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Preprint 

Cowdell, Scott. A God for this World, London/New York, Mowbray, ISBN 0-264-67501-0, 

2000, 16 x 24, xii + 129 pp., £ 11,99 

How can we develop a theology that is credible for people who live in today’s world? That 

is the question the Australian Anglican priest Scott Cowdell tries to answer in this 

programmatic small book. The book is divided into two parts: a general part on the 

direction thinking about God should take, and a specific part on the way we should 

conceive of divine agency. The culture in which we live is essential to both parts of 

Cowdell’s project. He starts off by characterizing this culture, the context of belief, in terms 

of (1) the new clarity with which structural evil and human vulnerability appear, (2) the 

emerging scientific and cultural holism which conceives of reality in terms of fundamental 

relatedness and (3) the increasing hiddenness of God in a secularized world. In this 

context, Cowdell argues, there is no longer place for classical theism, the typically modern 

way of conceiving of God as remote, all-powerful and unbending. In our postmodern world, 

classical theism fails because (1) it renders God aloof and detached, and (2) it functions as 

a symbol and a justification of the dominant values in society. We need a rethinking of 

God. Cowdell finds sources for this in panentheistic tendencies in contemporary theology 

(Macquarrie, McFague, process theology) on the one hand, and in Trinitarian approaches to 

theology (Gunton) on the other. For Cowdell it is an understatement that both tendencies 

are fully compatible; one should rather say that they are in the end identical. (Gunton, a 

passionate critic of process theology, will probably be surprised to read here that he 

contributes to the same project). 

            The second part of the book is devoted to divine agency. Cowdell first sketches the 

double agency theory, both in its traditional articulations and in contemporary theology. He 

then shows that contemporary science, with its ‘softening’ of scientific laws, quantum 

indeterminacy and chaotic dynamic systems certainly leaves room for divine agency. 

Speculation about the precise mechanisms by which God acts, however, does not seem 

fruitful. Where do we locate divine agency, then? On the one hand, in the world as a 

whole. While the world can be fully accounted for in secular scientific, psychological and 

socio-economic theory, the whole of life can also be viewed as encounter with God. On the 

other hand, Cowdell also sees a possibility for special divine agency. Here, he returns to 

the idea that the world might be God’s body (McFague); then, God might live in and act 

though the world – without thereby breaking its laws – as we live in and act through our 

bodies. 

            Cowdell covers a lot of ground in just over a hundred pages. Sometimes, his 

arguments cannot carry the weight of his conclusions – e.g., in his facile rejection of 

classical theism. At other times, I could not help thinking that he should have put flesh on 

the bones of his own, panentheistic views in discussion with the best literature in the field, 

like, e.g., Thomas F. Tracy, God, Action and Embodiment (Grand Rapids 1984) and Charles 

Taliaferro, Consciousness and the Mind of God (Cambridge 1994) – books he ignores. 

Nevertheless, Cowdell presents his ideas with flair, insight and erudition, and all in all this 

small book is an impressive achievement.  

Marcel Sarot 
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