are to do with the belief that the Kingdom is not fully 
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here yet, but, are unknown and ultimately rest in the hands of God. In conjunction with this is 

the belief that, to a great extent, God is in control of the evil we experience and the provision 

we get in the midst of the suffering experienced, and, that ultimately, spiritual healing is more 

important anyway. At this point possible cracks seem to emerge. 

 

Firstly, as hinted at above, if one is maintaining that God is all-loving, and sovereign, whilst 

stating that God permits the evil and suffering in our lives, the Epicurean trilemma begins to 

re-emerge, as this approach seems to either question God’s sovereignty or His love. If at this 

point the proponents claim that God permitting evil is different to Him causing it, I would 

argue that the only point worth dwelling on is whether He could have stopped it. If the 

answer is ‘yes’, then we have the same problem regardless of whether He is first cause or not. 

If the answer is ‘no’, then we are back to questioning the omnipotence of God. If the 

proponent continues by suggesting that it is in our best interests for God to permit the 

suffering we experience because it builds maturity, then the overwhelming historical 

evidence, regarding horrendous suffering that both Christians and non-Christians have 

experienced, needs to be brought to bear. In this will be found many cases of suffering that 

show very little or no sign of maturing for those involved. In such cases difficult questions 

need to be asked regarding the coherence of an approach that suggests that an all-loving God 

would allow His children to endure horrendous suffering for the sake of maturity, particularly 

when there is no evidence that new levels of maturity have been achieved. In the case of 

Farah, the problem is even more acute as at moments he seems to suggest that God actually 

creates evil. This may be defended if Farah is claiming that God creates evil by giving 

humans free choice and therefore the freedom to choose evil.
326

 However, even if Farah is 

explicit about this and develops a coherent rigorous position – such as the Free Will Defence 
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in Chapter 2 – as can also be seen in Chapter 2, even this is far from problem free. But Farah 

does not even do this. We are therefore left wondering quite what the nature and character of 

the God Farah believes in is. 

 

Secondly, there is little mention of the presence or actions of the devil and the demonic by 

Kuhlman or Farah. And again, in Farah’s approach, although Satan and his demons appear to 

have a level of freedom, one is left wondering how much, as Farah does not develop this in 

any explicit fashion. This area may always be a difficult one to discuss as it holds the 

potential of attributing too much or too little to Satan, but, in the case of both proponents it 

seems it is an area that needs examining with more clarity.
327

 

 

Thirdly, as with much of what we have seen so far in this chapter, there is a lack of secure 

anchorage in Scripture for the basis of what is proposed. As has also been highlighted 

already, this brings with it an important contradiction for Pentecostal/Charismatic theology. 

This is so because it has traditionally held to a high view of Scripture yet when approaches to 

such things as the problem of evil and suffering are proposed, the lack of solid Scriptural 

foundations becomes blatantly obvious. This issue will be addressed as the thesis proceeds.  

 

On the positive side, something this approach seems to do very well is to emphasise the 

importance of relationship with God instead of appealing to ‘gimmicks’ or formulas. I would 

suggest this is a great strength that must be embraced. In Kuhlman’s approach it is clear that 

she believes humans have some degree of free choice that must be used wisely in order for 
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this relationship to flourish. However, how this coheres with God’s choices and freedom is 

not very clear – hence the position of Kuhlman’s approach nearer the middle of the spectrum. 

 

What is also positive about Farah in particular is the impact on, and mobility of, the 

community in which he was embedded during the death of his friend Marty.
328

 What began to 

emerge in his account of this episode was the importance of community during suffering. 

Again, this is something that needs to be embraced and explored further. 

 

4. Attempts at Striking a Balance 

 

Up to this point we have seen examples, from within Pentecostal/Charismatic theology, of 

those who place great emphasis on human responsibility for the presence and continuance of 

evil and suffering, and those who place great emphasis on the sovereignty of God. In what 

follows, two approaches will be examined that attempt to find a middle ground between these 

two extremes, thus leading to them being placed near the middle of the spectrum. The first to 

be considered is that of Francis MacNutt. 

 

4.1. Francis MacNutt 

 

4.1.1. Question 1: Where Did Evil and Suffering Come From? 

 

Although, as with all examples given previously, MacNutt’s concentration is more on healing 

than evil and suffering, he does provide a level of backdrop to his practice stating, ‘the evil in 
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the world has a satanic origin’.
329

 He further suggests ‘The scriptural worldview is that there 

has been a fall and that the human race is broken and wounded’.
330

 He also seems to reveal 

elsewhere his traditional view of the entrance of evil and suffering by highlighting that ‘The 

traditional Christian teaching is that sickness is an effect of original sin’.
331

 What we may 

deduce from this is that MacNutt presumably holds to the notion of evil entering by way of 

the temptation of humans by Satan.
332

 But what of the nature of evil itself?  

 

4.1.2. Question 2: What is Understood by the Term Evil? 

 

Of the New Testament MacNutt states, ‘A major theme…is the clash between the Kingdom 

of God and the kingdom of Satan. The climax of human history, in fact, occurs when God, in 

Jesus, overpowers Satan and frees the human race from Satan’s dominion’.
333

 This view is 

further supported when MacNutt says of Jesus, ‘Sickness of the body was part of that 
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kingdom of Satan he had come to destroy’.
334

 MacNutt also speaks ‘of that kind of 

Christianity preached by Christ himself and his apostles – where suffering is seen as an evil – 

an evil to be overcome when it appears to overwhelm and destroy the inner life of a man’.
335

 

And elsewhere states that evil is ‘basically supernatural and Satan is behind it’.
336

 In contrast 

to the Augustinian view which maintains that evil be defined as the privatio boni, MacNutt 

seems to suggest that evil is a very real entity that is part of the kingdom of Satan, personified 

by Satan and stands in opposition to the Kingdom of God.
337

 

 

In continuity with his belief in evil having agency, on a larger scale than simply individuals, 

MacNutt, unsurprisingly, argues for the presence of territorial spirits. What is surprising 

though is that in conjunction with this he also argues for a Winkian understanding of societal 

evil.
338

 ‘In this view…we are all influenced unconsciously toward evil choices because of the 

evil embedded in the very institutions in which we live’.
339

 Although there is only brief 

mention of this, it does seem to suggest that MacNutt believes in a more structural nature to 

evil alongside the concept of agency. He does not develop this further though.
340
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demons that he believes exist and serve the kingdom of Satan.  
338

 According to MacNutt, this approach understands ‘invisible evil forces’ ‘not as personal evil spirits but as 

belief systems with an energy of their own’, Deliverance from Evil Spirits, p. 279. MacNutt draws on Walter 

Wink’s The Powers trilogy (Philadelphia: Fortress Press): Vol. I, Naming the Powers, (1984), Vol. II, 

Unmasking the Powers, (1986), Vol. III, Engaging the Powers, (1992), particularly Unmasking the Powers. See 

Deliverance from Evil Spirits, pp. 279-283. What is not surprising about MacNutt’s engagement with this 

approach is his disagreement regarding Wink’s demythologised rejection of demonic activity per se. Instead, 

MacNutt aims at a ‘Both-And’ approach that draws on the strengths of Wink’s approach whilst also retaining 

belief in evil spirits. See Deliverance from Evil Spirits, pp. 282-285. 
339

 MacNutt, Deliverance from Evil Spirits, p. 279. 
340

 In The Power to Heal, MacNutt seems to suggest a holistic approach to healing that incorporates it into the 

wider category of ‘liberation’. MacNutt notes that ‘we know that this liberation takes place on several levels: 

liberation from sin, from evil spirits, and from sickness, both physical and emotional. On the larger, social scale, 

there is liberation from oppression and poverty. But there is also the very literal understanding of “liberty to 

captives,” namely, freeing people from jail’, (The Power to Heal, (Notre Dame, Indiana: Ave Maria Press, 

1977), p. 145). Hejzlar suggests that ‘MacNutt’s holisitic perspective on healing results from his exposure to 

Roman Catholic priests in Latin America for whom healing is not either individual or structural but both’, Two 

Paradigms for Divine Healing, p. 247.  
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The view of evil that seems to emerge then is one that understands evil to have agency as 

well as being embedded in societal structures. And behind it all is Satan, whose weaker 

kingdom is at war with the stronger victorious Kingdom of God.  Furthermore, humans, who 

are caught in the middle of the struggle, are wished by the creator God who loves them, to be 

whole, as they were intended, rather than being affected by evil.  

 

4.1.3. Question 3: What Can Be Done About Evil and Suffering and Who Can Do it? 

 

At this point we find ourselves at the more important questions for those in the healing 

ministry. The answer to these questions for MacNutt is mixed and at times inconsistent.  

 

One thing that does seem clear as a starting point is that ‘Suffering is a mystery that all of us 

have had to wrestle with in some form or other’.
341

 And MacNutt honestly admits, ‘I do not 

pretend to have all the answers. Far from it, I bow down, like Job, before the mystery of 

healing in its connection with suffering: “And now let us proclaim the mystery of our 

faith”’.
342

 Further on he states, ‘If we really believe that God makes himself responsible for 

the results of our prayer, we can do our part, which is to pray, and then leave the results to 

him’.
343

 MacNutt also maintains a traditional view of the Gospel that emphasises the saving 

                                                                                                                                                        
It is interesting to note here that William Kay brackets MacNutt’s ‘holistic’ approach with that of John Wimber, 

Kathryn Kuhlman and Oral Roberts. However, by ‘holisitic’ Kay appears to be meaning that concern was for 

healing of body, mind and spirit. What we have seen above is that holistic for MacNutt involved not just healing 

but liberation in a social sense. With the possible exception of Wimber, who seemed to have similar social 

concerns, one wonders whether this is a miscategorisation on Kay’s part as it does not seem to recognise the 

subtle differences in understanding of the term ‘holisitic’. See W. K. Kay, ‘Introduction’, in William K. Kay and 

Anne E. Dyer (eds.), Pentecostal and Charismatic Studies: A Reader, (London: SCM Press, 2004), pp.47-51, 

(51). 
341

 MacNutt, Healing, p. 84. 
342

 Ibid. p. 120.  
343

 Ibid. p. 122. MacNutt, in a similar way to Farah’s rhēma/logos distinction (MacNutt actually includes an 

essay by Farah on this subject in Appendix I of The Power to Heal), suggests that there is are two different 

kinds of faith: that which is given generally to all Christians in order for them to trust in God, and that which is 
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work of Jesus for all areas of our lives. ‘In traditional terms Jesus saves us from personal sin 

and from the effects of original sin which include ignorance, weakness of will, disoriented 

emotions, physical illness and death’.
344

 With this comes a view of God that seems to 

highlight His omnipotence, omniscience and omnibenevolence and His work at the cross, and 

thus seems to move towards a position not too dissimilar from that proposed by Farah and 

Kuhlman.
345

 The only thing required of humans is that they pray: ‘our part is to ask; any 

healing that takes place is God’s responsibility’.
346

  

 

To further emphasise this view MacNutt highlights the shortcomings of the formulaic 

approaches to healing and warns, ‘God teaches us over and over again that he is beyond our 

limitations and will not be boxed into our neat compartments’.
347

 Humans are right to ask 

God for relief from evil and suffering as this is His general will for them, but, they have no 

right to stipulate how and when this prayer is answered, ‘I try to find out, when possible, 

what it is that God is doing – or wants to do – rather than to approach a sick person with my 

own prejudging notions of how God should work’.
348

 At this point it seems clear that apart 

from simply asking, responsibility for the removal of suffering rests with God. However, 

MacNutt is not finished.  

 

                                                                                                                                                        
given as a specific gift, of which the two should not be confused. MacNutt suggests that no faith at all need 

necessarily be present for healing to occur though. See Healing, Chapter 8.   
344

 Ibid. p. 49. 
345

 A key difference here though is that, as Hejzlar highlights, ‘MacNutt is a stranger to the Holiness-Pentecostal 

doctrine of healing in the atonement’ and ‘never posits healing side by side with forgiveness of sins as the 

twofold benefit of the atonement we have a legal entitlement to’. See Two Paradigms for Divine Healing, pp. 

78-79 for an evaluation of MacNutt’s understanding of healing and the atonement. 
346

 MacNutt, The Power to Heal, p. 38. In footnote 1 on p. 90 MacNutt recounts an incident of healing in which 

the person healed was not even prayed for. 
347

 MacNutt, Healing, p. 137. 
348

 MacNutt, The Power to Heal, p. 50. Knight III highlights the point that in MacNutt’s method, one does not 

simply name the relevant Scriptural promises and claim them as our right, but instead, prayer is offered in a way 

that focuses on God’s love, as such prayers ‘trust in the certainty of a loving father’. Knight III notes that by 

approaching prayer for healing in this manner, MacNutt ‘rejects not only the faith confession approach but much 

of the healing theology of the nineteenth-century holiness movement’. God’s Faithfulness and God’s Freedom, 

(81). 
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Even though he maintains the mystery and sovereignty of God he also proposes different 

kinds of sickness and relevant healing methods with which to meet them, and in some cases 

in quite a detailed manner.
349

 Although these are proposed as suggestions, the underlying 

belief seems to be that there are actually certain formulas one can use to cause healing, thus 

putting the emphasis back on humans. This is further compounded when highlighting the 

various ways in which humans block the healing power of God. This may be due to someone 

being unwilling to forgive,
350

 ‘not ready to be healed’
351

 or due to ‘lack of faith’.
352

How long 

one is prayed for may also affect healing, ‘The longer the sick area is held in the healing light 

of God, the more the germs or tumors have to wither up and die’.
353

 Our own weakness can 

play a part as well if we are the one praying. MacNutt argues that God’s life and power ‘is 

filtered through your weakness and your brokenness. So, naturally, it takes time for it to take 

effect’.
354

 Elsewhere he states, ‘There is also an element of more or less power, more or less 

authority in me’.
355

   

 

Although cautious about the demonic, MacNutt also believes humans can be oppressed and 

possessed by all sorts of demons ranging from a spirit of homosexuality to a spirit of lust, and 

that humans can be bound by curses.
356

 Deliverance from these causes of suffering weaves a 

similarly contradictory path between divine and human responsibility. 

 

                                                 
349

 See Chapters 11, 12, 13, 14 and 15 of Healing. 
350

 MacNutt, Healing, p. 173. 
351

 Ibid. p. 196. 
352

 Ibid. MacNutt lists ‘Eleven Reasons Why People Are Not Healed’ in Chapter 18. Some of these, such as 
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 Francis MacNutt, The Prayer That Heals: Praying for Healing in the Family, (London: Hodder and 

Stoughton, 1982), p. 61. In The Power to Heal, MacNutt tells a story of a cancer patient whose cancer came 

back, he believes, because they were not prayed for enough. See MacNutt, The Power to Heal, pp. 29-30.  
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 Ibid. p. 62. This is reminiscent of Sanford’s theology and clearly shows her influence on MacNutt. 
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 MacNutt, The Power to Heal, p. 33. 
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 See MacNutt, Healing, Chapter 15 – ‘Deliverance and Exorcism’, and Deliverance From Evil Spirits, 

Chapters 6-8 and 14-18. 
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As a final point, MacNutt also highlights a stronger sense of human responsibility for the 

removal of evil and suffering in areas relating to healthy diet and social and environmental 

choices. How humans respond to these choices will also affect the amount and type of 

suffering they experience.  

 

4.1.4. Critique 

 

The foremost question this approach encourages is: how do we make sense of its mixture? In 

one sense the principle that God wants us to join Him in the battle against the forces of evil, 

meaning we must co-operate to a certain degree for Him to work in our lives, is a valid point 

with much Biblical support. However, the constraints MacNutt puts on God by way of the 

actions of humans may not be as valid. Concepts such as failure of healing due to ‘faulty 

diagnosis’ seem to contradict the power and sovereignty that God is supposed to have.
357

 

MacNutt also seems quite formulaic in suggesting what kind of evil we may encounter and 

how to deal with it, which again contradicts his dislike of formulas. It is difficult to see how 

this formulaic approach coheres with his view that ‘God teaches us over and over again that 

he is beyond our limitations and will not be boxed into our neat compartments’.
358

 On the one 

hand MacNutt seems to suggest there are formulas, but on the other, he also seems to suggest 

that God is beyond formulas. This makes his approach somewhat unclear. One is also unclear 

on how he understands faith with regard to evil and suffering. At times the impression is that 

the amount of faith that is present is irrelevant where as at other times he suggests that a lack 

of faith is to blame for the continuance of suffering.
359
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Are Not Healed’ in Chapter 18. 
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Along with this is the lack of clarity one finds regarding the definition of evil. There is the 

cosmological dualism that is common to Pentecostal/Charismatic theologies that sees some 

suffering as being sent by Satan and his minions. But, there is also the belief in the presence 

of societal structural evil as well as some suffering being caused by poor use of creation by 

humans. The problem with this mixture is not that any of it is necessarily completely false 

but, as with most of what is being examined in this chapter, there is a lack of clarity regarding 

the basis for such beliefs. This brings with it a lack of coherence in belief that in turn leads to 

a lack of coherence in practice. There seems to be a mixture of Biblical foundations and 

experiential foundations – a problem common to us all.
360

 However, what seems apparent in 

MacNutt’s theology is that his use of Biblical texts is more often than not for the support of 

his experience. This poor use of Scripture means that when texts are used as support they are 

often taken out of context. And, because texts are used in this manner, it is not the text that 

holds authority anymore but the one using it, as it is they that have selected the appropriate 

text to support their experience. This again raises the reoccurring paradox of claiming a high 

view of Scripture and yet contradicting such a belief in practice. This issue will be addressed 

in the next chapter. 

 

The second position to be examined in this section is proposed by John Wimber and associate 

Ken Blue. 

                                                 
360

 A particular example in MacNutt’s theology and practice is the concept of ‘soaking prayer’ that he 

developed. MacNutt states, ‘“Soaking prayer” conveys the idea of time to let something seep through to the core 

of something dry that needs to be revived’. In practice this is used when instant healing is not experienced but 

there are signs of healing beginning to occur. On such occasions there is the initial prayer for healing, ‘Then, 

because there isn’t much sense in repetition, we simply continue to lay our hands on the person in such a way 

that everyone is comfortable’. This period may also include silence, songs or praying in tongues during which 

MacNutt believes ‘a kind of life or power continues to pour gently into the affected part’. See The Power to 

Heal, pp. 39-45. However, Hejzlar notes that MacNutt’s theology of healing was molded in the crucible of 

formative experiences just as Hagin’s faith-teaching was’. Hejzlar also highlights the fact that ‘Contrasted with 

the soaking prayer, the faith-teachers’ advocacy of instantaneous healing enjoys much more extensive biblical 

support’, (See Two Paradigms for Divine Healing, p. 133). This example shows well the fact that experience 

played a dominant role in the development of MacNutt’s theology and practice, often to the detriment of 

Biblical foundations. 



132 

 

4.2. John Wimber and Ken Blue
361

 

 

4.2.1. Question 1: Where Did Evil and Suffering Come From? 

 

Unlike most of the proponents examined in this chapter, Wimber and Blue are much clearer 

on their understanding of the origins of evil and suffering. Wimber states, ‘God created 

human beings…to experience everlasting communion with him. That relationship with him 

was lost when sin entered the race’, thus ‘inclining us towards evil’.
362

 The fall is therefore 

understood as the point of entry for evil into the world by way of Adam’s rebellion against 

God. Blue suggests that when this rebellion occurred, ‘Adam delivered himself and his 

                                                 
361

 Although Wimber does not have direct links to classical Pentecostalism his inclusion in this chapter is due to 

the undeniable impact his theology and practice, as a key figure in the ‘third wave’, has had upon Pentecostals 

and Charismatics alike. William Kay suggests that ‘The third wave is usually thought to comprise those who are 

neither classical Pentecostals nor charismatics within the older denominations; a new set of people within a new 

set of churches: the house or new churches’. He continues, ‘the third wave has had a strong impact on the 

charismatic movement and also made an impression on the Pentecostals’, (Pentecostals in Britain, (Carlisle: 

Paternoster Press, 2000), pp. 246-247). Poloma and Green affirm the extent of Wimber’s influence suggesting 

that ‘Perhaps no single person did more to emphasize a populist theology of divine healing in the last quarter of 

the twentieth century than John Wimber’. They highlight the fact that Wimber’s ‘widespread appeal’ was in ‘the 

United States and abroad’ and that ‘Wimber-like teachings not only flowed into evangelical fellowships that 

were at best ambivalent to the practice of glossolalia but also served to revitalize healing in some Pentecostal 

churches as well’, (The Assemblies of God, p. 126). 

Daniel Albrecht notes that the Vineyard Christian Fellowship, the church of which Wimber was the leader, 

‘draws upon the symbols and spirituality’ of its Pentecostal and Charismatic forerunners, ‘But also seeks to 

relate to the hesitancies that Protestant evangelicals have felt and voiced concerning Pentecostalism’, (Rites in 

the Spirit: A Ritual Approach to Pentecostal/Charismatic Spirituality, (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press Ltd. 

1999), p. 64). In terms of similarity, common in Vineyard worship services are ‘phenomena such as expressive 

and sometimes ecstatic praise, glossolalia, prophecy, words of knowledge, prayer for healing and lengthy 

sermons’, (Albrecht, Rites in the Spirit, p. 64). Dissimilarities of particular note are to do with Spirit baptism 

and the practice of divine healing. Albrecht notes that ‘The concept of power claims a central place in 

Vineyard’s vocabulary, theology and experience’, (Rites in the Spirit, p. 65), and this is particularly evident in 

Wimber’s theology. However, whereas Pentecostals ‘link Spirit baptism with spiritual power’, ‘Vineyard 

teaching often suggests that baptism in the Spirit is part of an evangelical conversion’ and in some Vineyard 

churches ‘receives little attention at all’, (Rites in the Spirit, p. 65). With regard to ‘third wave’ theology 

generally, Synan suggests that people from within this camp ‘denied that there was even a subsequent crisis 

experience known as a “baptism in the Spirit” – the touchstone of both Pentecostal and charismatic movements’. 

He also notes that ‘tongues far from being ‘“initial evidence” of such a baptism, was only one of the many gifts 

a Spirit-filled believer might or might not experience’, (The Holines-Pentecostal Tradition, p. 272).    

Regarding divine healing, although it plays a central role in Wimber and Vineyard’s theology and practice, 

similar to Kuhlman, it is often facilitated by a ‘word of knowledge’. Albrecht states, ‘The process of prayer for 

healing typically includes discernment and insight, which help to direct the prayer session’, (Rites in the Spirit, 

p. 67). In this sense it is less about the claiming of healing that one often finds in classical Pentecostalism and 

more pastoral and open to the will of God for that particular situation. However, even though there are 

significant differences, Wimber’s theology remains highly influential in Pentecostal/Charismatic communities 

and thus is an important example to examine here.  
362

 John Wimber and Kevin Springer, Power Healing, (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1990), p. 76. 
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descendants into the hands of Satan who became the false king of the earth’.
363

 And 

therefore, ‘Because of Adam’s original sin we are all born into the service of Satan’.
364

 The 

kingdom Satan has allegedly set up on earth is referred to by Blue as a ‘pseudokingdom’. 

 

Making the origin and the reason for the continuance of evil clearer still, Blue states, ‘the 

good and sovereign God has willed that angels and human beings be free to choose and 

therefore also be free to choose evil’.
365

 This approach combined with the belief that ‘God is 

all-loving, all-knowing, all-powerful’,
366

 and the rejection of the belief in the impassibility of 

God, begins to set up the possibility that it could be accommodated in the Openness camp 

explored in Chapter 2, as it has many of the same characteristics.
367

 However, any further 

development of a more rigorous approach ends there with Blue claiming, ‘We have not been 

given intellectual answers to the problem of evil; rather, we are given authority and power 

over it’.
368

 This leads us back to the true heart of this approach, which is a practical one. 

 

4.2.2. Question 2: What is Understood by the Term Evil? 

 

At this point, based on their view of the origins of evil and suffering we can begin to examine 

how Wimber and Blue define and understand the nature of evil. However, as is common in 

this chapter, there is more than a hint of mystery about this. Wimber suggests, ‘until Christ’s 

return we are still in a battle with the world, the flesh, and the devil and his demons’ thus 

setting up three sources of evil.
369

 But, he goes on, ‘Satan is the mastermind, the manipulator, 
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of the flesh and the world’.
370

 What may be gleaned from this is that ultimately, although 

humans have free choice, the source of evil is the devil and he attempts to gain rule over 

creation and place it in bondage by all necessary measures. Wimber elsewhere re-emphasises 

his point by stating, ‘we know Satan attacks on three fronts: through the flesh, through the 

world, and by direct assault’.
371

 Evil thus seems to be understood both as a force, but also 

anything that goes against God, with suffering being the result. Wimber confirms this by 

stating that even ‘unbelief is the kingdom of Satan, albeit a far less visible form of him than 

demons or illness’.
372

He also lists ‘demons, disease, destructive nature, and death’ as key 

areas in which Satan works.
373

 

 

Up to this point it is clear that the worldview being presented here is one in which there is ‘a 

confrontation between two worlds – Satan’s and God’s’.
374

 Humans are somewhere in the 

middle, being not completely good, but far from pure evil, and having the power to choose 

who they will fight for. 

 

4.2.3. Question 3: What Can Be Done About Evil and Suffering and Who Can Do it? 

 

Blue states, ‘Human history, as the Bible reveals it, is determined not simply by the decrees 

of a sovereign God but to a large extent by the choices of people’.
375

 This belief combined 

with the belief about Satan’s aims and power and that there is a war going on, moves us 

towards a complete answer to Question 3. Wimber states, ‘we have been thrust into a war 
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with Satan and, as in any war, there are casualties’.
376

 Borrowing from George Eldon Ladd, 

Wimber and Blue hold the position of living between times.
377

 God’s Kingdom is breaking in 

as a sign of the future, but, it does not yet fully rule on earth. Humans are therefore in the 

now-not yet tension. Although by His death and resurrection Jesus has won the ultimate 

victory, ‘Freedom from sin and sickness is eschatological – that is, it comes finally and fully 

only with the eschaton’.
378

 ‘Between these times, the effectiveness of the kingdom of God 

against evil is in part contingent on the obedience of the church’.
379

 ‘In the present age…the 

victory over Satan needs to be applied in the lives of people still under his power’.
380

 We can 

therefore say that this view sees evil continuing due to the war that is in progress – and 

therefore the influence of Satan – and also due to the choices of humans and angels.
381
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 Wimber and Springer, Power Healing, p. 58. 
377

 Ibid. See p. 169. 
378

 Blue, Authority to Heal, p. 108. It is worth noting that Wimber, following in the thought of J. Sidlow Baxter 

and Colin Brown, believes in healing through the Atonement rather than in it (see Power Healing, pp. 164-167). 
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and realized in our lives’, (p. 164). They further state, ‘History’s end will not be complete until God 
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 Ibid. p. 94.  
380
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 Albrecht notes that ‘Wimber was convinced, as he alternated between readings in the New Testament and in 

Ladd, that the kingdom of God manifests itself as an invasive force’, (Rites in the Spirit, p. 66). With the 

preaching and actions of Jesus, particularly His healings and exorcisms, as the central example of the power of 
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Joint responsibility seems to exist regarding what can be done and who can do it. Humans 

have choices to make as to how they will act and whose side they will fight for and God has a 

responsibility to respond to the obedience of his children. For humans, seeking after right 

relationship with God, and therefore discovering and doing His will, is of utmost importance. 

Wimber states, ‘good health and wisdom, though greatly to be desired, are pointless unless 

we are rightly related to God’.
382

 He also believes, ‘In any evil circumstance God blesses us 

when we trust and rely on him’.
383

 However, as Blue recognises, ‘God does not have to 

heal’
384

 and ‘there will always be mystery in what God does and why. He does not answer to 

us for his actions nor does he always explain them’.
385

 In this there is a recognition that God 

is sovereign and cannot be made to act in the way humans want, contra Word of Faith 

proponents. This is joined to the concept that God is trustworthy and is working for 

humanity’s best. But, in the area of healing specifically, Wimber and Blue both suggest that 

God’s will can be thwarted to some degree by human actions. Similar to MacNutt they point 

to such things as misdiagnosis, sin and unbelief. Wimber states, ‘There are many reasons why 

people are not healed when prayed for. Most of the reasons involve some form of sin or 

                                                                                                                                                        
God’s kingdom breaking into Satan’s, ‘Wimber reasoned the kingdom of God must not only be presented in the 

church’s preaching of the good news but in its demonstrative deeds’, (Rites in the Spirit, p. 66). Influenced by C. 

Peter Wagner and anthropologist Alan Tippett, Wimber developed the idea of a ‘power encounter’ beyond 

Wagner and Tippett’s definitions ‘to include where the kingdom of God confronts the kingdom of evil’, (Rites 

in the Spirit, p. 67). See Power Evangelism, Parts 1 and 2 for Wimber’s unfolding of his position. 

In the light of this it is apparent as to why Wimber entitles his major books with titles that begin with the word 

‘power’, as the focus of these books is about aiding others to engage in ‘power encounters’ in specific ways, i.e. 

evangelism, healing etc. This also highlights well the point that Wimber believed that a war is in progress and 

both humans (and angels) and God have a part to play in it. It is also interesting to note that in his discussion of 

Wimber, Kydd presents Wimber’s approach to healing as an example of a ‘Confrontational Model’, (see 

Healing, Chapter 3, pp. 49-51 in particular). 
382

 Wimber and Springer, Power Healing, p. 175. Kay notes that ‘in Wimber’s thinking, healing became 

paradigmatic of salvation; in a sense to be saved was to be healed, for everyone was thought to be harmed by sin 

whether they knew it or not’, (‘Introduction’, (51)). 
383
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unbelief’.
386

 Wimber also seems to suggest that how we see the world will affect whether we 

see miracles or not. However, having said this, he then continues to tell a story of how ‘God 

healed in spite of’ a wrong worldview.
387

 We see from this approach then, that some sort of 

middle way between the poles is attempted. However, the success of it is questionable as it 

seems to bring contradiction. 

 

4.2.4. Critique 

 

In its attempts to integrate the free will of humans and angels, the actions of Satan, and the 

actions of an omniscient, omnipotent, all-loving, sovereign God in its understanding of evil 

and suffering, this approach if developed more rigorously may be accommodated within the 

camp of Open Theism. I suggest specifically this camp as both also believe that God is 

affected by our choices and that His plans can be thwarted by ours and Satan’s choices. In 

this sense Wimber and Blue clearly have a lot in common with Open Theism proponents. 

However, with such an approach come all the problems that were explored in the previous 

chapter regarding the Openness Theodicy. How sovereign and omnipotent is a God that can 

be thwarted, even if just in the short term, by Satan and humans? And if He can be thwarted 

in the short term why not in the long term? Also, although Blue claims to believe ‘There is no 

absolute dualism between God and Satan’, the picture of the cosmic battlefield that is being 

painted, seems to suggest otherwise.
388

 Nigel Wright asks, ‘do we need to see all the sickness 

as in integral unity with Satan and therefore calling forth only uncompromising hostility?’.
389
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In answering his own question he responds, ‘much if not most sickness can best be 

understood as the consequence of the world’s disorder and alienation arising out of resistance 

to God’.
390

 The point being that there seems to be quite a strong overemphasis by Wimber 

and Blue on the work of Satan. 

 

Overall this approach seems to make a good attempt at trying to balance the role of humans, 

Satan, and God in understanding suffering and evil, and the highlighting of the now/not yet 

tension is something we shall return to. However, there is a clear lack in theological rigour, 

an overemphasis on the work of Satan, and thus a lopsided approach to an attempted 

Biblically anchored view of evil and suffering. This is evidenced by the lack of work that has 

been undertaken in producing coherent, Biblically grounded definitions of such things as the 

nature and character of God, humans, Satan and evil, and how these entities relate to one 

another. And again, as with much of what we have seen in this chapter, experience plays a 

heavy role in defining what texts are used to support the theology being proposed and how 

those texts are to be used.
391
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5. Conclusion 

 

From the various views outlined above it appears that Pentecostal/Charismatic approaches to 

evil and suffering seek to be practical and can be best characterised by where emphasis is 

placed regarding who can do what about evil and suffering. There are those who place great 

emphasis on the laws that God has built into the universe and in the certainty and necessity of 

God adhering to those laws. The natural consequence for such beliefs is to place great 

responsibility for the removal of evil and suffering on humans. On the other hand there are 

those who place great emphasis on the sovereignty of God and thus place the responsibility 

for the removal of evil and suffering in the hands of God. And finally there are those who 

attempt to position themselves at near equal distance from the two poles. In the first case, the 

experience of seemingly innocent, meaningless suffering must be the fault of the sufferer or 

the one praying for the sufferer – therefore muddying the waters regarding being able to ever 

define suffering as ‘innocent’. In the second case, the experience of seemingly innocent, 

meaningless suffering may either have meaning that we have not discovered yet, or, it should 

simply lead us to shrug our shoulders and bow before the mysterious sovereignty of almighty 

God. Donald Gee takes this approach stating, ‘If no apparent reasons for failure to receive 

supernatural healing are made clear to the conscience or mind of the sufferer we have no 

recourse but to leave the case in the hands of our heavenly Father – without condemnation of 

ourselves or others’.
392

 The third approach provides grounds for the first and second 

responses. Perhaps sometimes it is our fault and at other times we must leave it to the 

sovereign will of God.   
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What is a common theme throughout all approaches explored in this chapter is the high view 

of Scripture that is foundational and yet the contradictory use of Scripture. A high view is 

claimed, thus suggesting that Scripture is the authoritative foundation for worldview and 

practice, and yet in practice, Scripture is simply used as a source of proof texts to support the 

view of the proponent whose real authority is their experience. This is not to say that all uses 

of the various texts appealed to are purely abuses of those texts by these practitioners, as this 

is not the case. Neither am I suggesting that the role of experience in the construction and 

modification of worldviews should be devalued. The issue is more to do with the authority 

given to experience and the selective reading of Scripture that is undertaken to support this 

experience. The result of this is a lopsided and distorted use of Scripture in the development 

of an approach to evil and suffering. This may be most blatantly observed in the cosmological 

dualism that emerges when the work of Satan is overemphasised. It would be foolish to 

dismiss the work of Satan per se but it is equally as foolhardy (and, more importantly, un-

Biblical) to see demons behind every experience of suffering. 

 

It is important to here re-emphasise that the aim of this thesis is to provide Biblically rooted, 

systematic guidance for the production of a fitting Pentecostal/Charismatic performance in 

the face of seemingly innocent, meaningless suffering when God appears to be absent. In 

order to achieve this aim and retain a high view of Scripture, we must re-examine what 

Scripture has to say about evil and suffering and how God and humans are called to respond 

to it. However, in order to do this, we must first make sure we have in place a hermeneutical 

method that retains a high view of Scripture, but that also provides space for the experience 

of the individual reader and community of readers. And further, this method must be 

conducive to Pentecostal/Charismatic theology. This is the task of the next chapter.   
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Chapter 4: A ‘Dramatic’ Pentecostal/Charismatic Hermeneutic 

 

1. Introduction 

 

So far in this thesis, an overview of Christian views of and responses to evil and suffering has 

been provided (Chapter 2), which was then followed by an exploration of 

Pentecostal/Charismatic views of and responses to evil and suffering (Chapter 3). Having 

completed these explorations a number of points emerged. Firstly, to be 

Pentecostal/Charismatic is to maintain both a high view of Scripture and a practical 

outworking of one’s faith – particularly when faced with experiences of suffering. However, 

secondly, there is often a misuse of Scripture when practically seeking to respond to 

suffering. This has meant that thirdly, when relief from suffering does not come and the 

suffering appears innocent and meaningless, there is a void in one’s theological tools as to 

how to respond, which has led to either unhelpful, potentially destructive responses, or, no 

response at all. Fourthly, as was noted in Chapter 2, Scripture affirms a practical response and 

potentially provides guidance for occasions when the suffering is seemingly innocent and 

meaningless – most notably in the lament tradition. However, fifthly, in order to begin to 

construct an answer to the central research question, and therefore provide guidance for right 

performance that is systematic and Biblically rooted, it is necessary to have the correct tools 

with which to build this answer. Before being able to suggest how direction may be given by 

God through Scripture as to how to respond to the experience of suffering in question here, it 

is necessary to have in place a clear method as to how Scripture is to be read, and how the 

community of readers is to interact with it. The development of a hermeneutical method, that 

is conducive to Pentecostal/Charismatic theology, is the aim of this chapter. Once achieved, 

this tool can be put to use to enable construction of an answer to the central research question. 
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The subject of hermeneutics is a notorious minefield that is guaranteed to cause controversy 

and discussion whenever and wherever it arises, and this is no less the case within Pentecostal 

and Charismatic theology. It is therefore a subject that to cover exhaustively (if indeed this is 

ever possible), would require, at the very least, an entire thesis dedicated to it, which is not 

the aim of this particular work.  Instead, what follows in this chapter is, firstly, a short 

account of the history of Pentecostal hermeneutics in order to provide a background and 

context for the ensuing discussion. This will be followed, secondly, by the exploration of two 

Pentecostal scholars’ recent work on hermeneutics. The two scholars to be examined here are 

John Christopher Thomas and Kenneth J. Archer. These particular scholars have been chosen 

because, as will become clear, their methodology, to a great extent, is some of the most 

developed in Pentecostal theology and wrestles with the desire to interact with Scripture in an 

existential way whilst maintaining a high view of Scripture. The first section of this chapter 

will therefore briefly look at the history of Pentecostal hermeneutics, with the second section 

being dedicated to Thomas and Archer.  

 

However, as will also become clear, I suggest that Thomas and Archer’s approaches are not 

without problems and so, rather than being purely descriptive, my aim will be to critically 

engage with them by way of dialogue between their work and the work of Kevin Vanhoozer. 

Vanhoozer’s ‘dramatic’, ‘post-conservative’ approach to doctrine and Scripture has been 

selected as a dialogue partner because I believe it holds great potential for fruitful results in 

the continuing evolution of Pentecostal hermeneutics – as noted in the introduction. By 

offering a corrective to the problems that will be highlighted in Thomas and Archer’s 

approaches, my suggestion is that dialogue with Vanhoozer will provide a more rigorous 

hermeneutic that will remain conducive to Pentecostal/Charismatic theology. The third 
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section of this chapter will therefore examine Vanhoozer’s hermeneutics followed by a 

dialoguing of the three partners in section four. What will emerge from this will be a working 

methodology that can be applied in the following chapters. 

 

2. A Brief History of Pentecostal Hermeneutics 

 

2.1. Early Pentecostal Hermeneutics 

 

French Arrington writes, ‘Classical Pentecostals embrace the principle of the Protestant 

Reformation that the Scriptures are the only rule for faith and practice. This principle is 

foundational to Pentecostal hermeneutics’.
393

 In this sense then both early and current 

Pentecostalism holds Scripture in high view believing it is the norm by which belief and 

practice must be measured. To early Pentecostals, this high view of Scripture was affirmed by 

maintaining the belief that it was actually the substance of God speaking, and so, in many 

ways it was believed to be as revelatory as the Incarnation and the Holy Spirit. Arrington 

continues, ‘It is a primary witness to God because it is the speech of God recorded in the 

biblical text through the inspiration of the Holy Spirit’.
394

 However, this creates somewhat of 

a grey area regarding the place of humans in the creation of the texts. Earlier Pentecostals 

initially resolved this issue by resorting to the concept of dictation whereby all human authors 

of Scripture are believed to have had the words dictated to them by God. A view such as this 

made the study of context of those authors irrelevant. At this point ‘Pentecostal interpretation 
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placed little or no significance upon the historical context of Scripture nor would it be 

concerned with the author’s original intent (the historical critical method)’.
395

 

 

Pentecostalism from its outset placed a great deal of weight upon the experience of the 

believer and the believing community, which had a telling influence on how interpretation 

was conducted. At this point we are faced with the question of which comes first, experience 

or interpretation? This is a particularly difficult question to resolve (as we will see shortly) 

and this was no less the case for early Pentecostals. Although the claim was always that 

Scripture was normative, it also appears that it was always approached through the 

experience of the believer and the community. Behind this approach was the belief that God 

was still active in the same ways now as He was in the first church in Acts and that this was 

confirmed through the testimonies of believers. In conjunction with this the texts were read 

through a ‘Full Gospel’ Christology that understood Jesus as Saviour, Sanctifier, Baptizer in 

the Holy Spirit, Healer and soon coming King. This was done within a ‘Latter Rain’ narrative 

that controlled the worldview and hence the engagement with and use of the texts.
396

 At this 

point one has to ask whether there is a contradiction between the claim to see Scripture as 

normative, and the apparent experiential, extra-Biblical factors that seem to determine how 

they interpreted and used Scripture. I shall return to this point below. 

 

At the same time, early Pentecostals dismissed ‘man-made’ creeds and approaches to 

Scripture by the academy and those who treated it as an archive, as this was not seen to be 
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Spirit led but instead led by men. The rise of Liberalism had meant that those under its 

influence followed the dual paths of both redefining theological doctrines based on the 

supposed universal human experience and culture of the day, and, applying supposedly 

objective, scientific, rational methods and findings to the study of Scripture. Gerald Bray 

suggests that to Liberals, ‘The Bible was a human book written within a given historical and 

religious context’ and the route used to separate truth from fiction was the historical-critical 

method.
397

 Such a low view of Scripture was unacceptable to Pentecostals.
398

 

 

Fundamentalism was dismissed, on the other hand, because it saw ‘Scripture as a static 

deposit of truth that the interpreter approaches through his/her rational faculties alone’.
399

For 

Fundamentalism, Scripture is true because it is the Word of God and is therefore historical, 

and ‘biblical interpretation demonstrated that the Bible is objectively and historically true’.
400

 

This approach privileged those with better ‘rational faculties’ as well as ignoring the role of 

the Holy Spirit in illuminating the Scriptures for believers – an important belief for all 

Pentecostals. 

 

Both Liberalism and Fundamentalism privileged a positivistic, objective approach to truth 

and history. The rational Biblical studies strand of the Liberal approach got to the ‘truth’ of 

Scripture by way of critical methods, whereas Fundamentalism, which was more pre-critical, 

said Scripture was true because it was historical, and defended this with critical methods. As 

Cargal points out, the common factor of these two approaches was that ‘only what is 
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historically and objectively true is meaningful’.
401

 How they outworked this theory in 

practice, however, was very different.   

 

Although early Pentecostalism rejected the two approaches brought forth by the influence of 

the Enlightenment on western theology, they did have some aspects of their approach in 

common with Fundamentalism. They held to Scripture as infallible, like Fundamentalism, 

and they used the pre-critical ‘Bible Reading Method’ that was adapted from the ‘Proof Text’ 

method of reading Scripture, used by Fundamentalism.  This method ‘encouraged readers to 

trace out topics in Scripture and then synthesize the biblical data into a doctrine’.
402

 Anyone 

with a concordance could take this approach, but, for Pentecostalism there were a few added 

twists. Firstly, although on one level they did believe that anyone could read the text with 

rational faculties, they also believed ‘that there is a deeper significance to the biblical text that 

can only be perceived through the eyes of faith’ and therefore with the aid of the Holy 

Spirit.
403

 Secondly, for Pentecostals there is a canon within the canon through which the rest 

of Scripture is read. Because Pentecostalism is restorational in approach, it seeks ‘experiential 

continuity with the NT church’.
404

 The canon within the canon therefore came to be Luke-

Acts, but particularly Acts. The desire to restore the experiences of the first church combined 

with the ‘Latter Rain’ motif and the doctrine of the ‘Full Gospel’ meant that although there 

were crossover points with the approach of Fundamentalism, there were also distinct 

differences. In this way then, Pentecostalism emphasised the importance of experience 

characteristic of Liberalism, but the authority and infallibility of Scripture characteristic of 

Fundamentalism. Archer aptly describes the situation: 

                                                 
401
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The Pentecostals said yes to both the authority of Scripture and the authority of 

experience. This put Scripture and lived experience into a creative dialectical 

tension. Pentecostalism’s lived experience was coloring their understanding of 

Scripture and Scripture was shaping their lived experiences.
405

 

 

With this potentially irresolvable paradox we see again a central problem for Pentecostal 

hermeneutics regarding where final authority actually lies. 

 

Before we press on to look at more contemporary Pentecostal approaches to hermeneutics, a 

further point that needs to be highlighted is the importance for Pentecostals of the community 

setting. Richard Allan suggests that early Pentecostalism ‘places specific emphasis upon the 

use of narrative and the communal participation in establishing meaning’.
406

 Whereas much 

Biblical interpretation took on a strong individualistic bent following the Enlightenment, 

Pentecostalism maintained a strong community orientation. With regard to interpretation, this 

was probably because, rather than intellectual expertise dominating the use of Scripture, 

experience of God through signs and wonders, as in the early church, was a dominating 

factor, and everyone is open to experience. Being a strongly oral community, testimony of 

various experiences was placed in dialogue with the rest of the community and with 

Scripture, since experience of the Holy Spirit needed to be verified by the community and 

preceded by Scripture. This trialectic of the work of the Holy Spirit, the Community and the 

Scriptures, as we will see, goes on to be a defining factor in Pentecostal hermeneutics.  
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2.2. Contemporary Pentecostal Hermeneutics 

 

As Pentecostalism spread and grew it could not help but be affected by the academy and the 

higher criticism methodology of the Biblical scholars within the academy. Early Pentecostals 

believed ‘that there was one truth and therefore one correct interpretation of Scripture’.
407

The 

issue that higher criticism took with this was not so much to do with the belief itself but 

rather how it was substantiated. Pentecostals held to a pre-critical positivism of believing that 

this truth could be accessed by anyone with a concordance and the illumination of the Holy 

Spirit. Higher criticism, weighed down with the dualism of objectivity and subjectivity 

carried over from the Enlightenment, bracketed such an approach as naïve and subjective and 

held that only via its objective, rational methodology could the ‘truth’ be obtained. The issue 

then was more epistemic at root than hermeneutic. 

 

One result of this was a polarising amongst Pentecostals. On the one hand there were those 

who held to early anti-intellectual beliefs and chose a more ‘fundamental’ approach. On the 

other, there were those who succumbed to the criticism and sort to find ways to apply this to 

their Pentecostalism.
408

 The result of this was that Pentecostal academics ultimately began to 

emerge and enter institutes where higher criticism was the norm, and so, they began to take 

on board the methods used by Modernity, particularly the historical-critical and historical-

grammatical methods for reading the Bible.
409

 These approaches are founded on the false 

claims that the texts can be accessed objectively and that truth can be extracted from the texts 
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objectively in order to generate universal principles.
410

 The belief posited is that the author’s 

intended meaning is the correct meaning and that this can be recovered by these ‘behind the 

text’ approaches, and therefore, ‘a neutral and objective description of “what it meant” 

is...possible’.
411

 Any approach that gives space or credence to the experience of the current 

situation or reader is seen to be impure and subjective and therefore not authoritative.  

 

The difficulties that were to be faced by those who would maintain both their Pentecostalism 

and the rationalism of higher criticism Biblical scholarship are obvious. Pentecostalism, 

known for its experience driven, Holy Spirit guided approach, appears to contradict the 

neutral, objectivity demanded by the academy. This problem has brought forth a plethora of 

responses from Pentecostal scholars who have attempted to overcome it.
412

 

 

A significant helping hand for Pentecostalism has come in the form of the post-modern turn. 

As Vanhoozer writes, ‘The postmodern challenge is simply stated: every attempt to describe 
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“what it meant” is in fact only an assertion of what it means to me, or worse still, what we 

will it to mean’.
413

  Although, as we shall see below, such nihilistic relativism is avoidable, 

Archer states a more conservative revision of the problem: ‘any hermeneutic cannot be 

reduced to a static, distinctive exegetical methodology but must include the important 

element of the social location of the reader and their narrative tradition’.
414

 The point of this 

turn in hermeneutics and epistemology is that there is no neutral ground in how one interprets 

texts. Everyone is embedded in a particular context, community and culture, with a particular 

background and set of presuppositions, and when an individual or a community attempts 

interpretation, they cannot divorce themselves from this, and so some level of subjectivity is 

impossible to avoid.
415

 In addition to this, Grant Osborne highlights another problem with the 

higher critic’s approach: ‘while the original authors had a definite meaning in mind when 

they wrote, that is now lost to us because they are no longer present to clarify and explain 

what they wrote...Therefore...the author’s intended meaning is forever lost to us’.
416

 

 

For Pentecostals, these criticisms of post-Enlightenment hermeneutics and epistemology 

mean that they no longer have to answer to the supposed superiority of the rationalism it 

brought forth. It also means that one would appear valid in acknowledging the importance of 

experience when doing interpretation. But, where does this leave Pentecostal hermeneutics? 

How does one negotiate and maintain the combination of validity of experience in the 
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community and the role of the Holy Spirit as guide, whilst maintaining a high view of 

Scripture? In the next section I will explore how two prominent Pentecostal scholars have 

responded to this question. 

 

3. Two Contemporary Approaches to Pentecostal Hermeneutics 

 

In this section we shall examine the work of John Christopher Thomas and Kenneth J. 

Archer. We begin with John Christopher Thomas.
417

 

 

3.1. The Hermeneutical Methodology of John Christopher Thomas 

 

As a prominent Pentecostal New Testament scholar, Thomas has obvious interest in how one 

does hermeneutics as a Pentecostal. At the centre of his methodology is an approach that he 

has developed from the paradigm of the Jerusalem Council doctrine making process found in 

Acts 15:1-29, which, he argues, follows the three fold pattern of community, Spirit, text.
418

  

 

A key part of this paradigm for Thomas is that it seems to begin with experience, particularly 

the experience of the church, and the testimonies from within that community, which as 

stated above, resonates with Pentecostals. Thomas states, ‘Of the many things that might be 
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said, perhaps the most obvious is the role of the community in the interpretive process’.
419

 

This brings together two important aspects of interpretation: the role of the community – as 

opposed to individuals – and the importance of experience in interpretation – as opposed to 

the rationalism of higher criticism. From here Thomas moves to another important part of the 

interpretation process for Pentecostals – the role of the Holy Spirit.  

 

In reflecting on modern hermeneutical approaches Thomas writes, ‘It is, indeed, one of the 

oddities of modern theological scholarship that both liberal and conservative approaches to 

Scripture have little or no appreciation for the work of the Holy Spirit in interpretation’.
420

 By 

contrast, the opposite is true for Pentecostal scholars and Thomas in particular. Referring 

back to the role of the Holy Spirit in the Acts paradigm, Thomas is aware that this particular 

pericope shows that the role of the Holy Spirit ‘in the interpretive process clearly goes far 

beyond the rather tame claims regarding “illumination” which many conservatives (and 

Pentecostals) have often made regarding the Spirit’s role in interpretation’.
421

 Instead, the 

Spirit seems to be involved in the experience of the community, the decisions over use of 

Scripture, and the final doctrinal decision. 

 

Thomas’ third voice in this hermeneutic is that of Scripture. However, ‘the methodology 

revealed in Acts 15 is far removed from the historical-critical or historical-grammatical 

approach where one moves from text to context’.
422

 Instead, Thomas argues that the move is 

actually in the other direction. The council observes what the Spirit is doing in the 

community and then is guided to a particular text that affirms this. Scripture is thus seen to be 
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authoritative, as it provides guidelines for how to move forward in this particular situation, 

but, is used in dialogue with the community and the Spirit. 

 

In the light of the evaluation of this methodology Thomas uses discussions regarding the role 

of women in the church as a test case. In doing so he begins with the experience of the 

community stating ‘It would be a community whose shared experience of the Spirit would 

allow for testimony to be given, received and evaluated in the light of Scripture’.
423

 He 

therefore suggests that the experiences of the community must be the starting point and that 

these experiences are accessed via testimony. From this testimony it is hoped that the work of 

the Holy Spirit in the community is made known in order to be brought into dialogue with 

what Scripture says on the matter. As with the case of the Gentiles in Acts 15, an important 

question to address is the problem of contradiction in Scripture on the relevant subject. In 

response to this problem Thomas states: ‘Simply put, it would appear that given the Spirit’s 

activity, those texts which testify to a prominent role for women in the church’s ministry are 

the ones which should be given priority in offering direction for the Pentecostal church on 

this crucial issue’.
424

 For Thomas this is based on his belief that the evidence from the 

testimonies in the community shows that women should have a more prominent role. 

 

Although Thomas argues that his approach maintains the view of Scripture as authoritative, 

one wonders how authoritative it is, as the community seems to have a higher level of 

authority in the way it determines how Scripture is used. Also, although it may be argued that 

it is a mystery, I am left wondering if more clarity is needed regarding what the Holy Spirit’s 

activity is and how it is defined. This is so because the activity of the Holy Spirit ultimately 

has to be mediated by those who experience it and thus it is interpreted in the process of 
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testifying about it. There is no pure phenomenological experience of the Holy Spirit and so, 

as with the interpretation of Scripture, this leads to the community having authority as to 

what is, or is not, correct interpretation of the work of the Holy Spirit. 

 

A further query that this methodology provokes is, how, if at all, Thomas uses any historical-

critical methods. In a 1998 Presidential Address in Pneuma, Thomas explored how the New 

Testament should be taught from a Pentecostal point of view. In his proposal he lists five 

sections to a suggested methodology, with the third being the ‘Original Context’. He states: 

‘This is not to say that behind-the-text concerns are unimportant, nor is it to say that they are 

without their own distinctive contributions. It is to acknowledge, however, the provisional 

and hypothetical nature of much historical critical work on New Testament documents’.
425

 In 

a review of Max Turner’s The Holy Spirit and Spiritual Gifts in the same year, Thomas again 

highlights what he perceives as a problem, stating of Turner’s methodology, ‘instead of 

taking one’s lead from the clues given in the text, one is always reading through the lens of 

the historical-critical construct’.
426

 His main critique of Turner is that he focuses too much on 

the unknown world behind the text to discover meaning, and in so doing, uses unknowns as a 

foundation, which is no foundation at all.
427
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In contrast, the approach that Thomas seems to take is one that opts for ‘a careful reading of 

the text on its own terms’.
428

 This is a reoccurring theme for Thomas, as, number one on the 

list in his presidential address is ‘Content, Structure and Theological Emphases’, followed by 

‘Canonical Context’ at number two.
429

 In The Devil, Disease and Deliverance, Thomas states 

of his methodology, ‘The...approach employed in this investigation is primarily that of 

literary analysis, with some utilization of historical studies at points where such seems 

appropriate’.
430

 In his more recent Pentecostal Commentary on 1 John, 2 John, 3 John, he 

emphasises the importance of starting from the experience of the reader and asking how the 

commentary can speak to that. To support this there are provocative questions at various 

points in the commentary to try and connect the reader with the text.
431

 In addition Thomas 

again refers to reading the text ‘on its own terms’, further supporting his literary emphasis.
432

  

 

What causes some confusion, however, is the fact that, firstly, one is left wondering what it 

means to read the text on its own terms. We have already pointed to the downfall of the so 

called objective, rationalism of Modernism, so how does one read the text on its own terms 

without bringing something of oneself to it, which begs the question as to whether it is still on 

its own terms? In his exploration of why the Amos text is used at the Jerusalem council, 

Thomas suggests that James ‘shows a decided preference for the LXX’s more inclusive 

reading’.
433

 Surely this suggests that Thomas thinks that James chose that rendering because 
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it fitted better with the situation. In which case, James does not seem to be reading the text on 

its own terms. Instead, he seems to have selected a particular text and a particular rendering 

of that due to his own interpretative needs – which is exactly what Thomas appears to be 

doing in his use of, and interpretation of, texts that support the place of women in Pentecostal 

ecclesiology.
434

 This problem is further drawn out by Thomas suggesting that another reason 

why this text is chosen to be recorded by Luke is because it fits the Davidic theology that 

Luke is trying to highlight, ‘It would appear…that part of the reason for the choice of this 

particular text from Amos is to continue the emphasis on the continuity between David and 

Jesus’.
435

This compounds the contradiction by highlighting Thomas’ belief that Luke used a 

certain text and perhaps recorded a certain situation in a certain way to highlight a theological 

point. How can Thomas argue for reading a text on its own terms when his understanding of 

the event on which he is basing his hermeneutical strategy shows that he does not think that 

James or Luke read the texts on their own terms? This seems incongruous. 

 

Secondly, how do we read the text on its own terms primarily without bringing something of 

the historical-critical methodology to the table to help us? Again there seems to be some 

confusion here as to what Thomas is doing as again in his commentary on John’s epistles he 

seems to show a great deal of interest as to the author’s meaning, whilst claiming to be text 

centred.
436

Drawing on the point made above about the James/Luke selection of the Amos 

text, Thomas justifies the use of this text by James and Luke by employing historical-critical 

methods, therefore making use of such methods integral to his engagement with the text.
437

 

By showing the potential discrepancy between the Hebrew and LXX texts he also, 
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inadvertently, highlights the fact that language is embedded within cultural and historical 

contexts. Being able to understand this and attempt a reading of the text on its own terms is 

only possible by way of historical-critical methods.
438

    

 

In sum, it seems that Thomas is right to emphasise the reality of the experience of the reader/s 

as being an important part of doing hermeneutics. However, it would appear that for all the 

protests to the contrary, there is a serious danger that this results in Thomas giving the 

community authority over Scripture, thus removing the high view of Scripture that he claims 

the community has. As Arrington points out, ‘the problem is that personal experience can 

displace Scripture as the “norm” against which all proposed revelation is to be tested’.
439

In 

addition, the claim to read the text ‘on its own terms’ seems fraught with difficulty as this 

seems firstly, to ignore the subjectivity of the reader, and secondly, to ignore the importance 

of the use of at least some historical-critical tools to contextualise the text in its original 

setting. What is more, Thomas seems to contradict himself, as, it appears, when doing textual 

work, he is very interested in the author’s meaning. As stated earlier, a further point of 

contention is how we know it is the Holy Spirit at work in interpretation, as its activity is also 

mediated and interpreted by the community. 
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It seems then that Thomas raises some important points in his methodology and there is much 

that is positive to work with in it. However, it appears that there are also a number of 

problems that perhaps need to be addressed. Before pressing on to look at these further, we 

turn to examine the hermeneutical methodology of Kenneth Archer. 

 

3.2. The Hermeneutical Methodology of Kenneth J. Archer 

 

In an article in the Journal of Pentecostal Theology in 1996, Archer surveyed the Pentecostal 

hermeneutical landscape in order to ascertain what the future may hold for such 

endeavours.
440

 The conclusion he came to was:  

 

if Pentecostalism desires to continue in its missionary objective while keeping in 

tune with its classical ethos, then Pentecostalism must have a postmodern accent; 

an accent which is both a protest against modernity as well as a proclamation to 

move beyond modernity; or better, after the modern.
441

 

 

At that point he flagged up John Christopher Thomas as someone whose Acts 15 paradigm 

may suggest a way as to how that task might move forward. However, what Archer went on 

to do was construct his own version, and it is this we will explore below. 

 

Although Archer is aiming to construct a new Pentecostal hermeneutical methodology, in 

doing this he is also aiming to retrieve and re-appropriate much of the essence of early 

Pentecostal hermeneutics. Like early Pentecostalism, Archer places a great deal of emphasis 

on the role of the community and the experiences of that community in the interpretational 
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process. With this comes the narrative tradition that the respective communities have been a 

part of. Archer states, ‘the narrative tradition of a community becomes an essential part of 

any hermeneutical strategy, for the making and explaining of meaning is inherently 

communal’.
442

 He argues that, although Pentecostalism is part of the bigger Christian 

metanarrative, it ‘exists as a distinct coherent narrative tradition within Christianity’.
443

 

 

Looking specifically at the Pentecostal narrative, he defines it as, ‘an eschatological Christian 

story of God’s involvement in the restoration of the Christian community and God’s dramatic 

involvement in reality and the Pentecostal community’.
444

 The overarching theme that Archer 

appeals to is that of the ‘Latter Rain’, which is taken from seasonal expectations in the Old 

Testament.
445

 Used in a metaphorical way by Pentecostals this has come to be understood as 

the new outpouring of the Spirit to bring unification and perfection of the church, where the 

early rain was understood as the initial outpouring on the first church in Acts. The period in 

between is understood as when the church became apostate – particularly the Roman Catholic 

Church – prior to the fall of the ‘Latter Rain’. This narrative provides what Archer refers to as 

the ‘Central Narrative Convictions’ (or CNCs) of the community.
446

 

 

Within this narrative is the message of the ‘Full Gospel’, which is then brought into dialogue 

with Scripture and the experience of the community voiced through testimony, as it is these 

on-going testimonies that continue to shape the community story. In short, ‘The Pentecostal 

story brought together the Full Gospel message and extended the past biblical “Latter Rain” 
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covenant of promise into the present Pentecostal movement’.
447

 In conjunction with this 

approach, ‘The Holy Spirit is viewed as both the one who inspires Scripture as well as the 

one who illuminates Scripture; therefore, the Holy Spirit plays a vital part in elucidating the 

contemporary meaning of the Scripture’.
448

 In this sense then, in Archer’s methodology, there 

emerges a similar community, Spirit, Scripture dialogue that Thomas opts for, but with a 

more robust metanarrative that forms the story of the community. 

 

However, at this point Archer takes his approach several steps further by discussing at length 

how we are to understand and develop meaning. By using semiotics Archer suggests, 

‘Comprehension of a written text involves both a discovery and a creation of meaningful 

understanding’.
449

 Following in the footsteps of Umberto Eco, Archer proposes a text-centred 

approach whereby one seeks to access the ‘intention of the text’ by examining the cultural-

linguistic context of that text (thus establishing the rules for how meaning is conveyed), as 

well as what the signs are referring to in the socio-cultural context.
450

 This is done by a 

community that realises it brings its own historical socio-cultural context into the process and 

seeks to ask afresh ‘what does this mean to us?’. Meaning is both found and made by 

maintaining ‘a dialectical link between the reader and the text’.
451

 However, Archer is quick 

to downplay the role of the historical-critical methodology and dismisses any reference to 

authorial intention, but, is keen to impress the positives of the internal evaluation of one text 

against another within the canon. 
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In conjunction with this use of semiotics, Archer combines the method of Narrative 

Criticism, which ‘reads the story as a coherent piece of literature that invites the reader’s 

participation in the creation of meaning while also recognizing that narratives can shape the 

perception of the reader’.
452

 The focus for this is, again, the text itself and trying to respond to 

the direction in the text in the correct way rather than trying to discover how the original 

audience responded.
453

 The intention here is to fuse the two horizons of the story world of the 

text and the story world of the reading community, in order to collapse the historical distance 

and create meaning for the reader, and therefore inform praxis. 

 

As a final twist, Archer’s employs a reader-response methodology developed by Wolfgang 

Iser.
454

 Iser’s approach maintains that there are guides and directions as to how the text 

should be read, but, they are limited. Combined with this is the belief in ‘latent potential 

meaning’ in the text that can only be actualised by the reader.
455

 As Iser states, ‘it is in the 

reader that the text comes to life’.
456 

Thus, although the idea of the implied reader can be 

maintained to some degree, it seems that it has multiple personalities because only when the 

reader interacts with the text and fills in the gaps can meaning be actualised. And how this is 

done will in turn depend on the reading individual/community and their spacio-temporal 

location. How one derives meaning from a particular text can therefore shift with each 

changing moment in perspective. The employment of this approach seems to highlight the 

criticism post-modern scholarship makes regarding the supposed objectivity of any historical-
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critical methods, as well as showing the importance of the community in the making of 

meaning. 

 

If this is Archer’s vision of the role of the community in conversation with the text, the next 

port of call for him is the role of the Holy Spirit. His view of the Holy Spirit’s role is to ‘lead 

and guide’ by way of manifestation within the community.
457

 However, Archer argues that 

there must be a level of discernment in identifying the work of the Holy Spirit stating, ‘The 

individual’s claim of being led by or speaking in behalf of the Spirit will be weighed in light 

of Scripture and other individual testimonies’.
458

And, in conjunction with his view of the 

interaction between community and text, he also suggests that as well as the Holy Spirit 

guiding interpretation of Scripture, Scripture will guide interpretation of the work of the Holy 

Spirit. 

 

Archer sums his approach up by stating, ‘The purpose of interpretation of Scripture is to hear 

God’s voice through the Scripture guided by the Holy Spirit in order to obey the will of God 

in the present context’.
459

 In doing so one must evaluate one’s current narrative in the light of 

the larger metanarrative of the Christian story and, ‘the validation of meaning should be open 

to the scrutiny of academic communities both non-Christian and Christian’.
460

 

 

What Archer seems to develop then, is, like Thomas, a methodology that attempts to maintain 

a high view of Scripture and place a strong emphasis on the role of the community, whilst 

also dismissing much of the historical-critical methods. Unlike Thomas, Archer seems to go 

into more depth regarding how this interpretation is done and what the roles of the Spirit, 
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community and text are within it. However, what Archer develops still seems less than 

problem free.  

 

Although many of the points made about the role of narrative and the contribution of the 

reader in the construction of meaning appear valid, there still seems to be too high a level of 

emphasis on the inter-subjective nature of the reading community for a position that holds to 

such a high view of Scripture. In what seems an attempt at having the best of both worlds, 

Archer maintains a traditional high view and seems to give some credence to the original 

context of the Scriptures, yet dismisses the real author and gives a seemingly equally high 

view to the reader. The protection against pure subjectivity is, allegedly, the guides ‘in the 

text’ that prevent infinite meanings, but these guides are only attainable by some cultural-

linguistic work, which is somehow detached from historical-critical methods. One wonders 

how it is possible to do any meaningful cultural-linguistic work whilst dismissing any 

substantial historical-critical work, and, how it is possible to dismiss the presence of a real 

author who is trying to communicate something in the speech-act.
461

 

 

Like Thomas, Archer speaks of maintaining a high view of Scripture, but in reality favours 

the contribution of the community in the making of meaning. In the same way, the validity of 

the work of the Holy Spirit is described as being discerned by way of Scripture and 
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community, but in reality, it seems that authority may rest solely with the community. This 

then begs the question, which community? 

 

At this point it seems fair to say that both Thomas and Archer, in attempting to realistically 

incorporate the community and the Holy Spirit into the interpretation process, over-

emphasise the role of the community. The result of this is that it is the community that 

ultimately controls ‘correct’ interpretation of both Scripture and the work of the Spirit. The 

question remains then, is it possible to successfully navigate a course that gives space for the 

inter-subjectivity of interpreting communities, and the work of the Holy Spirit, whilst also 

maintaining Scripture as the authoritative Word of God? And if it is possible, how are we to 

do this whilst maintaining a Pentecostal identity and narrative? At this point I wish to suggest 

an approach taken by Kevin J. Vanhoozer that may provide direction as to how we answer 

these questions. 

 

4. The Hermeneutical Methodology of Kevin J. Vanhoozer 

 

Following the ‘cultural-linguistic’ turn – most famously explored by George Lindbeck – and 

the rise of narrative criticism, Kevin Vanhoozer has attempted to respond to the emphasis on 

subjectivity in interpretation that these changes have brought forth.
462

 His overarching 

method for doing this involves viewing the unfolding Christian story not simply as narrative, 

but instead as drama or rather, ‘theo-drama’.
463

 Embedded within this view of salvation 
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history is a particular way of doing hermeneutics, and therefore, a particular view of the 

places of Scripture, community and the Holy Spirit within it. In the preface of The Drama of 

Doctrine Vanhoozer writes, ‘The present book sets forth a post conservative, canonical-

linguistic theology and a directive theory of doctrine that roots theology more firmly in 

Scripture while preserving Lindbeck’s emphasis on practice’.
464

 My suggestion is that this 

approach may be able to present a way of reframing Archer’s and Thomas’ approaches in 

such a way as to suggest a more favourable methodology for Pentecostal hermeneutics. 

 

We have noted already the conversation in Vanhoozer’s approach with that of Lindbeck’s, 

but, the crux for Vanhoozer is about where authority lies. ‘Both agree that meaning and truth 

are crucially related to language use; however, the canonical-linguistic approach maintains 

that the normative use is ultimately not that of ecclesial culture but of the biblical canon’.
465

 

Lindbeck argues, ‘What is taken to be reality is in large part socially constructed and 

consequently alters in the course of time’.
466

 In this sense Lindbeck’s cultural-linguistic 

approach seems to give more weight to the idea of ‘intra systematic’ truth claims that are to 

do with the inner ‘coherence’ of a system rather than ‘ontological’ truth claims that are about 

                                                                                                                                                        
Knox Press, 2005), p. 30; p. 37ff. Balthasar’s paradigm of ‘theo-drama’ is the dominating theme in Vanhoozer’s 
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‘correspondence to reality’.
467

 ‘Meaning is constituted by the uses of a specific language 

rather than being distinguishable from it’.
468

 In observation of Lindbeck’s approach Alister 

McGrath suggests, ‘This grand retreat from history reduces doctrine to little more than a 

grammar of an ahistorical language, a language which – like Melchizedek – has no 

origins’.
469

 

 

From the outset it seems clear that a key aim for Vanhoozer is to follow McGrath’s criticism 

of Lindbeck and root doctrine, and more importantly truth, in something more historically 

grounded than a particular community. For Vanhoozer, canon is to be preserved as 

authoritative over any community, but, consideration must also be given to the practice and 

language games of any specific community. Before we examine this further, it is important to 

understand the metanarrative that Vanhoozer is using. 

 

As he appeals to the concept of drama to understand salvation history, Vanhoozer divides that 

history into five acts. Act One is Genesis 1-3 – creation and the fall. Act Two is the rest of the 

Old Testament – the creation of the nation of Israel as God’s chosen people set with the task 

of helping to bring healing. Act Three is the life, death and resurrection of Jesus. Act Four is 

the sending of the Spirit, and Act Five is the Eschaton. In terms of our current position, we 

are located in Act Four.
470

 For Vanhoozer, his approach is Evangelical in the sense that it is 
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gospel centred (or more specifically Christocentric, a point we will come to below), and it is 

catholic as it involves the whole church in dialogue. He states, ‘The one gospel is best 

understood in dialogue with the many saints’.
471

 In addition, Scripture is therefore understood 

as the script to be performed, and tradition is understood as the performance so far. 

‘Canonical-linguistic theology gives scriptural direction for one’s fitting participation in the 

drama of redemption today’.
472

 More specifically, ‘the task of theology is to ensure that we fit 

into the action so that we are following rather than opposing Jesus Christ’.
473

 

 

If this gives us a basic outline of Vanhoozer’s approach, let us delve a little deeper by 

examining, firstly, how he understands Scripture, secondly, how that is used in the 

community, and thirdly, what the Holy Spirit’s role is in that. 

 

In his understanding and subsequent use of Scripture, Vanhoozer has at the core of his 

method ‘Speech-Act’ theory, thus his statement that ‘The proper starting point for Christian 

theology is God in communicative action’.
474

 Following J. L. Austin and John Searle, 

Vanhoozer argues that a text is a communicative act that consists of locution/s, illocution/s 

and perlocution/s.
475

 The locution is the utterance or text itself, the illocution is the act 

undertaken in the saying or writing, and the perlocution is the intended result produced by the 

communicative act. The author, in this view, is understood to be doing something in writing 

and therefore must not be detached or overlooked.
476

 Vanhoozer is aware that the author’s 

consciousness cannot be accessed, but, this does not have to result in infinite meanings. ‘A 
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text is a complex communicative act with matter (propositional content), energy 

(illocutionary force), and purpose (perlocutionary effect)’.
477

 The text therefore has a 

‘determinate nature’ that is determined by the author and ‘the author is the one whose action 

determines the meaning of the text – subject matter, its literary form, and its communicative 

energy’.
478

 

 

In order for us to grasp the meaning that the author is trying to convey, we must understand 

the rules of the ‘game’ of which the author is a part. In a distinctly Wittgensteinian way 

Vanhoozer argues, ‘To define meaning in terms of author’s intention ultimately involves us 

in a search for the constitutive rules and the institutional facts that make movements or marks 

count as communicative action’.
479

 On the surface this appears a straightforward approach to 

a text, but, the issue becomes a little more confused with the question: who is the author of 

Scripture? Vanhoozer negotiates this question with a ‘both and’ approach. Although the 

various books are authored by humans, Vanhoozer understands ‘inspiration’ to mean that 

while the locutions and illocutions of individual books in the Bible are that of the respective 

human authors, ultimately the locutions and illocutions within the whole canon are God’s. 

‘To speak of divine canonical discourse is to highlight the role of God as the divine 

playwright who employs the voices of the human authors of Scripture in the service of his 

theo-drama’.
480

 Any single piece of Scripture must therefore be read in the light of the whole 

canon in order to fully appreciate it as God’s communicative act.
481
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In addition to this, Vanhoozer maintains that ‘Interpreting...is properly basic’ and so is a 

belief in an exterior world.
482

 He employs Alvin Plantinga’s defence of warranted belief in 

other minds to support the belief in the existence of the author.
483

 Built into this approach is 

the basic belief that what we are told is true – there is a level of trust at work in order for 

communication to take place. Testimony is therefore a vital way of gaining information, and 

the Bible should be taken as testimony. A problem comes when the views on the reliability of 

the interpretation polarise into those that believe we come to the text as neutral and can 

objectively extract propositions, and those that drift into nihilism and believe that we can do 

what we like with the text.
484

 Vanhoozer does not slip to either of the poles but instead, in a 

similar way to N.T. Wright, suggests a position entitled ‘Critical Realism’.
485

 ‘Critical 

realism maintains both that theories describe things that exist (hence “realism”) and that 

theories can be true or false (hence “critical”)’.
486

 In line with this approach, Vanhoozer 

therefore maintains belief in the existence of a right reading of the text, but also 

acknowledges that, ‘In the final analysis, the ideal of the single correct interpretation must 

remain an eschatological goal; in this life, we cannot always know that we know’.
487

 In the 

task of reading, we must therefore read to gain what Vanhoozer refers to as a ‘thick 

description’ of the text, whilst living in the belief that there may always be room for revision, 

as none of us can approach a text from a neutral perspective.
488

 This approach ‘does not mean 
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that we will know everything there is to know about the text, but that we will know enough to 

be able, and responsible, to respond to its subject matter’.
489

 With this as a brief overview of 

Vanhoozer’s approach to the Biblical texts we need now to look at how the community is to 

engage with them. 

 

With his metaphor of the unfolding ‘drama’, Vanhoozer continues to press the point that to be 

a Christian is to participate, which is what the community must do. In response to the 

question, ‘of what do we participate?’ the answer is simply, the unfolding drama. Here we 

must follow Vanhoozer into the etymology of the word ‘drama’ in order to grasp why this 

metaphor is of such importance to him. 

 

At its root, the English word ‘drama’ is derived from the Greek verb draō meaning ‘to do’. 

As Vanhoozer points out, ‘A drama is a doing, an enactment’.
490

 He continues by stating that 

The Drama of Doctrine, ‘insists that God and humanity are alternately actor and audience. 

Better: life is divine-human interactive theatre, and theology involves both what God has said 

and done for the world and what we must say and do in grateful response’.
491

 Whereas 

narrative – a currently popular method in theology – only covers a single genre, a genre of 

                                                                                                                                                        
an important source and influence for Vanhoozer’s application in literary interpretation. He also notes Gilbert 

Ryle as a source that was prior to Geertz in the use of this term. See Is There a Meaning in This Text? Chapter 6 

ns. 6 and 13. In addition to this, Cotterell and Turner speak of ‘discourse meaning’. They suggest that the 

meaning of any particular discourse can only be achieved if one understands the context in which the discourse 

is set. In unearthing this, greater clarity can be obtained regarding the authorial intent and, therefore, the 

discourse meaning (see Cotterell and Turner, Linguistics and Biblical Interpretation, pp. 61-72). Cotterell and 

Turner’s understanding of obtaining ‘discourse meaning’ appears to be one of the aims of Vanhoozer’s use of 

Speech-Act theory, Wittgensteinian languages games and the achievement of ‘thick descriptions’. However, 

Vanhoozer takes this beyond a single text or book within the Canon and seeks the Canonical discourse meaning 

of any particular text. He does this by asking what the meaning of that text is in the light of the whole Canon, 

and in particular in the light of the performance of Jesus as revealed in the Gospels. In this sense of obtaining 

‘discourse meaning’, the author is understood as God, thus making the text authoritative as the divine speech-

act, and the meaning obtains ‘transcultural significance’ that allows it to offer direction to the reader. The 

concept of ‘transcultural significance’ will be drawn out further below. 
489

 Vanhoozer, Is There a Meaning in This Text? p. 317. 
490

 Vanhoozer, The Drama of Doctrine, p. 37.  
491

 Ibid. pp. 37-38. Quash notes, ‘Theodramatics concerns itself with human actions (people), temporal events 

(time) and their specific contexts (places) in relation to God’s purpose’. Theology and the Drama of History, 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), pp. 3-4.  



171 

 

telling, drama encompasses multiple genres that comprise the interaction between the divine 

playwright and the human actors – of which narrative is one of these genres. Drama is about 

what has been done, and what the Script and the playwright are directing the current actors to 

do. Based on this view, to participate in the drama is more than just telling stories about it, it 

involves the whole plethora of activity that makes up human-human and human-divine 

relationships. This makes the use of speech-act theory even more powerful since even to 

speak, from such a viewpoint, is to do. 

 

This excursion into Vanhoozer’s use of drama leads to the question of ‘how exactly do we 

participate?’ The answer to this for Vanhoozer begins with the view of ‘Scripture...as a script 

that maps out the way of truth and life’.
492

 For the community then, they must learn to look in 

two directions at once. They must be able to look back and decipher the communicative acts 

of God portrayed in Scripture, but they must also be able to look to their own contexts and 

ask how to apply what they learn in order to continue the drama in a relevant way in the 

present. The aim is ‘nonidentical repetition’, which I shall return to shortly.
493

 

 

In their use of Scripture, the community must first think canonically. Vanhoozer argues, ‘We 

begin to speak, see, judge, and act canonically when we learn to interpret the history 

recounted in the Bible, as well as our own ongoing history, as part and parcel of the drama of 

redemption in Christ’.
494

 To engage with the canon is to engage with the covenant that God 

communicates through it, where ‘To covenant is to enter into a personal relationship 

structured by solemn promises to behave in certain ways and to do certain things’.
495

 For 

Vanhoozer, reading of the text to gain as thick a description as possible must ultimately 
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involve reading canonically with a typology that has Jesus as the central key. An example 

found in Scripture where he argues this is put to good affect is the ‘Gaza experience’ in Acts 

8:30-31 where we see Philip acting as the translator to the Ethiopian. In doing so, Philip uses 

a typological methodology that allows Jesus to shed light on the Isaiah passage and the Isaiah 

passage to shed light on Jesus.
496

 

 

As mentioned above, in the reading of the ‘Script’ the community must also pay close 

attention to such things as the genre of individual texts, rather than reducing them down to fit 

into a single system. Vanhoozer is thus pluralistic in the sense that he suggests that the 

various voices and genres of Scripture must be heard for what they are. As stated above, 

included in this suggestion is that one of the genres is narrative and so, therefore, precaution 

must be taken against reading all texts narratively, as this is only one genre among many. The 

argument for this plurality is that different people need to hear different things at different 

times and in different ways, but rather than the plurality getting too wide, there remains 

‘unity in diversity’ as long as a canonical, typological, Christocentric approach is 

maintained.
497

 Of course all this must be done by the community with a critical realist 

approach in view. 

 

As this is dramatic for Vanhoozer it does not end for the community with them simply 

examining the texts to see what God has said and done. Instead, the other direction for the 

community to look is to how to perform the Script. As with Vanhoozer’s use of the drama 

metaphor, it is again crucial, in understanding his method, to take a deeper look at what he 

means by the term ‘performance’, before we explore how this performance is achieved. 
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He states, ‘The overriding imperative in performance is, as the etymology of the term itself 

indicates, “to carry the form through (per).” In the case of theology, the commanding form to 

be carried through is the form of Jesus Christ: the communicative act of God’.
498

  

 

In the beginning, the creation texts at the start of Act 1 tell us that humans were created in the 

image of God (imago dei) and that they were placed upon the cosmic stage to ‘subdue’ and 

‘have dominion’ over it (Genesis 1:26-28). Greater insight into this task is given in chapter 2 

of Genesis where we are told that Adam was placed in the Garden of Eden to ‘till it and keep 

it’ (v. 15). The role cast for humans here is one of stewardship. Ultimately this is God’s good 

creation of which humans are a part and our role within that is to look after it, cultivate it, and 

help it to grow. Walsh and Middleton note, ‘The twofold original human task is to develop 

and preserve our creational environment’.
499

 And, as it is God’s creation, humans are 

therefore answerable to the creator for what we do. 

 

Further reflection on the idea of being made in the image of God opens up more definition to 

this role. As a part of creation, humans are made to look to and worship their creator. In the 

same way, by being made in the image of God, they are made to be God’s representative on 

earth. ‘Human beings are God’s ambassadors, his representatives, to the rest of creation’.
500

 

By worshipping anything else in creation they both dedicate their lives to something less than 

God, and give up their place as the image of God in creation to the new image that they now 

worship. We see from this that to be made in the image of God is to share responsibility and 

power with God for what happens in His creation. Like the rest of creation, humans are in 

covenantal relationship with God, but, they have the added task of being in relationship with, 

and tending to, the rest of creation. We may say then that humans were originally created to 
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perform imago dei on the cosmic stage, as they were tasked with carrying through the image 

of God into creation.
501

 

 

As will be discussed in Chapter 5, in the event of the fall, humans begin to produce a less 

than fitting performance for the part in which they are cast, a problem that begins in Act 1 but 

carries on through into the present act. At this point we can return to the Vanhoozer quote 

that began this section. In losing sight of how to perform the role cast for us originally, God 

communicates this role afresh to us in the form of Jesus Christ. Hence why Vanhoozer argues 

that we should be ‘performing Christ in the power of the Spirit, speaking and acting as a 

persona “in Christ” should speak and act’.
502

 This does not, as yet, give us a definite 

understanding of the concept of performance, but, it gives us examples of what is and is not a 

good performance from which one can be derived. 

 

In his understanding of performance Vanhoozer follows the acting method of Constantin 

Stanislavski.
503

 The hub of this method runs contrary to the concept of simply displaying 

externally what this particular part looks like whilst internally not embodying it – this way 

hypocrisy lies. Vanhoozer sees such an approach as ‘play-acting’ and states, ‘“Hypocrisy” 

thus indicates a dichotomy between one’s outer appearance or action and one’s inner reality 

or “heart”’.
504

  He further suggests that this approach is opposite to the ‘integral selfhood’ 
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that the Stanislavski method adapted for this drama requires. Instead ‘we have to learn not 

simply how to play-act as a role but rather to become the role we play’.
505

 With this in mind, 

following the fall hypocrisy reigns supreme in the life of humans as they fail to perform fully 

the part for which they were cast. Conversely, what we see in the life of Christ is a perfect 

performance, as there is no sign of play-acting or hypocrisy. 

 

However, to carry the form of Christ through into current contexts, the community must first 

understand the culture in which it finds itself situated, where ‘“Culture” refers to the beliefs, 

values, and practices that characterize human life together at a particular place and time’.
506

 

Vanhoozer continues, ‘Culture sets the stage, arranges the scenery, and provides the 

props’.
507

 And it is this that the community must understand. From Vanhoozer’s perspective 

then, as stated above, the aim is ‘non-identical repetition’ of a performance of Christ, which 

Vanhoozer seems to approach in three different ways.  

 

Firstly, drawing on Ricoeur, he contrasts ‘idem’ identity with ‘ipse’ identity. The former of 

these describes ‘hard identity’ in the sense that there is no change in repetition. The latter of 

these however, describes ‘soft identity’ in which the character remains reliable and stable, 

but, there is growth and change.
508

 The employment of this idea leads on to the second idea 

of ‘improvisation’ where, ‘The directions drawn by Scripture’s normative specification of the 

theo-drama enable the church to improvise, as it were, with a script’.
509

 The key to 

improvisation is translation into a relevant format for the particular culture, whilst 
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maintaining the ‘ipse’ identity.
510

 Drawing on the world of music, Vanhoozer explains the 

improviser as one that knows the rules of the music being played but is not limited by them. 

They must not pre-plan or adlib, which Vanhoozer understands as doing one’s own thing 

with no regard for the rules. On the contrary, ‘The true improviser is the one whose actions 

appear neither prescripted nor cleverly novel but fitting, even obvious’.
511

 Previous 

situations/actions open up ‘offers’ for improvisation, but, in order to recognise these it is 

important that the community has a memory of the ‘performance history’ of the theo-

drama.
512

 The community must also know how to ‘overaccept’ the offer, which involves 

placing the improvisation within the bigger picture.
513

  

 

This links in to Vanhoozer’s third approach to non-identical repetition – fittingness. In the 

same way that N. T. Wright uses the idea of ‘innovation and consistency’, here the 

understanding is that the present performance must not be a carbon copy from previous 

performances (and is therefore innovative), – as the situation is inevitably different to some 

degree – but, neither must it be authored anew (meaning that there must be a high level of 

consistency with what has gone before).
514

 Instead the performance must fit the whole, in a 

way relevant to the particular context. It ‘is a matter of transposing biblical modes of speech 
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and action into their contemporary counterparts’.
515

 Vanhoozer states, ‘We are to fit into 

something that is already there: There is both a structured stage (creation) and determinate 

plot (the history of salvation)’.
516

 He continues, ‘“Fittingness” makes sense only on the 

assumption that there is a state of affairs – God’s action in the world, the drama of 

redemption – against which one can measure the rightness or wrongness of a course of 

action’.
517

 Again using Stanislavski’s method, Vanhoozer refers to the ‘super-objective’ of a 

drama where this is understood as the overarching aim of it.
518

 ‘The ultimate point of a 

performance is to communicate what he [Stanislavski] called the play’s main idea or “super-

objective”’.
519

 In the case of the drama in question, the super-objective is ‘the eschatological 

project of forming a new world, a new creation, a new “house” of God with Jesus Christ as 

the cornerstone (Eph. 2:20)’, or what we may term ‘eschatological consummation’.
520

 To 

perform fittingly, again to follow Stanislavski, is to have in mind one’s ‘through-line’ in the 

performance, which is that that directs the performance rightly in order to convey the super-

objective, and so perform in such a way as to aid in moving the drama towards that super-

objective.
521

 To perform fittingly is therefore to perform in such a way as to enable the 

inauguration of eschatological consummation. ‘The ultimate aim of canonical-linguistic 

theology is to achieve fittingness – cross-cultural modal similarity – between Scripture and 

the contemporary situation’.
522

 And this is built on the view that ‘Scripture governs theology 

not by providing the field from which we harvest abstract universals but by embodying truths 
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516
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of transcultural significance in particular contexts’.
523

 Anthony Thiselton refers to such a 

system as ‘transcontextual’ because the principles at the heart of the system are thought to be 

able to be applied in a ‘fitting’ way within any given context, and thus operate at a 

metacontextual level.
524

 

 

We can see from this that for the community to produce a non-identical, repetitive, 

improvised, fitting performance, they must be aiming to read the Script to grasp the nature of 

eschatological consummation. In doing so they are also aiming to ascertain the identity of the 

performance that they will repeat with an ipse identity through improvisation, in order that 

they carry on their through-line in a way that is fitting both to the drama so far, and the 

current context. From what we have seen of Vanhoozer’s approach, the ultimate aim is to 

improvise on the performance of Jesus in order to produce a fitting performance in our 

current contexts that seeks to carry on our through-line towards eschatological 

consummation.
525

      

 

This is all good and well regarding the task of the church in following Jesus, but, a significant 

issue in the drama from the fall onwards is that humans are incapable of performing imago 

dei on their own. In response to this problem, Vanhoozer, in a thoroughly Trinitarian fashion, 

explores the role of the Holy Spirit in the performance of the travelling company of actors. 
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Vanhoozer is traditional in the sense that he believes in the ‘inspiration’ of Scripture as ‘a 

matter of the Spirit’s prompting the human authors to say just what the divine playwright 

intended’.
526

 The Spirit was thus at work both in the writing of the ‘Script’ and in the 

formation of the canon. Following on from this, the Spirit then hands on the Script to the next 

generations as well as aiding them in attempting to perform it correctly. Thus, in the same 

way that the Spirit ministered to Jesus in his embodiment of the temple of God, post-

ascension, the Spirit ministers Christ to His followers as they become the temple where the 

Spirit of God dwells. 

 

Vanhoozer is quick to guard against the idea that the Spirit may add to the Script when he 

argues, ‘The Spirit is active not in producing new illocutions but rather in ministering the 

illocutions that are already in the text, making them efficacious’.
527

 Later he states, ‘The 

drama of doctrine consists in the Spirit’s directing the church rightly to participate in the 

evangelical action by performing its authoritative script’.
528

 Based on this we may say that 

the Spirit’s role is to aid in the translation of the Script and to give vision and inspiration for a 

right performance by the church in whatever context it finds itself in. It is therefore the aim of 

the Spirit to enable the continuation of ipse identity, whilst inspiring improvisation that leads 

to a fitting performance. From a Pentecostal perspective, what is worth noting is Vanhoozer’s 

opinion that ‘The Jerusalem Council (Acts 15) surely ranks as one of the highlights in the 

history of the church, and of contextualisation’.
529

 He thus seems to affirm it as a good 

example of how the church was open to the prompt of the Spirit whilst seeking to perform in 

a new context. 

 

                                                 
526
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From what we have briefly explored above, Vanhoozer attempts a hermeneutical 

methodology that maintains a high view of Scripture by viewing it as God’s speech-act to be 

taken as the script for the church to follow. In doing so he also maintains a critical realist 

approach to this Script that negotiates between pure objectivism and nihilism. The 

community, and in particular the theologian, is thus tasked with both looking at the Script for 

direction, as well as being aware of the way the Script has been performed in the past, whilst 

enquiring how it may be performed afresh and become meaningful in the present context. In 

addition to this, rather than being distant and abstract, Vanhoozer maintains that God is 

working via his Holy Spirit to inspire, and guide the actors as to how to understand the Script 

and how to perform it fittingly in their present context. 

 

The question remains then, what is there to be gained from a dialogue between this approach 

of Vanhoozer’s and the approaches of Thomas and Archer? It is to this question we now turn. 

 

5. A ‘Dramatic’ Pentecostal Hermeneutical Methodology 

 

We may recall that both Thomas and Archer were aiming to navigate a path that maintains a 

high view of Scripture, whilst giving significant weight to the experience of the reader and 

reading community in its interpretation of Scripture. We may also recall that both seemed to 

favour (explicitly or implicitly) placing final authority with the community. What then does 

Vanhoozer’s approach have to say to this? 

 

Primarily, my suggestion is that Vanhoozer’s use of speech-act theory and the critical realist 

approach that he maintains towards the text, shows the importance of maintaining authorial 

intent, and using all necessary methods to gain as thick a description as possible of what that 
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may be.
530

 Although the accusation of Thomas and Archer in response may be that this just 

supports the outdated historical-critical model, Vanhoozer’s critical realist approach 

navigates around this issue by allowing for the subjectivity of the reader, but not allowing this 

to rule. Nor does it attempt to second guess what was going on in the mind of the human 

author. The result is that a high view of Scripture as ‘script’ can be maintained, whilst 

allowing for the fallenness and subjectivity of the community as it seeks to perform imago 

dei. 

 

A further important feature of this approach is that rather than collapsing the distance 

between the text and the community into a single point of meaning, the two contexts are 

maintained, something that Archer seemed reticent to do. This upholds the importance of the 

context of the reading community, whilst allowing space for the original context to be 

acknowledged, thus reducing the chance of misinterpretation and misperformance. Two big 

challenges that this poses to a Pentecostal hermeneutic – Archer’s in particular – that affirms 

an overarching ‘Latter Rain’ narrative are, firstly, the legitimacy of such a narrative, and 

secondly, the rather narrow view of tradition on which it is based. We shall deal with these in 

turn. 

 

To maintain a Latter Rain motif involves reading into the Script something that the 

community may like to believe and something that they think provides meaning for their 

experiences but, ultimately, something that I do not think the Script substantiates. To take 

such a position simply reinforces the point about the community being the centre of authority 

regarding understanding and directing right living and belief as a Christian. My suggestion is 

that such a view cannot be maintained by those who claim a high view of Scripture and look 
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to the revelation of Christ in Scripture to provide direction for right belief and practice. 

Instead, what I am suggesting here is that Vanhoozer’s dramatic hermeneutical method can 

place authority back where it belongs, but take into account the experience and contexts of 

the reader and reading communities. To do this though also requires a wider view of 

tradition. 

 

As Vanhoozer highlights, the term ‘tradition’ stems from the word ‘tradere’ meaning ‘to 

hand on’.
531

 Tradition is thus about examining the reception and performance of the Script in 

church history to determine those performances that are more authentic than others, and to 

learn from those performances – Catholic and none. It is, after all, reception after reception 

that has led to the beliefs currently maintained, as none of us exists in a vacuum. In the light 

of this, if Pentecostalism can adopt a hermeneutical approach such as Vanhoozer’s, then a 

study of the performances that follow the closing of the canon may provide fresh insight into 

how their performances should look, as well as re-framing their place within that history. 

This latter point is particularly relevant to Archer as he sees the importance of understanding 

the place of Pentecostalism within the unfolding narrative (or in this case, drama) of salvation 

history. 

 

Many Pentecostals, including Thomas and Archer, may be reticent to take such suggestions 

as are presented here on board, as it risks crushing the importance of experience and the work 

of the Holy Spirit within that. However, a further suggestion is that the concept of drama may 

fit well within the Pentecostal camp. The reason for this is that the dramatic view advocated 

here can, I suggest, do many of the things found in Thomas’ and Archer’s hermeneutics, 

whilst avoiding the pitfalls. 
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Firstly, a dramatic approach is an extremely helpful metaphor for living as a Christian, as it   

is not a dry, cerebral approach that crushes experience. In fact, as has been emphasised 

above, there is great emphasis on understanding the context and the Script and doing (draō) 

Christianity, albeit it in a fitting manner. The following of Christ is something to be 

performed, and the stage on which we find ourselves has to be examined and placed in 

conversation with the Script, other actors and the Holy Spirit so that we can ascertain what a 

fitting performance looks like. A dramatic approach can value experience and the living out 

of Christianity whilst maintaining a high view of scripture. Both Thomas and Archer place a 

high level of importance on involving the community in the interpretation process, and the 

dramatic model maintains that by listening to the experience of the community in order to 

develop what a fitting performance will look like in specific contexts. With regard to 

Archer’s hermeneutics in particular, having the community involved in working out what a 

fitting performance is, means that they are involved in bringing latent meanings to life. The 

difference is that the dramatic approach does not have to compromise the authority of 

Scripture in doing so, or, collapse the distance between the community and the text. 

 

Secondly, as the plurality of genres in the Script is respected and maintained, cold 

propositionalism is avoided and instead, a script that caters for all moods of life and all types 

of performance is used. This enables a greater interaction between the cast and the Script as 

there is always a section of script, and previous acts in the drama, that provide a sense of 

direction and empathy for current actors. This means that current actors do not have to see the 

Bible as just about rules, but about a drama, of which they are a part, that a script is in 

existence for, and of which previous performances have been done and can be learned from.  
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Thirdly is the point that the form to be carried through in the performance of our own 

through-lines is Jesus Christ. The dramatic approach has Jesus as central and demands that 

those who wish to take part in the drama seek to improvise on the performance of Jesus in 

their current contexts, as the action moves towards eschatological consummation. Whether a 

‘Five-fold’ gospel is maintained within that is a discussion that rests outside this thesis, but, 

there would certainly be room for it with such a central place for Jesus being maintained 

within this approach. In conjunction with the previous point, this does however question the 

Luke-Acts emphasis on entry into the text. With Christ as the performance we are to learn 

from and improvise on, a canonical reading method with a Christocentric entry into the text 

are the order of the day, rather than privileging one particular human author over the others. It 

would be expected that both Thomas and Archer can sympathise with this notion, as both are 

seeking to give credence to a canonically contextualised approach, and both hold a high view 

of Jesus. A Luke-Acts approach appears as further evidence for a community based authority 

on Biblical hermeneutics rather than a divine one, for the same reasons as the Latter Rain 

motif is suggested to be, above. And so, perhaps Vanhoozer’s model can produce a revision 

of that practice. 

 

A fourth point that potentially provides a connection is the work of the Holy Spirit within the 

dramatic hermeneutic. The Holy Spirit is still very much active in this methodology as the 

one who helps us to understand the Script and how to perform on the various stages, and the 

one who connects us to God in prayer. The Holy Spirit is also the one who ultimately 

ministers Christ to us to enable the performance of imago dei that we have been tasked with 

as the actors in the theo-drama. However, because the Holy Spirit cannot add anything to the 
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Script, it is the Script as the divine speech-act that functions as that which all alleged 

manifestations of the Spirit are tested with, in order to discern the authentic from the false.
532

  

 

As this chapter draws to a conclusion, what I am proposing is a Vanhoozian, dramatic, 

Biblical hermeneutical methodology that, due to the details of how it is practised, resonates 

with and can be employed by Pentecostals without compromising central features that 

comprise what it is to be Pentecostal. I have sought to argue this point by showing that key 

features of the dramatic model run parallel to key features of John Christopher Thomas and 

Kenneth J. Archer’s approaches, but, at the same time supersede such approaches by 

overcoming the highlighted pitfalls of them. 

 

With this methodology firmly in place we must now turn our attention back to the aim of this 

thesis: to provide Biblically rooted, systematic guidance for the production of a fitting 

Pentecostal/Charismatic performance in the face of seemingly innocent, meaningless 

suffering when God appears to be absent. This chapter has provided us with the 

hermeneutical tools with which to begin construction of this guidance. The task ahead of us is 

to apply these tools as we press on to achieve our aim.  
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Chapter 5: Humans, Evil and Suffering – A Theo-Dramatic Perspective 

 

1. Introduction 

 

In following on from the previous chapter, there are four steps that remain in order to answer 

the central research question and fulfil the aim of developing Biblically rooted, systematic 

guidance for the production of a fitting Pentecostal/Charismatic performance in the face of 

seemingly innocent, meaningless suffering when God appears to be absent. And, all of these 

steps are dependent on the hermeneutical method developed in the previous chapter. The first 

step is to clarify which act we currently find ourselves in, in order to bring to the fore the 

situation we are faced with regarding the existential realities of the problem of evil and 

suffering. This will provide clarity regarding the nature of the current context in order to 

assist in making the guidance for fitting performance, being constructed in this thesis, 

relevant. 

 

The second step is to examine the divine perspective of, and response to, evil and suffering, 

as revealed in Scripture. The third step, of examining Jesus perspective of, and response to, 

evil and suffering, can then be developed in the light of this, as step two will provide the 

context that will enable the possibility of step three.
533

 In examining Jesus’ perspective and 

response, we will be able to establish how He performed in situations comparative to the type 
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of situations in question in this thesis, and thus provide a performance on which we can 

improvise. In the light of this we will then be in a position to undertake the fourth step of 

providing guidance for our own fitting performances, and thus answer the central research 

question. 

 

However, the second step brings with it a particular complexity – which also needs to be 

explored. This complexity is found in the fact that, part of God’s response to suffering and 

evil involves drawing humans in to aid Him in this. And further, it is only by examining the 

human response – particularly to seemingly innocent, meaningless suffering when God 

appears to be absent – that we will be fully able to examine Jesus’ response, as I suggest that 

Jesus improvises on the performance of Israel in His performance.  

 

These four steps are too great a task for the current chapter alone so the focus of this chapter 

will be firstly, clarifying which act in the drama we currently find ourselves in, and secondly, 

examining the divine perspective of and response to evil and suffering in Acts 1 and 2 of the 

drama. This second focus will also include examining God’s intended role for humans in 

response to evil and suffering, looking particularly at how Israel – as the divinely appointed 

cast members – perform in times when the suffering seems innocent and meaningless and 

God appears to be absent. Exploring how Jesus improvises on such performances, and the 

provision of guidance for fitting performance in the current act, will have to wait until 

Chapter 6. 

 

In order to view evil and suffering from the divine perspective we must, according to the 

method laid out in Chapter 4, return to the Script as God’s speech-act. We must also interpret 

canonically, typologically and Christocentrically. However, in order to do that we must first 
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look at Acts 1 and 2 of the drama before revisiting them again through the Christocentric lens 

provided by Jesus’ performance in Act 3 (the task of the next chapter). In doing so it seems 

fitting to pick up and dialogue with some threads that were exposed in the ‘Anti-Theodicy’ 

section of Chapter 2, particularly those of Wright, Vanhoozer and Brueggemann. In the cases 

of Wright and Vanhoozer, this is so because they appear the approaches most intent on taking 

a high view of Scripture in determining their understanding of evil and suffering. In the case 

of Vanhoozer the particular focus will be on his examination of evil in Remythologizing 

Theology. In the case of Brueggemann the focus will be on his exploration of the practice of 

lament in the life of Israel. We begin, however, by making ourselves familiar with where we 

are in the drama in order to fully appreciate the scenes for which we seek guidance for a 

fitting performance. 

 

2. The Drama We Are to Fit Into 

 

We can recall that in the previous chapter the concepts of performance and fittingness were 

explored in order to enable the production of guidance for a fitting performance in the face of 

seemingly innocent, meaningless suffering in the current act of the drama. The aim is to fit 

into the action as it is unfolding using the Script to help us both understand the nature of 

eschatological consummation, and provide us with direction for our through-line. We must 

also read the Script canonically, typologically and with a Christocentric key, but, as 

Vanhoozer quite rightly points out, ‘To fit in rightly with the action, of course, one must first 

have some sense of what is going on’.
534

 We must further recall then that this is a five act 

drama of redemption. Humans, cast in Act 1, to perform imago dei on the cosmic stage in 

covenant with God, fail to give a fitting performance. From here onwards, the theo-drama 
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follows plot twist after plot twist as the divine playwright keeps faith with His human actors 

and authors a drama in which they fail to overcome the hurdles that they encounter, and 

ultimately, fail to remove the evil and suffering entrenched in creation. As we reach Act 3, 

divine author turns divine actor in human form as He enters the stage to show and tell how 

the human actors should be performing, as well as remove the obstacles that prevent them 

from doing what they were cast to do. However, the overcoming of the obstacle that prevents 

fitting performance is completed, we are told, but the implementation of the defeat of that 

obstacle is firstly, part of the performance for which we are currently cast, and secondly, 

therefore as yet incomplete. We may add at this point that, following the Easter event, and 

therefore in the light of the Way of the incarnate Christ, part of our performance of imago dei 

is to perform, as we noted in Chapter 2, what N. T. Wright has labelled an ‘inaugurated 

eschatology’. By this he means, the inauguration of the redemption of creation, the arrival of 

the Kingdom in which the divine author will be all in all. Here in lies a problem and the crux 

of this thesis – what kind of performance are we to give when instead of experiencing the 

‘now’ of the inaugurated Kingdom, we innocently experience the ‘not yet’ of the obstacles 

that, although defeated, have not had that defeat implemented upon them yet? And, in the 

light of Chapter 3, what performance are we to give when healing does not work, Satan and 

his minions do not appear to be primarily behind the suffering, and the sufferer is bereft of 

meaning for their suffering? To return to our central research question: What does it mean to 

produce a fitting Pentecostal/Charismatic performance in the face of seemingly innocent, 

meaningless suffering when God appears to be absent? 

 

3. The Script and Evil 

 

In order to begin to move towards answering this we must look afresh at how the Script 
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describes evil and suffering, and how the divine playwright faces them. In Chapter 2 we 

examined the various general approaches that have been made to evil and suffering by 

Christians in the scenes of the current act. In Chapter 3 we examined the spectrum of 

Pentecostal/Charismatic responses. We also noted in both, the importance of a high view of 

Scripture and, apart from some notable exceptions, how most failed to actually maintain this 

in the outworking of their approaches. However, if we are to call this a theo-drama we must 

begin our approach by examining the divine perspective of, and response to, evil and 

suffering, in order to give us direction for our performances. To do this we look to the Script 

and to those scholars who have managed to maintain a high view of Scripture in their 

explorations regarding the problem of evil – in this case Vanhoozer and Wright.      

 

3.1. The Drama of Evil 

 

Vanhoozer states, ‘God does not author evil, yet evil nevertheless infiltrated the text of his 

world, and his hero’.
535

 He also claims that, ‘The biblical accounts suggest that there is a 

species of personal opposition to God that predates the human hero’s revolt’.
536

 Following his 

approach laid out in The Drama of Doctrine, Vanhoozer describes God as a triune ‘being-in-
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hero is thus the human being who is the aesthetic focal point for the author. In this sense, Vanhoozer’s allusion 

to Bakhtin via Arendt does not do justice to Bakhtin as, for Bakhtin, it is not that a story could be told about a 

hero but that the hero is the focal point of the story. Although a slight aside from the thrust of this chapter, in 

understanding fully the term ‘hero’ to be employed here, I suggest it is quite an important aside. 
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communicative-activity’ and as such is a being who does things through communication.
537

 

Of particular interest here is his belief that God authors His heroes through speech and that 

via dialogue with them, which He initiates, the opportunity is placed before them to respond 

in such a way that will disclose and ‘consummate’ their character – ‘dialogical 

consummation’.
538

 Also, following his Christocentric entry into a canonical, typological 

reading of Biblical texts, Vanhoozer reads the fall texts in the light of Jesus’ statement about 

the devil being the ‘father of lies’ (John 8:44), where ‘A lie is a misbegotten communicative 

act whose birth in words (what one claims as true) contradicts what one conceives (what one 

knows as false) and consequently misleads the one who hears it’.
539

 Thus, a contrast emerges 

between how God works and achieves His goals, and how Satan works. God communicates 

truth in such a dialogical fashion that His heroes can do nothing but disclose the truth of who 

they are in their response, whereas Satan manipulates via corrupt communicative agency to 

attempt to achieve his ends. ‘Liars do not communicate in the strict sense of the term 

(“making common”), then, for they take back with the left half of their forked tongue what 
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 See Chapter 4 of Remythologizing Theology, in particular pp. 198ff. where Vanhoozer outlines what he has 

labelled a ‘post-Barthian Thomism’. Schwöbel highlights a key aspect of Barth’s theology stating, ‘God’s 
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the incarnation as, ‘The event of Jesus Christ is ultimately unintelligible apart from other speech acts – namely, 
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maintains Barth’s emphasis on beginning with God’s self revelation and that this revelation is most focused in 

the Incarnation. However, Vanhoozer goes beyond this by offering a broader understanding of the ‘Word of 
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retrieves Thomist metaphysical categories in the light of this. Vanhoozer suggests, ‘The goal is to deploy – or 

rather, to co-opt – the metaphysical categories for the sake of understanding God’s being in the light of God’s 

communicative action in word and deed, silence and suffering’, (p. 217). However, as the ontology of the divine 

is not the focus of the current work, further examination of this aspect of Vanhoozer’s work rests outside the 

bounds of this thesis.    
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 Vanhoozer, Remythologizing Theology, pp. 324-327. Here again Vanhoozer draws on Bakhtin’s concept of 

aesthetic consummation whereby the author stands outside the world of the hero and thus can see the whole of 

the ‘environment’ of the hero rather than just the ‘horizon’, which is the limit of the hero’s view. In having this 

view of the hero and the possibilities for the hero, the author can consummate, or bring the hero to his/her 

specific wholeness, by way of dialogue.  
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they proffer with the right’.
540

 Where truthful dialogue shines light and discloses reality via 

response, a lie orients someone towards pretence, falsity and ultimately nothingness. With 

this in mind Vanhoozer states, ‘Satan has no positive communicative or causal force of his 

own. The serpent cannot compel Adam or Eve to disobedience but merely provide the 

occasion’.
541

 To return to the rules of speech-act theory, perlocution for the liar is impossible 

due to the lacking in aptness of the illocution.
542

 This means that, ‘Satan can do nothing with 

words but gesture vainly’.
543

 But, Vanhoozer warns that, ‘One should no more dismiss 

Satan’s pathological communicative agency, however, than ignore evil. For though it lacks 

positive being, nevertheless it is (paradoxically) there’.
544

 

 

As Satan ‘gestures vainly’ under the guise of the serpent, Adam and Eve respond by doubting 

God’s word, beginning their path towards nothingness and falsity under the delusion that they 

can be God-like. Sin is therefore opposition to the truth revealed through God as being-in-

communicative-act and ‘a matter of using God’s image (communicative agency in covenantal 

relation) to deface the original’.
545

 With the fall of humans a chain reaction begins in which 

the effects of this fall ripple throughout the creation that humans were scripted to tend and 

care for. ‘Satan is the key antagonist in the drama from beginning to end’.
546

 ‘What we see, at 

every level of creation, is Satanic powers attempting to subvert the Authorial intention’.
547

 

Vanhoozer here follows the path of suggesting that it is not that anything that God creates is 

bad in itself, but more a case of, due to the entrance of sin and evil, what is good can and does 
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 Austin notes six conditions that need to be met in order for a speech-act to be ‘happy’.  However, by lying, 
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get corrupted. This includes politics, ecology, biology etc. Nothing is left untouched by the 

fall of humans. However, central to the drama is who humans will choose to listen to and to 

who or what they will orient their heart, minds, souls and actions. 

 

What is also important to note at this point is that Vanhoozer continues his call for allowing 

the canon to have multiple perspectives on subjects – in this case evil and suffering – and for 

the reader to ‘give a thick, multi-level description’
548

 of the subject under investigation. His 

aim in his discussion on evil and suffering is to ‘take up the task not of solving the problem 

of evil but of deepening its mystery’
549

 as he suggests ‘A theodicy provides a monological, 

theoretical view that does not solve but inadvertently contributes further to the problem of 

evil by remaining on the theoretical level’.
550

  

 

What is apparent from Vanhoozer’s approach is that, firstly, the definition of evil must be 

anchored in the canon, as only God can objectively instruct on what (who?) evil is and does. 

Secondly, there is a reticence in Vanhoozer’s approach to define evil too tightly. He is correct 

in suggesting that we are not told of origins or why evil came to be, and, that there is 

something very elusive and mysterious about the Satan figure and his minions. It is hard to 

place this character in the drama as, Vanhoozer seems to suggest, Satan is, in some sense but 

what he does is create opportunities for creation to tend towards non-being.
551

 There is then a 

sense that sympathy is to be had with the Augustinian concept of evil being the privation of 

the good, whilst not denying that Satan is a figure of some sort that stands behind it – as this 

is how Jesus seems to face Satan. 
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The issue of free will is an important part of Vanhoozer’s ‘Remythologizing’ but time and 

space do not allow for a full discussion of this here. However, noteworthy is his apparent 

suggestion that the influx of evil and suffering into creation is due in part to the voice that the 

human actors choose to listen to, thus crediting its spread to some sort of free will on the part 

of the human actors. What is baffling, however, is that further along in his project Vanhoozer 

claims that God can make an effectual call (illocution) that has propositional content and is 

aimed at a particular perlocution of communion with the triune God, and that that perlocution 

can be guaranteed by the Holy Spirit. This seems to suggest that an actor who is met with an 

‘effectual call’ cannot say no. Is this really free will and why was this not the case with Adam 

and Eve? There are echoes here of the problems with the free will defence outlined in 

Chapter 2, which suggests that although Vanhoozer, on the one hand, has wisely maintained 

some distance from attempting to ‘solve’ the problem of evil, on the other, there are moments 

when this does not seem the case. 

 

As stated in Chapter 2, solutions are not my aim here as I do not think one would help even if 

it were achievable. However, what Vanhoozer suggests in the rest of his understanding of evil 

and suffering, outlined above, does seem helpful, if a little sparse in places. At this point we 

can draw on the work of N. T. Wright to add a little more substance. 

 

Wright refers to three forms or levels of evil in the Old Testament in particular: ‘evil seen as 

idolatry and consequent dehumanization; evil as what wicked people do, not least what they 

do to the righteous; and evil as the work of the “satan”’.
552

 At the first level is what may be 

termed, the evil within. All humans from the moment of the fall experience the desire and 

consequent choice not to responding correctly to the voice of the divine actor – which is what 
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 N.T. Wright, Evil and the Justice of God, (London: SPCK, 2006), p. 23. 
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evil is – and so there appears to be an absence of goodness where the image of the creator in 

the created is slowly defaced and removed. In connection to this first level, Wright states, 

‘When we humans commit idolatry, worshipping that which is not God as if it were, we 

thereby give to other creatures and beings in the cosmos a power, a prestige, an authority over 

us which we, under God, were supposed to have over them’.
553

 

 

At the next level, there is systemic or corporate evil. Pushing Wright’s definition further, not 

only is there evil experienced in what people do, in amongst a group of people that are 

experiencing a lack in goodness, there begins to emerge a lack of goodness that is somehow 

greater than the sum lack in the individuals. At this point it almost seems as if evil can take on 

a life of its own even without it necessarily consisting of anything.
554

 Thus the external evil 

experienced by way of suffering seems to come from both systemic evil and a created order 

with a wrongful distribution of power and authority. We can say that on set, the characters are 

either not following the Script, or, have exchanged parts with others, meaning that the drama 

does not play out as it was authored to do. 

 

This leads to a third form that Wright refers to as ‘quasi-personal’ and ‘supra-personal’. It is 

beyond the personal and is neither fully personal nor apersonal. He states,  

 

The biblical picture of the satan is...of a non-human and non-divine quasi-

personal force which seems bent on attacking and destroying creation in general 

and humankind in particular, and above all on thwarting God’s project of 
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remaking the world and human beings in and through Jesus Christ and the Holy 

Spirit.
555

 

 

Like Vanhoozer, and in following that which is revealed in the canon, Wright stops short here 

of saying how this force appeared, or explaining the seeming crescendo in appearance 

throughout the Script.  

 

Drawing these perspectives together we can say that the plot began to twist when the 

mysterious (anti) character called Satan began to try and bend and complicate it and drive the 

direction of the drama away from the divine author’s intended path for it. We know not who 

authored this character, but, we know his chief weapon is a lie of which he authors many to 

tempt the heroes from the path that the divine author is calling them to. We can also say that 

the disobedience that the actors perform begins to corrupt them in such a way that an honest 

performance of their intended parts becomes impossible. The voice of the divine actor in the 

drama consummates this fact in dialogue, and as the drama speeds along the corruption 

builds. 

 

As the rest of the set, background and props depend on the human actors performing fittingly 

in their assigned roles, the inability of the actors to perform these roles sets the whole drama 

off balance, and nothing and no-one is left unaffected by this. As the human actors can no 

longer perform their parts correctly, a systemic level of corruption emerges. Behind it all 

stands the eerie figure of Satan, who created the opportunity for this corruption to emerge and 

continues still to create more opportunities for the corruption to continue. 
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If this is how the Script displays the emergence of evil and suffering in the drama, the natural 

progression from here is to ask what the divine author does in response.   

 

3.2. A Divine/Human Response to Evil
556

 

 

We must begin this section by restating the point that humans, prior to the fall, had been cast 

in the role of imago dei. We noted in the previous chapter that part of this role involved 

stewardship of creation. We also noted that as covenant partner with God, performing the role 

of imago dei involved being God’s image bearer and representative to creation, which 

entailed both worshipping Him – and Him alone – as well as sharing with Him power and 

responsibility for the future of the rest of His creation.
557

 To worship something other than 

Him would lead to corruption in the created order. All this is said to prepare the ground for 

the fact that God’s response to evil and suffering in the drama includes a role for those cast to 

perform imago dei. 

 

As the results of the fall take effect, we approach Genesis 6 and discover that evil had 

reached such a level that, ‘the Lord was sorry that he had made humankind on the earth, and 

it grieved him to his heart’ (v. 6). His attempted resolution at this point was to start the 

process again by wiping out ‘all flesh’ with a flood, saving one family – Noah’s – and a pair 

of all creatures. However, this too fails as, following the flood narrative, what we discover is 

that this attempted resolution seems not to have achieved the goal of destroying all evil (Gen. 

8:21). We are essentially at a near identical place in the drama as we were when Adam and 
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Eve were banished from the Garden of Eden. The divine playwright’s response to this is to 

re-establish a covenant with humans in a parallel way to that which was established with the 

original humans, with the added promise of never flooding the earth again. Essentially, Noah 

and family have become the new Adam and Eve and so take on the role of God’s agents – it is 

they that are now tasked with performing imago dei. 

 

As the drama moves on and the evil and suffering again rises, due to the promise God has 

made to Noah, a resolution must be found within humanity. The resolution that unfolds in 

Genesis 12 involves the creation of a nation through Abraham that will be chosen and blessed 

by God, that they might pass this blessing on (Gen. 12. 1-3). Abraham, followed by Israel, 

becomes the new agent as God affirms the covenant promise with each of Abraham’s 

descendants (Gen. 18:17-8, 22:17-18, 26:4-5, 28:14). As Middleton states, ‘The task 

entrusted to Abraham and his descendants is, narratively speaking, to aid in reconciling 

humanity to God and thus restoring humanity to its original purpose, by helping to remove or 

overcome the impediment of sin/violence’.
558

 The drama is one in which Israel, as agent, has 

been sent by God to remove all evil and corruption – both within herself, and, in the rest of 

creation – in order that humanity may carry on unimpeded to complete the objective it was 

set in the main story.
559

 In dramatic terms, rather than draw the drama to a close as a 

disastrous tragedy, the playwright scripts a revised part for some of His human characters that 

not only involves them performing imago dei, but, also now involves combating the evil and 

destruction that seeks to subvert the plotline as part of that performance. 

 

Throughout the rest of the Old Testament, Israel remains the chosen heroes to carry out the 

task at hand, but fails to produce a fitting performance. In order to aid her, God sends various 
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helpers onto the stage throughout Act 2 in order to try and bring Israel back to the task with 

which she was commissioned. This begins with the performance of Moses, followed by the 

Judges, then the kings, who are also joined by the prophets – who attempt to bring failed 

kings, and the corrupt Israel under them, back into line.
560

 

 

A pattern that emerges in the drama from the moment of the fall is one in which God seems 

to allow evil to go so far before he confronts it, judges it, stops it and sets about a new 

method for plot resolution, which always involves the human cast.
561

  As Wright states, ‘The 

overarching picture is of the sovereign creator God who will continue to work within his 

world until blessing replaces curse, homecoming replaces exile, olive branches appear after 

the flood, and a new family is created in which the scattered languages can be reunited’.
562

 

However, as the curtain falls on Act 2, it is clear that the actors are simply incapable of 

performing fittingly in their respective parts.
563

 But, before we can move on to examine the 

divine actor’s response to suffering and evil, we must examine a little closer the relationship 

between the company of actors known as Israel, and the divine playwright, particularly 

during times when Israel experienced seemingly meaningless, innocent suffering and God 

appeared to be absent. The reason for this examination is that it is the performance of Israel, 

in this relationship, that I will suggest Jesus improvises on in a non-identical repetitive 

manner when producing a fitting performance of his own, particularly in the midst of 

innocent suffering. 
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3.2.1. Innocent Suffering and the Performance of Lament 

 

What may be noted from the previous sections in this chapter is that, in facing the evil and 

suffering in creation, God authored a script in which both He and His chosen company of 

actors had responsibilities as part of their relationship. These responsibilities, up to this point, 

have been subsumed under the phrase ‘covenant’. It has also been noted that Israel, far from 

innocent, had evil dwelling within her, and so, did not always honour her side of the 

covenant. In these cases it is understandable as to why suffering was experienced. However, 

to focus again on the main point of this thesis, there were also times when Israel, or 

individuals within Israel, innocently experienced suffering, for no good reason. This 

experience was often further compounded by the apparent absence of the covenant partner 

who seemed not to be upholding His side of the relationship. What follows in this section 

examines how Israel responded when these instances occurred. 

 

The primary focus here will be that of the Psalms, and the lament psalms in particular, as the 

sections of Scripture that most explicitly present Israel’s responses to the situation of 

suffering in question. In an article entitled ‘Psalms and the Life of Faith: A Suggested 

Typology of Function’, and then later in The Message of the Psalms, Walter Brueggemann, 

drawing on the work of Paul Ricoeur, developed a specific categorisation or lens through 

which he viewed and grouped the Psalms in order to provide a way of understanding them.
564
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His method involved grouping them into psalms of orientation, psalms of disorientation and 

psalms of new-orientation/re-orientation.
565

 This linear movement from orientation through 

disorientation to re-orientation, will be the categorisation that I will use in what follows as an 

illustration of how Israel, more generally, transitioned through the times of suffering in 

question, and, how it maintained relationship with God in the midst of them.
566

  

                                                                                                                                                        
paradigm. That is not to say that the paradigm is a false reflection of the text, but rather that there appears to be 

an inconsistency in Brueggemann’s theology. This view is further supported by Harry Nasuti. Picking up on 

Ricoeur’s influence on Brueggemann, Nasuti highlights the inconsistency in Brueggemann’s development of the 

paradigm by comparing Brueggemann’s engagement with the psalms of orientation and new orientation with his 

engagement with those of disorientation: ‘the social and political matrix of the psalms of disorientation never 

seems to be open to the same sort of suspicious critical assessment. These texts are the means of challenging the 

unchallenged order, but they themselves do not appear to be open to suspicion’. Harry P. Nasuti Defining the 

Sacred Songs: Genre, Tradition, and the Post-Critical Interpretation of the Psalms, (Sheffield: Sheffield 

Academic Press, 1999), p. 65. Nasuti further emphasises the point by stating, ‘Ricoeur’s point would seem to be 

that every text is subject to both suspicion and representation’, p. 67. 

The second noteworthy point is to do with Brueggemann’s hermeneutics. As a self confessed postliberal 

adherent (Theology of the Old Testament, p. 86f.), Brueggemann leaves himself open to the criticism levelled at 

Lindbeck in Chapter 4 of this thesis (see Vanhoozer, The Drama of Doctrine, pp. 95-100; Remythologizing 

Theology, p. 218ff.), as well as criticism regarding use (or rather, rejection) of historical-critical methods when 

interpreting texts (see Hanson, ‘Review’, (448-452)).  

However, having highlighted these two points, I am content to continue in the use of Brueggemann’s paradigm 

as, firstly, it poses no contradiction for what is being developed here as this author is comfortable with a meta-

theology – in this case a Christocentric, dramatic one. Therefore, utilising a further paradigm within that 

provides no contradiction. Secondly, due to the nature of the hermeneutical method used in this thesis, it is 

possible for this author to suggest that this paradigm is representative of reality whilst being open to revision 

regarding the accuracy of that representation (i.e. by way of a critical realist approach). And, unlike 

Brueggemann, this author’s understanding of the text is not simply as human testimony but as God’s speech-act.   
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 Brueggemann makes the point that ‘The reorientation has both continuities with and discontinuities from 

what has been. But the accent is on the new. It is a surprise’. ‘Psalms and the Life of Faith’, (6). Brueggemann, 

in his designation of this stage, seems to switch between ‘re’ and ‘new’, and from this statement one can see 
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His Father and creation with its creator. I therefore suggest I am justified in my use of it, but am appreciative of 

Villanueva’s work for highlighting the point that the details of the relationship are not as simple and 
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Based on this, I will explore the subject matter of this section in three sub-sections followed 

by a summary of the findings. In the first sub-section I will briefly look at ‘orientation’. 

Lament as a part of the performance does not appear from nowhere, but is an intrinsic part of 

the covenantal relationship that the hero has with the playwright. Therefore, a brief account 

of the nature of this relationship and the place of the partners within it when it is functioning 

as it should, is necessary. This is before ‘the first move’ takes place, which is the move from 

orientation to disorientation.
567

  

 

The second sub-section – ‘disorientation’ – encompasses the first move and the performance 

of lament that springs forth from this move when disorientation is realised and faced. I 

propose that it is within this performance of lament that a level of dialogical consummation 

takes place regarding the human actor’s true view of his relationship with the Author. What 

will become clear as this chapter progresses is that the performance of lament as viewed from 

a Biblical perspective is pointless unless there is an end to it at some point, or at least belief 

on the part of the sufferer that a positive conclusion is possible. As will also become clear, its 

key function is to enable the actor/s to carry on their through-line as the drama is moved 

towards eschatological consummation.  

 

Exit from any particular period of suffering is signified by way of ‘the second move’, which 

brings forth hope and leads to ‘re-orientation’. When the second move takes place within the 

various scenes in the drama, I suggest this provides a foretaste of the final move towards 

eschatological consummation. 

                                                                                                                                                        
straightforward as we would perhaps like, and in particular, movement through suffering and disorientation is 

much more complex than we would like. 
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 For diagrammatic illustration of the linear movement of Brueggemann’s process, see p. 21 of The Message of 
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Sub-section three –‘re-orientation’ – will look at the process of moving out of disorientation 

into re-orientation and how the performance of lament transitions to a performance of praise. 

What will become clear is that, although the process explored here is primarily understood as 

a linear movement, there is a sense in which it may, prior to arrival at eschatological 

consummation, also be understood as cyclic. This is so because whilst there is still evil within 

creation and epistemic distance between humans and creator, it is inevitable that periods of 

re-orientation will, at some point, give way to further periods of disorientation. However, 

rather than this simply becoming a vicious circle, it is hoped that there is movement forward 

in the relationship in the completion of each cycle. That said, a spiral acts as a better model of 

what actually occurs, since the drama is moved closer to eschatological consummation with 

each turn.
568

 This spiral will be discussed further below and in the next chapter. We begin 

with ‘orientation’. 

 

3.2.1.1. ‘Orientation’ 

 

As stated above, the performance of lament does not exist in a vacuum and does not appear 

outside of a specific socio-historical context. In reference to the ‘Psalms of Orientation’, 

Brueggemann writes, ‘Life...is not troubled or threatened, but is seen as the well-ordered 

                                                 
568 
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world intended by God’.
569

 In this world we find a settled life in which God is known and 

trusted and relationship with Him is clear. Belief that the system works is affirmed by the 

circumstances, and the parts to be played by the actors are clear and are performed in a fitting 

manner. According to Brueggemann, this structure of life is affirmed by such psalms as the 

‘Songs of Creation’ and ‘Songs of Torah’.
570

 Within these songs is reflected a faithful, 

sovereign, powerful God of love who was able to bring forth creation and provide Torah with 

which to give direction for Israel to follow in its performance. In his Theology of the Old 

Testament, Brueggemann describes the content of these and other descriptive, testimonial 

texts as ‘Israel’s Core Testimony’. This ‘is the speech to which Israel reverted when 

circumstance required its most habituated speech’ and it is this testimony which dominated 

Israel’s description, and understanding, of creation and its creator.
571

 At this point it is 

necessary to clarify the understanding of covenant being used here.  

 

Brueggemann appears to offer two aspects to his concept of covenant. On the one hand, it is 

deeply relational. It is ‘a relationship that matters intensely to both parties’
572

 and as the 

initiator, ‘God...wills covenant, makes covenant, and keeps covenant’.
573

 Terence Fretheim 

emphasises this relational aspect by arguing that, ‘Covenantal texts reveal that the 

relationship, indeed an elective relationship, between God and Israel (or an individual) 

                                                 
569

 Brueggemann, The Message of the Psalms, p. 25. 
570

 In the bracket ‘Songs of Creation’ Brueggemann places Pss. 145, 104, 33 and 8 and under ‘Songs of Torah’ 

he places Pss. 1, 119, 15 and 24. See The Message of the Psalms, pp. 28-42. 
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 Brueggemann, Theology of the Old Testament, p. 122. See Part 1 of this work generally for a more detailed 
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 Walter Brueggemann, ‘Prayer as an Act of Daring Dance: Four Biblical Examples’, in Patrick D. Miller 

(ed.), The Psalms and the Life of Faith, (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1995), pp. 135-149, (135).  
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Patrick D. Miller (ed.), The Psalms and the Life of Faith, (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1995), pp. 150-166, 
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precedes the establishment of any covenant’.
574

 In this sense a relationship forms between the 

two parties before any formal, boundary clad ‘covenant’ is established.  

 

However, on the other hand, ‘this relationship, marked by awe and gratitude for its 

inexplicable generosity, brings with it the expectation and requirements of the sovereign who 

initiates it’.
575

 As James Dunn notes, in this sense ‘“Covenant” means simply “agreement”, 

or, more formally, “treaty” or “contract”’.
576

 Brueggemann concurs with this view and in one 

particular article has emphasised the ‘contractual theology’ at the heart of Israel’s covenant 

with Yahweh.
577

 This contractual aspect involves adherence to Torah, which is given as 

guidance, thus providing direction and shape to what the covenant partner is to do. ‘The 

Torah...is the way in which creation has been ordered’.
578

  More than a mere human rule 

book, it describes the way the whole of life hangs together and therefore how to live in 

harmony with creation and its creator – it provides divine direction for fitting performance. 

‘As Israel (and the world) is obedient to torah, it becomes free for praise, which is its proper 

vocation, destiny and purpose’.
579

 In Deuteronomy 11, one of many notable examples within 

Scripture, there is a clear cause and effect philosophy present whereby application of the laws 

brings forth blessing and breaking of the laws brings forth curses. 

 

In the light of these two aspects of covenant, which are to be held in tension, Brueggemann 

concludes that, 
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 Terence E. Fretheim, God and the World in the Old Testament: A Relational Theology of Creation, 

(Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2005), p. 15. 
575

 Brueggemann, Theology of the Old Testament, p. 417. 
576

 James D. G. Dunn, ‘Judaism and Christianity: One Covenant or Two?’, in Mark J. Cartledge and David Mills 

(eds.), Covenant Theology: Contemporary Approaches, (Carlisle, UK: Paternoster Press, 2001), pp. 33-55, (35). 
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pp. 28-46. 
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…if this relationship is indeed one of passionate commitment, as it surely is, it is 

undoubtedly the case (by way of analogy) that every serious, intense, primary 

relationship has within it dimensions of conditionality and unconditionality that 

play in different ways in different circumstances.
580

 

 

He thus opts for what E. P. Sanders has termed ‘covenantal nomism’ as ‘it subsumes law 

(nomos) under the rubric of covenant’.
581

 

 

Robin Gill has aptly drawn parallels between this concept of covenant, and marriage – an 

analogy found throughout much of Scripture. He states, ‘whereas marriages lacking contracts 

can lead to injustice, marriages based solely upon contracts and without any covenantal love 

can result in joyless relationships’.
582

  

 

This covenant is also dialogical. ‘It is like an ongoing conversation: God speaks and Israel 

responds, Israel speaks and God responds’.
583

 As noted earlier, it is via communication that 

God consummates His hero. Brueggemann has described the relationship between these two 

parties as being like a dance where there is a deep trust that must exist between the two 

parties and where the choices and movements of one party will affect the other.
584

 As well as 

trust there is also a freedom experienced. In this great dance, this view of life and creation, to 

experience true freedom is only possible if one is bound to God and His ways, as this is how 

humans were made, and is therefore what is best for them within God’s creation. According 

                                                 
580
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to this core testimony, it is poor performance of the part in which one is cast that causes 

suffering to emerge. 

 

The picture being painted here, although briefly and with broad strokes, is one of scenes in 

the drama where the Script is clear and the cast is performing as they were intended to. It is a 

picture of harmony. As can be noted in the creation texts, the divine playwright brings forth 

order from chaos, and there is order and structure to creation and a way scripted to perform 

fittingly in relation to God and His creation. To experience this is to experience ‘orientation’. 

 

However, what happens when the experience of those in covenantal relationship with God is 

one whereby this status of orientation slips away? There are, of course, multiple examples 

where individuals, and Israel as a nation, experienced this slippage due to what was very 

clearly their own fault.
585

 However, this thesis is concerned with seemingly innocent, 

meaningless suffering. So, a reframing of the question should perhaps be: what happens when 

the experience of those in covenantal relationship with God is one whereby the status of 

orientation slips away, for no obvious reason, resulting in seemingly innocent, meaningless 

suffering? And further, what do they do when the other partner in the covenant appears to be 

absent?
586

 It is in answering these questions that we can make significant headway regarding 

                                                 
585
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constructing an answer to the central research question. This is so because the answer to these 

questions will provide details of the performances on which Jesus improvises. This, is turn, 

will provides details of the performance on which we are to improvise, and therefore enable 

the production of guidance for a fitting performance. 

 

The issue central to these questions is the emergence of an apparent contradiction between 

belief and experience. To return to the paradigm that Brueggemann uses in Theology of the 

Old Testament, what is Israel (or an individual within the covenant community) to do when 

experience does not match up to the ‘core testimony’?  

 

Examples of this existential question abound in the Old Testament, of which the book of Job 

is perhaps the archetypal one. Upon experiencing the various loss, pain and trauma that he 

does, Job’s initial reaction, in the face of experience to the contrary, is to maintain the core 

testimony (Job 1:21; 2:9-10). Such a response does not last long however, and Job soon 

begins to question it whilst the part of its advocate is taken up by his friends. The concept of a 

contractual theology comes to the fore and Job is repeatedly encouraged to confess the sin 

that he clearly must have committed to deserve such punishment, so that sacrifices can be 

offered and forgiveness can be received. Job’s response, however, is to point out that he has 

committed no sin worthy of such punishment. On the subject of the theology of Job’s 

comforters, Gustavo Gutiérrez writes, ‘It is...a convenient and soothing doctrine for those 

who have great worldly possessions, and it promotes resignation and a sense of guilt in those 

                                                                                                                                                        
Samuel Balentine, in his consideration of the hiddenness of God, also highlights the point that this hiddenness is 

not necessarily due to sin or disobedience. He notes, ‘God’s hiddenness is not primarily related to his 

punishment for disobedience. It is not basically a reflection of man’s inability to understand or even to perceive 

God’s presence in the world. It is manifest in both these ways, but it is not restricted to them. It is rather an 
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or human limitations’. The Hidden God: The Hiding of the Face of God in the Old Testament, (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 1983), p. 175.  
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who lack such possessions’.
587

 To return to the contradiction of belief and experience, it is 

easy for those, whose experience seems to match their belief, to ignore the testimony of one 

who may question this congruence, or worse, try and close such a voice down. One of the 

themes of Job is that he refuses to accept this approach and the oppression it brings but 

instead seeks relationship with God in spite of the clash between belief and experience. As 

Ellington notes, ‘In lament Job draws together what is and what should be, offering both to 

God in prayer’.
588

 In contrast, ‘The friends believe in their theology rather than in the God of 

their theology’.
589

 The result of this is that they try ‘to insulate and distance God (and 

themselves) from Job’s pain by speaking correctly about God’ but never to God.
590

 This leads 

them to wield their theology as an oppressive battering ram rather than asking afresh what 

God is doing. The contractual element is thus given preference over the relational element of 

covenant to the point of idolatry, as the God they talk about is, as they discover, not an 

accurate representation of Yahweh.
591

 

 

In a similar way, but on a much larger scale, there were occasions when the experience of 

Israel clashed with its beliefs at the hands of those outside her community. When in Egypt 

Israel was at the mercy of a ‘common theology’ that sociologically defined justice in a certain 

way, and thus worked out the structures of its society accordingly.
592

 Middleton states of the 

Egyptian system, ‘This oppressive social order, understood as the eternal expression of 
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universal cosmic order, was legitimated by a pantheon of static gods of state and was 

mediated by the divine pharaoh, their son and image’.
593

 The core testimony said that 

Yahweh was the only true God and that Israel were His people. And yet, as the innocent 

party, they were suffering at the hands of the Egyptians for no good reason, whilst there all-

powerful and all-loving God seemed absent. Orientation had slipped away begging the 

question: does one turn a blind eye to the situation and continue to profess the core testimony 

with a level of denial and incongruence, or, is there an alternative? 

 

Ellington writes,  

 

When our beliefs collide with contradictory experiences, those experiences may 

be radically reinterpreted or even ignored entirely in order to sustain our beliefs. 

But there is a price to be paid for such alterations to experience, as cognitive 

dissonance grows between what we believe about God and the ways that we have 

access to him through experience.
594

  

 

When the drama that is unfolding all around the actors is incongruent with the parts they are 

cast to perform, ignoring the chaos and suffering and carrying on regardless is not an option. 

As Ellington highlights, this kind of performance begins to drive a wedge between playwright 

and actor, and that, is unacceptable. Rejection of the covenant may not be an option, but 

highlighting and protesting about the incongruence between belief and experience is. It is in 

this slippage that the ‘first move’ occurs. Orientation has given way to this incongruence, and 

as the first move proceeds, it can only lead to a state of disorientation. 
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3.2.1.2. ‘Disorientation’ 

 

With the state of orientation feeling like a distant memory, the transition away from it brings 

the first move to a halt in a state of disorientation. In what follows in this sub-section, we will 

begin by examining the context in which disorientation occurs. Having already had a glimpse 

of it in the breakdown of orientation and the first move, here we will clarify it further. 

Following on from this we will then examine the concept of memory, specifically its 

importance in periods of disorientation, as both a point of anchorage and fuel for lament. 

Thirdly, we will then examine the actual expression of the sufferer during this period, 

particularly looking at what form that takes and its justification. 

 

3.2.1.2.1. Context 

 

The context for the eruption of lament always involves suffering. We may define this 

suffering as the experience of some sort of pain or discomfort that indicates this is not the 

way life was intended to be. Of Israel’s view of suffering in the Old Testament, James 

Crenshaw writes, ‘They understand suffering as retributive, disciplinary, revelational, 

probative, illusory, transitory, or mysterious’.
595

 No matter which one of these is relevant to 

the specific situation, what is apparent is that it is not about theory but is about lived reality. 

What is also apparent from what we have seen of Israel’s relationship to God so far is that, 

with a cause and effect style of relationship, if it were as simple as cause and effect, the cause 

of the suffering would be explored and discovered in order that a solution might be found to 

alleviate the suffering. However, with Job as an example, when one party suggests that 

suffering is due to a certain cause, presumption can be a dangerous trap that leads to 
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misdiagnosis and further suffering. The point being made here is that although Crenshaw may 

be right, and I am sure he is, about the variety of ways that suffering was understood by 

Israel, what I suggest is more important to note is that such categorisation is really only 

possible in retrospect.
596

 Claus Westermann notes, ‘For the poet of the Book of Job there is 

no such thing as thoughts about suffering, or reflective suffering; for him there is only real, 

experienced suffering’.
597

 What we are considering here, in examining the context of 

disorientation, is this real, experienced suffering, and it is a suffering which appears to be 

innocent and meaningless in which belief and experience contradict one another. 

 

Brueggemann writes that ‘The entire literature of the Old Testament, since the Exodus 

narrative, concerns the interface of God and social justice’.
598

 This, to Brueggemann, 

therefore involves the question of theodicy as theodicy in his understanding is about the 

sociological, context specific, manifestation of God’s person and justice amongst His people. 

Brueggemann argues, ‘that every theodic settlement (including its religious articulation) is in 

some sense the special pleading of a vested interest’.
599

 The point being that everyone 

maintains and lives out a theodicy. The theodical view within the social structures of periods 

of orientation was a stable, ordered, cause and effect one that maintained order in the world 

of Israel and was reflected in the core testimony. With the move into disorientation there is 

much to be questioned about this model. If the core testimony is true, then surely the sufferer 

must have done something wrong. If the sufferer is innocent, is the core testimony reliable? If 

it is not reliable, has the covenant been misunderstood, or worse, has the nature of the divine 

partner been misunderstood? 
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Referring back to the story of Job, the former of these approaches is offered by his alleged 

friends, whilst Job pursues the questions surrounding the trustworthiness of the covenantal 

God he believes in.
600

 His friends begin to categorise the situation, claiming to know the 

mind of God via the now static, absolutised, contractual theology and Job questions the 

legitimacy of that particular theodic stance. The result of this is that, ‘The ancient equation 

between blessing and good fortune, which is fundamental to the Old Testament, is shattered 

for Job’.
601

  

 

In the lament psalms, as with Job, ‘Israel is profoundly aware of the incongruity between the 

core claims of covenantal faith and the lived experience of its life’.
602

 At this point of 

disorientation, ‘The issue of theodicy in Israel is the acute awareness that the promises of the 

covenantal sanctions were not kept’.
603

 Not only is the suffering innocent and meaningless 

but the one with who Israel is in relationship, the all-powerful, all-loving, faithful God, seems 

to have neglected His side of the covenant and mysteriously hidden Himself from the 

sufferer. As we will see below, this not only brings forth questions of trust but also 

suggestions that God is someone who may be an enemy. 

 

What is apparent from this brief exploration is that the context of the disorientation being 

discussed in this thesis is one in which the faith of the sufferer, which is expressed in the core 

testimony, is being questioned by their experience. There is neither rhyme nor reason for the 

suffering. It is unrelenting and worse, the covenant partner appears to be absent and 
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potentially untrustworthy. The irresolvable issue of theodicy hangs in the air and a context 

emerges that demands questions be asked of all parties involved, including enemies and, 

primarily, God.
604

 This is the context in which lament erupts. Rather than always being 

silently on the receiving end, lament ‘shifts the calculus and redresses the distribution of 

power between the two parties, so that the petitionary party is taken seriously and the God 

who is addressed is newly engaged in the crisis in a way that puts God at risk’.
605

 The 

‘embrace of pain’ that Brueggemann notes, interrupts the idolatry of ‘contractual theology’, 

and the mismatch between the dominant core testimony and the painful experience of the 

present is brought to the fore with a view to opening up new possibilities for the sufferer and 

the future of the relationship.
606

 This embrace of pain, resulting in a vocalised challenge to 

the core testimony, is what Brueggemann has labelled ‘countertestimony’, and leads to a 

‘cross-examination’ of the core testimony.
607

 

 

Before we can examine the expression of countertestimony and cross-examination in the 

form of lament that pours forth from this context, we need first examine the concept of 

memory in the life of Israel due to its importance in providing fuel for lament and anchorage 

during lament. 
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3.2.1.2.2. Memory 

 

We have already seen that the presence of covenant is of the utmost importance to Israel and 

in particular to understanding the state of disorientation and the ensuing performance of 

lament. Covenant becomes prominent once again when we explore the place of memory in 

periods of disorientation. Brueggemann suggests, ‘When we have completely forgotten our 

past, we will absolutize the present and we will be like contented cows in Bashan who want 

nothing more than the best of today’.
608

 Whereas the dominance of the core testimony and, in 

particular the contractual aspect of covenant, were used by Job’s friends in attempting to 

close down his protests of innocence, loss of the story of the relationship between Israel and 

Yahweh, that is embedded in the core testimony, results in present experience becoming the 

dominating factor. The way that this is allowed to occur is through the loss of memory. 

Brueggemann’s point is that when we forget where we came from, we lose sight of where we 

were going, and what is present becomes all there is.  

 

As we have seen, the drama that is unfolding has a past in which a plot was developing, and 

this plot centred on the ever evolving relationship between the divine playwright and all that 

He created within His drama. And further, this plot is going somewhere. It has an aim of 

eschatological consummation, which will be brought about by the actors and the playwright 

in their carrying on of their through-lines. Therefore, to prevent absolutization of the present, 

which causes the drama to grind to a halt, what is encouraged is a dialogue between the 

memory and tradition of the history of the covenant, and the full experience and 

acknowledgement of ‘the present reality of pain’.
609

 As Brueggemann states, ‘It is the 

interaction of remembered text and the present pain that form the matrix out of which comes 
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new speech’.
610

 As we will see below, memory serves to create new possibilities within the 

performance of lament that mean lament is not the end but is instead a vehicle through the 

period of pain and suffering. But how does it do this?  

 

The primary reason why memory is so important is because it situates those that remember in 

the present within a particular view of history. It acts as an anchor. To remember is to 

acknowledge one’s place in an unfolding narrative that has a past and will have a future. 

Memory of this past, combined with the concept of the unfolding of the drama of salvation 

that Israel was so rooted in, meant that as memory was awakened of the past acts of Yahweh, 

and the promises of what Yahweh would do in relationship with Israel to unroll the future of 

the drama, Israel could draw on this to provide fuel for lament and for hope. In contrast to 

this, ‘People without historical sense and a proper practice of tradition are so bound in the 

“eternal now” that they finally end in despair’.
611

  

 

In an article entitled ‘The Formfulness of Grief’, Brueggemann compares and contrasts the 

Old Testament lament tradition with the approach of a leading expert on grief, Elizabeth 

Kübler-Ross.
612

  In this comparison Brueggemann highlights the point that Israel’s approach 

is embedded in a history that has a future, whereas Kübler-Ross’s approach is not so well 

anchored: ‘Israel’s speech presumes a history of interaction, of speaking and hearing which 

gives life. In urban consciousness, loss must be faced without history and so instead of 
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covenantal address there is denial’.
613

 Israel’s memory of the story so far provides the 

promise of a hope-filled future as the grounding for lament and a healthy path through grief. 

Kübler-Ross’s approach can provide no such grounding. 

 

As we will see below when we explore the details of the expression of lament, once memory 

is in place as anchorage, it then provides fuel for the lament and encourages a sense of power 

in the one who feels powerless. Writing about Psalm 22 Cynthia Rigby argues, ‘It is because 

he [the lamenter] recognizes himself as a subject in relation to God and subsequently in 

relation to his context of oppression that the psalmist has power even when he perceives 

himself to be powerless’.
614

  In this and many other lament psalms the sufferer reminds God 

of past acts and in doing so brings memories into the present. By doing this the sufferer 

becomes aware of a God who has moved in a salvific way previously and therefore can move 

in a salvific way again. The interruption of the suffering of the present with this salvific 

memory gives the lamenter energy and hope to press on in their cries to God in the belief that 

the God who has heard and acted previously, can and will hear and act again. Johann Baptist 

Metz refers to such memories as ‘dangerous memories’ and describes them as an ‘expression 

of eschatological hope’.
615

 This is so, he argues, since a dangerous memory ‘threatens the 

present and calls it into question because it remembers a future that is still outstanding’.
616

 

 

In spite of the positive value of memory when in the state of disorientation, there is also the 

danger of memory being used wrongly, which in turn can lead to further suffering. Paul 

Hanson, in his exploration of Second Isaiah, highlights in particular how the misuse of 
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memory by Israel had done just this.
 617

 In this period of exile Yahweh commanded that Israel 

should remember their history whilst forgetting the old things, as Yahweh was doing 

something new (Isa. 46:8-9; 43:18). Hanson negotiates this apparent contradiction by 

suggesting that Israel was to remember their ‘historical ontology’ – the unfolding of their 

being and becoming – but not ritualise for the sake of rituals, as this brings stagnation.
618

 In 

this sense they should forget and be ready for Yahweh to do something new. Hanson states, 

‘The past is to inspire openness to new inbreakings of grace, not slavish imitation of past 

forms removed from their ontic roots and vulnerable to regressive, elitist myths and 

ideologies of domination’.
619

 What Hanson is suggesting here, can link with the dangers of 

presumption highlighted by Farah in Chapter 3, and the concept of improvisation and non-

identical repetition proposed by Vanhoozer in Chapter 4. The quest was for Israel to seek to 

remember who Yahweh is, who they are in relation to Him, and the promises made regarding 

how they would interact with one another. And all this could only be done by recounting 

previous acts in the drama, and looking for ways to improvise on those performances whilst 

allowing room for Yahweh to do likewise. To do this is to anchor oneself in the drama, be 

open to fresh action by God, and to navigate away from presumptuous attitudes that can blind 

one to what God wants to do. In this sense care must be taken regarding how memory can be 

absolutized in the present. 

 

If we transfer this theme into the context of lament that comes forth from a period of 

suffering experienced by an individual, the same theory holds true. Remembering that God 

moved in the past during periods of suffering, that He can do it again, and that He has 

promised covenantal faithfulness, whilst also being free from presumption regarding what the 
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fresh move of God may look like, opens the future up to new hope.
620

 The removal of 

presumption, and the openness to improvisation regarding what the next move in the 

relationship between God and the sufferer may entail, enables maintenance and continuation 

of the relationship whilst opening up space for fresh, salvific acts of God. 

 

With the importance of context and memory when in the state of disorientation in place, we 

can now move on to examine the actual performance of lament that pours forth in this state. 

 

3.2.1.2.3. Expression 

 

The single most important point to be noted about the expression of lament is who the lament 

is expressed to. As can be gathered from the content of this chapter so far, the context for 

lament always involves the covenantal relationship between actor and playwright, and 

therefore the sufferer always addresses God. Linking in with the importance of memory 

Brueggemann notes, ‘Prayer is direct address to and conversation and communion with, an 

agent known from a shared, treasured past’.
621

 From the time of oppression in Egypt that 

brought forth a cry to God from the people, ‘the “call of distress,” the “cry out of the depths,” 

that is, the lament, is an inevitable part of what happens between God and man’.
622

 To lose 

lament results in ‘the loss of genuine covenant interaction’.
623

 To allow for and give space for 

lament ‘makes an assertion about God: that this dangerous, available God matters in every 
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dimension of life’.
624

 And thus, ‘The passionate prayers of lament and protest assume that 

God can be affected, that God is vulnerable to the cries and questions of the afflicted’.
625

 

Therefore, in the light of the ‘context’ section above, expression of lament is always directed 

towards God because He is the covenant partner and therefore has responsibility to uphold 

His side of the covenantal relationship. If the situation of the sufferer is such that the 

suffering being experienced may be thought to result from wrong action on the part of God, 

who else should protest be directed at?  

 

At this point a specific definition of lament is called for. In his work on the Psalms 

Brueggemann defines lament as ‘a painful, anguished articulation of a move into disarray and 

dislocation. The lament is a candid, even if unwilling, embrace of a new situation of chaos, 

now devoid of the coherence that marks God’s good creation’.
626

 As medical doctor Barry 

Bubb suggests, ‘Simply stated, a lament is an expression of suffering, a crying out of pain – 

physical, emotional, and spiritual’.
627

 In addition to this, we may agree with Billman and 

Migliore when they state, ‘Intense pain...borders on the inexpressible, and our resources to 

speak of it are sparse’.
628

 Their response to such an experience is that, ‘The prayer of lament 

is the language of the painful incongruity between lived experience and the promises of God. 

Without it we would be left speechless and hopeless in the midst of affliction’.
629

 What we 

may say from these definitions is that lament is voiced expression of pain experienced in 

relationship with, and directed at, God, and it pushes language as description and expression 

to its absolute limits.
630

 We can also say, with Balentine, that, ‘lament expresses what one 
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actually feels in the throes of suffering, not what tradition or the canons of orthodoxy propose 

that one ought to say’.
631

 

 

To explore the concept of expression further it is worth employing a framework used by a 

variety of scholars to great success when looking at lament in the Old Testament. The 

structure of this framework, generally, is as follows: 

 

i. Address 

ii. Complaint 

iii. Confession of Trust 

iv. Petition 

v. Vow of Praise
632

 

 

This framework holds as a general rule but the order varies and the presence of various 

sections of it alters depending on the individual context. As Brueggeman notes, ‘It will be 

understood that no single psalm follows exactly the ideal form, but the form provides a way 
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of noticing how the psalm proceeds’.
633

 However, in what follows we shall use it as a 

framework for examining how lament is expressed. 

 

3.2.1.2.3.1. Address 

 

As stated above, lament is directed at God and, as Westermann highlights, involves 

expression about any combination of three specific parties – self, God and enemies – and how 

they are or are not interacting with one another.
634

 In specific reference to Psalm 109 

Brueggemann states, ‘the speech is an opportunity for realism that gives freedom of 

expression to those raw edges in our life that do not easily submit to the religious conviction 

we profess on good days’.
635

 To restate a re-occurring theme, the address occurs within the 

context of the covenantal relationship and in the light of the experience and history of that 

relationship. As Brueggemann notes, ‘The complaint is not spoken by one who is a stranger 

to Yahweh, but one who has a long history of trustful interaction’.
636

 God is seen as 

transcendent and therefore understood, as Rigby states, as ‘a God who is distinct from human 

beings and in some sense has the power to influence human circumstances’.
637

 However, this 

God is also understood as immanent, present and deeply interested in the life of His people to 

the point where they appear to be able to affect Him. As R. W. L Moberly suggests, ‘How 

people respond to God matters to God, and affects how God responds to people’.
638

 This is 
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the seemingly irresolvable paradox of a God who is both ‘above the fray’ and ‘in the fray’.
639

 

When a prayer of lament is uttered it is done with the assumption ‘that God can be affected, 

that God is vulnerable to the cries and questions of the afflicted’.
640

 

 

A God who is totally transcendent is a disinterested one that has little room for interactive 

relationship. To this God there seems little point in lamenting. On the other hand, a God who 

is fully immanent may be a God who is deeply interested in the lives of His people but is at 

the same time unable to offer any real help beyond human capacity.
641

 Neither of these is the 

God addressed in Scripture but instead, the God addressed there can be addressed because He 

is believed to have the capacity to change things, but, at the same time, because He is in 

faithful, loving relationship with His people and is both deeply interested and deeply affected 

by their state. This is the God addressed with the cry of lament. It is a voiced desperation to 

the loving life partner of this people.  

 

3.2.1.2.3.2. Complaint 

 

As would be expected by the title of this section, lament commonly involves a specific 

articulation of the problem that has led to the suffering being experienced. As was stated 

above, the content of this articulation usually involves self, God, or an enemy, or any 

combination of the three, but is always addressed to God. 
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When talking of self, this is often via descriptive language of the physical, emotional, 

psychological and spiritual state of the lamenter. It is worth noting that these are often 

intertwined or shown to have influences on each other. This shows the sufferer’s belief that to 

be human is to be an integrated whole, and that when one area of life is affected, the whole of 

life is affected. It also shows that all areas of life are equally important and are therefore 

equally important to God.   

 

When the sufferer addresses God as the source of the problem, no stone is left unturned in the 

descriptions of how they are feeling. These feelings range from abandonment and rejection 

right through to deception and rage, and description of them often contains some strong 

accusations against God. Complaint also involves a significant amount of questioning. 

Patrick Miller notes, 

 

When one is in distress and trouble, the questions that always come roaring to the 

forefront of the mind and heart – and here articulated in prayer – are “Why is this 

happening?” or, to God, “Why are you doing this (letting this happen, etc.)?” and 

the complaining query, “When is this going to end?” or “How long do I have to 

endure this suffering?” The complaint to God in these prayers thus gives voice to 

the most fundamental of human questions when life is threatened and falls 

apart.
642

 

 

These kinds of questions suggest that many experiences described in the Biblical narrative 

are ones that lasted for prolonged periods of time. It is worth noting again the importance of 

the context of relationship in which the complaint is made to God. As Westermann 
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highlights, ‘never do they condemn God, for the utterances are never objective statements. 

They always remain personal address’.
643

 Lament is never the production of a theodicy. 

Instead, it is always about face to face confrontation in the context of relationship, where 

honesty rules and the soul of the lamenter is laid bare before God. 

 

When lament is addressed to God about enemies, the vigour with which it is done is no less 

powerful. Again, with this the lamenter holds nothing back in description or feeling, but 

instead is quick to point out all details. These details often include who the enemy is and what 

they are doing, as well as how this is affecting the one lamenting. The complaint is always 

addressed to God because, as stated above, it is believed that God has the capacity to affect 

the situation, and more than that, should affect the situation. Because of this, when lament is 

done towards God about a third party, there is often a complaint about the problems and 

emotions caused by God’s lack of intervention, or even, in some cases, the kind of 

intervention carried out.
644

 The case of complaint to God about an enemy is given extra force 

because the lamenter commonly believes the enemy to not only be their enemy, but, due to 

the covenantal relationship with Yahweh, to also be the enemy of Yahweh.  
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In sum,  

 

The complaining person is one who treats his or her troubles as serious and 

legitimate and not to be accepted as normal. The complaining person refuses silence 

and resignation, but rather issues a vigorous and shrill protest grounded in the 

covenantal right to be granted well-being and to be taken seriously.
645

 

 

In following on from the vocalisation of the problem via complaint, petition of God is 

commonly not far behind. However, before we discuss petition, a brief word must be said 

about the next section of the expression of lament – the vow of trust. 

 

3.2.1.2.3.3. Vow of Trust 

 

The vow of trust, sometimes found amidst the complaint and petition in lament, particularly 

in the Psalms, is further evidence of the depth of relationship that exists between the two 

parties. Middleton argues, ‘The genre of lament is predicated on the expectation that God can 

and will rescue the supplicant’.
646

 Such a belief is built on the trust that stems from the 

covenantal relationship and is maintained by the memory of Yahweh’s past actions – as noted 

in the ‘memory’ section above.  

 

In the book of Job, although not structured in the same systematic way as is being examined 

here, Job’s lament contains an underlying vow of trust that manifests itself on a number of 

occasions. The most poignant yet surprising way in which this is seen is in Job’s want for a 
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hearing to appeal against God’s judgement. As the drama unfolds Job asserts that he wants a 

hearing with God in the context of a law court so that he may plead his case (Job 23:1-7). 

However, the paradoxical twist comes in the role, or rather roles, that Job sees God taking. As 

would be expected he sees God as the judge, but, he also appeals to God to be his defender 

and avenger (Job 14:13; 19:25-27). This is a succinct picture of the paradox at the heart of 

lament. God is complained to and petitioned due to his actions or lack thereof, but He is also 

appealed to as the covenantal partner who must do right and defend His people.
647

 Gutiérrez 

states that, ‘This painful, dialectical approach to God is one of the most profound messages of 

the Book of Job’.
648

 I would add to this that it is probably one of the most profound truths of 

the performance of lament in general in the Old Testament, and it hangs on the existence of 

an on-going vow of trust that is juxtaposed with the complaint and petition of the lamenter. 

Brueggemann affirms this by suggesting, ‘the complaints insist upon Yahweh’s faithfulness 

and protest against Yahweh’s refusal to be visibly and effectively faithful’.
649

 

 

3.2.1.2.3.4. Petition 

 

The petition continues the holding together of the two poles that we saw demonstrated by 

Job’s dialectical view of God. In the petition – what Miller describes as ‘the specific or 

general plea for God to help’
650

 – is found a variety of suggestions regarding what God 

should do in the situation, combined with suggested reasons or ‘motivations’ as to why He 

should act.
651

 As Brueggemann notes, ‘in petition the needy person addresses Yahweh in an 
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imperative’.
652

 Again, the petition and motivation is only possible because of the covenantal 

relationship and the promises and expectations that come with that. 

 

Often, when petitioning God, the motivation for doing so is the apparent innocence of the 

sufferer.
653

 Although one may respond to this with the Pauline theme of all having sinned and 

fallen short of the glory of God (Rom. 3:23), such use of that theme misses the point of this 

particular petition. The plea of innocence is not, as we see explicitly in Job, that of complete 

innocence in one’s life or one’s community’s life, but more the plea that the punishment does 

not match the crime (or lack thereof!). Again this view is founded on the cause and effect 

worldview and thus, to some degree, this worldview is retained. However, at the same time 

the sufferer is stating that the system is failing and it is Yahweh’s fault, and, He should do 

something about it as the blame cannot possibly rest on the innocent sufferer.
654

 In this sense 

there is also an appeal to God’s justice, righteousness and faithfulness. Miller notes,  

 

All those complaints that seek to establish the injustice and unrighteousness of the 

enemies and the innocence and faithfulness of the petitioner are giving a reason, 

implicitly or explicitly, for a just and righteous God to help, hoping thereby to 

move God to intervene in behalf of the just and innocent petitioner.
655

   

 

A further motivation for the petition of the sufferer is their memory regarding previous 

personal experience of the acts of Yahweh, or knowledge of stories about the previous acts of 

Yahweh that have been passed down through the generations, as was noted in the ‘memory’ 

                                                 
652

 Brueggemann, Theology of the Old Testament, pp. 471-472. 
653

 Ps. 17 is a particularly good example of this. 
654

 We also find in petition and motivation sections of some lament texts the realisation that the punishment has 

indeed matched the crime. However, these texts lie outside the scope of this thesis as the focus here is on 

situations in which the sufferer appears to be innocent. 
655

 Miller, They Cried to the Lord, p. 118. 



229 

 

section above. In the light of such memories, petition can involve recounting these previous 

acts of Yahweh in an attempt to motivate Him to act in a similar fashion, or, motivate Him to 

fulfil a previous promise (Ps. 89:49).  In a brief examination of Ps. 22 Miller notes of vv. 3-5, 

‘The recital is…a reminder of the way God has been in order to evoke a similar response in 

the present situation’.
656

  

 

In connection to the actions of God, the sufferer, on some occasions, is seen to petition God 

based on the possible consequences if God were to remain inactive. The consequences vary 

but include the potential result that if the sufferer is destroyed by the circumstances, there 

would be no one left to tell of Yahweh and proclaim His name and His works (Ps. 6:5; 88:10-

12). A further consequence may be that Yahweh’s reputation would be marred if He 

remained inactive (Ps. 79:9). When Yahweh has told His people that He is the only authentic 

God and His people have proclaimed this to their neighbours, Yahweh’s inactivity and His 

apparent lack of holding to His part of the covenant places His reputation at great risk.  

 

In addition to this kind of petition, if we consider the cases in which the lamenter turns to 

Yahweh in complaint about the effects of an enemy’s actions, petition may move as far as 

calling for vengeance.
657

 Motivations are mixed here. In some cases we see that the lamenter 

wants vengeance as justice for what they have experienced – again pointing towards the 

system.
658

 In other cases we see that a response of aggressive retribution by Yahweh on the 

                                                 
656

 Ibid. p. 115. 
657

 A famously pointed example of a call for vengeance is found in Ps. 109. 
658

 One example of this is found in Ps. 35. Here the psalmist, from a position of innocence, appeals to the system 

and the covenant. He has acted rightly (vv. 13-14), but in response, they have not (vv. 7; 11-12; 15-16), and so 

justice is called for. 



230 

 

lamenter’s enemies is asked for on the grounds that these enemies are also enemies of 

Yahweh, and once again, inactivity places His reputation at risk.
659

 

 

The petition section of the general lament structure shows much variety in its content, but 

what is apparent is that the covenant partner is always faced with raw honesty within the 

expected bounds of the covenantal relationship. Although it is frequently difficult to 

determine how long the sufferer waits in each example of lament, on most occasions there is 

sufficient evidence to suggest that Yahweh does respond to His partner.
660

 In Psalm 

scholarship it is often argued that a ‘salvation oracle’ is experienced by the sufferer that leads 

to a change in attitude towards Yahweh, and a change of emotion and action. However, there 

is also disagreement regarding whether such an oracle was actually experienced.
661

 It is 

notoriously difficult to determine, on textual grounds, either way, but, as Brueggemann notes, 

‘What is clear in the text is that there is a covenantal-theological move from one part of the 

text to the next. Beyond that, we are engaged in speculation’.
662

  

 

When the move in the text does take place it is a move to what has been labelled the ‘vow of 

praise’. 
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3.2.1.2.3.5. Vow of Praise 

 

Brueggemann states, ‘In the full relationship, the season of plea must be taken as seriously as 

the season of praise’.
663

 As will be discussed in the ‘Re-orientation’ section of this chapter, 

praise is the natural progression out of lament. However, whereas current western 

Christianity – in particular Pentecostal/Charismatic Christianity – has placed great emphasis 

on the triumphalistic nature of the praise of God and His mighty works at the cost of lament, 

Old Testament theology does not.
664

 Brueggemann’s point is that the relationship between 

Yahweh and Israel is one that gives equal space to lament and praise.
665

  

 

As would perhaps be expected, the vow of praise often corresponds to the type of suffering 

being experienced. When this is the case it is commonly assumed that God has moved in a 

way that has physically altered the situation for the good of the lamenter.
666

 In other cases, 

praise comes in a form that suggests the lamenter has heard from God rather than having 

experienced a physical change.
667

 In both cases, the seeming absence of God has been 

superseded by evidence of His presence, which brings with it fresh assurance and hope for 
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the sufferer.
668

 Miller notes that, ‘In some instances, it is difficult to tell whether the 

declaration of praise at the end of the prayer is a vow in anticipation or the words of praise 

uttered upon receipt of a divine word of assurance or God’s intervention to help’.
669

 It is thus 

worth noting that the vow of praise sometimes comes due to anticipation and expectation of 

the forthcoming actions of God rather than because God has already evidently moved. 

 

At this point an important exception to the structure being explored here needs to be 

highlighted. In his extensive work on the Psalms Westermann states that, ‘There is not a 

single Psalm of lament that stops with lamentation’.
670

 However, on closer inspection, this is 

not true. In Psalm 88 there are significant aspects of the characteristic form of lament with the 

notable exception of any evidence of a response from God. There is also no sign of resolution 

and therefore no vow of praise. Brueggemann states, ‘It simply reports on how it is to be a 

partner of Yahweh in Yahweh’s inexplicable absence’.
671

 Whatever the details are of a 

situation that causes such lament, what we can say is that it is clearly a desperate one. In such 

a situation the only options open to the sufferer are to repeat this psalm until a resolution 

arises or, simply wait in silence. As Brueggemann notes regarding the reality of the 

relationship between Israel and Yahweh, ‘To be Israel means to address God, even in God’s 

unresponsive absence’.
672

 

 

A second Psalm that does not fit the typical structure of lament is Psalm 109. In a similar way 

to Psalm 88 there is no resolution here, however, the content is starkly different. This psalm 

is a vindictive response to a neighbour. The sufferer in question desires vengeance for 

something done to them and vengeance in this instance touches on every part of the enemy’s 

                                                 
668

 Ps. 22 is possibly one of the most powerful examples of a turn that leads to joyous praise.  
669

 Miller, They Cried to the Lord, pp. 132-133. 
670

 Westermann, Praise and Lament in the Psalms, p. 266. 
671

 Brueggemann, The Message of the Psalms, p. 79. 
672

 Ibid. p. 81. 



233 

 

life. As stated, there is no resolution and no reasons given as to why such an extreme 

response has been aroused.  

 

A third example that exists outside the psalms is of the weeping and mourning of Rachel, 

who refuses to be comforted (Jer. 31:15). Having seen her children either slain or carried off 

into exile, Rachel is understandably inconsolable. But, ‘In refusing to accept easy 

consolation, Rachel does what is right. Her resistance is both a protest to and a waiting on 

God. In her own way, Rachel holds open the possibility of again praising the God of justice 

and new life’.
673

 Billman and Migliore continue by stating, ‘Rachel’s lament is not contrary 

to praise but the pre-condition of authentic, honest praise’.
674

 In all these examples we see the 

mixture of the honest protest to God about the situation, combined with the presence of the 

covenantal, relational trust that fuels such lament. 

 

When praise does come, this is a sign of the second move, the move that leads to re-

orientation. 

 

3.2.1.3. ‘Re-orientation’ 

 

The second move is one from lament to praise and the state in which the once sufferer finds 

themselves has been labelled by Brueggemann as ‘new orientation’. Although I have opted to 

re-label it ‘re-orientation’ for reasons discussed above, it is still important to draw out the 

‘new’ aspects of this on-going relationship. This new state of affairs has come about because 

God has broken into what appeared like a hopeless situation of despair and death and has 

miraculously brought life and hope. In specific reference to the Psalms, we find this 
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movement reflected in such ways as the ‘song of celebration’,
675

 which Brueggemann states 

‘is a new song sung at the appearance of a new reality, new creation, new harmony, new 

reliability’.
676

 He continues, ‘It is the experience that the world has new coherence, that the 

devastating hopelessness of the lament is not finally appropriate for the way life is’.
677

 It may 

be said of this movement from lament to praise that, ‘Just as we come to know the true 

meaning of hope only through the experience of suffering, so we can praise God with a full 

and joyful heart only if we are free to grieve and lament the real pain and injustice of our 

world’.
678

 One example where the movement from lament to praise is explicit in the 

Scriptures is in the book of Job. 

 

We see towards the end of the book of Job that Yahweh appears to Job in the form of a 

whirlwind and engages in dialogue with him (Job 38:1-42:6). It has been suggested that this 

dialogue shows that Yahweh comes to Job to put him in his place and show him how little he 

knows and how little power he has in relation to Yahweh. We may say that, based on this 

understanding, the movement from lament to praise comes about by force that shuts lament 

down thus causing a forced praise.
679

 This interpretation is further supported by use of Job’s 

comment in response to the speeches of Yahweh: ‘I despise myself and repent in dust and 

ashes’ (Job 42:6). However, this interpretation does not correlate with the positive place 

given to lament in the rest of the Old Testament texts explored and as Carol Newsome notes, 

this verse ‘is not only as terse and enigmatic as the preceding verses but also grammatically 
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ambiguous. Almost every word in v. 6 is susceptible of more than one interpretation’.
680

 

Newsome proceeds to offer five different possibilities regarding how this verse may be 

rendered and states, ‘Asking which possibility is correct misses the interpretive significance 

of the ambiguity of Job’s reply, which corresponds to the ambiguity that is also part of the 

divine speeches’.
681

 Thus the rendering of this verse and the dialogue between God and Job 

generally, will be based partially on the theological framework of the interpreter. In this case, 

although wary of forcing an interpretation onto a text to fit a system, I am employing a 

canonical approach that, as will be drawn out further in the following chapter, has a 

Christological key. For the sake of this chapter, as already noted, it is important to attempt to 

understand this text in the light of less ambiguous texts regarding communication with and 

about God in times of seemingly innocent, meaningless suffering.  

 

In an unpublished paper, J. Richard Middleton suggests a re-interpretation of the whirlwind 

speeches and responses of Job that would appear to make more sense in the light of the 

movement through suffering whilst in relationship with God explored so far in this chapter. 

Middleton’s interpretation also acts as a good example of how the movement from 

disorientation to re-orientation takes place. In his interpretation, Middleton focuses on the use 

of the chaos monsters – Behemoth and Leviathan – by the author of Job, and how God sees 

them and compares them to Job. Interpretation of the comparison of these monsters to Job has 

sometimes drawn on the concept of them as chaos monsters in the myths that have emerged 

from the Near East, and has thus understood these monsters as being overcome by God in His 
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bringing of order at creation.
682

 In the same way, in the whirlwind speeches God is 

understood to suggest that He will also overcome Job.
683

 However, Middleton points out that 

in the Job texts the monsters are not portrayed as aggressive or violent if they are left to their 

own devices. He also points out that God created Behemoth and is proud of the creatures 

rather than in conflict with them. He does believe however, that ‘Job is...being compared to 

these beasts’.
684

 And in agreement with this we see in Job 7:12 that Job compares himself to a 

chaos monster that needs restraining. 

 

Middleton continues this comparison stating,  

 

Through a complex web of associations Job’s fearless and courageous 

strength, by which he stood up to the verbal and emotional assaults of his 

friends, is evoked in the description of Behemoth and Leviathan. Like 

them, Job has been impervious to the assaults of his adversaries, and this is 

a good thing.
685

 

 

In how God deals with the sea, Middleton points out that this is not like chaos myths and 

instead God is inclined to give boundaries to His creation. ‘The picture is of energetic 

nurture, rather than anything adversarial’.
686

 This suggests an interpretation in which Job is 

comparable to the chaos monsters in how he deals with his friends, but also suggests that God 
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is interested in giving him boundaries and nurturing him rather than ‘burying’ him. Middleton 

further argues this point by exploring the royal status given to humans as the imago dei.
687

 

 

In looking at the necessity of the two speeches as opposed to one, Middleton argues that this 

is because of Job’s passivity after the first speech. God was not interested in shutting Job 

down but instead, ‘desired a worthy dialogue partner’.
688

 After the second speech Job does 

respond and shows a new level of understanding. This leads up to the difficult statement by 

Job mentioned earlier (42:6). Middleton argues that this could be interpreted in one of two 

ways, both of which move away from the passive interpretation of the common English 

rendering, and both of which are retractions of the passive response post first whirlwind 

speech. He suggests that in the first of these, Job is repenting of dust and ashes, thus 

following on from Job’s general repentance of passivity. In the second, Middleton suggests 

that Job may be saying that he accepts he is dust and ashes whilst at the same time royal.
689

 

Either way, this is a far cry from the usual rendering. 

 

Based on this interpretation of the whirlwind speeches we may say that God sees Job as a 

royal follower who is right to lament over His situation and right to aim it at Yahweh. We 

may also say that God is interested in nurturing Job and that this is therefore the driving force 

for Yahweh’s encouragement of Job’s honest expression of his feelings. What adds further 

weight to this approach is the way in which Yahweh condemns Job’s ‘friends’ for their 

theology and their worship of the structure. Job is a prime example of the movement from 
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lament to praise, which is brought about by his dialogue and his actions. We may therefore 

agree with Brueggemann when he states, ‘the laments show clearly that biblical faith, as it 

faces life fully, is uncompromisingly and unembarrassedly dialogic’.
690

 As dialogue is never 

one-way, most importantly in this transition is the presence of a salvation oracle in the form 

of a theophany.
691

 In this confrontation we thus find an example of Vanhoozer’s ‘dialogical 

consummation’. In first His silence and then in dialogue, Yahweh consummates the character 

of Job. The necessity of the second whirlwind speech, as argued for by Middleton, as well as 

Job’s response, provide support for this as it is only through both speeches (in Middleton’s 

interpretation) that this consummation takes place. It is through both speeches that Job is able 

to make the second move to re-orientation. This re-orientation involves the salvaging of Job’s 

situation, thus causing him to experience the structure as functioning correctly again. We 

surely must say therefore that the Old Testament suggests that lament done right, in the end, 

leads to praise, and that God not only encourages it but also can consummate His heroes’ 

character’s through it. The new phase of re-orientation thus brings about a new stage in the 

relationship between God and the sufferer in which a new level of maturity is reached. I 

concur with Billman and Migliore when they assert, ‘only relationships that permit us to 

assert ourselves without fear of shame or punishment, that give us room to take initiative as 

well as being recipients of the initiative of others, provide the contexts for moral and spiritual 

growth’.
692

 In the example of Job explored above is found this principle in a most explicit 

form. 
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4. Conclusion 

 

As this chapter draws to a close there are a number of points to raise to the surface in 

anticipation of the following chapter. 

 

Firstly, we have seen that as evil and suffering emerge on the stage of creation, nothing on 

the stage is left untouched and the figure of Satan is always lurking somewhere in the 

shadows. However, secondly, God, as the divine playwright, scripts a drama in which He 

draws humans into covenantal relationship with Him in order to purge creation of all evil and 

suffering, with the promise that one day God will bring this purging to completion with the 

final consummation. Thirdly, the covenantal relationship between God and His people 

involves certain commitments regarding how each party agrees to act towards the other one. 

These commitments are freighted with expectation regarding the activity of each party in 

certain circumstances. Fourthly, in the unfolding of the drama, the experience of Israel is that 

there are a significant number of occasions when the reality of their experience seems to be 

incongruent with the expectations they have regarding how the divine partner is to act on 

these occasions. At this point, to use Brueggemann’s terminology, ‘core testimony’ is met by 

‘countertestimony’ as Israel and individuals grapple with this incongruence. 

 

When this occurs the question that lies at the centre of this thesis emerges in the life of Israel. 

How do they perform when they are experiencing seemingly innocent, meaningless suffering 

and the God of covenant appears to be absent? What does it mean to perform fittingly in 

these situations? What we can gather from the Script is that to perform fittingly in response to 

experiences that cause this question to emerge is to lament. A significant part of the 

eschatological consummation of the drama is the expulsion of evil and suffering. In order to 
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carry on their through-line, the actors are called to maintain covenantal relationship with the 

playwright as they seek to perform fittingly and thus enable the movement of the drama 

towards eschatological consummation. The direction that appears to emerge from Act 2 of the 

Script is that the way of doing this, given the experience of the kind of suffering in question, 

is to perform lament towards God as the only fitting way to maintain covenantal relations and 

honest expression of the experience. In doing so, the actors enable the movement of the 

drama towards eschatological consummation in a way that would not otherwise have been 

possible. 

 

As we prepare to enter the next chapter, and thus the climax of the thesis, we can recall that a 

point of contention, regarding how much direction we are to take from the performance of 

Israel, is that we live in a different act of the drama to that which their performance took 

place in. Their performance took place in Act 2 and we live in Act 4 and in between lies the 

act in which the most significant performance of all took place – the divine command 

performance of God incarnate seen in Act 3. We may also recall from Chapter 4 that in 

seeking to give a fitting performance in the current act, we are to improvise on this command 

performance. In this chapter we have fulfilled the first and second of the four steps laid out in 

the introduction to this chapter, as we are clear on where we are in the drama and how God, 

and His people, responded to evil and suffering in Act 2. We are also clear on how Israel 

performed in the face of seemingly innocent, meaningless suffering when God appeared to be 

absent. And so, in the light of that, we can move on in the next chapter to complete step three 

by examining how Jesus improvised on this performance.  

 

With the completion of step three the way is clear to proceed to step four where we reach the 

climax of the thesis and answer the central research question. In doing so, what I suggest we 
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will find is that dismissal of Israel’s performance of lament in the face of experiences of the 

type of suffering in question, is done at the actor’s peril. What I will also be suggesting is 

that, rather than being dismissed by the divine actor, it is instead legitimised and added to by 

His fitting, improvised performance. 
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Chapter 6: Improvising on a Divine Performance of Lament 

 

1. Introduction 

 

We can recall that the question at the heart of this thesis is: What does it mean to produce a 

fitting Pentecostal/Charismatic performance in the face of seemingly innocent, meaningless 

suffering when God appears to be absent? We can also recall that in the pursuit of finding an 

answer to this question we began by examining Christian responses to evil and suffering in 

general (Chapter 2), followed by examining Pentecostal/Charismatic responses to evil and 

suffering (Chapter 3). In the light of these two examinations it was highlighted that the 

Biblically rooted, systematic guidance for the production of a fitting performance that would 

constitute a suitable answer to the question would require a high view of Scripture in the 

construction of that answer.  With this in mind, a suitable hermeneutical method was 

developed (Chapter 4) that could provide the necessary tools for the construction of such an 

answer.   

 

In the previous chapter, a four step approach was outlined as the way in which the climax of 

this thesis would be reached and the central research question answered, and steps one and 

two were completed. We thus find ourselves at this point with a clear understanding of where 

we are in the drama as well as a growing understanding of how God sees and responds to evil 

and suffering. In conjunction with this latter point, we are also aware that humans are invited 

to be part of the divine response and further, we have examined what a fitting performance 

looks like in Act 2 when the actors experience times of seemingly innocent, meaningless 

suffering and the divine covenantal partner appears to be absent. 
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The challenge in this chapter is to examine the performance of Jesus in the face of evil and 

suffering in order to provide guidance for a fitting Pentecostal/Charismatic performance in 

the current act. By examining the performance of Jesus we will firstly, be able to 

Christologically qualify the response to evil and suffering taken by the divine playwright in 

Act 2. Included within this, since Jesus is the divine-human actor, we will therefore also be 

able to Christologically qualify the role set for humans within the divine playwright’s 

response to evil and suffering.
693

 The pinnacle of this examination will be in Jesus’ response 

through His Passion, particularly in the Garden of Gethsemane and during His crucifixion. 

This examination of Jesus’ performance will enable the completion of step three of the four 

step journey, as it will provide the Christocentric lens through which we can complete our 

examination of the divine response to evil and suffering. 

 

In the light of this examination, we will also be able to complete step four. This is so because 

we may recall from Chapter 4 that in seeking to produce guidance for a fitting performance in 

the current act, we are to improvise on the performance of Jesus in similar situations with the 

aim of non-identical repetition. Having provided a context for the performance of Jesus in 

Chapter 5, we are, in this chapter, able to see how He improvises on the performance of 

Israel. This in turn will enable the provision of guidance regarding a fitting performance and 

use of the Script in the current act. A twist in the plot comes in the form of the role of the 

Spirit in our performances, but more will be said about this below. 
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We begin then by examining Jesus’ view of and response to evil and suffering. 

      

2. Jesus and Evil: A Divine, Command Performance 

 

At the end of Act 2, rather than making progress, the cycle of evil being confronted, judged 

and stopped, followed by its re-emergence (as noted in Chapter 5), was becoming repetitive 

to the point of stagnation, with no sign of a plot resolution that could break the repetition. 

Such a situation was due to the fact that evil and corruption was both within and outside of 

those cast to aid expel it from the cosmic stage. However, the divine playwright could not 

allow this cycle to continue ad infinitum and so there was only one option left to move the 

drama on. Enter Jesus. 

 

As the curtain rises on Act 3, the entrance of Jesus onto the stage as the divine playwright 

incarnate offers a number of fresh possibilities. The first of these relates to the divine 

perspective of evil and suffering as, in Jesus’ words and actions, we are allowed to see once 

more, in the most tangible way, what this perspective is. The second is a front row seat to 

view what a performance in which evil is defeated looks like. The third is access to the prime 

example of a performance on which we can improvise as we seek to establish what a fitting 

performance looks like, in the current act, in response to the type of suffering in question. We 

will examine each of these in turn. 

 

2.1. Evil and Suffering Through a Christocentric Lens 

 

The temptation texts in particular offer us a fresh view of the divine perspective on the 
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personal nature of evil (Matt. 4:1-11//Mark 1:12-13//Luke 4:1-13). Like Adam and Eve, and 

then Israel, Jesus experiences the pressure exerted by the presence of evil to think and act in a 

corrupt manner. He is tempted to give a performance that deviates from the part for which He 

has been cast.
694

 However, unlike Adam, Eve, and Israel, He does not give in to the 

temptation but wards it off as, in order for Jesus to give a performance of perfection, He must 

be without sin.
695

 A problem with the drama since the moment Adam and Eve gave in to 

deceit was that no part of the cast from then on would be free from sin. This made it 

impossible for them to overcome evil and bring the Kingdom of God to bear on the cosmic 

stage, meaning a completely fitting performance was always out of reach. Jesus is thus 

improvising firstly, on the part of Adam, and secondly, on the part of Israel, as He carries on 

His through-line that will move the drama towards eschatological consummation. This scene 

within Act 3 of the drama emphasises the importance of remaining free from personal evil in 

order to carry out a fitting performance of imago dei. It also, in connection with the third 

level of evil, supports the divine understanding of Satan as the ultimate liar and deceiver 

whose aim it appears to be to tend the drama towards destruction. 

 

We are, through Jesus’ performance, given, secondly, a better perspective on the issue of 

systemic evil. As soon as personal evil infiltrated the cast, corporate and systemic evil, and 
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the infection of the whole of the cosmic stage, followed close behind. Free from personal sin 

however, Jesus begins opposing evil at the systemic level, thus confirming its presence and 

the reading of the Script advocated thus far in this thesis. The exiled Israel had been told by 

the prophets of a Messiah that would defeat her enemies and restore her to her land where 

God would reign forever. Wright points out that the ‘Kingdom of God’ ‘was simply a Jewish 

way of talking about Israel’s god becoming king’.
696

 He further states that the key to 

understanding the return from exile and the reign of the Kingdom of God from Israel’s 

perspective, was ‘the Jewish expectation of the saving sovereignty of the covenant god, 

exercised in the vindication of Israel and the overthrow of her enemies’.
697

 ‘The time when 

the blind would see, the deaf hear, the lame walk, and the poor hear good news was the time 

when Israel would return at last from Babylon’.
698

 Again, improvising on much of what the 

prophets had spoken of in the previous act, with His healings and exorcisms, His love and 

compassion towards outcasts, Jesus begins to implement this return from exile on Israel’s 

behalf. His confirmation of the presence of systemic evil and suffering in creation is achieved 

by way of His opposition to it. This involved healing those who suffered from evil in 

biological and ecological systems, challenging corrupt political and religious systems, and 

breaking down the corruption in sociological systems. All of this had been the task of Israel, 

who had become so defaced by the evil within that she could not overthrow that, or the evil 

outside.  

 

The third aspect of evil that Jesus confronts, we have already touched on in His confrontation 

of the first. Throughout Jesus’ ministry He refers to the figure of Satan, which continues to 

stand behind all other evil and authors lies in order to create opportunities for this evil to 
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continue.
699

  

 

From this brief examination of the divine actor’s perspective we can affirm that God, both in 

His Script and in human form, sees evil, and thus the resulting suffering, with the three tier 

perspective outlined in Chapter 5. What also becomes apparent is that if the drama is to reach 

its intended conclusion, evil – at all levels – must be defeated, and this defeat can only be 

brought about through Jesus’ performance. By examining the Easter event we can examine 

how this defeat is obtained. 

 

2.2. Easter: The Defeat of Evil and the Climax of the Drama 

 

We begin by returning to the question of personal sin. Jesus had indeed remained free from 

personal sin in His overcoming of the temptations in the wilderness, but, as we examine His 

performance in the Easter event we can see afresh the consistency of this aspect of it. We see 

first, in the Garden of Gethsemane, the temptation to disobey the call to the part He was to 

play (Matt. 26:36-46//Mark 14:32-42//Luke 22:39-46). We can also recall the cries of those 

standing watching at the cross who taunted Him to come down and save Himself (Matt. 

27:38-44//Mark 15:25-32//Luke 23:35-39). Throughout these scenes however, Jesus remains 

impeccable and obedient to the Father. 

 

Secondly, there was the systemic level of evil. To defeat this level required a performance by 

Jesus that involved embodying Israel, taking her punishment on her behalf, ‘letting evil do its 

worse to him’ and yet overcome it.
700

 Wright states of Jesus, ‘He would be the means of the 
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kingdom’s coming both in that he would embody in himself the renewed Israel and in that he 

would defeat evil once and for all’.
701

  

 

As the opposition from Israel herself, and the political systems around, escalated in response 

to Jesus’ dramatic performance, the climax of the drama neared. Wright suggests that the 

gospels, ‘tell the story of how the evil in the world – political, social, personal, moral, 

emotional – reached its height; and they tell how God’s long term plan for Israel (and for 

himself!) finally came to its climax’.
702

  At the cross, systemic evil was at its absolute worse 

as it attempted to annihilate the purest form of goodness and love in creation. The only fitting 

performance Jesus could give was one that overcame evil with that love and goodness. 

 

This brings us to the third tier of evil. Again, behind the temptations and the systemic evil is 

the figure of Satan, who continues to tempt the rest of creation towards nothingness and 

destruction and thus attempts to drag the divine actor into his own version of the drama. 

Wright argues, ‘Behind his conflict with rival agendas, Jesus discerned, and spoke about, a 

great battle, in which he faced the real enemy. Victory over this enemy, Jesus claimed, would 

constitute the coming of the kingdom’.
703

 This battle ‘was with the satan; the satan had made 

its home in Israel, and in her cherished national institutions and aspirations’.
704

 The only way 

victory could come for Jesus, Israel and the rest of creation, and the only way eschatological 

consummation could be achieved, was if the love and goodness embodied in the divine actor 

could overcome the ultimate nihilistic tendency of Satan, which was death itself. In His 

obedience to death and the ensuing resurrection, Jesus experiences the effects of the Satanic 

performance at all tiers of its manifestations, but, defeats it by overcoming it and shattering 
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its power. In His performance, Jesus remains impeccable, allows Satan to do his worse 

through the systemic evil, and overcomes the death that such evil brings and which Israel and 

all of creation deserved.  

 

The performance of imago dei that Jesus gave was a fitting performance par excellence. He 

improvised in order to perform the role of priest – in his mediating of the presence of God 

and as offering sacrifice and prayer for Israel; as prophet – in his calling Israel to repentance, 

telling of the coming judgement and taking that punishment for her; as king – in being the 

son of God; and finally as sacrificial lamb. There is no more fitting improvised performance 

in the drama of salvation than this. This performance carries on the correct through-line and 

moves the drama towards eschatological consummation in a way no other performance could 

or would. 

 

In the aftermath of the resurrection and ascension, and therefore the earthly mission of Jesus, 

there is a fresh commission given to the apostles that, in particular in John’s gospel, is 

reminiscent of the original mission with which Adam and Eve were entrusted.
705

 A new act 
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dawns in the drama, a new day in a new week of creation in which the cast are tasked, in the 

power of the Spirit of the risen Christ, to implement the victory of the Cross over evil, sin and 

suffering. This is to be a refreshed performance of imago dei in which the actors are being 

renewed and directed by the power of the Spirit to improvise on the Script so far, in the light 

of the performance of Jesus. The actors in this act are to carry on the through-line of Jesus 

until He returns to complete the good work that He began and hand it over to the Father for 

Him to be all in all (Phil. 1:6; 1 Cor. 15:27-28). As we pick up the Script, this is the task of 

the current group of actors. Script in hand, in community, under the guidance of the Spirit, we 

are, as we saw in Chapter 4, to improvise upon the performance of Jesus, as revealed in the 

Script, in order to produce a fitting performance of Christ-likeness on the cosmic stage.  

 

There is, however, a problem and a significant one at that. Wright states of the aftermath of 

the resurrection ‘on the first Easter Monday evil still stalked the earth from Jerusalem to 

Gibraltar and beyond, and stalks it still’.
706

 Regarding the first Christians, and indeed the 

present ones, he continues, ‘There was still a mopping-up battle to be fought, but the real 

victory had been accomplished’.
707

 So, here is the problem: although Jesus has won the 

victory over evil, the implementation of that victory is far from complete and will not be 

completed until Jesus’ return at the Eschaton of Act 5. Although we are not to shy away from 

the task, the reality is that this mission is carried out in what has classically been termed the 

‘now/not yet’ period. This means suffering, including seemingly innocent, meaningless 

suffering, is still experienced, and often, prayer for healing does not work and Satan and his 

minions do not appear to be primarily behind it. So how are we to perform fittingly in the 

face of this suffering whilst we await Act 5? My suggestion, as the climax of this thesis and 
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based on what was examined in the previous chapter, is that we are to perform lament as a 

method of carrying on our through-line towards eschatological consummation. However, is 

such a performance legitimised by the performance of Jesus? 

 

There has been and still is, amongst scholars and lay people alike, the suggestion that what 

we should be experiencing now is the ‘now’ of the Kingdom, thus making lament an outdated 

performance.
708

 This hangs on a particular concept of what Jesus did at the cross and the 

resultant effect of that act. My contention with this is that firstly, it seems to ignore the 

testimony of the New Testament that only Jesus, upon His return, can consummate the work 

that He has begun. But secondly, and most importantly for this thesis, I further suggest that if 

we examine the event of the cross closely, what we will find is that Jesus Himself improvises 

on the lament tradition and performs it as part of His carrying on of His through-line. If we 

are to improvise on Jesus’ performance in developing a fitting one of our own, when we look 

at how to perform in the face of the type of suffering in question, we must begin with Jesus. 

In doing so, I suggest that we can develop guidance for a fitting performance of lament that is 

loyal to a Christocentric, Spirit-filled reading and fitting performance of the Script. To do this 

we must begin by examining the event of the cross.  

 

2.3. A Divine Performance of Lament 

 

An obvious point that requires making is that although there are points of similarity between 

the performance of Jesus and the rest of the cast that follow Him – as there must be if we are 

to be able to improvise on His performance – there are also some clear dissimilarities. Before 
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proceeding further it is important that we are clear on what the relevant similarities and 

dissimilarities are. 

 

2.3.1. Dissimilarities Between the Human and Divine Actors 

 

The dissimilarities between Jesus’ performance and ours are linked and have their roots in 

His divinity. We have already seen that from divinity flows impeccability (and therefore 

obedience) but, there is an additional difference that needs highlighting which Vanhoozer has 

labelled ‘covenantal concern-based theodramatic construals’.  

 

In Remythologizing Theology one of the subjects Vanhoozer sought to address was that of 

how and what God feels.
709

 Of particular interest to the current work is the appropriation by 

Vanhoozer of the concept of ‘concern-based construals’ developed by Robert Roberts.
710

 

Vanhoozer begins by filtering the term ‘emotions’ into the categories of ‘affections’ and 

‘passions’. Of passions he states, ‘To be subject to passions...is to be acted upon by outside 

forces’.
711

 To be moved by emotion in this sense is to be involuntarily subjected to non-

cognitive desires or forces. Affections, on the other hand, refer to ‘thoughts of the heart’ and 

are feelings that are felt rightly, based on the situation, and are in line with the will.
712

 This is 

the kind of emotion Vanhoozer argues the divine experiences. At this point Vanhoozer draws 

in Roberts’ concept in order to suggest how divine affections might operate. The process of 

development of a concern-based construal is that, firstly, there is a mental awareness of a 
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situation towards which, and from which, emotions emerge. Secondly, the type of emotion 

experienced hinges on the construal of the situation where ‘To construe something is to 

characterize it in a certain way, to perceive, believe, or imagine it as such-and-such’.
713

 This 

construal is done within a particular narrative and is concern-based because it ‘is one...loaded 

with value’.
714

 Drawing this together Vanhoozer states, ‘We can think of the affections...as 

godly emotions: construals – or more importantly, dispositions to act – based on divine 

concerns’.
715

 If we then add in the fact that God is a covenantal God, which thus governs His 

perceptions etc., we can say with Vanhoozer that ‘God’s emotions are covenantal concern-

based theodramatic construals’.
716

 

 

As God incarnate, Jesus’ emotional response to any situation is also based on covenantal 

concern-based theodramatic construals. Because of this, He can choose a fitting response, 

both physically and emotionally, to any situation based on His obedience, impeccability and 

construals. Thus, as Vanhoozer notes, Jesus is not at the mercy of creation but chooses the 

experience of suffering that He endures with a clear understanding of what is going on and 

how it will end.
717

 Although we have a good idea of the end in that all will be raised to life – 

like Jesus – and God will be all in all, in the individual episodes of suffering we experience, 

more often than not, we do not know how they will end. We also rarely have a full 

comprehension of what is happening or why. If we combine this with a lack of full 

knowledge of self or perfect relationship with God, it becomes obvious that we can neither 

fully control our emotional responses nor respond fittingly to the situations we face. 

However, this latter point should give us cause to follow the actions of Jesus even closer for, 
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if we do not know fully what is a fitting performance in a particular situation, is it not best to 

look to the author and perfecter of the faith for direction? We come then to examine the 

similarities between our performance and the performance of lament of the divine actor. 

 

2.3.2. Similarities Between the Human and Divine Actors 

 

We saw in Chapter 5 that the presence of covenant is of great significance in the practice of 

lament, and this is no less the case here. We will recall that lament often occurs when the 

human covenant partner believes themself to have kept their side of the covenant whilst 

experiencing suffering seemingly due to the divine partner not keeping His side of the 

covenant.
718

 As we look at the performance of Jesus on the cross, and in His earthly life 

generally, we can see that covenant, and obedience to that covenant, was central to His 

actions. As Vanhoozer notes, ‘The cross is the climax of the courtroom drama where God 

judges the covenant unfaithfulness of humankind and displays his own covenant faithfulness, 

his love and his justice. Jesus is the principal actor who takes up the part of both God and 

man, victor and vanquished’.
719

 The drama goes, we will recall, that God was covenanting 

from the start with the express aim of perfect union and communion with His creation. 

Humans were unable to keep their side of the covenant and so entered evil and sin onto the 

stage. Rather than abandon His creation, God both defeats evil and takes the punishment for 

sin at the cross. The new covenant may now be experienced ‘in Christ’ by all those who wish 

to participate. Covenant then is central to the life of Jesus as He succeeds in performing 

imago dei where all others had failed. However, obedience to the covenant for Him entailed 

innocent suffering as it was undeserved by Him. Even though He freely chose to experience 
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the evil and punishment for sin at the cross, the key point remains: this is innocent suffering 

experienced during covenantal obedience.  

 

If we recall Brueggemann’s paradigm for moving through the process of suffering examined 

in Chapter 5, whilst simultaneously examining the drama of the innocent suffering of the 

Passion, the move within the Father-Son relationship during the Passion can be characterised 

as a transition from orientation to disorientation. By obediently keeping the covenant with the 

Father, the Son appears to experience an absence of the Father in the deepest moments of the 

most innocent suffering ever to be seen on the stage. The form that Jesus carries through by 

performing imago dei in a fitting manner requires an improvisation on the lament tradition in 

order to carry on His through-line and move the drama towards eschatological 

consummation. A perfect covenantal concern-based theodramatic construal for Jesus entails a 

performance that leads to disorientation and the suffering of the cross. In the midst of that 

suffering, and the dislocation in relationship between Father and Son that ensues, the practice 

Jesus performs is one of lament, a cry of dereliction, pain, and abandonment. Before we can 

suggest how the performance of Jesus can give direction to the actors in the current act 

though, we must look closer at the details of His performance.         

 

2.3.3. Divine Lament in the Passion 

 

In The Psalms of Lament in Mark's Passion: Jesus’ Davidic Suffering,  Stephen P. Ahearne-

Kroll investigates, from the perspective of the writer of Mark, what it may mean for ‘Jesus 

the Messiah to die “as it is written of him”’.
720

 His aim is to argue that Mark’s use of Davidic 

lament psalms in his writing of the Passion is meant to show Jesus following in the line of 
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David in his suffering, over and above the Suffering Servant of Isaiah. Underlying Ahearne-

Kroll’s method is that of ‘Ziva Ben-Porat’s four-step poetics of allusion’.
721

 This method 

begins by firstly, identifying an evocation in a text, followed by, secondly, identifying the 

evoked text. In this case the evocation is identified in Mark’s Passion narrative and the 

evoked texts are that of some of the Davidic psalms of lament. The third stage is to read the 

evoked text (the Davidic psalm) in its context, followed by the fourth stage of reading the 

allusion (the place of evocation) in its context in the light of the evoked text/s. This method 

appears at first glance to fall in line with the Vanhoozian method that has been adopted in this 

thesis. However, whereas with the Vanhoozian method the aim is to see how Jesus improvises 

on the text to perform fittingly in the drama, Ahearne-Kroll’s adaptation of Ben-Porat’s 

method does not consider Mark canonically, and only considers what Mark was trying to 

show to his reader. This, firstly, ignores any sense of the bigger picture of the canon as 

brought together by the divine author through His Holy Spirit, and secondly, it appears to 

render unimportant the belief that Jesus actually existed and actually said and did the things 

Mark reports. It would be naïve to suggest Mark simply transcribed what happened, as all 

authors have an agenda. However, it also seems naïve to suggest, as Ahearne-Kroll does, that 

the use of the psalms by Jesus is simply a Markan construct.
722

 Rather than following this 

view, I shall work with the premise that Jesus knew exactly what He was doing with the 

words and actions He used, and in so doing, gives us direction for performance. With this 

correction of Ahearne-Kroll’s method in place, it is still useful to proceed with the four stage 

evocation/allusion method as a way of exploring how Jesus improvises. Of particular focus 

will be the Gethsemane scene and the crucifixion. 
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In the Gethsemane scene found in Mark 14:32-42, Jesus appears to be, firstly, deeply 

distressed and disturbed by where obedience to the covenant is leading Him, and secondly, 

struggling with temptation in the face of that obedience. We have noted above the 

impeccability of Jesus in tandem with His ability to experience temptation, but, what we see 

here is how He responds when in a situation of deep stress and temptation that appears to be 

further heightened by the silence of His Father. Jesus is aware of the suffering that is 

approaching, and in a sense is already here, and has in fact chosen this path, but still He 

experiences how it feels to take on this role. We must assume from this that such a response is 

therefore a fitting one. The suggested texts that are evoked by this scene are those found in 

Psalms 42 and 43, which some scholars argue were originally one psalm.
723

 The markers in 

the gospel narrative are found in the description of Jesus’ emotion in Mk. 14:34, as well as 

the threefold repetition of prayer that Jesus offers to His Father. These two points linked 

together evoke in particular Ps. 42:6, 12 and Ps. 43:5. Embedded in a psalm that grows in 

disillusionment and angst at the absence of God in the face of suffering caused by enemies 

around the lamenter, there is a repetitive cycle displayed in these three verses that seeks to 

motivate God and conjure hope. Ahearne-Kroll suggests, ‘If we take the imagery of Ps 41-2 

seriously, Jesus’ great distress...has clear overtones of abandonment and rejection by God’.
724

 

He continues, ‘It is clear that Jesus knows God’s will, but in a sense the prayer also expresses 

Jesus’ search for an understanding of God’s will – the necessity of suffering for Jesus 

mission’.
725

 Ahearne-Kroll concludes by stating, ‘in the end, Jesus chooses to deny his will 

and choose God’s will that he suffer and die, but this choice does not resolve the tension in 

the story. Jesus carries that tension with him to the cross’.
726

 If we are to maintain the 
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argument that the path Jesus takes is chosen and understood by Him, then we can rebut 

elements of Ahearne-Kroll’s argument in order to produce a more fitting one. 

 

Firstly, Ahearne-Kroll seems to premise his reading of the allusion on the idea that Jesus does 

not fully understand what He is doing, a suggestion that seems flawed if we are to take Jesus’ 

words as His own and contextualise this scene within the wider Gospel accounts. Secondly, if 

we rightly premise our understanding of the evocations in this allusion with the view that 

Jesus knows exactly what He is doing, then we can understand Jesus’ words of struggle and 

despair as a fitting performance when faced with the temptation and impending suffering that 

this path brings about. There will indeed initially be the experience of abandonment and 

rejection as part of the covenantal agreement that exists in the Godhead, and when this 

occurs, how is Jesus to carry on His through-line towards eschatological consummation in 

order to perform fittingly? The answer is that He laments by improvising on the Script. He 

uses a previous psalm of lament and gives an improvised performance of it. Disorientation 

has rightly come in the relationship and a covenantal concern-based theodramatic construal 

demands a performance of lament to carry on Jesus’ through-line. By evoking and 

improvising on a psalm that fits His situation, Jesus gives the perfect performance as well as 

shedding light on how we are to perform, a point we shall come to below. Those who betray 

and abuse are driven by the amassing of all the sin and evil in the drama, which will be 

allowed to do its worse to Him as He confronts it and Satan. As we recall Ps. 43:5, we can 

also suggest that Jesus, in the midst of His lament, is spurred on by the knowledge of what 

the Father has done and will do, and the response that will elicit. But, in the meantime, as the 

disorientation worsens, the lines of communication are kept open by way of lament as Jesus 

allows us a glimpse of what a fitting performance in the face of suffering looks like.   
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A more explicit use of a lament psalm is found in Jesus’ words on the cross in Mark 15:34 

(//Matt. 27:46). It is no secret that this marker evokes Ps. 22 in its allusion. In its form and 

structure this psalm follows the classic pattern of lament that was outlined in Chapter 5, and 

again, as with the scene in the Garden of Gethsemane, I suggest that in His use of this section 

from this psalm, Jesus is evoking the whole of the psalm. The parallels between the psalmist 

and Jesus are numerous particularly in the sense of the role of the enemies that surround Him, 

the apparent absence of the Father, and the pain and suffering that Jesus is experiencing.  At 

this point we must repeat that Jesus has knowingly chosen this path and is impeccable in 

walking it, however, that does not mean that He does not feel, and most importantly, endure, 

all that this path brings. And again, we can point to the fact that in His performance of this 

role, the hero carries on His through-line by expressing lament towards the Father, and in 

doing so is being dialogically consummated. 

 

What is disputed about Jesus’ use of this psalm is firstly, whether He intended an evocation 

and re-appropriation of the psalm only up to and including v. 21. And secondly, if He 

intended a re-appropriation of the whole of the psalm, how are we to understand v. 22 

onwards? We shall tackle these queries in reverse order. 

 

The dispute surrounding v. 22 onwards revolves around whether the closing section of the 

psalm is the praise that follows some sort of change for the lamenter, or, whether it is a 

promise of what the lamenter will do if God acts. Ahearne-Kroll suggests the latter of these 

arguing that the intention of the lamenter is to use a description of what he will do if God acts 

as further persuasion for God to act.
727

 However, if this is a correct translation it seems odd 

that most commentators do not entertain the idea. More importantly, it also seems to be 
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reading too much into the text to suggest that there is an underlying motive of persuasion in a 

section of the psalm that gives no direction that it should be read in such a manner. What is 

more feasible in close relation to this idea is that, as Dahood suggests, ‘Convinced of the 

forthcoming help, the psalmist makes a vow to praise God in the great assembly’.
728

 In a 

similar way Rogerson and McKay argue that the psalmist ‘is neither praising God for past 

deliverance, nor promising praise for future deliverance, but is asking for help now and 

simultaneously praising God for giving it’.
729

 Both of these views support the idea that 

although not apparent yet the psalmist believes a change in circumstances will come and is 

either promising praise when it comes or is praising because he believes it will come. Central 

to these views is the idea that somehow the psalmist knows that God has heard him.
730

 At this 

point we risk stepping into the on-going debate about the presence or absence of salvation or 

priestly oracles in the psalms. Scholars such as Peter Craigie argue that an oracle must be 

presupposed in the psalm, whereas, as noted in Chapter 5, there are those who contest a belief 

in salvation oracles per se.
731

 My suggestion is that the presence or absence of such an oracle 

does not concern us here. What is important is not how the psalmist knows but that he knows 

that God has heard him. Ahearne-Kroll aside, the central feature of most interpretations of 

this text is that the psalmist believes that God has heard him and that either God has answered 

or will answer. This is an important point to be carried forward as we look to Jesus’ intentions 

in quoting the opening verse of the psalm. 

 

In our exploration of those intentions we should perhaps begin with a note of caution by 
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bearing in mind Donald Hagner’s belief that what is occurring in this moment ‘is one of the 

most impenetrable mysteries of the entire Gospel narrative’.
732

 Absolute conclusions will be 

hard to come by, however, this does not mean no conclusions are possible. 

 

As with the questions about the end of Ps. 22, there is mixed opinion regarding how we are to 

read Mark and Matthew’s accounts of Jesus’ appropriation of this psalm. There are those, like 

Ahearne-Kroll, who argue that the author of the Gospel constructed the account in a certain 

way to make a certain point, and that Jesus probably did not quote this psalm at all, an 

approach I have rejected above.
733

 There are also commentators who make the point that 

quoting the opening lines of a psalm implies that the whole psalm should be recounted by the 

hearers/readers.
734

 Moo dismisses such an approach arguing that traditionally this only 

applied to a liturgical context.
735

 In contrast, there are those who are reticent to look towards 

the positive conclusion of the psalm because ‘the reality of his [Jesus] sense of abandonment 

must not be minimised’ and looking towards the conclusion of the psalm risks doing just 

that.
736
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With this mixture of approaches to interpreting the text, a way forward is not easy to come 

by. However, if we recall that what we are aiming at is as thick a description as possible as to 

the situation and the speech-act that is being elicited, and that is to be gained with a 

Christocentric, canonical, typological method, a substantial way forward can be developed. 

 

With that in mind my argument is that a fitting understanding of Jesus’ performance of this 

lament psalm is one in which the cry calls to mind the first 21 verses, but points to v. 22 

onwards. In this sense it is the most perfect performance of lament because Jesus performs it 

at the climax of the drama and the climax of the assault of evil and corruption on that which 

is most pure. In doing so He also points ahead, as He and the drama have done all along. As 

Douglas Moo suggests, ‘if Jesus quotes Ps. 22:1 contextually, it is reasonable to expect that 

the first verse has direct reference to his present experience, and that the triumphant 

conclusion alludes to the circumstances of the Resurrection and its consequences’.
737

 In His 

evocation of this psalm Jesus does indeed point ahead to God hearing and acting. The lament 

in the face of the most fierce of circumstances possible in the drama will be matched by the 

most awe-inspiring response by the Father, that not only brings salvation to the lamenter but 

to the whole of creation. This in turn must elicit the most profound and heartfelt praise. 

However, as a counterbalance I suggest we must also follow Hagner when he states, ‘In no 

way however does this lessen the reality of the present abandonment...and it is going too far 

to take Jesus’ cry as a cry of victory’.
738

 My suggestion is that Jesus’ use of this lament psalm 

is the epicentre of His performance that, as we shall see, provides us with a performance on 
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which to improvise. Before we move to our performance however, there are two last points to 

be made. 

 

Firstly, as Jesus nears death He still has the strength to give out a loud cry. Although I am in 

agreement with Hagner about this not being a cry of victory, I suggest that this does point to 

the fact that He is still very much in control of the situation that He Himself has chosen until 

‘it is finished’. As France points out, ‘The loud cry which precedes Jesus’ death, and his 

equally loud shout in v. 46, indicate that, unlike most crucified men, Jesus died in full control 

of his faculties, perhaps even that he died when he himself chose’.
739

  

 

Secondly, in affirmation of this first point, Jesus willingly and actively hands His Spirit over 

to the Father when the task at hand is done. There are very clear points of activity in Jesus 

actions that rebut the idea that He was unwillingly at the mercy of outside agents. The 

importance of this will become clear as we move through the next section regarding our 

performance in the light of Jesus’s. 

 

3. A Dramatic Pentecostal/Charismatic Anti-Theodicy: Improvising on a Divine 

Performance of Lament 

 

We must reiterate the fact that as the curtain rises on the current act, evil and its effects in 

creation are still very much apparent. The divine actor has won the victory at the cross but 

this victory is to be implemented by His followers as they seek to give a fitting improvised 

performance in the aftermath of Jesus’s. In addition, we shall recall that to aid in this we have 

been left with a Script that offers direction and the Spirit of the resurrected Christ as prompt 
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for our performances. We must ask afresh then, in the light of what has gone before: What 

does it mean to produce a fitting Pentecostal/Charismatic performance in the face of 

seemingly innocent, meaningless suffering when God appears to be absent in Act 4 of the 

drama? 

 

3.1. A Provision of Christological Inspiration and Hope 

 

To answer this we begin by recalling the end of the drama as we have been told it so far. In 

the end it is God that consummates and completes the victory. We therefore begin with a 

realisation that the implementation of victory will always be part of the performance until the 

day of consummation. That said, it logically follows that suffering will also therefore be with 

us until that day. The gap between the Kingdom breaking in and the consummation – the 

‘now/not yet’ tension – characterizes the current act in the drama. We are to implement the 

victory in our own lives and also in the world around us but, we will inevitably come up 

against suffering in the midst of that. As we look to Jesus to help us perform our parts 

fittingly, we can begin to notice that He moves from a place of orientation, through the 

suffering and disorientation, to a place of resurrection or new orientation. What I wish to 

suggest is that this linear motion Christologically qualifies the spiral paradigm in the Old 

Testament and signifies the spiral-like nature of our parts prior to the consummation. 

Whereas Jesus moves from orientation to disorientation to perfect re-orientation, until the 

final resurrection – of which Jesus is the first fruits – we are caught in an upward spiral in 

which the re-orientation we experience will turn into orientation and disorientation that will 

then move to re-orientation once more as we spiral upwards.
740

  Where Jesus’ motion through 

this was linear, ours is spiralling, and with each turn we add fresh experience that provides 
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fresh memories and hope for the next cycle – as was outlined in Chapter 5. By qualifying the 

response of Israel in Act 2 of the drama in this way, Jesus’ performance brings to the fore at 

least two points regarding how we, as current actors in the drama, are to view and take 

direction from Act 2 of the Script. 

 

Firstly, rather than simply seeing it as an outdated performance superseded by the 

performance of Jesus, the examination above provides substantial support for the argument 

that the performance of Israel in situations of suffering similar to that being considered here, 

is to be examined with a high degree of attention. This is so because Act 2 contains important 

parts of the Script that not only provide background information but also direction for current 

performances. Although the argument being made in this thesis is that Jesus’ performance 

qualifies them and in some senses modifies them (as will be discussed shortly), understanding 

the qualifications and giving a fitting performance in the light of them is only possible if the 

scenes in the act being qualified are understood and taken seriously. To refer back to the 

dramatic hermeneutical method outlined in Chapter 4 that is being used here, we are aiming 

at non-identical repetition that improvises on a previous performance in order to produce a 

fitting one in the current act. And, we may further recall that to produce non-identical 

repetition and to improvise on a previous performance means that the previous performance 

must be well understood and taken seriously. This is so because, although it is ‘non-identical’, 

the current performance is repetitive, meaning that an improvised performance will have 

significant overlap with the performance it is improvising on. In this case, as there is 

significant overlap between Israel’s performance in Act 2 and Jesus’ performance, in seeking 

to improvise on the performance of Jesus, performances by the current actors should also 

have significant overlap with Israel’s performance. Therefore, to dismiss Israel’s performance 

as outdated is to severely hinder one’s ability to perform fittingly in the present. 
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That said, the second point is that in the specific case of lament in the face of seemingly 

innocent, meaningless suffering when God appears to be absent, the Script offers direction 

regarding how to perform. As was noted in Chapter 5, although there is some variation in 

form, there is a clear structure and framework present in Act 2 regarding provision of 

direction for fitting performance in the face of the type of suffering in question. To ignore 

such clear direction is to risk failure of carrying on our through-line towards eschatological 

consummation. 

 

As noted though, the term ‘Christological qualification’ is not a vacuous term and so in the 

occurrence of the qualification there are some modifications that take place regarding how 

lament is to be performed. There are at least two alterations that take place in between the 

performances of Act 2 and fitting performances in the current act. 

 

Firstly, in Christologically qualifying the performances of lament prior to His performance, 

Jesus offers fresh provision of inspiration and hope to the current actors. This is so because, 

whereas the Old Testament offers only vague ideas as to how the spiral will eventually 

conclude, Jesus literally places flesh on the bones with His performance.
741

 He not only 

provides a more detailed picture of what that conclusion will look like, He actually embodies 

it, thus providing a source of inspiration and hope previously unseen. It is this memory, this 

testimony, as recorded in Scripture, that infuses all other memories of the salvific actions of 

God – both those that have occurred and those that will – with fresh life and power. In terms 

of resisting those who try to shut down the voice of the one lamenting, following Metz, this is 

the most dangerous memory of all. This memory provides fuel for the cry that this is not how 
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life should be and silently continue to be, for salvation has come, is coming and will come. 

This memory of the performance of Jesus provides voice to those who protest regarding the 

painful absence of the ‘now’ of the Kingdom in the ‘not yet’ of the present, as those two poles 

are held in tension. This memory therefore offers greater anchorage than was previously 

possible, as well as greater fuel for the hope that drives lament along. 

 

The performance of Jesus, secondly, opens up a new dimension to the performance of lament 

previously unavailable to the actors, a dimension of particular interest to 

Pentecostal/Charismatic theology – the aid of the Holy Spirit in the performance. This is a 

crucial point for this study, so we need dedicate an extended examination. 

 

3.2. A Pneumatological Aid 

 

Drawing on a point made by Gutiérrez about Job highlighted in Chapter 5 of this thesis, I 

wish to suggest that a possible role for which the Holy Spirit is sent is to help the sufferer to 

lament.
742

 To draw this point out further we must begin by returning to Job. 

 

3.2.1. The Joban Roots 

 

In three places in the book of Job (9:33; 16:19; 19:25), amidst his suffering, Job appeals to a 

mysterious other to aid him in his somewhat tumultuous relationship with God. In the first of 

these instances the general consensus amongst commentators is that Job wishes there was 

some sort of arbiter between him and God. Balentine points out that ‘Elsewhere in the 

Hebrew Bible, the môkîah is described as a third party, who listens to disputes between two 
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persons and offers a judgement that both accept as appropriate (cf. Gen 31:37)’.
743

  Taking 

this verse alone it is hard to make any headway regarding who this could be and if they even 

exist, but, if we examine the second of the verses, further clues emerge. However, this is also 

where opinion begins to differ as to the identity of this character. 

 

In 16:19, Job appeals to some sort of heavenly witness who will vouch for him. Opinion is 

divided as to whether this character is God or not and where it is not thought to be God, 

various theories have been suggested.
744

 As the drama moves on, in 19:25 we find further 

mention of who it is that Job is appealing to, but this time we are allowed a clearer picture of 

who this character is. The Hebrew term gō’ēl is understood by most commentators to refer to 

a ‘kinsman-redeemer’, which in the Old Testament was the person who looked after and 

redeemed his fellow kinsman by avenging them, buying them back from slavery and 

defending them, amongst other things. As Pope puts it ‘the gō’ēl is the defender of the widow 

and orphan, the champion of the oppressed’.
745

 Balentine also points out that ‘In religious 

usage, God is described as the gō’ēl of those who have fallen into distress or bondage (e.g., in 

Egypt: Exod 6:6; 15:13; Ps 74:2; in Babylon: Isa 43:1, 14; 49:7-9)’.
746

  He continues stating, 

‘It is noteworthy that God’s responsibilities as gō’ēl includes pleading the case (ryb), that is, 

providing “legal aid,” for those too helpless or too vulnerable to obtain justice for themselves 
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(Ps 119:154; Prov 23:11; Jer 50:34; Lam 3: 58)’.
747

  However, the split over the identity of 

the character remains intact amongst commentators in the light of this verse as well.
748

   

 

What then are we to make of this issue? It is clearly difficult to ascertain who exactly Job is 

appealing to, but this raises the further issue as to whether Job knows fully who it is he is 

appealing to. Commentators on both sides of the fence seem to assume that Job is clear on 

who the mysterious character is, whether God or not. Those who dismiss the idea of it being 

God generally do so on the grounds of it being illogical, since Job also sees God as enemy at 

these points.
749

 My contention is that this argument is based on the concept that logic remains 

pure and intact in times of intense pain and crisis, a point anyone who has experienced such 

times, directly or indirectly, knows to be absurd. However, perhaps we also must tread 

carefully in strongly affirming that Job is clearly and without question referring to God at 

these points. 

 

Gerald Janzen states regarding 16:19, ‘The point is precisely that, in the face of a universe 

whose earthly and heavenly figures – friends and God – are all against him, Job imaginatively 

reaches out into the dark and desperately affirms the reality of a witness whose identity is 

completely unknown to him’.
750

  Perhaps it is closer to the truth to suggest that Job believes 

both in his own innocence and cause and in a divine being who will vouch for him, but, at the 

same time, is struggling with the God who appears to be afflicting him. A paradox this may 

be to cold hard logic but, in the blind cries of the suffering believer reaching in the dark for 

some relief and help, such an interpretation seems to be the most sensible. However, we are 
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in a more privileged position than Job, as we can read this text afresh in the light of Jesus and 

the whole canon. My suggestion in doing this is that not only will it shed light on how we can 

understand this paradox afresh, it will also show how Job’s approach can be re-appropriated 

by Pentecostal/Charismatic Christians in their practice of lament. To do this we must turn first 

to the Paraclete sayings in John’s Gospel, as these sayings are authorised by Jesus as the 

speaker of them and directly relate the work of the Holy Spirit to that of an advocate, thus 

linking in with the type of divine aid Job appears to be requesting.  

 

3.2.2. The Paraclete Sayings 

 

In Chapters 14, 15 and 16 of John’s gospel we find that on five occasions John tells us that 

Jesus explained to the disciples that He would send the Spirit to teach them, remind them, 

testify about Jesus and glorify Jesus, and that the Spirit would be a helper, or advocate and 

would ‘prove the world wrong about sin and righteousness and judgement’ (John 14:16, 26; 

15:26; 16:7-11, 12-15). Raymond Brown sums these roles up stating, ‘the basic functions of 

the Paraclete are twofold: he comes to the disciples and dwells within them, guiding and 

teaching them about Jesus; but he is hostile to the world and puts the world on trial’.
751

 

Regarding the term ‘Paraclete’ Beasley-Murray points out that, ‘In secular Greek it was used 

especially of one called to help another in court’.
752

  Regarding John 16:7-11 in particular, 

Barrett writes, ‘The Paraclete will convict (evle,gxei) the world. evle,gcein means “to expose”, 

“to bring to the light of day”, “to show a thing in its true colours”. It is the activity of a judge 

and prosecuting counsel in one’.
753

  Although Barrett pushes the point that, ‘he [Paraclete] is 
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a prosecuting rather than defending counsel’ I suggest that the Paraclete does not need to be 

limited to this role but can be called on in defence as well, as shown by Jesus’ words to His 

disciples in Mark 13:11.
754

  This fits Beasley-Murray’s understanding of a helper in court as 

help can be in the form of prosecution or defence.   

 

Several scholars make a link between the Paraclete sayings and the texts in Job discussed 

above.
755

  Such links are partially based on the idea of spiritual beings who make intercession 

in the heavenly court on behalf of humans that emerged in Jewish Scriptures and Second 

Temple Judaism.
756

 However Herman Ridderbos contests such an idea as well contesting the 

idea of the Paraclete in John’s Gospel being a legal advocate.
757

 Whether the term originates 

from Jewish thought matters little here though. The point that needs to be drawn out for the 

sake of this thesis is not whether the source of the concept is in Job or some other Jewish 

texts but rather, when read canonically with a Christocentric key, whether the Johannine and 

Joban texts enable a clear model of lament to emerge – of which I suggest they do. However 

before we can fully tie these texts together we must turn to a final text in the canon in order to 

add further clarity – Romans 8. This text is selected because it is arguably the only example 

in the early church in which the practice of lament and the work of the Holy Spirit within that 

is explicitly discussed. It is also a text that Pentecostal/Charismatic scholars and non-scholars 

alike have drawn on in discussing the practice of Pentecostal lament.
758
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3.2.3. Romans 8 

 

In Paul’s letter to the Romans we find that in Chapter 8 Paul sheds further light on the role of 

the Spirit. In vv. 15-17 he points out that our cries to God as Father are only possible because 

of the Spirit at work within us. Joseph Fitzmyer suggests that ‘Christians cry “Abba, Father” 

because the Spirit so enables them and cries with them’.
759

 Gordon Fee notes, ‘The Spirit is 

God’s abiding presence, but he does not eliminate our humanity; he has redeemed it and now 

works through it’.
760

 As adopted children of God, we still have responsibility for our actions, 

but we are now aided by the Spirit. As Fee further states, ‘the coming of the Spirit does not 

overtake or overwhelm. Rather the Spirit has come to do what Torah could not – inscribe 

obedience on the heart in such a way that God’s people will follow in God’s ways by his 

direct help’.
761

  

 

In the verses that follow, Paul explains the broken situation of creation and the vision that 

gives hope and he states specifically of humans, ‘not only the creation, but we ourselves, who 

have the first fruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly while we wait for adoption, the redemption 

of our bodies’ (v. 23). The picture Paul seems to be painting here is one not unlike the form of 

lament seen in the Old Testament tradition. There is the reality of the situation which Moo 

describes as ‘frustration at the remaining moral and physical infirmities that are inevitably a 

                                                                                                                                                        
McQueen cites also lacked the kind of rigorous Biblical grounding, understanding and justification that is being 
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part of this period between justification and glorification’.
762

  But, there is also the hope of 

resurrection and eternal life – which in this case, believers have been given a taste of by the 

presence of the Spirit as first fruits. We have here then the two key elements that are 

characteristic of lament – the painful reality of the current suffering and the hope of 

resolution that both anchors the sufferer in a particular understanding of the drama as well 

driving the lament forward in anticipation of resolution.
763

  

 

The difference in this act of the drama, as pointed to in Act 2 by Job, is brought to light as 

Paul continues: ‘Likewise the Spirit helps us in our weakness; for we do not know how to 

pray as we ought, but that very Spirit intercedes with sighs too deep for words. And God, who 

searches the heart, knows what is the mind of the Spirit, because the Spirit intercedes for the 

saints according to the will of God’ (vv. 26-27). John Murray states, ‘The hope and 

expectation of the glory to be revealed sustains the people of God in the sufferings and 

groanings of this present time’.
764

 Although Murray is partially right, he also, I suggest, has 

not grasped the full force of what Paul is saying. It is not just hope that Paul suggests sustains 

the people but, in the light of the lament tradition, it is the very groanings themselves and 

more than that, the Spirit aiding them in their groanings. Fee notes, ‘What we learn is that the 

Spirit’s presence not only guarantees our future hope (v. 23), but he also takes an active and 
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encouraging role as we await its realization by assisting us in prayer and interceding with 

God on our behalf’.
765

 Lament here is not discouraged but instead is met with the promise 

that when words fail and the lamenter does not know what to pray, the Spirit is given as aid – 

‘the “like-wise” in verse 26 indicates that the Spirit’s “coming to help” is comparable to the 

Spirit’s “bearing witness with our spirit [v. 16] that we are children of God”’.
766

  Keck 

continues, ‘the weakness itself is met by the power of the Spirit’.
767

  Charles Talbert sums up 

how the Spirit assists in the practice of lament in this act of the drama when he states, ‘This 

comes in two ways: the presence of the Spirit in the present, functioning as a guarantee that 

the future is certainly coming (v. 23), and the intercession of the Spirit to enlist God’s aid in 

their present journey (vv. 26-27)’.
768

 As further encouragement, Fee highlights that ‘The God 

who searches our hearts also knows the mind of the Spirit; thus the Spirit’s “appeal” is 

simultaneously in keeping with God (i.e., according to God’s will) and on our behalf’.
769

 

 

With regards to its relevance to this thesis, it may appear that the particular Romans passage 

in question here has been satisfactorily covered. However, contrary to most scholars who 

have examined this passage, Fee thinks that there is something, particularly significant for 

Pentecostals and Charismatics, still left to be said regarding the work of the Spirit in the act 

of ‘groaning’. 

 

In approaching this we must first note that where Paul states ‘we do not know how to pray as 

we ought’ (v. 26), Fee argues that this ‘does not refer to our not knowing how to pray, as 
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though method or method and content together were at issue’.
770

 Instead he argues that ‘these 

words imply that…our lack of knowledge has to do with the larger picture, as it were, thus 

“what to pray”’.
771

 Building on this Fee highlights the fact that often the ‘inwardly’ of v. 23 in 

conjunction with the Spirit using ‘sighs too deep for words’ (v. 26) results in an 

understanding of prayer that is ‘not really “groaning” at all, but is simply silent praying’ and 

that this praying is ‘of a kind that is so deep and profound there simply are not words 

available for the Spirit to use’.
772

 This, Fee notes, ‘seems supported further by the explanation 

that God “searches the heart,” implying that what he sees in the heart need never be spoken to 

us’.
773

 However, at this point Fee begins to draw in Paul’s first epistle to the church in 

Corinth to make the case that what may actually be being suggested here is the use of tongues 

as ‘groaning’ and that far from being silent, this use of tongues in most definitely vocal.
774

 

 

In order to do this, Fee begins by arguing for the fact that prayer, whether in private or public, 

alone or with others, in the culture and context in which Paul was writing was generally done 

aloud.
775

 He then draws on 1 Cor. 14:14-15 in which Paul makes the distinction between 

praying ‘with the spirit’ and praying ‘with the mind’.  In both cases, Fee suggests that these 

prayers are spoken, with the difference being that Paul understands that which is generated in 

his mind. That which is not generated in the mind, ‘praying with the spirit’, Fee argues, ‘in 

that context can refer only to the praying in tongues about which he [Paul] speaks in vv. 2, 

19, and 28 – private, articulated but “inarticulate” with regard to his mind (that is, the Spirit 
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prays and the mind itself is unfruitful in this case), and “to himself and to God”’.
776

 In such 

cases these utterances are understood to not require interpretation, unlike when tongues are 

used in public gatherings (vv. 27-28). Fee also links the mixed language of ‘my spirit’ and 

‘the spirit’ in the context of prayer in vv. 14-15 by interpreting it as ‘the Spirit prays in 

tongues through me’.
777

 

 

In correspondence to the Romans passage Fee notes that in both cases, ‘the Spirit prays 

within the believer, and…does so with “words” that are not understood by the person 

praying’.
778

 In addition Fee also notes that in the same way that Paul switches between ‘my 

spirit’ and ‘the spirit’ in 1 Cor. 14:14-15, he also seems to switch between the Spirit crying 

‘Abba! Father!’ in Gal. 4:6 and the believer offering that cry in Rom. 8:15, and the believer 

groaning inwardly in Rom. 8:23 and the Spirit groaning or sighing in v. 26. In the light of his 

examination of 1 Cor. 14:14-15 Fee concludes that in the latter two cases as with the first, it 

shows Paul’s belief in the Spirit working from within the believer – thus the fluidity between 

mention of believer and Holy Spirit.  

 

Far from the inward prayer being silent and wordless then, in the light of 1 Cor. 14, Fee’s 

argument is that it is instead private prayer in/with the Spirit that takes the form of tongues. V. 

27, rather than affirming silent prayer, in Fee’s thinking therefore affirms his belief that 

although the believer does not know what the Spirit is praying in the tongues being spoken, 

God does. 
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It is here important to note that Fee’s interpretation is not without objectors and that he is 

tentative about his conclusions.
779

 However, that said, what Fee is proposing, far from being 

detrimental to what is being proposed in this thesis, adds the potential for further solidifying a 

specifically Pentecostal/Charismatic response to the type of suffering in question. If Fee’s 

conclusions are correct, not only are there grounds for arguing for a pneumatological aid in 

the performance of lament, but specifically, one can propose that it is possible, particularly 

when one does not know what to pray, that the Spirit aids a fitting performance by enabling 

lament in the form of glossolalia.
780

 Time and space do not allow for a full exploration of this 

possibility in this thesis, as deeper exploration is necessary in order to do justice to the 

construction of a solid theological basis for belief and practice of such a performance.
781

 

However, what we can say in the light of Fee’s work is that he adds further support to the 

idea of a pneumatological aid generally in the performance of lament, and provides a 

significant route in to looking at the work of the Spirit as glossolalia specifically, in the 

performance of lament.  
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3.2.4. A Canonical Drawing Together
782

 

 

If we bring the various texts under consideration together and once again recall the task of 

improvising on Jesus’ performance, we can see with greater clarity the role of the Spirit in 

our performances of lament. Arguably, the Spirit who brings unity between Father and Son at 

the cross is the same Spirit who enabled Jesus’ performance of lament in Gethsemane and at 

the cross. This is so because in the same way that Paul in Romans 8 makes the point that we 

can call God ‘Abba, Father’ because the Spirit dwells within us, so the same was true of the 

incarnate Son.
783

 In reference to the Gospel of Mark, D. Lyle Dabney suggests, ‘Jesus is led 

throughout his mission and ultimately to his death by the eschatological power of God’s 

Spirit’.
784

 He further notes that at the cross, ‘the Spirit of the Cross is the presence of God 

with the Son in the eschatological absence of the Father’.
785

 A correction that requires 

making here is that it is a seeming absence rather than an actual one, and unity is maintained 
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within this seeming absence by the presence of the Spirit with the Son.
786

 It is the presence of 

the Spirit that moves the Son from the cry of dereliction, through the vow of trust (‘Father, 

into your hands I commend my Spirit’, Luke 23:46), to the ultimate salvific act of God (the 

Resurrection).  

 

That being the case, it is this Spirit who is also sent as helper to aid us to improvise on Jesus’ 

performance in order to produce a fitting one of our own. If we then read again the Job 

passages, the John passages and the Romans passage in the light of this and in the light of 

Jesus’ performance, we can say that it is the Spirit who helps us to lament in the face of 

suffering, it is the Spirit who we can call on as advocate, defender and helper as we protest to 

God and it is the Spirit who arguably enables glossolalia as lament when we do not know 

what to pray.
787

 It is therefore this Spirit of the resurrected Christ who aids us to maintain 

unity with God even in His seeming absence. Job read in isolation gives us a glimpse but, as 

argued above, there is a strong case for suggesting that what Job was grasping after in his 

wrestling with God is given in the form of the Spirit of God for the actors, in the current act, 

to aid them in lamenting and groaning as they cling on to the hope of final consummation and 

restoration. Larry McQueen notes, ‘the Spirit who has been poured out now flows into the 

lament, taking it up within the Spirit itself, for the Spirit groans on behalf of the 

individual’.
788

 As McQueen highlights, not only does the Spirit therefore aid us in our own 

lament, He also laments on our behalf.   
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We can say then that as well as Jesus providing a performance to improvise on in facing 

suffering, He also sends His Spirit to help, particularly with the performance of lament. In the 

same way that the Spirit unifies the Son and Father, in the performance of lament by the 

human actors it is this Spirit, enabling us to perform Christ, who unites us to Son and Father 

as perfect eschatological unity and communion is brought closer. In the light of Jesus’ 

performance then, we can re-frame our understanding of these texts and specifically the work 

of the Spirit in the current act. 

 

We are now in a position to fulfil the aim of the thesis and offer an answer to the question at 

the heart of it: What does it mean to produce a fitting Pentecostal/Charismatic performance in 

the face of seemingly innocent, meaningless suffering when God appears to be absent? The 

answer that we can now offer is: To produce a fitting Pentecostal/Charismatic performance 

in the face of seemingly innocent, meaningless suffering when God appears to be absent 

means, to improvise on the performance of Jesus and lament to the Father with the aid of the 

Spirit as we seek to carry on our through-line towards eschatological consummation. We can 

recall that eschatological consummation will involve the completion of the expulsion of sin, 

evil and suffering, and that at that time God will dwell fully with His people. We can also 

recall that actors are to have this objective in view as they seek to find how best to help 

inaugurate the completion of this objective and move the drama towards its final completion. 

It is, with this objective in view, that one is able to carry on one’s through-line and perform in 

a fitting manner to enable the correct movement of the drama. It is also important to recall 

that carrying on the through-line involves maintaining covenantal relationship with God as a 

central part of that. Steven Land suggests that Pentecostals believe ‘the power of the Spirit 

strengthens, sustains and directs all the affections through all the trials and temptations of life 
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toward the goal of the kingdom of God’.
789

 What is being proposed here thoroughly affirms 

such a belief. As we reach the climax of this thesis, what we have established is that in times 

of seemingly innocent, meaningless suffering when God appears to be absent, a fitting way of 

performing, that enables the carrying on of ones through-line by seeking to maintain a 

healthy covenantal relationship with God, means to improvise on the performance of Jesus 

and lament to the Father with the aid of the Spirit.  

 

3.3. Lament as ‘Dialogical Consummation’ 

 

There is a further point to consider here too as we re-engage with Vanhoozer’s work. The 

concept of dialogical consummation was mentioned above, as was the apparent flaw when 

this idea was combined with the ‘effectual call’. However, I suggest there may be potential in 

Vanhoozer’s concept of prayer as a part of this dialogical consummation that we can use in 

our examination of the performance of lament.  

 

Vanhoozer states, ‘prayer is an asymmetrical dialogical interaction whereby God effects in 

us, through word and Spirit, a freedom of consent’.
790

 In bringing light to the eyes of our 

hearts and minds through word and Spirit, we can do nothing but respond, and in responding 

– via prayer – we are made into the likeness of Christ and our wills come in line with God’s. 

Vanhoozer’s prime example of this is in a passage already examined here: the Gethsemane 

scene in the Synoptic Gospels where Jesus’ petition in prayer enables the move to obedience. 

The petition allows opportunity for the two wills to become one. In an earlier discussion on 

the book of Job, Vanhoozer concludes, ‘the theme of Job is arguably not the question of 
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unjust suffering but that of right Author-hero dialogical relatedness’.
791

 In a similar fashion, 

Scott Ellington, in a discussion of the end dialogues in Job, states, ‘This raises the intriguing 

possibility that right speech may, in certain contexts, include wrong content from a 

theological perspective’.
792

  Although I raise issue with Vanhoozer’s concept of the ‘effectual 

call’, if we apply firstly, the importance of dialogue, particularly over content, in the 

continuance of the divine-human relationship, and then secondly, add the concepts of 

dialogical consummation and determination, we can begin to see a fresh perspective on the 

performance of lament.
793

 Dialogue via lament in a time of crisis in relationship keeps 

communication open and honest and therefore keeps the outcome of the dialogue (from a 

human perspective) open. This in itself would dialogically consummate the lamenter as it 

discloses where and how they turn in times of suffering. However, as followers of Christ and 

with the aid of the Spirit as helper and advocate in this process, dialogical determination can 

take place as the Spirit aids us with what to say, and in so doing brings unity between us and 

the Godhead. If we refer back to Jesus at the cross, we can say that it is the Spirit that enables 

His dialogical consummation and determination as He moves from dereliction to resurrection. 

 

I am, however, reticent to take Vanhoozer’s approach as far as he does on this matter as the 

conclusion would seem to be that in performing lament in suffering I will eventually come to 

see the hand of God in it and submit to His will. Such a view quickly gathers speed as it 

moves towards the conclusion of God ordaining all suffering for a particular reason and that 

we simply need to come round to His way of thinking.  This, to me, severely oversimplifies a 

very complex problem, as does suggesting that the silence of God makes space for our 
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consummation – a further point Vanhoozer argues for.
794

 Although much of what Vanhoozer 

says is helpful for the discussion here, there appears to be a contradiction in His 

understanding of the revelation of God that is not as helpful. On the one hand he goes to great 

lengths to maintain the distinction between the economic trinity and the immanent trinity and 

the belief that what we know of the immanent is only glimpsed via the economic. However, 

on the other hand, some of the conclusions that he reaches regarding the immanent based on 

the revelation of the economic seem at best stretching the evidence and at worst 

presumptuous. The case in point here is an example of a dangerous presumption. The 

concepts of dialogical consummation and determination when applied in the fashion 

suggested here, in the light of the work of the Holy Spirit do further present the case that the 

Holy Spirit can be seen as being a very real aid in the performance of lament. He is an 

important part of us performing fittingly, as it is He that gives us direction, in conjunction 

with the Script, as to how to improvise on the performance of Christ in a situation of 

suffering. However, there remains a large element of mystery, as we see in a mirror dimly, 

regarding the silence of God, the timing of God and the actions of God that cannot, at least 

currently, be penetrated. I therefore suspect Vanhoozer overplays his hand on just how much 

we can see into the workings of the immanent trinity, which, in the case of the subject being 

discussed here means that he is suggesting more than he can prove. That said, we must hold 

on to the positives to be drawn from seeing the Spirit as aiding dialogical consummation and 

determination in lament. 

 

3.4. Review and Categorisation 

 

We have, to this point, established a solid basis for firstly, holding to the belief that lament is 
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an approach amidst innocent, meaningless suffering that was performed, and is therefore 

sanctioned, by Jesus. We have also, secondly, argued, following on from this, that the lament 

to be performed in the current act is enabled and aided by the Holy Spirit. If we return to the 

categorisation of responses to evil and suffering outlined in Chapter 2, we are now in a 

position to place this approach within them. It will come as little surprise that what is 

proposed here may be described as a Pentecostal/Charismatic Anti-Theodicy. In proposing 

guidance for performance that is Biblically rooted and, in particular, Christologically 

qualified and justified, as well as being pneumatologically aided, this approach uses positive 

aspects of the various Anti-Theodicy approaches discussed and overcomes the problems. 

Rather than offering a theoretical answer to a post-Enlightment problem, it offers guidance 

for a practical response that is anchored in the Script. It thus qualifies as an Anti-Theodicy.
795

 

It also acknowledges the importance of the work of the Spirit in that response whilst not 

dismissing belief in divine healing, exorcism and the educational nature of some suffering. In 

this sense it remains conducive to Pentecostal/Charismatic belief and practice whilst 

overcoming the issues raised with some of those beliefs and practices in Chapter 3. 

 

Having dealt with the role of the Script and the Spirit in the performance of lament, one area 

still remains to be discussed though – the performance of the acting community. 
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3.5. Practical Suggestions: Testimony 

 

We must once more recall that the aim of this thesis has been: to answer the central research 

question by developing Biblically rooted, systematic guidance for the production of a fitting 

Pentecostal/Charismatic performance in the face of seemingly innocent, meaningless 

suffering when God appears to be absent. Engagement in a detailed conversation with a 

concrete community regarding the application of such guidance in their particular 

community, rests well outside the bounds of this thesis. However, having brought the 

definition and justification of that guidance to completion I will close this chapter by 

suggesting how it may challenge and modify the theology and practice of testimony in 

Pentecostal/Charismatic communities. My justification for focusing on this particular practice 

is that, as will become clear, the use of testimony is central to the life of a 

Pentecostal/Charismatic community and so modification of its use in the light of the 

importance of lament will be paramount to any wider incorporation of the practice of lament 

in those communities.
796

 Testimony, as may be noted from the work so far in this thesis, is 

also an important part of the practice of lament. Therefore, if the guidance offered in this 

thesis is to be seriously engaged with by Pentecostal/Charismatic communities, examination 

of the theology and practice of testimony as understood by those communities is unavoidable.  
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The following section will therefore begin by briefly outlining the function and role of 

testimony generally before moving to a more detailed examination of the function and role of 

Pentecostal/Charismatic testimony. This will be done by primarily following Tony Richie’s 

work on Pentecostal testimony in his published PhD thesis, Speaking by the Spirit.
797

 Having 

done this, a critique will be offered in the light of the latter examination in particular, and the 

argument made in the thesis thus far. This will then be followed by suggestions for 

modifications in theology and practice of Pentecostal/Charismatic testimony, in continued 

engagement with Richie’s work, in order to develop Pentecostal/Charismatic testimony as 

Anti-Theodicy. This section will then close with some ‘Practical Directives’ for how the 

modifications could be introduced into Pentecostal/Charismatic communities. We shall begin 

by briefly examining the function and role of testimony generally. 

 

3.5.1. The Function and Role of Testimony 

 

Richie highlights the point that ‘Apparently testimony is universally prevalent among humans 

but present in varied ways, occurring in juridicial, religious, or social contexts’.
798

 Following 

J. L. Austin, testimony can be understood as a particular speech-act which Austin bracketed 

in the category of ‘expositives’ alongside ‘reporting’, amongst others.
799

 To refer back to 

speech-act theory, although ‘testimony’ can, in terms of illocution, be universally categorised 

in this way, the perlocution – the intended result – of any particular testimony will vary 

depending on the intentions of the speaker and the context of the testimony. In short, the one 
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giving testimony is bearing witness to something in order to produce a certain response in the 

hearer/s, but the reason for bearing witness and the response sought after will vary depending 

on context. Testimony is therefore, also, a source of knowledge and thus a source that aids 

construction of worldview as well as initiating and aiding change of worldview. C. A. J. 

Coady, in his defence of the legitimacy of testimony as a source of knowledge, places it 

alongside perception, memory and inference with ‘perception at the centre’.
800

 Mark 

Cartledge, in a similar exploration of the place of testimony as a source of knowledge, draws 

on Robert Audi’s ‘five sources of knowledge’ in which testimony is placed alongside 

perception, memory, consciousness and reason and draws on all four of them as sources for 

its own generation.
801

 As social creatures, and particularly in the context of a worshipping 

community, testimony is therefore of the utmost importance for the continuation and 

modification of a worshipping community’s story and worldview as it is a source of 

edification, modification and challenge. 

 

3.5.2. The Function and Role of Pentecostal/Charismatic Testimony 

 

Testimony has traditionally been a particularly important feature of Pentecostal/Charismatic 

practice and, as would be expected, there are certain characteristics regarding how it is 

practiced and why, that mark it out as different from the practice of testimony in other 

contexts and communities. In suggesting how Pentecostal testimony could provide a unique 

Pentecostal contribution to interreligious dialogue, Tony Richie sought to define such 

testimonies as well as contextualise them in order to further clarify their theology and 

practice. With regard to definitions, Richie confined his discussion to the categories of 
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‘Function-Practical’, ‘Transformational’ and ‘Liturgical’.
802

 With regards to context his 

categories were, ‘Autobiographical’, ‘Biblical’, ‘Theological’, ‘Pastoral’, ‘Doxological’, 

‘Pneumatological’, ‘Historical’, and ‘Sociological’.
803

 In what follows I will firstly outline 

the content of Richie’s definitions, followed by an outline of the various contexts. In doing 

this a clear understanding of Pentecostal testimony will be generated in order to engage with 

and modify by way of developing Pentecostal/Charismatic testimony as Anti-Theodicy. We 

begin with Richie’s definitions. 

 

3.5.2.1. Definitions 

 

3.5.2.1.1. ‘Functional-Practical’ 

 

Richie notes generally, ‘Pentecostal testimony is primarily a grateful public sharing of God’s 

gracious work in one’s own life to the glory of God. Testimony is a telling of the story of 

God’s words and acts in one’s own life’.
804

 In this sense it ‘is a distinctive act of ritual 

worship. As such, it is addressed primarily to God and is expressed primarily for God’.
805

 

What Pentecostal testimony generally is not is ‘creedal or dogmatic confession’ or 

‘evangelistic proclamation’, and it may not necessarily be didactic.
806

 Instead ‘Pentecostals 

tend to understand testimony more functionally’
807

 and therefore ‘more in terms of what it 

does or helps to do than through cognitive terminological nuances’.
808

 In terms of Richie’s 

‘Functional-Practical’ definition of testimony, as well as offering praise and worship to God, 

testimony functions as a practical reminder to the community that the Holy Spirit is still 
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working through signs and wonders in the present, as He was in the New Testament, and it 

challenges the hearers to seek participation in the work of the Holy Spirit. As Richie notes,  

 

Whenever a Pentecostal testifies to their being saved, sanctified, and filled with 

the Holy Spirit, or to their being healed and delivered, or to an amazing or 

possibly miraculous answer to prayer or divine intervention of some kind, the 

always implicit, and sometimes quite explicit, message is God still does these 

things today.
809

 

 

3.5.2.1.2. ‘Transformational’ 

 

Richie states, ‘Life experiences, curses as well as blessings, are addressed publicly to the 

glory of God in the context of the Christian story. Testimonies and the personal experiences 

they recount all stand under the final authority of inspired Scripture’.
810

 Pentecostal testimony 

is not simply accepted without question. Here we return again to corporate involvement in the 

practice of interpretation. Richie notes, ‘testimony requires interpretation, evaluation, and 

judgement, as well as weighing against the character of the one who testifies’.
811

 In the 

context of Pentecostal testimony, it is understood that the community interprets and judges, 

with the aid of the Holy Spirit, ‘under the final authority of inspired Scripture’. This in turn 

leads to the almost certain occurrence of transformation on the part of some, if not all those 

involved (including the one testifying), as correct interpretation is discerned and reception of 

that interpretation and the influence of the Holy Spirit take effect. It is, therefore, not a given 

that the testimony will be legitimate, but instead it is weighed in the light of Scripture and in 

the power of the Holy Spirit in order to discern the presence of God in the words and actions 
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of the one testifying. 

 

3.5.2.1.3. ‘Liturgical’ 

 

Testimony as practiced in worship services has a liturgical nature about it in that it is a ritual 

practice engaged in as part of that service. As has already been noted, testimony is about what 

God has done and is offered as praise to God. In worship services in particular, it therefore 

provides a vehicle for challenge and engagement with God by way of the Holy Spirit for all 

those present. As Richie notes, ‘Pentecostal testimonies express the stories of God’s people in 

ways that transform the spiritual reality of worshipers as an important element in 

encountering God’s Spirit and power in and through worship’.
812

 Therefore, although not 

liturgical in the sense of some more established denominations, testimony still may be 

defined as such within Pentecostal communities. 

 

3.5.2.2. Context 

 

Having briefly outlined Richie’s definitions, we can move on to briefly outline the various 

contexts he uses to further examine Pentecostal testimony. We begin with ‘Autobiographical’. 

 

3.5.2.2.1. ‘Autobiographical’ 

 

As has been noted above, Pentecostal testimony is not an intellectual statement of ascent and 

so is not formal in the way that a creedal statement or a dogmatic confession is. Due to the 

narrative nature of Pentecostalism, testimony is instead autobiographical in context as it 
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recounts the activity of God in the unfolding story (or perhaps drama!) of the life of the one 

testifying. As Richie highlights, ‘They are autobiographical and doxological stories of God’s 

activity as experienced in human lives here and now.’
813

 

 

3.5.2.2.2. ‘Biblical’ 

 

Given the high view of Scripture maintained by Pentecostals, the Biblical context is an 

extremely important one for testimony. Richie suggests, ‘In the Old Testament, testimony has 

to do mainly with God’s self-revelation to Israel, and in the New Testament, with the 

additional revelation of Jesus Christ to the world’.
814

 With the story of Salvation History as 

the backdrop, particularly the story of the victory of Jesus at the cross, Pentecostal testimony 

involves ‘the telling of one’s personal narrative or spiritual story as it participates in or 

illustrates the story of Christ and his gospel’.
815

 Richie also goes on to note that Biblically, 

‘What has happened and is remembered from the past informs the needs of the present and 

results in experiences of fresh encounters with God that may result in some reinterpretation of 

the past’.
816

 He continues, ‘In Pentecostal testimony, the deeds of God are told in faith that 

these deeds will be repeated in different contexts as the need arises’.
817

 Pentecostal testimony 

is therefore produced through the lens of the Biblical testimony of Salvation History whilst at 

the same time enabling interpretation of that story. 

 

3.5.2.2.3. ‘Theological’ 

 

In following on from the ‘Biblical’ context the theological context of testimony is entwined 
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with it. In contrast to more cerebral, intellectual modes of doing theology, testimony 

embraces story-telling in the dynamic relationship between Salvation History as portrayed in 

Scripture and the reality of the continual unfolding of that history in the life of the one 

testifying. Embedded within the testimonies of these current characters in the story are 

theological truths that must not be ignored or missed just because they are not communicated 

in a more clinical, propositional fashion. As Richie warns, ‘Missing the theological content of 

Pentecostal testimony because of its mode of communication would be a categorical 

mistake’.
818

  

 

3.5.2.2.4. ‘Pastoral’ 

 

Drawing on the work of Robert McCall, Richie highlights the decline in story-telling in the 

pastoral context of Pentecostal communities, which is understood as a very negative 

occurrence. If testimony could be encouraged and thus increase in frequency, McCall 

suggests that it could ‘help us deal with our own insecurities, inconsistencies, and 

uncertainties through shared testimonies and stories in a secure environment where fellow 

believers are willing to listen with interest and respond with understanding, care and mutual 

support’.
819

  

 

3.5.2.2.5. ‘Doxological’ 

 

As has already been mentioned, the giving of one’s testimony generally occurs in the course 

of a worship service, but there are occasions when there will be ‘testimony services’ that are 

entirely dedicated to the giving of testimonies. Richie states, ‘Pentecostal testimonies are 
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soteriologically based doxological narratives of historical occurrences viewed through the 

lens of faith’.
820

 By this he means that testimonies are accounts of powerful, often miraculous 

and healing acts of God in the life of the one testifying that are understood in the light of the 

gospel of Christ and are recounted with the intent of praise and worship to God by both the 

one testifying and those listening. By aiming at drawing all present into celebration and 

praise by way of testimonies it is suggested that this becomes an occasion of ‘liberated and 

liberating worship’, free from the limits of acceptable worship in other contexts.
821

  

 

3.5.2.2.6. ‘Pneumatological’ 

 

Rather than simply being a purely human authored recounting of the events, instead, 

testimony is commonly understood within Pentecostal communities to be speech that is aided 

by the work of the Holy Spirit. I agree with Richie when he states, ‘For our purposes, it is 

enough to understand that in certain circumstances, that is, when the Spirit so leads and 

moves, in Pentecostal worship services testimony can function as Spirit-inspired speech’.
822

   

 

3.5.2.2.7. ‘Historical’ 

 

One of the most important access points to the history of Pentecostalism is the testimonies 

offered within Pentecostal communities. Given the oral-narrative nature of Pentecostalism, 

this is commonly how history is conveyed. However, due to this method, although that which 

is recounted corresponds with reality, the content of testimony is the result of a certain 

interpretation of that reality as well as selection and rejection of aspects of it when deciding 

on the content and structure of the testimony. This must be borne in mind when considering 
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the historical context of testimony. 

 

3.5.2.2.8. ‘Sociological’ 

 

Richie states, ‘Testimony may be the moment when irreversible bridge burning occurs’.
823

 

This is so because in testifying in the way common in Pentecostal practice, one is choosing to 

affirm a certain worldview and therefore reject others. Pentecostal testimony thus constitutes 

a significant method for affirming a particular social narrative of a specific community as 

well as showing that one agrees with that narrative. Testimony therefore plays an important 

part in determining whether one is accepted by a community and how one is viewed within 

that community. 

 

Having considered Richie’s definitions and contexts of Pentecostal testimony we can 

summarise by saying that Pentecostal/Charismatic testimony continues and reinforces a 

particular worldview that centres on the drama of Salvation History and the victory of Jesus 

by way of testifying to how that drama is being played out in the current scenes of the life 

and community of the one testifying. Of particular importance is the work of the Holy Spirit 

in the life of the one testifying. In recounting the acts of the Spirit in the scenes of their life, 

the one testifying aims, at least partially, to edify the community of believers. Their testimony 

also challenges hearers to seek to engage with the drama by seeking encounters with the Holy 

Spirit (like those testified about), as well as challenging them regarding how they have 

interpreted the scenes of their lives thus far. At the centre of this practice of testimony is the 

aim of giving glory to God. 
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With this as an examination of the function and role of Pentecostal/Charismatic testimony, we 

are one step closer to being able to offer an argument for how such testimony may be 

modified in the light of what has been offered so far in this thesis. However, before this can 

be done, we need first, in a similar way to what has already been carried out in this thesis, 

highlight relevant problems within the understanding and use of Pentecostal/Charismatic 

testimony thus far explored.     

 

3.5.3. A Critique 

 

As stated above, Pentecostal/Charismatic testimony is commonly understood to partially 

function as a practice that reinforces key beliefs of the worshipping community and 

challenges and modifies others. However, the central criticism to highlight here, particularly 

in the light of the argument being made in this thesis, is that it can also give rise to deciding 

whether a person is accepted or rejected by a community – or at the very least, whether their 

worldview is accepted or rejected. This is so due to the issues raised in Chapter 4 regarding 

where authority lies in determining right belief and practice from wrong.
824

 Although it is 

claimed that interpretation and determination of the legitimacy of testimony is ultimately 

brought under the authority of Scripture, we have already seen that, in reality, 

Pentecostal/Charismatic communities place a far greater weight of authority on their 

particular selective reading and interpretation of Scripture than they are often willing to 

admit. The result of this is that a testimony’s legitimacy is commonly decided by how it 

measures up to a particular community’s use of and interpretation of Scripture, and thus its 

worldview, beliefs and practices. For those that challenge or contradict these, rejection of 

their worldview, at the very least, will more than likely be immanent. 
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In his research on narratives used in worship in Pentecostal communities, Jean-Daniel Plüss, 

under the influence of Ricoeur, writes, ‘Testimony...is understood as a discourse in which 

event and meaning are fused by means of a symbolic tradition. This symbolic tradition 

mediates a relation between meaning and event, and thus manifests an interpretation’.
825

 He 

later states, ‘Their [Christian] testimony is a mediator between the secular and the Sacred, 

between the meaning of life and the events that shape it’.
826

 The basic point to be drawn out 

here is that in the actual creating and giving of testimony by the one testifying, the worldview 

in which they are embedded is used to supply the events experienced with a certain meaning 

as noted in the ‘Historical’ section above. This is, of course, true of all of us. However, what 

is particularly important about this fact with regards to Pentecostal/Charismatic communities 

is that, generally speaking, this worldview is, as stated above, anchored in a selective use of 

and reading of Scripture (thus giving authority largely to the community), and it is a 

worldview that rejects significant challenges to that use of and reading of Scripture.    

 

Further on in his exploration, Plüss discusses Vladimir Propp’s idea that there is a limited 

amount of ‘functions’ that a character can carry out within a story.
827

 Applying this concept to 

Pentecostal testimonies, Plüss highlights the presence of common functions within these 

testimonies and in the light of this creates a fictional one in order to test whether it resonates 

with Pentecostals – which on the whole he finds it does.
828

 The relevance of this is that Plüss’ 

research seems to confirm that if one is embedded in a Pentecostal tradition, one is expected 
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to see the world in a particular way and thus perceive, interpret and testify to a certain view 

of the world and events within it. In doing so, the very structure and content of what is an 

expected and acceptable testimony becomes rigidly fixed.
829

 This is all good and well unless 

conflict emerges between experience and worldview and there is no better example of when 

this occurs than when someone experiences some form of suffering.
830

 Where suffering, 

particularly of the seemingly innocent, meaningless variety, occurs, in a community that 

expects the intervention of the Holy Spirit in miraculous ways, questions must be asked as to 

how this event is understood in the light of the larger narrative. We saw in Chapter 3 that the 

tendency within Pentecostal/Charismatic theology is either to blame the sufferer for not 

claiming their healing, or, to passively accept that God knows what He is doing.
831

 A result of 

this is that, ‘The great majority of public testimonies have a happy end. There is no sense of 

the tragic, except in the case of prolonged suffering, which then is interpreted as a period of 

catharsis, of purification and self-examination’.
832

 However, as Charles Farah was correct to 

point out, presuming to know the intentions of the divine playwright is a dangerous game to 

play, but so, it would appear, is lamenting within a community that determines such a 

response to be invalid.
833

 Scott Ellington warns, ‘If suffering is denied and lament is 

suppressed, complaint will continue in the community’.
834

  And, rather than in a healthy way, 

as suggested in the Script and particularly in the performance of Jesus,  
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Feelings of anger and confusion, because they are suppressed and given no 

legitimate means of articulation, will be expressed in inappropriate and distorted 

ways that do not serve to build up in the community the expectation that God will 

act again as he is remembered to have done in the past.
835

   

 

To further highlight the root issue that leads to such a rigid understanding of what constitutes 

an acceptable testimony, we can note Richie’s belief, as stated above, that ‘In the Old 

Testament, testimony has to do mainly with God’s self-revelation to Israel’.
836

 Although 

Richie may be right regarding the majority of testimony, he appears to miss the fact that 

significant parts of the Old Testament – large sections of the Psalms and Job in particular – 

are testimony to the very opposite of this – what Brueggemann refers to, as noted in Chapter 

5, as ‘countertestimony’. This particularly highlights the fact that although testimony is 

brought under the authority of Scripture to test it’s legitimacy, it is a reading of Scripture that 

ignores significant sections of examples of testimony that run contrary to that advocated by 

Pentecostal communities. It is also interesting that Richie states that, regarding Pentecostal 

testimony, ‘Equal appreciation goes to the wisdom of the words of the oppressed and poor 

with those from other strata of society’.
837

 To further state the point I am making here, in 

reality, appreciation is only really likely to be given, regardless of status, if one’s testimony 

follows a certain pattern. If one’s experience does not match up to the expectations of that 

pattern, to testify honestly about those experiences would inevitably lead, not to liberation – 

as Richie suggests in the ‘Doxological’ context but, more than likely, to becoming the one 

that is oppressed, and this is simply not what is advocated by Scripture. Richie suggests, 

‘Those that seem different or just unfamiliar become first known and then loved as they tell 
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837

 Ibid. p. 137. 
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testimonies revealing who they are and what they are about in the context of their faith 

life’.
838

 However, one cannot help but imagine, particularly with regards situations, and 

therefore testimonies, of seemingly innocent, meaningless suffering when God appears to be 

absent, that becoming ‘known’ and ‘loved’ in the course of such testimonies may well lead to 

a Job like situation in which his friends (in this case the community) try and brow beat Job (in 

this case the one bringing a ‘different’ sort of testimony) into a particular worldview that 

shuts down the voice of the sufferer as well as the possibility that God may be wanting to do 

something different in this situation. Richie is indeed right in pointing out that, sociologically, 

the giving of testimony can burn bridges. However, it seems that depending on the content of 

the testimony, those bridges could well be the ones that link the testifier with the very 

community in which they are testifying. 

 

One may be forgiven for thinking at this point that, due to the above critique, I am heading 

towards arguing for the rejection of Pentecostal/Charismatic testimony as a vehicle for a 

fitting response to the situations of suffering in question in this thesis. However, that is not 

the case. Instead, the above critique sets the stage for the possibility of suitable modifications 

that, it will be argued, enable the uniqueness of Pentecostal/Charismatic testimony to come 

into its own in a fresh way. This is so because the modifications will enable the use of lament 

by way of testimonies meaning that the development of Pentecostal/Charismatic testimony as 

Anti-Theodicy will be possible. In providing this possibility a practice will be developed that 

is, perhaps, more fitting, with regard to taking direction from the Script on the subject of 

responses to the type of suffering in question in this thesis, than most denominations can 

offer. It is to these modifications and the development of Pentecostal/Charismatic testimony 

as Anti-Theodicy that we now turn. 
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3.5.4. Pentecostal/Charismatic Testimony as Anti-Theodicy 

 

We saw in Chapter 5 that the picture portrayed in the lament genre in Scripture is one of a 

faith that is defined, at least in part, by the fact that in the face of great difficulties and 

traumas, honesty is the most fitting policy, and sometimes that means that lament is the most 

fitting performance. In putting to use the hermeneutical tools proposed in Chapter 4, what I 

have argued for in Chapters 5 and 6 is guidance for a fitting Pentecostal/Charismatic 

performance, in the face of the type of suffering in question, that results in the practice of 

lament. However, we need here to bring that to bear in the practice of testimony specifically. 

 

If we begin by returning to Plüss’ research, we find that in response to Propp’s analysis of 

functions, Plüss draws on the work of Claude Bremond, who suggests that Propp’s idea that 

one function leads to another is false and therefore a plot may not necessarily reach the 

potential of its various functions, an example being that, ‘a struggle must not always end in 

victory’.
839

  With this in mind Plüss suggests, ‘the theodicy problem could find a more 

appropriate formulation in the light of contingency. There would be more room for 

peripeteia, the unexpected turn of events’.
840

 Rather than compromising a true rendering of 

reality by forcing experiences that challenge a worldview into a mould that misrepresents that 

experience, and thus closes out challenging voices, Plüss calls for ‘testimonies of defeat’ or 

‘anti-testimonies’. He suggests, ‘The danger of glossing over the problem of theodicy could 

be countered by the inclusion of “testimonies of defeat” which in turn would render the 

“testimonies of victory” more credible, and diminish a trivial rendition of existence’.
841

 If we 

once again recall the practice of lament examined in Chapter 5, that has now been 

Christologically qualified and justified, we can recall Brueggemann’s paradigm of ‘core 
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testimony’ and ‘countertestimony’. In the light of this I wish to suggest that Plüss’ labelling 

of ‘testimonies of defeat’ or ‘anti-testimonies’ be replaced by ‘countertestimonies’. This is so 

because ‘anti-testimony’ suggests one is somehow against testimony per se, which I am not, 

and ‘testimonies of defeat’ suggests that the individual’s story has concluded and there is no 

possibility of any positive outcomes. Countertestimony maintains the importance of 

testimony, particularly testimony that runs counter to the ‘core testimony’, creates space for 

verbalising a story which, as yet has not found any positive outcomes, but also leaves space 

for the possibility of such outcomes. We also saw in Chapter 5 that the space created by 

countertestimony allowed lament to emerge as a practice that in turn enabled the maintenance 

of an honest relationship with God in the midst of deep suffering. I am thus supportive of 

Plüss’ ideas but suggest, in the light of this thesis, that the above modification is required. 

 

Having modified Plüss’ idea in this way, we can move to modify Pentecostal/Charismatic 

testimony accordingly. In the light of the combination of Plüss’ research and Brueggemann’s 

categorisation of the testimony of Israel in the Old Testament, we can re-categorise 

Pentecostal/Charismatic testimony as it currently stands – what Plüss’ refers to as 

‘testimonies of victory’ – as ‘core testimony’. Having argued for a canonical reading of the 

Script undertaken by way of a Christocentric key in seeking direction for a fitting 

performance in the current scenes of this act of the drama, it has been comprehensively 

argued that ‘core testimony’, important though it is, only accounts for part of testimony as 

displayed in Scripture. Therefore, vocalisation of core testimony only accounts for part of a 

fitting performance of testimony in the current act of the drama. Although it has an important 

part to play – a point I shall re-visit below – core testimony is only part of a fitting 

performance in the face of seemingly innocent meaningless suffering when God appears to be 

absent. The other significant part is taken up by ‘countertestimony’. If 
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Pentecostal/Charismatic testimony is to be truly brought under the authority of Scripture, the 

first, and perhaps most important, modification to be made is with regard to what constitutes 

‘legitimate’ testimony. Rather than a selective reading of Scripture that automatically leads to 

testimony only being acceptable if it is ‘core testimony’, a ‘testimony of victory’, based on 

the argument made in this thesis, legitimate testimony must be understood instead to be able 

to include ‘countertestimony’ as well. 

 

Critics may well feel inclined at this point to argue that I am moving towards watering down 

and devaluing Pentecostal/Charismatic testimony to the point of it losing its unique quality 

and power. However, this is not so. Instead, to return to Plüss’ point above, the use of 

countertestimony, alongside testimonies of victory – core testimonies – actually makes those 

testimonies more credible. In addition to this, as I have already hinted at above, I further wish 

to suggest, again in the light of this thesis, that the testimonies of victory are actually an 

important, if not indispensable, part of the performance of lament and need sit alongside 

countertestimony within that performance. Here the idea of ‘modification’ (rather than 

dismissal) gains greater clarity as, what has previously been designated as simply 

‘testimony’, is re-designated as ‘core testimony’ and placed within a wider understanding of 

testimony, which now includes ‘countertestimony’. In the same way that lament in the Bible 

often includes vows of trust that are based on the core testimony, lament in 

Pentecostal/Charismatic communities, having been Christologically justified and legitimised 

as a sound practice in the preceding chapters of this thesis, will include recollection of 

victories, by way of these testimonies of victory. Such testimonies will then sit alongside 

countertestimonies. In doing this the sufferer can be reminded of what God is capable of, 

which therefore provides hope that God can act again, and so act as fuel to drive the lament 

forward. Such testimonies can also be used, again as has been noted regarding the form and 



303 

 

structure of lament in the Psalms, as prayer to God to motivate God to act. In this sense 

‘testimonies of victory’ as ‘core testimony’ are vital to the performance of lament and the use 

of countertestimony within that.  

 

Having established the importance of testimonies of victory and countertestimony as 

complimentary and jointly necessary parts of the wider Biblical understanding of testimony, 

the way is paved for this understanding of ‘testimony’ to open up into a performance of 

lament. In order to show that this is so we need first recall, as detailed in Chapter 5, the 

general form and structure that lament takes: address, complaint, confession of trust, petition, 

vow of praise. Testimonies of victory naturally enable confessions of trust because they 

recount positive acts of God and encourage hearers to believe God still acts, by way of the 

Holy Spirit, in such ways. They also encourage praise of God due to what God has done – as 

testified to – and by way of affirming the character and nature of God as revealed in Scripture 

– which naturally calls for praise. In this sense, testimonies of victory on certain occasions 

work as stand alones. However, countertestimony – the recounting of events that run contrary 

to who God is supposed to be and how God is supposed to act – is not to stand alone if 

healthy, covenantal relationship is to be maintained. To simply recount such events serves no 

particular purpose. Recounting such events to God (address and complaint), which is then 

juxtaposed with confessions of trust (based on testimonies of victory), followed by petition 

(which may involve requesting God to act in ways similar to those recounted in the 

testimonies of victory), followed by a vow of praise (either because God has acted, or, some 

assurance had been gained that God will act, or, in addition to the petition as an attempt at 

persuasion), does, however. This is so because, as has already been shown in this thesis, such 

a performance enables the maintenance of healthy covenantal relations, particularly in 

periods of seemingly innocent, meaningless suffering when God appears to be absent. 
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Therefore, although there are times when testimonies of victory may stand alone, when a 

countertestimony is offered, testimonies of victory are necessary for a fitting performance – a 

performance of lament – to be undertaken.  

 

In order to further highlight the importance of modifying a Pentecostal/Charismatic 

understanding and practice of testimony and show critics and none alike how such 

modifications are possible whilst still retaining the unique characteristics of traditional 

testimony, I return to the work of Tony Richie. In what follows I will show how the wider 

modified understanding of ‘testimony’ that opens the way to lament (thus testimony as Anti-

Theodicy) still suits his definitions and contexts and can therefore still find a home in 

Pentecostal/Charismatic theology and practice. 

 

3.5.4.1. Definitions 

 

In terms of the ‘Functional-Practical’, what is being suggested here does not detract from the 

notion that testimony involves recounting God’s acts in the life of the one testifying, nor does 

it deny that such acts occur and that telling of them should be encouraged as praise to God 

and motivation and challenge to hearers. The point is that such testimonies should be re-

designated as ‘testimonies of victory’ and subsumed under a re-definition of testimony that 

also contains ‘countertestimony’. If done, testimony still remains functional and practical in 

the way Richie defines it, but also now includes a vehicle for expressions of suffering that 

can enable the legitimate and healthy practice of Pentecostal/Charismatic lament. There is 

perhaps a question mark over whether this is praise and worship but I shall address this issue 

in the ‘Contexts’ section below. 
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With regard to the definition of testimony as ‘Transformational’, again, one is not detracting 

from bringing all of life’s ‘curses as well as blessings’ before God, the community and 

Scripture. Instead what is being suggested here is that that should be affirmed and is not 

actually currently being allowed to happen. This is so, as noted above, due to how Scripture 

is used by the community, and therefore what is understood as a legitimate testimony. With 

the wider understanding of ‘testimony’ argued for here, and Scripture truly being 

authoritative, one would really be able to honestly bring all of life’s experiences before God. 

In the case of those experiences that involve suffering, the testifier would legitimately be 

allowed to use testimony as a way into, and part of, lament. In doing so, space would be 

opened up for asking afresh where God is and what God is doing in such situations, without 

feeling the need to reject aspects of the testimony that are unresolved or difficult to listen to. 

Testimony defined in this way would open up the possibility of transformation for all 

involved in a way that the current, narrower, more restrictive understanding does not. 

 

A continuing theme emerges upon consideration of testimony as liturgical. In modifying the 

understanding and use of Pentecostal/Charismatic testimony, I am not suggesting that by 

introducing countertestimony as part of that practice, it can no longer be defined as liturgy. 

Countertestimony as part of lament psalms has not detracted from such psalms still being 

understood as liturgy and they have, historically, been used as such. As noted in Chapter 5, 

countertestimony is practiced alongside testimonies of victory, within these psalms, as part of 

the practice of lament. Therefore, although testimonies of victory may be used alone as one 

type of liturgy, the subsuming of such testimonies into the general category of testimony, 

alongside countertestimonies, allows for a different type of liturgical testimony, but it is 

testimony as liturgy nonetheless. Therefore, such a modification is possible and justified 

within Pentecostal/Charismatic testimony.   
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Having shown how the modifications suggested do not detract from, but, in some cases, 

enhance Pentecostal/Charismatic testimony, we move on now to briefly see how such 

modifications impact upon or modify the contexts of Pentecostal/Charismatic testimony. 

 

3.5.4.2. Context 

 

It is perhaps obvious to make the point that although modifications have been made to what 

defines a Pentecostal/Charismatic testimony, at no point has it been suggested that it may no 

longer operate in an autobiographical context. Instead, by way of modification, testimony, as 

is being suggested here, allows for greater space to include all of life’s experiences, including 

those that involve suffering, and is therefore supportive of a much broader understanding of 

an autobiographical context. 

 

With regard to Biblical and theological contexts, again it is being affirmed that in introducing 

countertestimony as part of the practice of testimony, an oral-narrative method is still being 

applied. And further, this method still involves: 1.) the recounting of acts of God in the lives 

of those testifying, 2.) the belief that God continues to act in such ways now, and 3.) that all 

such accounts are to be understood in the light of the unfolding of Salvation History, and in 

particular, the performance of Jesus as recorded in the Gospels.  However, in the light of the 

argument made in this thesis, that therefore also means that one must take into account the 

whole of the canon, when seeking to perform fittingly, and in particular, the entirety of the 

performance of Jesus as the source for our own improvised performances. In addition one 

must also understand that the act of the drama in which we find ourselves involves the 

now/not yet tension and so suffering, of the seemingly innocent, meaningless variety, 
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continues. Therefore, modifications in these contexts, as already argued in this thesis, must 

include the practice of countertestimony as part of a fitting performance of lament, in the 

midst of relevant experiences. This does not reduce the Biblical or theological contexts of 

testimony but instead provides a fuller account of them and in doing so provides a 

Christologically justified, Biblically rooted method for the practice of testimony in all of 

life’s situations. 

 

This naturally leads into three of the biggest contextual modifications – the pastoral, the 

sociological, and the historical contexts. The pre-modified understanding of testimony left no 

room for honesty regarding difficult experiences of suffering, particularly the type this thesis 

focuses on. Therefore, in such situations, either the voice of the sufferer is shut down or they 

are forced to provide a false testimony in order to be accepted, which would involve a 

misrepresentation of history. With the use of Scripture advocated in this thesis, combined 

with the modified understanding of testimony, safe pastoral space is created for honest 

testimony to be safely given, and a performance of lament undertaken where appropriate. 

This is so because testimony now includes making space to seek the presence and will of God 

rather than presuming to know the mind of God and thus restricting what sufferers can safely 

testify about. This use of testimony thus creates the possibly of safe sociological space where 

healthy pastoral care can take place. In doing so a Biblically informed rendering and 

recounting of history is still undertaken, however, the whole canon is the grounding for this 

rendering rather than selected texts. Therefore, the oral-narrative nature of testimony is 

retained, but a rendering of history occurs that is done in the light of the whole of Scripture. 

 

A further seemingly tricky modification is with regard to the doxological context. As noted 

above, the use of countertestimony and lament does not seem to sit well with a doxological 
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context for Pentecostal/Charismatic testimony. The first point to make here is that if one is 

going to be Biblically rooted, then the simple fact is that not all testimony is explicit praise 

and worship. That said, it is important to recall from Chapter 5 that sitting behind the 

performance of lament is the belief that God can do what He currently is not doing, as well as 

a belief that He should do it, all of which is based on the fact that God has acted in such 

positive ways before. Therefore, although not explicit praise and worship throughout, as has 

already been noted, testimony in its modified sense when used as part of lament, firstly, does 

often contain explicit doxology, and secondly, may be said to contain implicit praise and 

worship. This latter point is so because the very fact that such a performance is being 

undertaken is founded on certain beliefs about God and the relationship that the one 

lamenting has with God. Therefore the very act of using testimony as part of lament is an 

implicit act of worship. When understood in this way the modifications made still, arguably, 

result in an understanding of testimony that is acceptable to Pentecostal/Charismatic theology 

in the context of doxology. 

 

Perhaps the most important modification for Pentecostal/Charismatic testimony is with regard 

to the Pneumatological context. As has already been argued for in this Chapter, the reading of 

Scripture proposed here is one in which the Holy Spirit is understood as one who aids with 

the performance of lament. Therefore, as well as testimonies of victory being understood as 

Spirit-inspired, it is legitimate to also believe that countertestimony and the performance of 

lament generally can also be Spirit-inspired. In addition, as has also already been argued, 

there are grounds for suggesting that the Spirit laments on our behalf. Therefore the 

modifications suggested here enhance rather than detract from the Pneumatological context 

of testimony. 
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In the light of the suggested modifications and their impact upon the definitions and contexts 

of Pentecostal/Charismatic testimony, it is possible to propose that Pentecostal/Charismatic 

testimony as Anti-Theodicy is both legitimate and justifiable as well as a concept that is to be 

embraced and practiced. Far from Pentecostal/Charismatic theology and practice being 

diametrically opposed to an Anti-theodical performance of lament, in the light of the 

argument made in this thesis regarding producing directions for a fitting performance in the 

face of the type of experience of suffering in question, the modifications to the theology and 

practice of Pentecostal/Charismatic testimony proposed here, create an extremely fitting 

vehicle for enabling such a performance.  Therefore, it is possible to say that the modified 

version of Pentecostal/Charismatic testimony proposed, can indeed, in the right 

circumstances act as a vital Anti-theodical performance that naturally enables the fitting 

performance of lament that direction had been offered for in this thesis. In this sense, 

Pentecostal/Charismatic testimony as Anti-Theodicy has been achieved. The last task of this 

chapter is to suggest how this concept may begin to be integrated into concrete communities. 

    

3.5.4.3. Practical Directives for a Modified Use of Testimony 

 

A realistic suggestion as a practical starting point may be to begin with the leaders and 

teachers in churches starting to teach and talk – both in congregational meetings and small 

groups – about the times when God does not answer or act in ways we would like or expect, 

and then how we are to respond to these times. In conjunction with this, another practice that 

may help this integration is leading a congregation in corporate lament over a situation of 

devastation in the world such as 9/11, the Japanese earthquake and Tsunami, or the Norway 

massacre etc. This introduces the concepts of countertestimony and lament in a practical way, 

but the issue/s at hand may be far enough away geographically and emotionally that to lament 
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about them may not place the same amount of strain on the theology of those lamenting as 

crying out over an issue closer to home perhaps would. If and when such a practice has been 

integrated, alongside the on-going teaching and example being set by the leaders, then a 

move can perhaps be made regarding encouraging a practice of lament about subjects closer 

to home i.e. loss of a close relative, redundancy, terminal or long term illness. Again this must 

be encased in teaching that supports such a practice – such as has been laid out in this thesis – 

in order for theory and practice to go hand in hand. Perhaps the example of giving 

countertestimonies would need to be set by the leaders in order for other members of the 

congregation to feel safe to follow suit. With this practice slowly being integrated into the 

congregation, it would be hoped that it would then become a theory and practice that finds its 

way into the more private side of individual’s lives.
842

 

 

4. Conclusion 

 

In Chapter 5 a four step approach was set out regarding how this thesis would reach it’s 

climax with steps one and two being completed in that chapter. The aim of the current chapter 

was, therefore, to complete steps three and four. In doing this the divine view of and response 

to evil as begun in Chapter 5 was Christologically qualified by way of an examination of 

Jesus’ response to evil and suffering, with particular emphasis on His performance at the 

cross. By completing step three in this manner the way was paved for completion of step four 

– the production of Biblically rooted, systematic guidance for a fitting 

Pentecostal/Charismatic performance in the face of seemingly innocent, meaningless 

suffering when God appears to be absent.   
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In following the hermeneutical method developed in Chapter 4 the argument that unfolded at 

the climax of this thesis was that, rather than dismiss the lament genre of Act 2 of the drama, 

in seeking to improvise on the performance of Jesus, this practice must be examined and 

embraced. However, a further point was that in doing so, it must be examined and embraced 

through a Christological lens that both retains much of the form and content of Israel’s lament 

tradition, whilst also modifying it in the light of the Easter event.  

 

In carrying out the necessary modifications it was noted that of particular importance for this 

thesis is the role of the Holy Spirit in the performance of lament. This in turn led to the 

fulfilment of the aim of the thesis by way of production of an answer to the question at the 

heart of it: To produce a fitting Pentecostal/Charismatic performance in the face of seemingly 

innocent, meaningless suffering when God appears to be absent means, to improvise on the 

performance of Jesus and lament to the Father with the aid of the Spirit as we seek to carry 

on our through-line towards eschatological consummation. In addition, it was also noted that 

the presence of the Holy Spirit as aid was understood to help enable dialogical consummation 

and determination as our through-lines in the drama are carried on, even amidst times of deep 

suffering. 

 

In attempting to address the role of the Script, the Spirit and the community in how lament is 

to be performed, direction was suggested as to how the performance of the community could 

be modified in the light of the argument at the centre of this thesis. In doing so the area of 

testimony was examined with suggestions as to how modification could take place that would 

lead to Pentecostal/Charismatic testimony as Anti-Theodicy. 

 

In summary, this chapter has provided a fitting climax to the thesis by both answering the 



312 

 

central research question and providing stage direction as to how that answer might be 

translated into action. As we reach the conclusion to the thesis it is important to reflect on 

where we have been and where we are now, in order that we may look ahead to where we 

may go next. 
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Chapter 7: Conclusion 

 

1. Introduction 

 

Having reached the climax of this thesis, a natural question that emerges is ‘where do we go 

from here?’ There are of course many answers that could be offered as a response to this 

question, of which some will be discussed below. However, in order to provide a suitable 

backdrop for such explorations it is important to firstly, summarise where we have been in 

this thesis, and secondly, to remember afresh where we are in the light of it. We will then be 

in a better position to make suggestions regarding future research. 

 

2. Summary 

 

We can recall from the Introduction that the question this thesis has been seeking to answer 

is: What does it mean to produce a fitting Pentecostal/Charismatic performance in the face of 

seemingly innocent, meaningless suffering when God appears to be absent? In embarking on 

the quest to provide an answer – and in so doing give guidance for right belief and practice 

(or rather, a fitting performance) – the journey began with an exercise in ground-clearing and 

contextualisation. 

 

Chapter 2 provided a critical overview of the plethora of responses from Christianity to the 

problem of evil and suffering. By providing such an overview it was possible to clearly notice 

that much of what has passed for ‘Christian responses’ is neither overly practically useful to 

the sufferer/s, nor particularly well rooted in Scripture. Both of these issues cause somewhat 

of a problem for Pentecostal/Charismatic theology as generally, a high view of Scripture and 
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practical usefulness are characteristics of such theology. In the light of this it became 

apparent that any response developed in this thesis would find more of an affinity with those 

responses loosely categorised as ‘Anti-Theodicy’. However, it was also noted that, although 

there was much that was good in Anti-Theodicies, there was no approach that was either 

problem free or that therefore offered a satisfying answer to the question around which this 

thesis centres. Chapter 2 thus enabled the clearing of space for the approach to be developed, 

the provision of a context in which it would emerge, and the highlighting of points of contact 

with that context. 

 

In a similar way, Chapter 3 provided an examination of specifically Pentecostal/Charismatic 

responses to evil and suffering – again with the intent of ground-clearing and 

contextualisation.  The result of this examination was that, as a general rule, in the face of 

seemingly innocent, meaningless suffering, one can either blame the sufferer or those 

praying, or accept the sovereignty of God in silence. Although practical in response, in the 

sense that they are not purely theoretical, such responses raise the issue of the view and use of 

Scripture by Pentecostals and Charismatics. What emerged was that although there may be 

some Biblical grounding for some of the approaches, all approaches are experientially 

generated and employ a ‘proof-texting’ use of Scripture as the support for their authority. It 

was noted that there is, therefore, an inconsistency between what is believed about Scripture, 

and the practice that goes with it, and that this in turn leads to a lopsided response to suffering 

and evil. Chapter 3 thus further supported the point that the approach to be developed in this 

thesis needed to be built on a high view of Scripture and be practically useful. It also 

highlighted the necessity of addressing the issue of the hermeneutical method to be employed 

to make such a construction possible. 
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Having cleared ground in preparation for construction of an answer to the central research 

question, the task of Chapter 4 was to provide tools for that construction. This came in the 

form of a hermeneutical method that was conducive to Pentecostal/Charismatic theology, but 

that also overcame the inconsistencies unearthed in Chapter 3. The result of the ensuing 

three-way conversation between Thomas, Archer and Vanhoozer that was developed in 

Chapter 4 was a Dramatic Pentecostal/Charismatic hermeneutical method. This method 

sought to make space for the roles of Scripture, community and the Spirit in a way that is 

acceptable to Pentecostal/Charismatic theology, whilst also maintaining Scripture as the 

norming norm. With that in place it was possible to return to Scripture as Script in order to 

obtain a divine perspective of evil and suffering and so begin to construct the foundations on 

which guidance for right belief and practice could be built.  

 

In the light of Chapter 4, the task for the company of actors in the current scenes is to seek to 

produce a fitting performance by improvising on the performance of Jesus. In the case of this 

thesis specifically, that means examining how Jesus responded in the face of similar types of 

suffering to that which is in question here, with the aim of being able to generate guidance for 

a fitting performance for the current Pentecostal/Charismatic actors. In order for that to be 

possible, an examination of the performances on which Jesus was improvising was necessary. 

Chapter 5 thus sought to firstly, clarify where we are in the drama, and secondly, examine the 

divine perspective on evil and suffering as well as how God responded to it in Acts 1 and 2 of 

the drama. This also involved an examination of how His company of actors responded to it 

having been drafted in to aid with the divine response. Of specific focus in Chapter 5 was 

how the company of actors responded in times of seemingly innocent, meaningless suffering 

when God appeared to be absent. The fitting performance they gave at such points was one of 

lament, which was examined in detail.  
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Having provided the background for Jesus’ performance in Chapter 5, Chapter 6 

Christologically qualified the divine perspective of evil and suffering and the divine/human 

response to it examined in Chapter 5. The most important result of this was that, far from the 

performance of Jesus causing a performance of lament to become out-dated, His 

improvisation on the lament tradition, it was argued, authorised the performance of lament as 

a fitting performance in the current act.  In addition to this, it was also argued that the Spirit is 

given as an aid to such performances. Therefore, as the climax to the thesis, the answer that 

was offered to the central research question was: To produce a fitting Pentecostal/Charismatic 

performance in the face of seemingly innocent, meaningless suffering when God appears to 

be absent means, to improvise on the performance of Jesus and lament to the Father with the 

aid of the Spirit as we seek to carry on our through-line towards eschatological 

consummation. In short, it is only by following Jesus’ example at the cross and lamenting to 

the Father with the aid of the Spirit that healthy covenantal relationship can continue prior to 

eschatological consummation. Having provided this answer, it was then, in the light of 

Chapter 2, possible to categorise it as a Pentecostal/Charismatic Anti-Theodicy. Chapter 6 

concluded by offering stage directions as to how changes could be made in belief and 

practice in Pentecostal/Charismatic communities in the light of the answer provided, focusing 

particularly on the modification of testimony. This brings us to where we are now.  

 

3. The Current Scene: Where We Are Now 

 

Having got to this point in the thesis we need take stock of what has been achieved, and also, 

what has not. The aim of this thesis was: to answer the central research question by 

developing Biblically rooted, systematic guidance for the production of a fitting 
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Pentecostal/Charismatic performance in the face of seemingly innocent, meaningless 

suffering when God appears to be absent. In pursuing this aim guidance has been offered that 

is Biblically rooted whilst maintaining a high view of Scripture. It is guidance that is 

practically useful and qualified and authorised by the divine incarnate. It is guidance that 

makes space for the tangible activity of the Holy Spirit. And, it is guidance for communities 

and individuals alike. It is therefore rightly categorised as a ‘Pentecostal/Charismatic Anti-

Theodicy’. Everything that was intended to be achieved has been. This thesis therefore 

provides a seemingly unprecedented challenge to those in Pentecostal and Charismatic 

communities who are grappling with questions of what it means to ‘perform fittingly’ in the 

face of seemingly innocent, meaningless suffering when God appears to be absent. It offers a 

challenge to them to reflect on their beliefs and practices in the light of this research and to 

question both what they believe and what they do. In the same vein, this thesis therefore also 

offers a resource, previously unavailable, that can open up fresh avenues regarding how those 

who are suffering in our midst are cared for and enabled to grow in community with others 

and with God. It is a resource that recovers a rich but overlooked practice in a way that does 

not require the rejection of the core aspects of what it is to be Pentecostal/Charismatic. There 

is then much that has been achieved by way of this research. However, there is much still to 

do. 

 

As was noted in the introduction, there are limitations to this thesis. The greatest of these is 

perhaps the distance that exists between what has been suggested here and the reality of an 

actual community. The trade off in aiming to make a project such as this as broadly 

applicable as possible within certain parameters is that, at this stage, the practical viability of 

it remains largely uncharted territory. The term Pentecostal/Charismatic was purposely broad, 

but, the question remains, how will what has been developed here work in specific ‘on the 
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ground’ communities within the various and unique socio-historical and theological contexts? 

Although a theological argument has been made and ‘stage direction’ has been offered, how 

does a Pentecostal/Charismatic individual or community re-appropriate Biblical laments? Or 

even, in the light of guidance offered by the Script, how do they construct their own laments?  

  

At the conclusion of this thesis it is the juxtaposition of the achievement that has occurred in 

its making and the questions over the application of the findings that mark where we now 

stand. In the light of this it seems fitting to close the project by returning to the question 

posed at the start of the conclusion – ‘where do we go from here?’ – and suggest possible 

avenues for future research. 

 

4. Future Research 

 

There are four directions in which I wish to point in attempting to offer a preliminary answer 

to this question, all of which will require the help of scholars and communities alike.
843

 The 

first of these involves Pentecostal/Charismatic communities and practical theologians. 

 

As noted above there is significant potential for there to be a gap between what is being 

suggested in this thesis and the reality of the actual situations in any particular 

                                                 
843

 The four directions discussed here, it may be noted, are all related specifically to Pentecostal/Charismatic 

communities and their theology. Given the nature and content of the thesis, this is of course where the focus of 

suggestions for future research should lie. However, what I wish to suggest in addition is that the content of the 

thesis is not only relevant to Pentecostal/Charismatic communities. If one understands this thesis as one of the 

interlocutors in a conversation with such communities, then it is possible to conceive of other ‘interested parties’ 

who may wish to listen in. At the level of academic discourse, these may include philosophers of religion, 

systematic theologians and Biblical scholars who are interested in approaches to the problem of evil and 

suffering and the use of Scripture and doctrine employed within those approaches. At a more confessional level 

of discourse, there may also be those who wish to listen in due to an interest in the use of lament in liturgical 

settings. The hermeneutical methodology employed in this thesis that enables the Christological qualification 

and justification of the practice of lament, holds the potential for enabling a re-examination of the place of the 

lament in the liturgical practice of many denominations. This thesis therefore opens up wider possibilities of 

future conversations and research than is being primarily focused upon here. However, due to the limits imposed 

by time and space constraints, the focus of this section will be the possibilities of future research directly related 

to what I consider to be the primary interlocutors with which this thesis engages. 
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Pentecostal/Charismatic community. The problem this causes is one of application. How are 

the findings of this research to be engaged with and applied in any particular community? An 

answer I wish to suggest, that acts as the first direction in which we may go, is for practical 

theologians to examine just this question. By empirically researching how specific 

communities respond to the type of suffering in question in this thesis and placing their 

findings in conversation with what is being presented here, there is the potential for a two 

way yield. On the one hand the empirical research, in conjunction with this research, may 

result in the modification of beliefs and practices in the communities in question in a way that 

enables those communities to be more authentically Christian. On the other hand, as all 

conversations are at least two-way, the empirical research could offer significant challenge to 

suggestions in this research. Engagement by practical theologians thus provides one way in 

which we can, in conversation, move forward together in our desire for right Christian belief 

and practice.
844

 

 

The second direction that I wish to suggest as a way forward from this point involves Biblical 

scholars and Pentecostal/Charismatic communities – or more ideally, Pentecostal/Charismatic 

Biblical scholars and Pentecostal/Charismatic communities. This thesis proposes guidance for 

right belief and practice, however, the ‘doing’ of that practice is a further challenge that this 

thesis has only touched on. Although I have justified the use of lament as a legitimate 

response to the situations of suffering in question for Pentecostal/Charismatic communities, 

there is the significant question of: what would a Pentecostal/Charismatic appropriation of 

lament texts look like? In one sense this could be a question that potentially proceeds from 

                                                 
844

 In Testimony in the Spirit Mark Cartledge ‘offers a reflection that intends to rescript the ordinary theology of 

Pentecostal church members through an engagement with denominational and wider Pentecostal tradition, social 

science perspectives and Pentecostal and Charismatic scholarship’, (p. 10). Such a project acts as a primary 

example of where Practical Theology could engage with the work of this thesis. What has been developed here 

provides a resource within Pentecostal/Charismatic scholarship that could be used to enable the rescripting of 

ordinary theology found in testimonies like my own in Chapter 1.  
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the empirical research suggested above, but, there is also the possibility that the desire to 

answer that question may emerge from communities apart from such endeavours. 

 

A small number of scholars have begun suggesting, in the light of the Biblical texts, what 

modern day laments could look like.
845

 However, as yet, unsurprisingly, there have been no 

such endeavours from within Pentecostal/Charismatic communities. As noted in the section 

discussing the work of John Christopher Thomas in Chapter 4 of this thesis, there are, 

however, Pentecostal commentaries emerging. This being the case, in the light of the present 

work, one wonders if a question it asks is whether a Pentecostal commentary on the Psalms, 

or perhaps Job, may be possible, and what they might look like? 

 

With regard to the use of the Psalms, the third direction – which again may open up as a 

result of empirical research or, apart from it – is an examination of the place of lament in the 

music of Pentecostal/Charismatic communities. In the introduction to this thesis Michael 

Adams was highlighted as one Pentecostal scholar who had begun to examine the possibility 

of incorporating lament into Pentecostal worship. However, also highlighted in the 

introduction was the unsolved problem of the way the Easter event affects the use of Old 

Testament lament texts. Having dealt with that problem in this thesis, there is fresh impetus 

with which to carry on exploring the possibilities of the use of lament in worship.   

 

In connection to the last point, the fourth and final direction in which further research may go 

is along the route of exploring how the work undertaken in this thesis could open up the 

                                                 
845

 Most recently, Walter Brueggemann and Steve Frost have produced a book and DVD that seeks to provide 

direction from the lament psalms on how to express oneself in contemporary communities. See Psalmist’s Cry: 

Scripts for Embracing Lament, (Kansas City: Beacon Hill Press: 2011). John Swinton also offers some guidance 

for creating ones own laments in Raging With Compassion (pp. 126-128). In doing so he points to Ann Weems 

as one writer who has successfully achieved this. See Ann Weems, Psalms of Lament, (Louisville, Kentucky: 

Westminster John Knox Press, 1995). For structured forms of liturgies of lament and anger see Pembroke, 

Pastoral Care in Worship, Chapters 3 and 4. 
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possibility of theologically supporting the practice of glossolalia as lament. As was noted in 

examining the work of Gordon Fee regarding Romans 8 in Chapter 6 of this thesis, there has 

already been significant research undertaken that potentially provides the foundation for such 

a suggestion.
846

 What is perhaps required is further extensive engagement with that research 

in order to solidify such a position and so provide solid foundations and clear guidance for 

how such a practice may occur in Pentecostal/Charismatic communities.  

 

The four directions offered here are by no means the only ones that could be taken, but are 

ones which I suggest are important and worthy of exploration. It is hoped that this thesis will 

encourage such explorations as well as provide a resource for the journey.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
846

 James K. A. Smith and David Hilborn have both explored the concept of glossolalia as a speech-act (see 

(James K. A. Smith, ‘Tongues as “Resistance Discourse”: A Philosophical Perspective’, in Mark J. Cartledge 

(ed.), Speaking in Tongues: Multidisciplinary Perspectives, (Milton Keynes: Paternoster Press, 2006), pp. 81-

110, and David Hilborn, ‘Glossolalia as Communication: A Linguistic-Pragmatic Perspective’, in Mark J. 

Cartledge (ed.), Speaking in Tongues: Multi-Disciplinary Perspectives, (Milton Keynes: Paternoster Press, 

2006), pp. 111-146). In conjunction with Fee’s work, one avenue may therefore be to build on this and explore 

the possibility of the act being one of lament. In addition, Frank Macchia has also noted that ‘glossolalia as 

groaning for the bound creation becomes the path to glossolalia as praise. This entire experience must be 

understood eschatologically. Glossolalia as the yearning for the liberation and redemption to come is also the 

evidence that such has already begun, not only among us, but through us in the world’, (Frank D. Macchia, 

‘Sighs Too Deep For Words: Towards a Theology of Glossolalia’, JPT, 1, (1992), pp. 47-73, (59)). In the light 

of this there is also the possibility of exploring the idea of glossolalia being a gift that aids in the move from 

lament to praise as well as being a sign of eschatological hope within that. There is then, pockets of research in 

existence that appear to be begging to be linked together to enable the production of a sustained and robust 

argument for glossolalia as lament. 
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