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REFLECTIONS ON GOD’S PROVIDENCE AND ACTIVITY IN HISTORY 

   

       by Emilio G. Chávez  

 

 

Introduction 

 

 This essay seeks to set forth some reflections on how God acts in our lives 

and, on a much larger scale, in human history. For this, it is necessary to cover a 

series of theological areas, such as: the nature of God; the nature of the universe and 

of the events that occur therein; the nature of God’s activities; the nature of our 

salvation; and, finally, the nature of our discernment and judgments regarding those 

activities. 

 

The Nature of God 

 

God is “spirit,” and, as such, only knowable by us analogically, that is, we can 

only imagine or conceive how God is and acts by reference to what we have 

perceived in the natural world. We believe that God exists, that “He” is an all-

powerful, all-knowing and loving Being. But we have progressively, in our human 

history, divested God of anthropomorphisms. No longer do we speak of him as taking 

an afternoon walk in the Garden of Eden or as baring his arm or fuming at the nose or 

uprooting cedars with his majestic voice. But we continue to believe that He acts in 

our lives and in the universe. How is this to be understood, in regards now to the 

nature of God? 

The simple answer is that we really do not know. It is important to realize this 

“apophatic” fact. We know a great deal not everything, by any means about how 

the universe operates. It is accessible in ever-greater measure to our scientific 

investigation. As we plunge deeper into the subatomic world, or venture farther out 

into space, we are often surprised by the depth of the secrets of nature, by how vast 

and virtually unfathomable it is, and we are often surprised by new discoveries and 

ways of understanding natural phenomena. We cannot say that there has been a 

qualitative change in the possibilities of scientific research in the last few centuries, 
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that is, we know more, we do science differently, but we have not a qualitatively 

different capacity to learn the secrets of the universe than Galileo or Newton or 

Einstein had. Their theories were revised, proven wrong in some respects. What we 

know today may seem quite quaint in some years. 

We do not know how spirit acts upon matter. We believe that God created the 

world. He may have set off the Big Bang. How He created matter ex nihilo we cannot 

imagine. How He maintains it, we do not know. St. Augustine, in his De Trinitate, 

and perhaps others before him, spoke of God’s utter simplicity in knowing, acting, 

loving, etc. He does not discourse, his love is not different from his knowledge, etc. 

This makes sense, and seems to be “a good start.” But we should emphasize that even 

this puristic image is just that, a human attempt to understand the nature of God. In 

the end, we must resign ourselves to trying to speak about God according to what 

Holy Scripture and the Church teach, and what theologians have reflected upon based 

on our experience, and to systematize all this so as to present a valuable picture of 

God and his activity (the two can't be separated). But, analogously to our natural 

inquiry, and even much more so, there are many things about God we do not and 

cannot know. 

In nature, we are just beginning, I think, to realize that thought and 

communication are mysterious, so that what has been termed telepathy may exist, and 

there may be forms of communication, of intuition, of knowledge, that defy natural 

laws as we understand them in a pure “materialistic” fashion. In the field of medicine, 

we are just beginning to synthesize our conceptions of the interrelation between mind 

and body. The East has a body of knowledge regarding this, the West has cultivated 

“modern” medicine. Contemporaries such as Deepak Chopra, with a command of 

both, are expounding this interrelation in new ways. Eastern mystics have long 

astounded us with demonstrations of the possibilities of “mind over matter,” holding 

their breath or slowing down at will their metabolism, etc. So even in the material 

world, and the universe, so “thoroughly” studied by us moderns, there are ever-

awaiting surprises. 

In regards to God, there are ever-present questions, such as “Why doesn't God 

stop innocent suffering,” which begs the question, “Can He?” And why does God 

sometimes perform a miracle and at other times does not, under circumstances 

indistinguishable to us? Does our prayer affect God, does it change what He intended 
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to do? Does God punish acts in this life? Does He reward? If He wills that we be 

saved, what practical effect does this willing have on His acts, and on us, and on our 

freewill?  

Process theologians have at times spoken of God as a “fellow-sufferer.” This 

may be part of a conception of God as being “in process,” at least in so far as we are 

concerned, that is, “God” is an idea we have that refers more to what we are and think 

than to any reality outside of us. Does it make sense to speak of God as “in process?” 

The question behind this is really, what is God like, what is the nature of God? 

Our Christian faith absolutely speaks of God as omnipotent. But we put limits 

on this omnipotence: God cannot make a circle square. We could then say, God can 

do anything that is logically possible, thereby in some way qualifying his 

omnipotence. We say, God tends to respect natural laws, and does not directly 

(“miraculously”) intervene except in certain circumstances: to show his mercy, as a 

salvific sign, to convert a particularly destined individual, etc. This type of thinking 

has the advantage of leaving quite undetermined and unpredictable what God does or 

will do in any given case; but I flaw it as proceeding from an all-too cozy and 

assuming stance of believing we understand how God acts most of the time. I uphold 

the Christian belief that God is omnipotent, which means He can do all things, 

“anything He wants.” But I prefer to make of this assertion, dogma and belief 

something which more pertains to us, to our way of life and faith, than to the actual, 

unknowable nature of God. That is, we should believe that God can do all things, and 

we should have absolute trust in his ability to save us. But it is irrelevant, academic 

and asinine, to speak of God doing some weird or extravagant act as a manifestation 

of his omnipotence. We will never, I don't think, see God do some real showy magic 

trick. I don't know whether the sun as danced in Fatima or Medjugorie, or whether 

rosaries have turned yellow in this place. I can truly believe God has healed, through 

the Virgin Mary's intercession, someone from cancer, or has caused a financial 

disaster to turn out alright. But the “strange” thing is how “natural” everything was in 

what occurred; it may be unexplainable, but it never happened before anyone's eyes or 

in a way that really precluded faith (although there are cases where it strongly induces 

it). Even if the sun has “danced,” it is susceptible of some natural explanation, or 

otherwise limited in its import; otherwise, the whole world would be converted. No, 
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what we have in these cases are special moments which are particularly susceptible to 

the interpretation of faith: “the finger of God was there.”     

If I believe that God created the universe out of nothing, and maintains it by 

“his Word,” then I believe He is capable of doing with it what He wants. I will believe 

that He is behind everything that happens, mysteriously “respecting” natural laws and 

even more mysteriously arranging them so as to lead and guide us along in our 

salvation path. The big variable is our faith and discernment: what someone who 

meditates on God and his providence and activity in his or her life will “discover” is 

quite different from what someone who doesn't will not-discover. And what is 

“discovered” may vary from one individual to another and within one individual from 

time to time, and may not correspond very well to what God has actually “done.” But 

that meditating individual does well to attend to the “possible” activity of God in his 

life and world, because then he exercises his faith in the God of salvation history, the 

Biblical God, the Father of Jesus. The important thing then is how this belief in the 

God who acts to save affects the believer, not how accurately the belief may 

correspond to the “actual” nature and activity of God.  So what, then, are we left with, 

in this regard? 

Certain prototypical salvation-deeds narrated in the Bible are virtually defined 

elements of our faith: Noah's saving ark, the crossing of the Red Sea, perhaps certain 

battles in Israel's history and the return from the exile, certainly Jesus' death on the 

cross, a truly historical event, but what was “miraculous” about that?1

Our traditional faith also speaks of God as letting certain things stand as they 

are, or changing others, in accordance with what is best for us, for our salvation. We 

are to hope for the best, for cures, success, etc. (some don’t even advocate this), but 

resign ourselves to God's ultimate will. Jesus prayed thus, in Gethsemane. It is clear 

 Then there's his 

resurrection, but it is not “historical” in the sense of being public. It required faith, and 

in any case, is of the non-showy type of “miracle” through which perhaps some were 

strongly induced to belief, but again, it could not of itself convert the world. It is 

another hidden activity of the hidden God. 

                                                 
1 It is not “miraculous” because, strictly speaking, it is not a natural wonder, an unexplainable 
exception to nature's usual course, although the manner of Jesus' death was surprising and convincing 
to the centurion (cf. also Gal 3:1), and the Letter to the Hebrews (9:14) attributes Jesus' self-offering to 
the “Eternal Spirit.” 
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that we humans, even Jesus, cringe at the thought of suffering, and want good things, 

sometimes most especially for loved ones, little children, a terminally-ill parent who 

is needed, etc. In these cases, we pray that God change the foreseeably tragic 

outcome. What does this say about the nature of God? 

Very little. It does say we shun suffering and want success, and that at times 

we respectively get it or avoid it after prayer (which we know can mightily affect how 

we feel and act and heal, etc.). It also indicates that God, with or without our prayer, 

can at times be quite discernible as a result of a miraculous healing or a sudden turn or 

events. But I think this, again, refers more to us than to God. We perceive God more 

clearly, being better disposed as we are then. Has God acted any differently? I don't 

think we know, and it would be just as baseless to say we know He has than to say we 

know He hasn’t. St. John of the Cross would probably say, focus on the eternal God, 

forget about his miracles, just have that dark, raw faith, without supports. This may 

seem extreme or inhuman Jesus didn’t seem to have read The Dark Night of the 

Soul and “exaggerated,” as someone once remarked after reading this mystic’s deep 

works. But it does correspond to the ultimate essence or our faith: what matters is our 

salvation, we will all die and possibly suffer much beforehand. What we should pray 

for is to be always near to God, and if relief from suffering helps us in this, we can be 

sure God will relive our suffering. But we should not expect to cause a change in 

God; this I feel is presumptuous, and an act of irreverence. Or is it, since Jesus 

himself asked God to “remove” the cup of the Passion. Well, it was not presumptuous 

in Jesus’ case: he did not seek to change God, he expressed that he balked at the 

terrifying prospect of what awaited him, but God’s will was paramount. It is fine to 

express our desires; it is another to put them above God’s plan. And we should attune 

ourselves to discovering what God's plan is and to obey it gladly, not to try to change 

what may be God’s plan. The realization of this causes and works a real difference in 

our attitude to life's events and to God. We place him first, in and of himself, not as 

provider or miracle-worker, but as savior. Savior from what? This is the topic of the 

next section. 

In summary, we can say very little about the nature of God from his “acts” in 

history beyond the fact that He created the universe and presumably can do whatever 

He wills. It will now be evident that focusing on God as savior will be more fruitful in 

our endeavor to discover how God “works” in our lives and in history. 
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The Nature of Our Salvation 

 

God’s acts, as far as we are concerned or aware of them, have to do with our 

salvation: they seek to further it. What is meant by “salvation?” We come into the 

world our existence is the presupposition for our salvation and we die, 

terminating our earthly “gestation” (in the sense not only of development but of our 

“gesture,” that is, our activity). Our salvation consists, theologically and 

teleologically, in its simplest, essential terms, in being with God. We are saved if we 

abide with God in eternity. Eternal life is defined in the Fourth Gospel (John 17:3) as 

‘knowing the only true God and the one He has sent, Jesus Christ.’  To “know,” in the 

Biblical sense, means to be intimately familiar with someone.  Ethically, and 

ontologically, what does it mean to “know” God and Jesus Christ?  It means to 

respond adequately to them, that is, to accept their invitation to be on familiar and 

intimate terms with them. This can only take place, of course, in proportion to what 

our knowledge and capacity enable us to achieve in this regard. We are created in the 

image of God. This means that we are free to love or not to love; love, by definition 

and essentially, is a free act, or it is not love.  Salvation therefore becomes an ability 

to give an adequate response of love, or can be defined as that state or condition in 

which such a response can be adequately given. Without this “cooperation” on our 

part, without this our response, however finite and humble, to God's invitation, we 

cannot enter into that relationship of Biblical knowledge with him which is the 

constituent of our salvation. The invitation does not automatically operate an 

acceptance; the acceptance must be free, that is, it must be a human act of response to 

the invitation to have this relationship. Only in those cases where no response is 

possible (extreme imbecility or in the case of newborns, etc.), will it be dispensed 

with. We then face the issue of what experience of God, what relationship with God, 

these persons can have, and must answer that in the “regeneration,”2

 Our growth, then, in this capacity to offer a loving response to God and, 

inseparably, to our “neighbor” is the “working out, accomplishing, bringing about” 

(in Greek, katergázomai))  ooff  oouurr  ssaallvvaattiioonn  wwhhiicchh  SStt..  PPaauull  ssppeeaakkss  aabboouutt  iinn  PPhhiilliippppiiaannss  

 who knows what 

wonders God will bring about?   

                                                 
2 Cf. Mattt 19:28. 
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22::1122..  OOuurr  lliiffee  iiss  aa  jjoouurrnneeyy  iinn  tthhiiss  ggrroowwtthh,,  aass  wwee  bbeeccoommee  ttrraannssffoorrmmeedd  mmoorree  aanndd  mmoorree  

iinnttoo  tthhee  iimmaaggee  tthhee  ““gglloorryy””  ooff  GGoodd,,  wwhhoo  iiss  SSppiirriitt..  CCff..  22  CCoorriinntthhiiaannss  33::1188..  SSuucchh  iiss  

tthhee  iinnttrriinnssiicc  iimmppuullssee,,  tthhee  ttééllooss,,  ttoowwaarrdd  wwhhiicchh  wwee  bbyy  nnaattuurree  tteenndd  aatt  lleeaasstt,,  nnaattuurree  

rreebboorrnn  iinn  bbaappttiissmm..  WWee  aarree  aabbllee  ttoo  ffrruussttrraattee  tthhiiss  tteennddeennccyy,,  wwhhoossee  ffuullffiillllmmeenntt  iiss  ddeessiirreedd  

bbuutt  nnoott  ffoorrcceedd  bbyy  GGoodd..  GGoodd''ss  pprroovviiddeennccee,,  aanndd  ootthheerr  aaccttiivviittiieess  ((iiff  tthheerree  aarree  ssuucchh!!))  aarree  

oorriieenntteedd  ttoowwaarrdd  eennaabblliinngg  tthhiiss  lloovviinngg  rreessppoonnssee  oonn  oouurr  ppaarrtt,,  wwhhiicchh  ssaavveess  uuss  ((==  bbrriinnggss  uuss  

iinnttoo  iinnttiimmaattee  rreellaattiioonnsshhiipp  wwiitthh  GGoodd))..  

  

TThhee  NNaattuurree  ooff  GGoodd’’ss  PPrroovviiddeennccee  

  

OOnnee  mmiigghhtt  tthhiinnkk  tthhaatt  II  hhaavvee  ssaaiidd  tthhaatt  eevveerryytthhiinngg  tthhaatt  ooccccuurrss  iinn  tthhee  wwoorrlldd  iiss  tthhee  

rreessuulltt  ooff  GGoodd''ss  pprroovviiddeennccee,,  aanndd  iinn  aa  bbrrooaadd  wwaayy  iitt  iiss,,  bbuutt  oonnllyy  iinn  aa  sseennssee  iinn  wwhhiicchh  tthhee  

wwoorrdd  iittsseellff  iiss  tthhuuss  ddiivveesstteedd  ooff  aannyy  ppaarrttiiccuullaarriittyy..  IItt  wwoouulldd  bbee  mmoorree  pprrooppeerr  ttoo  ssppeeaakk  ooff  

GGoodd’’ss  ““mmaaiinntteennaannccee””  ooff  tthhee  wwoorrlldd  aanndd  iittss  ccoouurrssee..  WWee  ssppeeaakk  ooff  ssoommeetthhiinngg  aass  bbeeiinngg  

““pprroovviiddeennttiiaall””  wwhheenn  wwee  rreeccooggnniizzee  iinn  iitt  aa  ssppeecciiaall  iinnssttaannccee  ooff  GGoodd''ss  ccaarriinngg  iinntteerrvveennttiioonn..  

TThhee  pprroottoottyyppiiccaall  eexxaammppllee  iiss  AAbbrraahhaamm’’ss  ffiinnddiinngg  ooff  tthhee  rraamm  nneeeeddeedd  ffoorr  tthhee  ssaaccrriiffiiccee  

wwhhiicchh  wwaass  ttoo  hhaavvee  bbeeeenn  hhiiss  ssoonn  IIssaaaacc..  AAbbrraahhaamm  hhaadd  ttrruusstteedd  tthhaatt  GGoodd  wwoouulldd  ““pprroovviiddee””  

tthhee  aanniimmaall  ffoorr  tthhee  ssaaccrriiffiiccee;;  ccff..  GGeenneessiiss  2222..  TThhee  HHeebbrreeww  wwoorrdd  iiss  tthhaatt  ffoorr  ““ttoo  sseeee,,  llooookk  

ttoo;;””  ““pprroovviiddee””  ccoommeess  ffrroomm  tthhee  LLaattiinn  ““ttoo  sseeee  aahheeaadd..””  AAnndd  ssuurree  eennoouugghh,,  tthheerree  jjuusstt  

hhaappppeenneedd  ttoo  bbee  aa  rraamm  ccaauugghhtt  bbyy  iittss  hhoorrnnss  wwhheenn  tthhee  aannggeell  ssttooppppeedd  AAbbrraahhaamm  ffrroomm  

ooffffeerriinngg  uupp  hhiiss  ssoonn,,  aanndd  AAbbrraahhaamm  nnaammeedd  tthhee  mmoouunnttaaiinn  ““TThhee  LLoorrdd  wwiillll  pprroovviiddee..””    

GGoodd''ss  pprroovviiddeennccee  mmuusstt  bbee  sseeeenn,,  aanndd  ccaann  rreeaallllyy  oonnllyy  bbee  rreeccooggnniizzeedd,,  iinn  tthhee  

ccoonntteexxtt  ooff  aa  ffaaiitthh  tthhaatt  sseeeekkss  ttoo  ddiisscceerrnn  aa  ddiivviinnee  ppllaann  ffoorr  oouurr  lliiffee..  WWee  aarree  bboorrnn,,  wwee  wwiillll  

ddiiee,,  GGoodd  wwaannttss  uuss  ttoo  bbee  ssaavveedd  bbyy  kknnoowwiinngg  hhiimm  aanndd  ffiinnddiinngg  iinn  hhiimm  hhooppee,,  ssttrreennggtthh  aanndd  

lloovvee..  WWee  aarree  ggiivveenn  lliiffee,,  ssoommee  aammoouunntt  ooff  hheeaalltthh  aanndd  hhuummaann  ccoommppaanniioonnsshhiipp  aanndd  

nnuurrttuurriinngg,,  eedduuccaattiioonn,,  aanndd  aa  vvaarriieettyy  ooff  eexxppeerriieenncceess  tthhaatt  ffoorrmm  wwhhoo  wwee  aarree  aass  ppeerrssoonnss..  

TThhee  eenndd  rreessuulltt  ooff  tthhiiss,,  wwhheenn  wwee  hhaavvee  hhaadd  tthhee  ooppppoorrttuunniittyy  ttoo  rreevviieeww  iitt,,  uunnddeerrssttaanndd  aanndd  

aassssiimmiillaattee  iitt,,  iiss  aa  cceerrttaaiinn  sseellff--kknnoowwlleeddggee  ooff  oouurr  ttaalleennttss,,  lliimmiittaattiioonnss  aanndd  iinncclliinnaattiioonnss..  

WWee  mmuusstt  ddiisscceerrnn  wwhhaatt  wwee  sshhoouulldd  ddoo  wwiitthh  oouurr  lliivveess..  TThhee  ooppppoorrttuunniittiieess  wwhhiicchh  pprreesseenntt  

tthheemmsseellvveess  mmaayy  bbee  ffeeww  oorr  mmaannyy,,  oorr  mmaayy  rreeqquuiirree  ccrreeaattiivviittyy,,  ffoorreessiigghhtt,,  iimmaaggiinnaattiioonn  aanndd  

ccoouurraaggee,,  ttoo  iinnvveenntt..  IItt  iiss  aapppprroopprriiaattee  ttoo  ssttaattee  tthhaatt  eevveerryyoonnee  hhaass  ssoommee  ssoorrtt  ooff  vvooccaattiioonn..  IItt  

mmaayy  nnoott  bbee  wwoorrkk--rreellaatteedd,,  oorr  tthhiiss,,  oonnllyy  ttaannggeennttiiaallllyy;;  ffeeww  wwoouulldd  ssoo  gglloorriiffyy  tthhee  jjoobb  ooff  aa  

ssttrreeeett--cclleeaanneerr  aass  aa  vvooccaattiioonn,,  bbuutt  iitt  ccaann  bbee::  oonnee  ccaann  ddoo  iitt  wwiitthh  pprriiddee,,  bbuutt  mmoorree  pprroobbaabbllyy  
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aanndd  iimmppoorrttaannttllyy,,  oonnee  wwiillll  vviieeww  iitt  iinn  tthhee  llaarrggeerr  ccoonntteexxtt  ooff  ddooiinngg  aa  uusseeffuull,,  rreemmuunneerraattiivvee  

sseerrvviiccee  iinn  oorrddeerr  ttoo  pprroovviiddee  ffoorr  aa  ffaammiillyy,,  oorr  ffoorr  oonneesseellff,,  iinn  oorrddeerr  ttoo  ffuullffiillll  ootthheerr  rroolleess  

aanndd  ppeerrffoorrmm  ootthheerr  aaccttiivviittiieess..  OOuurr  ggeenneerraall,,  uunniivveerrssaall  vvooccaattiioonn    ““ccaalllliinngg””  iiss  ttoo  GGoodd..  

HHooww  wwee  ggeett  tthheerree,,  ttoo  hhiimm,,  ttaakkeess  mmaannyy  ddiiffffeerreenntt  ffoorrmmss..  

AAss  hhuummaannss,,  wwee  eennvviissiioonn  wwhheerree  wwee  wwaanntt  ttoo  ggoo..  FFoorr  tthhee  CChhrriissttiiaann,,  tthhiiss  mmuusstt  bbee  

iinn  aaccccoorrddaannccee  wwiitthh  rreeaallllyy,,  iinn  rreessppoonnssee  ttoo  GGoodd’’ss  ppllaann..  TThhiiss  vviissiioonn  iiss  tthhee  rreessuulltt  ooff  

oouurr  aasssseessssmmeenntt  ooff  oouurr  ssiittuuaattiioonn  aanndd  ccoonnddiittiioonn,,  wwiitthh  iittss  ppoossssiibbiilliittiieess  aanndd  lliimmiittaattiioonnss,,  bbuutt  

mmoosstt  iimmppoorrttaannttllyy,,  wwiitthh  ssoommee  iinnnneerr  ddrriivvee  ttoowwaarrdd  aa  ssttaattee,,  aa  wwoorrkk  aanndd  aann  aaccttiivviittyy..  IIff  wwee  

ffeeeell  ccaalllleedd  ttoo  mmaarrrriiaaggee,,  wwee  nneeeedd  ttoo  ffiinndd  aa  ppaarrttnneerr..  IIff  wwee  ffeeeell  ccaalllleedd  ttoo  tthhee  pprriieessttllyy  ssttaattee  

oorr  rreelliiggiioouuss  lliiffee,,  wwee  nneeeedd  ttoo  ddiisscceerrnn  aanndd  ffiinndd  tthhee  rriigghhtt  ooppppoorrttuunniittiieess;;  iiff  wwee  ffeeeell  ccaalllleedd  

ttoo  rreeaalliizzee  ssoommee  wwoorrkk,,  wwee  nneeeedd  ttoo  bbee  aabbllee  ttoo  ddeevveelloopp  tthhee  sskkiillllss  nneecceessssaarryy,,  eettcc..  IItt  iiss  iinn  

tthhee  ccoonntteexxtt  ooff  tthhiiss  vviissiioonn,,  wwiitthh  aallll  iittss  ccoommppoonneenntt  ppaarrttss,,  tthhaatt  wwee  ccaann  ddiisscceerrnn  GGoodd’’ss  

pprroovviiddeennccee..  SSoommeettiimmeess,,  wwee  mmaayy  sseeee  GGoodd''ss  pprroovviiddeennccee  pprreecciisseellyy  iinn  hhiiss  ppooiinnttiinngg  oouutt  

wwhhaatt  kkiinndd  ooff  vviissiioonn  wwee  sshhoouulldd  hhaavvee..  TThhee  qquueessttiioonn  rreemmaaiinnss,,  hhooww  ddoo  wwee  ddiisscceerrnn  iitt  iiss  

GGoodd''ss  pprroovviiddeennccee??  

IInn  AAbbrraahhaamm''ss  ccaassee,,  iitt  wwaass  ssiimmppllee  ((hhee  ffoouunndd  tthhee  rraamm,,  aanndd  kknneeww  wwhhaatt  ttoo  ddoo  wwiitthh  

iitt,,  aanndd  ttoo  aattttrriibbuuttee  iittss  pprreesseennccee  ttoo  GGoodd)),,  tthhoouugghh  hhiiss  ssiittuuaattiioonn  wwaass  ddeevvaassttaattiinngg..  HHee  hhaadd  

bbeeeenn  rreeaaddyy  ttoo  ssaaccrriiffiiccee  hhiiss  oonnllyy  bbeelloovveedd  ssoonn,,  tthhee  ssoonn  ooff  tthhee  pprroommiissee,,  aanndd  tthhee  aannggeell  hhaadd  

ssttooppppeedd  hhiimm..  AAfftteerrwwaarrddss,,  iitt  wwaass  eeaassyy  ttoo  ssee  GGoodd''ss  hhaanndd  iinn  pprroovviiddiinngg  aa  rraamm  jjuusstt  wwhheenn  iitt  

wwaass  nneeeeddeedd..  TThhee  ppeerrssoonn  ooff  ffaaiitthh  lliikkeewwiissee  hhaass  aann  eeyyee  aallwwaayyss  aalleerrtt  ttoo  tthhee  hhaanndd  ooff  GGoodd..  

HHee  lliivveess  iinn  tthhee  hhooppee  ooff  bbeeiinngg  ssaavveedd,,  ooff  ffuullffiilllliinngg  tthhee  ppllaann  aanndd  mmiissssiioonn  ffoorr  wwhhiicchh  hhee  oorr  

sshhee  wwaass  ccrreeaatteedd..  HHee  sseettss  oouutt  ttoo  ddoo  iitt,,  aass  bbeesstt  hhee  ccaann..  HHee  mmaakkeess  ddeecciissiioonnss,,  ssoommeettiimmeess  

bbaasseedd  jjuusstt  oonn  ffaaiitthh  aanndd  iinnnneerr  ccoonnvviiccttiioonn,,  nnoott  oonn  ssoommee  ccoolldd  ccaallccuullaattiioonn  ooff  hhuummaann  

ppoossssiibbiilliittiieess..  AAss  hhee  ttrriieess  ttoo  eeffffeeccttuuaattee  hhiiss  ((ddiivviinnee))  ppllaann,,  hhee  rruunnss  iinnttoo  ssnnaaggss..  HHee  pprraayyss  

tthhaatt  GGoodd  wwiillll  rreemmoovvee  oobbssttaacclleess,,  wwiillll  ssmmooootthh  tthhee  wwaayy  aanndd  mmaakkee  ppoossssiibbllee  wwhhaatt  ‘‘ffoorr  

hhuummaannss  iiss  iimmppoossssiibbllee..’’  IInn  tthheessee  mmoommeennttss,,  hhee  wwiillll  rreeccooggnniizzee  GGoodd’’ss  pprroovviiddeennccee,,  aanndd  iitt  

wwiillll  ooff  ccoouurrssee  bbee  iinnttiimmaatteellyy  aanndd  iinneexxttrriiccaabbllyy  rreellaatteedd  ttoo  tthhee  ffuullffiillllmmeenntt  ooff  hhiiss  ppllaann  ooff  

ssaallvvaattiioonn..  

TThhee  ccoonncceepptt  ooff  GGoodd’’ss  pprroovviiddeennccee  tthhuuss  mmaakkeess  nnoo  sseennssee  aanndd  iiss  iirrrreelleevvaanntt  oouuttssiiddee  

ooff  aa  ccoonncceeppttiioonn  ooff  ssaallvvaattiioonn  hhiissttoorryy  ppeerrssoonnaall  aanndd  uunniivveerrssaall..  ““AAllll  tthhiinnggss””  wwiillll  tthheenn  bbee  

sseeeenn  aass  ““wwoorrkkiinngg  ttooggeetthheerr””  ((ssyynneerrggééōō))  ““ffoorr  tthhoossee  wwhhoo  lloovvee  GGoodd,,  wwhhoo  aarree  ccaalllleedd  

aaccccoorrddiinngg  ttoo  hhiiss  pprróótthheessiiss..  RRoommaannss  88::2288..  TThhiiss  llaasstt  wwoorrdd  iiss  lliitteerraallllyy  ““wwhhaatt  iiss  ppuutt  

bbeeffoorree,,””  aanndd  mmeeaannss  ““ppllaann,,  ppuurrppoossee,,  rreessoollvvee,,  wwiillll..””  OOuurr  vviissiioonn  ooff  hhiiss  ppllaann  gguuiiddeess  oouurr  
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ddiisscceerrnnmmeenntt  ooff  hhiiss  pprroovviiddeennccee,,  aanndd  iinnssttaanncceess  ooff  hhiiss  pprroovviiddeennccee  aass  ppeerrcceeiivveedd  oorr  

bbeelliieevveedd  bbyy  uuss  iinn  ttuurrnn  mmaayy  rreeaarrrraannggee  aanndd  mmooddiiffyy  oouurr  vviissiioonn  ooff  hhiiss  ppllaann..  AAnndd  tthhuuss  iitt  

wwaass  iinn  BBiibblliiccaall  hhiissttoorryy..  

  TThhee  eeaarrllyy  IIssrraaeelliittee  ccoonncceeppttiioonn  ooff  wwhhaatt  ccoonnssttiittuutteedd  aa  ggoooodd  lliiffee  wwaass  ttoo  ppoosssseessss  

tthhee  llaanndd  iinn  ppeeaaccee,,  lliivvee  aa  lloonngg  lliiffee  aanndd  lleeaavvee  ddeesscceennddaannttss  bbeehhiinndd..  TThheeiirr  eexxppeerriieenncceess  

wwiitthh  ootthheerr  ppeeoopplleess,,  aass  tthheeyy  bbeeccaammee  sseettttlleedd,,  lleedd  tthheemm  ttoo  wwaanntt  aa  kkiinngg,,  nnoott  wwiitthhoouutt  

rruummbblliinnggss  ffrroomm  pprroopphheettiicc  vvooiicceess..  TToo  ccoonncceeiivvee  ooff  oonnee’’ss  nnaattiioonn  aass  aa  kkiinnggddoomm  eennttaaiilleedd  

qquuiittee  aa  ffeeww  ffaaccttoorrss  wwhhiicchh  bbooddeedd  oommiinnoouussllyy::  aa  ccoouurrtt,,  ttaaxxaattiioonn,,  ccoonnqquueesstt,,  wwaarr,,  ddeeffeeaatt,,  

eettcc..  TThhuuss  wwee  hhaavvee  IIssrraaeell’’ss  hhiissttoorryy  ooff  sseeeemmiinnggllyy  ccoonnssttaanntt  tthhrreeaatt,,  eennddiinngg  iinn  tthhee  

ddeessttrruuccttiioonn  aanndd  ddiissaappppeeaarraannccee  ooff  tthhee  NNoorrtthheerrnn  KKiinnggddoomm  aanndd  tthhee  BBaabbyylloonniiaann  EExxiillee  ffoorr  

tthhee  KKiinnggddoomm  ooff  JJuuddaahh..  WWhhaatt  rreettuurrnneedd  wwaass  aa  ssmmaallll  aanndd  ppoooorr  ppeeooppllee,,  tthhaatt  ““rreemmnnaanntt””  ooff  

wwhhiicchh  ZZeepphhaanniiaahh  33::1122--1133  ((aammoonngg  ootthheerrss))  ssppookkee,,  wwhhoossee  oonnllyy  ssuuppppoorrtt  wwaass  iinn  tthhee  nnaammee  

ooff  tthhee  LLoorrdd..  TThheeiirr  eexxppeerriieenncceess  lleedd  ttoo  tthhee  ttrraannssffoorrmmaattiioonn  ooff  mmaannyy  ootthheerr  nnoottiioonnss,,  uunnttiill  

tthhee  ccrruueell  ppeerrsseeccuuttiioonn  uunnddeerr  tthhee  SSeelleeuucciiddss  lleedd  ttoo  tthhee  eellaabboorraattiioonn  ooff  tthhee  bbeelliieeff  iinn  tthhee  

rreessuurrrreeccttiioonn  ooff  tthhee  ddeeaadd  aanndd  aa  ffiinnaall,,  uunniivveerrssaall  jjuuddggmmeenntt..  TToowwaarrdd  tthhee  ttuurrnn  ooff  tthhee  eerraass,,  

rreelliiggiioouuss  ppeeooppllee  ssuucchh  aass  tthhee  ““EEsssseenneess””  hhaadd  ggoonnee  ttoo  tthhee  ddeesseerrtt  ttoo  ““pprreeppaarree  tthhee  wwaayy  ooff  

tthhee  LLoorrdd,,””  lliivviinngg  aa  lliiffee  ooff  ggrreeaatt  ssaaccrriiffiiccee  aanndd  ppiieettyy..  TThhiinnggss  hhaadd  ccoommee  aa  lloonngg  wwaayy  ffrroomm  

tthhee  ddaayyss  ooff  AAbbrraahhaamm,,  MMoosseess  aanndd  DDaavviidd..  

WWhhaatt  wwaass  hhaappppeenniinngg  hheerree??  BBeeiinngg  wwiitthh  GGoodd  wwaass  ccoonnssiiddeerreedd  ttoo  bbee  ooff  tthhee  uuttmmoosstt  

iimmppoorrttaannccee,,  aallbbeeiitt  ssttiillll  wwiitthh  ““wwoorrllddllyy””  hhooppeess::  tthhee  EEsssseenneess,,  aanndd  rreeaallllyy,,  eeaarrlliieesstt  

CChhrriissttiiaanniittyy,,  ccoonncceeiivveedd  ooff  tthhee  KKiinnggddoomm  ooff  GGoodd  iinn  ccoonnccrreettee,,  aallmmoosstt  ““mmaatteerriiaalliissttiicc””  

tteerrmmss..  BBuutt  tthhee  iimmaaggeess  bbeelliiee  wwhhaatt  iiss  uullttiimmaatteellyy  tthhee  oonnee  eesssseennttiiaall::  aass  tthhee  vviissiioonnaarryy  

pprroopphheett  JJoohhnn  sseeeess  ““tthhee  nneeww  hheeaavveenn  aanndd  tthhee  nneeww  eeaarrtthh,,””  RReevveellaattiioonn  2211,,  wwhhaatt’’ss  

iimmppoorrttaanntt  iiss  tthhaatt  GGoodd  iiss  wwiitthh  hhiiss  ppeeooppllee  ((nnoo  ddoouubbtt,,  tthhiiss  wwiillll  eennttaaiill  tthhee  wwiippiinngg  aawwaayy  ooff  

eevveerryy  tteeaarr))..  WWhhaatt  wwee  hhaavvee  iiss  tthhaatt  uunniioonn,,  ““mmiixxttuurree,,””  iiff  yyoouu  wwiillll,,  ooff  ssppiirriitt  aanndd  fflleesshh  

wwhhiicchh  GGoodd  ccrreeaatteedd  iinn  tthhee  bbeeggiinnnniinngg..  WWee  rreemmaaiinn  hhuummaannss,,  nneeeeddiinngg  ttoo  iimmaaggiinnee  eevveenn  

ssppiirriittuuaall  tthhiinnggss  iinn  eeaarrtthhllyy  tteerrmmss,,  bbuutt  ccaappaabbllee  ooff  cchheerriisshhiinngg  tthhee  hhooppee  ooff  ttrruuee  

ccoommmmuunniioonn  wwiitthh  GGoodd..  IItt  iiss  ttoowwaarrdd  tthhiiss  ggooaall  ““ooff  aallll  ccrreeaattiioonn””  ((ccff..  RRoommaannss  88))  tthhaatt  

GGoodd''ss  pprroovviiddeennccee  iiss  oorriieenntteedd..  WWee  ddiissccoovveerr  iitt  aass  wwee  pprraayy  iinn  tthhee  SSppiirriitt  ffoorr  tthhee  ggrraaccee  ttoo  

bbee  aabbllee  ttoo  ffaaiitthhffuullllyy,,  wwiisseellyy  aanndd  ccoouurraaggeeoouussllyy  rreessppoonndd  ttoo  GGoodd’’''ss  ppllaann..             

At this point, then, we can define God’s providence as the special gifts He 

gives us to enable us to fulfill our specific vocation or mission in life. They are clear 
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signs of his loving and omnipotent presence, and fulfill the all-important function of 

proving to us his love. Our experience of his love is the single most important saving 

factor and gift which God gives us. As a person in love can readily discern and detect 

when his loved one has left behind a sign of her love and concern at times, only 

imagining it as s thus can the faithful discern God’s ubiquitous presence. He may 

even think of it in terms of guardian angels. This experience of God’s care and power 

to help us fulfill his plan is also a forceful psychological “resource” to enable us to 

succeed.   

  

The Nature of God’s Activity in the World 

 

 We are now in a more prepared position to take up once more the question of 

the nature of God’s activity in the world; specifically, whether He performs 

“miracles,” and how these may be described and explained. We stated previously that, 

according to constant Judeo-Christian belief, God as creator can do “anything He 

wants.” But why does He seem always to act in ways which are subject to an 

unbelieving interpretation? The clear answer is that God does not deign to “perform” 

or put on a show for anyone, but remains always a “hidden God.”3

 What about “non-ostentatious” miracles? Christian faith and tradition is of 

course full of them. The Gospels attribute many to Jesus. Wasn’t the raising of 

Lazarus, after being dead four days, quite “obvious,” if not “ostentatious?” Well, it 

does stretch the limits of our imagination, but still, it is the kind of event that perhaps 

even when it occurred was susceptible to non-faith interpretations. Otherwise, 

wouldn't the Pharisees, etc., all have believed? By “non-ostentatious,” we mean 

“requiring faith because it does not constitute absolute proof.”  

  The devil tried to 

get Jesus to thus put God to the test (cf. Matt 4:5-7). Jesus himself thought the Father 

could send “more than twelve legions of angels” to stop his arrest and passion (cf. 

Matt 26:53). We can at least then state that God probably never performs an 

“ostentatious” miracle. 

 We must think of God’s activity as taking place within the natural confines of 

the universe He has created. Our creaturely state is never suspended. We are made to 

undergo the sufferings and limitations of our material and human nature. The desire to 
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be supra-human, to escape these limitations, is precisely what resulted in humanity’s 

first sin, that disobedient pride which wanted to be like God. The holy author presents 

the picture of a human origin in which things were not so bad, in fact, were 

paradisiacal, but still with that boundary which mustn’t be crossed. It’s as if he were 

saying, humans were given a chance to live in peace and well-being, if only they 

would remember their human limitations and obeyed God. Once they disobeyed, then 

all the “punishments” would serve to constantly remind them that they were not gods. 

As God expels Adam and Eve from the Garden, He must have been ironically 

chuckling, as He said, “Behold, man has become like one of us, knowing good and 

evil” (Gen 3:24).4

 So God, for the most part, would have us proceed as if we must govern 

ourselves according to the unchanging laws of the universe. This is itself according to 

our God-given rational nature. But God also wants us to know He is always with us; 

we can count on him for everything we need for our salvation. This is a “dogma” of 

faith. However, for us Christians, God is with us  “Immanuel” in the person of 

Jesus Christ. He is that One whom Isaiah predicted would be born of the Virgin (cf. 

Matt 1:22-23), and who promised to be with his disciples “always, until the end of the 

world,” Matt 28:20. It is in Jesus, in his story, passion, death and resurrection, that we 

must find the light with which to attempt to discern how God’s providence works, or, 

more specifically, how God involves himself in our world and history. 

  On God’s attitude toward miracles, St. John of the Cross says that 

He does them as if forced, very reluctantly and as if it were a great imposition on him. 

The twelve legions of angels did not come to save Jesus. He had to undergo a 

terrible passion. It was the passion of a good, just human being, made of flesh and 

blood, victim of political and religious forces, of envy or hatred or whatever else 

motivates humans to prey on their fellows. Due to our sinfulness, this is a given of our 

creaturely status. Jesus saves us, in part, by his example (cf. 1 Pet 2:21). The correct 

path we must walk in this life is right behind Jesus; cf. Mt 10:38 [opisō mou], and 

16:23, where Jesus, after his first prediction of his passion literally tells the 

scandalized Peter to “get behind me.” This is the path sanctioned by God for us to 

take. It is one which is full of the saving presence of God, symbolized by the 

                                                                                                                                            
3 Cf. Isa 45:15: “Truly you are a God who hides himself, the God of Israel, the Savior.” 
4 Cf. commentary ad locum by Richard J. Clifford, S.J., in the New Jerome Biblical Commentary 
(Prentice Hall, 1990). 
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messianic imagery of the eschatological banquet and “the works of the Messiah,” cf. 

Matt 11:2: healings, exorcisms, feeding of multitudes, raising the dead. Faith works 

great things, for it truly believes God can do anything. But we are to first seek the 

Kingdom of God, cf. Matt 6:33 etc., and everything else that we need for our 

salvation shall be given to us in addition (kai tauta tanta prostetēsetai hymín = and all 

these things shall be added/granted to you)Å 

This “addition” originally represents the wonder at God's surpassingly 

solicitous care for us; God is semper maior, He will surprise us continually with his 

saving love. But all this takes place only in the context of our creaturely status: all too 

often, this life will weigh us down, and we, like St. Paul, will have to praise the ‘God 

and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ who comforts (parakaléō) us in our tribulations so 

that we may comfort one other.’  2 Cor 1:3-11. In this letter, the Apostle clearly refers 

to the abundant sufferings we endure sufferings he qualifies as those “of Christ in 

us” so that “through Christ” our “consolation or comforting” may also abound, and 

all this, in the context of close human and Christian solidarity, in good and bad. Paul 

further reports that he was so tried, he despaired of being able to continue to live. He 

found a purpose in this: so that “we (a royal, or perhaps apostolic, plural that serves to 

include us in all this) may not place our trust in ourselves, but on God who raises the 

dead.” This really summarizes the whole of Pauline doctrine on the significance of 

suffering and weakness, and, really, the whole of the Biblical and theological faith. 

I do not want to be overly sanguine about our lot on earth; I always keep in 

mind those who are desperately suffering, who are living in countries where there is 

famine and horrible warfare. Theological reflection must take them into account, and 

firstly, by recalling that solidarity which the Apostle has mentioned, and mentions in 

so many places; cf. especially that requisite “discernment of the Body” in 1 Cor 

11:17-34 for proper “communion” with the Lord: it has been rightly interpreted as 

awareness of and giving heed to the needs of the suffering members of the Body of 

Christ. But with or without solidarity, I believe that even the most desperate sufferer, 

if he or she wills, can discern the loving hand of God, even if only at the last moment, 

when death is greeted as that reward given to Lazarus, who “automatically” was 

received into the bosom of Abraham for having received evils in this life. This, of 

course, in no way minimizes the awaited punishment of those who will be judged as 

described in Matt 25; their saying “Lord” there will not serve them, nor will their 
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miracles and prophecies; cf. Matt 7:21ff.).  The point I am trying to make is, that God 

shows himself as loving, saving and “provident” even to those whom we have most 

awfully neglected in this life. The Biblical judgment, both as vindication and 

punishment, stands. 

 

 

Conclusion 
 

“The righteous person shall live by emunah (=faithfulness, steadfastness; 

traditionally rendered “faith”), Hab 2:4.5

Ultimately, the important thing is to develop a sense of God’s presence in 

one’s life, a presence that will be seen as caring, loving, healing and saving, and 

which of course will be a great help a saving help in life. This faith attitude will 

even extend to very difficult moments, trials, in which that Johannine “pruning” will 

be excruciatingly felt.

 We find our way on earth by faith, walking 

in relative darkness though Christ is a great light, we don't allow him to shine as He 

might and relying every bit of the way on God. In this exercise, we perfect 

ourselves, even as we allow God to work wonders in us. We do not know what can be 

attributed to “positive thinking,” to a healthy effect on the body, to paranormal forces 

we can only presently suspect are “out there;” I prefer to see God behind everything, 

behind every event, but not in a trivial fashion, that is, it is a bit inane to think that 

God got you that parking space, but it is not unimportant to see even such small 

events in the context of God’s all-pervading providential care. (The danger is to 

deflect attention from the really important life-events where He should be taken into 

account.)  

6

                                                 
5 Cf. Rom 1:17, “The just one shall live by faith.”  

 As a Carmelite once told me, after the dark night, the light will 

surely come: this is the essence of the Judeo-Christian faith. The light may come even 

after this life, for who knows what is experienced at the moment of death? But it is the 

essence of our faith that it will surely come, that God will prevail if we let him. As 

Prof. Bruna Costacurta has said, Israel’s hopes, which began with material yearnings 

and went through various purifications, becoming eschatological and other-worldly, 

6 John 15:2. 
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were finally fulfilled, for the Christian, in the symbol of an empty tomb. This is a 

thought that St. John of the Cross would be pleased with: no images or crutches to 

rely on, except an emptiness, which only God can fill.     


