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In recent decades, few philosophical or theological move-
ments have influenced liberal and conservative forms of
Christian thought more effectively than process theism.
Theologian R. C. Sproul concurs when he says, ‘The main-

line churches have been heavily influenced by the impact of
[process philosophy] as it has emerged into a major, if not the
major, school of influence in our day.’' Evangelical Paul
Mickey, himself an advocate of process thought, is convinced
that ‘American theology in general, and this includes contem-
porary evangelicalism, is influenced by process modes of
thought’.2 As a result of its growth in popularity in Anglo-
American circles, Michael L. Peterson states, ‘One of the
most important questions facing educated Christians today
concerns the relationship of Christian orthodoxy to “process
philosophy”.”



What is process theism? What are some of its historical
roots? Who are its main advocates, and what do they believe?
What are some responses that can be made to process
thought? Are evangelical Christianity and process theology
compatible with one another? These are the questions we
would like to address in this introductory article.

The nature of process theism

Process theism is expressed under many names. Sometimes
it is called panentheism, meaning all-in-God. It has also been
labelled bipolar or dipolar theism (since its proponents
believe that God has two poles) as well as organistic
philosophy (since reality is viewed as a gigantic organism).
But perhaps its two most common names are ‘neoclassical
theism’ and ‘process theology’, the former because its
adherents contend that God is finite and temporal, in contrast
to the God of classical theism, the latter because process
theists view God as a changing being.

Regardless of the descriptive label one applies to process
theism, the movement’s leaders and followers are agreed that
the monopolar God of Augustine, Anselm and Thomas
Aquinas must be replaced with the bipolar God of Whitehead
and Hartshorne. In other words, panentheists desire to
discard the conception of God as completely absolute and
independent of the universe and replace it with the view of
God as potentially absolute, actually relative, and ontologi-
cally dependent on the universe. Process theists stress God’s
becoming and his relativity over his mere being or absolute-
ness. In doing so, they embrace a God who is absolutely
relative and immutably mutable — a deity who is the supreme
exemplification of change.

The historical background of process theism

The origins of process philosophy date back at least to the
Greek philosopher Heraclitus (c. 500 BC). He taught that the
world is a constantly changing process. Some years later Plato
(c. 400 BC) speculated that there was a Demiurgos who
eternally struggled with the chaos to form it into the cosmos.
He also maintained that God is to the world as the soul is to
the body. This platonic viewpoint provides the dualistic
background for panentheism’s doctrine of a bipolar God.

In more modern history, G. W. F. Hegel’s developmental
pantheism provided a significant step to contemporary
process theology. Hegel (d. AD 1831) presented a God who
progressively unfolds himself in the historical process. In the
late nineteenth century Herbert Spencer expanded Charles
Darwin’s biological evolutionary theory into a philosophy of
cosmic evolution. Following this development, Henri
Bergson proposed (1907) that the evolutionary process was
driven forward in ‘leaps’ by a Life Force, whom Bergson
eventually identified as God. Around the same time (1920)
Samuel Alexander pioneered a process view of God’s
relationship to the temporal universe.*

Some major process theists and their beliefs

1. Alfred North Whitehead

The father of process philosophy is Alfred North Whitehead
(1861-1947). He was the first person to develop a systematic
process metaphysic. He presented his perspective most fully
in his now classic book Process and Reality (1929). Here he

combined a cosmic evolutionary model and relativity theory
into a process philosophy of reality. Because Whitehead’s
thought is so central in the process movement, it will be our
point of departure in explaining the major tenets of
panentheism.

Whitehead maintains that there are three major concepts
of God. First, the ‘Eastern Asiatic concept’ views God as ‘an
impersonal order to which the world conforms. This order is
the self-ordering of the world; it is not the world obeying an
imposed rule. The concept expresses the extreme doctrine of
immanence.” Second, the ‘Semitic concept’ depicts God as ‘a
definite personal individual entity, whose existence is the one
ultimate metaphysical fact, absolute and underivative, and
who decreed and ordered the derivative existence which we
call the actual world. . . . It expresses the extreme doctrine of
transcendence’ (RM, pp. 66-67). The third view of God is
pantheistic. It is ‘described in the terms of the Semitic con-
cept, except that the actual world is a phase within the
complete fact which is this ultimate individual entity. The
actual world, conceived apart from God, is unreal. Its only
reality is God’s reality. . . . This is the extreme doctrine of
monism’ (RM, p. 67).

Whitehead rejects all three of these concepts of God. But
he primarily aims his philosophical guns at the Semitic view,
which he recognizes was adopted by the Christian church
early in its history (RM, p. 72). Whitehead sees two main
difficulties with this concept of God. One is that ‘it leaves God
completely outside metaphysical rationalization. We know,
according to it, that he is such a being as to design and create
this universe, and there our knowledge stops’ (RM, p. 68). The
other problem is that the Semitic concept needs to be proved.
But ‘the only possible proof would appear to be the “onto-
logical proof” devised by Anselm, and revived by Descartes.
According to this proof, the mere concept of such an entity
allows us to infer its existence. Most philosophers and
theologians reject this proof (RM, pp. 68-69).

In addition to these problems, Whitehead poses several
objections to the Semitic view of God. For example, he
contends that ‘the notion of immanence must be discrimina-
ted from that of omniscience. The Semitic God is omniscient:
but, in addition to that, the Christian God is a factor in the
universe’ (RM, p. 71). Therefore, God must be in the
universe, not just beyond it. Furthermore, the theistic
doctrine of divine aseity should be rejected because ‘there is
no entity, not even God, “which requires nothing but itself in
order to exist”.’ Instead, ‘every entity is in its essence social
and requires the society in order to exist.” And ‘the society for
each entity, actual or ideal, is the all-inclusive universe’ (RM,
p. 104). Likewise, divine necessity and divine independence
from the universe are denied. As Whitehead states, ‘Apart
from God, there would be no actual world; and apart from the
actual world with its creativity, there would be no rational
explanation of the ideal vision which constitutes God’ (RM,
pp. 150-151). Moreover, Whitehead dismisses the idea of God
as infinite and all good: ‘The limitation of God is his
goodness. He gains his depth of actuality by his harmony of
valuation. It is not true that God is in all respects infinite. If he
were, he would be evil as well as good. Also this unlimited
fusion of evil with good would mean mere nothingness. He is
something decided and is thereby limited’ (RM, p. 147).




What, then, is Whitehead’s view of God? He tells us: ‘God
is that function in the world by reason of which our purposes
are directed to ends which in our own consciousness are
impartial as to our own interests’ (RM, p. 151). Furthermore,
since ‘the temporal world and its formative elements
constitute for us the all-inclusive universe’, God is actually
nothing more than the order and value of the actual world. As
Whitehead states, {God] is not the world, but the valuation of
the world’ (RM, p. 152). Indeed, ‘there is nothing actual which
could be actual without some measure of order.” And the
creativity and forms exhibited by the world ‘are together
important to achieve actuality apart from the completed ideal
harmony, which is God’ (RM, p. 115). In short, God’s
consequent or actual nature is the existing universe.

This understanding leads to the view that God is constantly
changing. For Whitehead maintains that the universe is an
atomistic series of events, otherwise called ‘drops of ex-
perience’ or ‘actual occasions’.® These actual occasions come
to be and cease to be very quickly. In fact, they passin and out
of existence so fast that ‘the ancient doctrine that “no one
crosses the same river twice” [must be] extended. No thinker
thinks twice; and, to put the matter more generally, no sub-
ject experiences twice’ (PR, p. 43). All is becoming, including
God. There are no unchanging beings (PR, pp. 53, 71, 122,
317).

In addition, because God and the universe are mutually
dependent on one another for their continued becoming,
God ‘is not before all creation, but with all creation’ (PR,
p. 521). He did not bring the universe into existence; he
merely directs its ongoing progress. He does this by
organizing the potentials of his primordial nature and urging
them into the world process as various aspects of actual
entities. In other words, he shapes the universe by luring the
eternal potentials of his primordial, or potential, pole into the
temporal realm of his consequential, or actual pole. In this
way, the creation of the universe is both ex materia (out of pre-
existing stuff) and ex Deo (out of God). This actualization of
divine potentials is prompted by creativity, ‘the principle of
novelty’ that grounds ‘every actual entity, including God’
(PR, pp. 31, 135).

Lastly, since God is constantly becoming and his potential
is infinite, he will never completely realize all he could ever
be. God will forever achieve more value and thereby enrich
himself. However, ‘neither God, nor the world, [ever] reaches
static completion’ (PR, p. 295). Consequently, evil — that
which is incompatible with God’s efforts of self-realization at
any given moment — will never be controlled or defeated. As
Whitehead notes, ‘In our cosmological construction we are
therefore left with the final opposites, joy and sorrow, good
and evil, disjunction and conjunction — that is to say, the
many in the one — flux and permanence, greatness and
triviality, freedom and necessity, God and the World’ (PR,
p. 518).

2. Charles Hartshorne

Charles Hartshorne is close to Whitehead in importance and
influence. Lewis S. Ford, himself a process theologian and
relentless apologist, states as much when he writes,
‘Hartshorne’s clarity of presentation and arguments, coupled
with a freedom from Whitehead’s neologisms, has made him
a most influential exponent of process thought, and many

read their Whitehead through Hartshorne’s spectacles.”” As
we did with Whitehead’s empirical approach to process
thought, so we will briefly survey Hartshorne’s rationalistic
approach.

Like Whitehead, Hartshorne rejects the Augustinian-
Thomistic view of God. Hartshorne even charges that the
theologians who propounded this concept were involved in
two forms of idolatry: ontolatry, the worship of being (God as
pure act); and etiolatry, the worship of causality (God as the
uncaused Cause).? God, Hartshorne claims, is not ‘merely
infinite or merely finite, merely absolute or merely relative,
merely cause or merely effect, merely agent or merely patient,
merely actual or merely potential, but in all cases both, each in
suitable respects or aspects of his living reality, and in such a
manner as to make him unsurpassable by another. He is even
both joy and sorrow, both happiness and sympathetic
participation in our grief”* God is both sides of the
metaphysical contraries at the same time but not in the same
pole. That is, he is timeless, absolute and infinite in his
abstract pole, yet temporal, relative and finite in his concrete
pole.'®

Hartshorne’s concept of the divine poles is critical to his
metaphysical system. He maintains that the concrete pole is
God as he exists at any given moment in his ever-changing
experience. The abstract pole is that which is common and
constant in God’s character given any possible or actual
world. For example, when a human being suffers pain, God
experiences that pain in his concrete pole by sympathetic
participation. However, God’s abstract pole experiences
nothing in particular. It simply represents God’s ability to
experience anything that becomes in any world. Put another
way, God as concrete is God as he actually is now. God as%
abstract is God as he must always be. Hence the divine !
abstract pole is an abstraction of the divine concrete pole.'!
From this premise Hartshorne concludes that all of reality is
characterized by becoming and relativity, not by being and ‘
absoluteness. Only potentiality — pure possibility — can be
considered being and absolute. In fact, ¢ “becoming is reality
itself”’, while being is ‘an empty universal, the common '

property of all becoming whatsoever’."? <

God s also personal, but he is not, as Whitehead thinks, an
actual entity. For Hartshorne, God is ‘an enduring society of
actual entities’.'> But unlike other societies, God endures no
matter what world or world-state exists. Moreover, like other
individuals, God is partially new each moment. God in his
present concrete state is not identical to what he was in his
previous concrete state. Thus the God one may serve now is
not the God one may have served yesterday nor the God one
may serve tomorrow.

Concerning God’s relationship to the world, Hartshorne
believes that the divine concrete pole and the universe are
one. As he puts it, ‘God is the wholeness of the world.’"?
However, this does not mean that God is identical to the
world, as in pantheism. Instead, it means that God literally
permeates the world in his concrete pole without destroying
the individuality of his creatures. God accomplishes this by
including within himself the ‘totality of all ordinary causes
and effects’ without becoming identical to them. Therefore,
the universe is in God but he is distinguishable, though not
separable from, the universe (MVG, p. 348; DR, pp. 89-90).
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As one might suspect, Hartshorne rejects the traditional

theistic view of creation ex mihilo (out of nothing). Instead, he

contends that God creates the world ex materia (out of pre-
existing matter). That is, God makes ‘new actualities’ from
‘past events’.'® Consequently he is the cosmic shaper and
orderer of each world that has existed in the infinite past and
that will exist in the infinite future (MVG, pp. 230-232). But
God is not the sole ‘creator’, for the materials he transforms
‘are prior acts of self-creation’ which either himself or his
creatures performed (DCD, p. 280). In other words, God par-
tially creates himself, and the creatures that compose his
world-body partially create him as well. As Hartshorne states
it: ‘God in his corcrete de facto state is in one sense simply
self-made, like every creature spontaneously springing into
being as something more than any causal antecedents could
definitely imply. In another sense, or causally speaking, God,
in his latest concrete state, is jointly “made” or produced by
God and the world in the prior states of each. We are not
simply co-creators, with God, of the world, but in the last
analysis co-creators, with him, of himself (NTOT, p. 113).

It follows from the foregoing that human beings can either
(1) contribute to God’s happiness by creating value that he
can absorb, or (2) bring him sorrow by committing evil acts
that cause discord and ugliness in his cosmic memory. Of
course, God desires that his experience of joy be enriched.
But he cannot guarantee that this desire will always be ful-
filled, since he cannot fully control the activities of his free
creatures without destroying them and thereby destroying
himself, which is impossible. Therefore, evil will always exist,
and God will never become completely perfect. Such are the
inevitable and logical risks of genuine freedom (DCD, p.285;
NTOT, pp. 112-113).

3. Schubert M. Ogden ,

The last major advocate of process theism we will deal with
here is Schubert M. Ogden. He is a theologian who adopted,
though not uncritically, the process philosophy of Hartshorne
and supplemented it with Rudolph Bultmann’s existen-
tialism.” Ogden gives a comprehensive presentation of his
process perspective in his book The Reality of God and Other
Essays (1963).

Ogden joins other process theists in abandoning the
classical view of God. He gives three arguments against

classical theism that are common among other process.

thinkers. The first one is the antinomy of creation. Classical
theists believe that God freely created the world and there-
fore was under no necessity to create. They also maintain that
‘God’s act of creation is one with his own eternal essence,
which is in every respect necessary’. Ogden argues that these
two beliefs result ‘in the hopeless contradiction of a wholly
necessary creation of a wholly contingent [i.e. freely created]
world’."?

The second argument is the antinomy of service. Classical
theists think that ‘the end of man is to serve or glorify God
through obedience to his will and commandments’. They
also believe that the divine being man is to serve is a ‘statically
complete perfection incapable in any respect of further self-
realization. God can be neither increased nor diminished by
what we do.” From these two tenets Ogden concludes that
whatever man does cannot truly be for God since man’s
service cannot make any difference in God (RG, pp. 17-18).

The third objection Ogden gives is from ‘existential
repugnance’ (RG, p. 18). He states it this way: ‘If what we do
and suffer as men in the world is from God’s perspective
wholly indifferent, that perspective is at most irrelevant to our
actual existence. It can provide no motive for action, no cause
to serve, and no comfort in our distress beyond the motives,
causes, and comforts already supplied by our various secular
undertakings. But, more than that, to involve ourselves in
these undertakings and to affirm their ultimate significance is
implicitly to deny the God [of classical theism] who is himself
finally conceived as the denial of our life with the world.’ Tt
will do no good to refer to this wholly indifferent God as ‘the
loving heavenly Father revealed in Jesus, who freely creates
the world and guides it toward its fulfilments with loving
care’. This will only entrap one in the antinomies already
cited. Hence, once it is understood that classical theism
undercuts man’s belief in ‘the importance of the secular’ — his
affirmation ‘that man and the world are themselves of
ultimate significance’ — classical theism should be rejected as
existentially repugnant (RG, p. 18).

Ogden replaces the monopolar deity of classical theism
with the bipolar God of Charles Hartshorne (RG, p. 141).
Ogden does this, however, with a liberal Christian emphasis.
For example, he talks about the neoclassical God creating the
world ex nihilo (out of nothing), but he does not understand
this to mean that God brought the entire universe into exis-
tence from no pre-existent material. Rather, he maintains
that God has always existed with ‘some actual world of
creatures’. Therefore, each one of these worlds was ‘created
“out of nothing”, in the sense that there once was when [each
of them] was not’. In other words, each new world did not
actually exist before God co-created it, but it was potentially
‘existent’ in the ‘conjoint actuality of God and of the creatures
constituting the precedent actual world (or worlds)’ (RG, pp.
62-63).

Ogden also affirms that God has been a co-creator with
others throughout the infinite temporal past. He claims that
this understanding conflicts with a literal interpretation of
Genesis 1 -2. However, he contends that a literal approach to
these chapters displays a misunderstanding of the nature of
myth, which is ‘to illumine the essential structure and
meaning of our life in the present’. And since Genesis | -2 are
mythological, they need to be demythologized and their
existential meaning for contemporary man determined. Once
this is done, one can see that ‘the myth and doctrine of
creation affirm primarily that the one essential cause of each
moment is God’s boundless love for it’ (RG, p. 214)."

Ogden traces moral evil to creatures’ misuse of their free-
dom. One way in which we human beings abuse our freedom
is when we reject ‘ourselves as the creatures we know our-
selves to be’. At the root of our self-rejection is ‘our rejection
of God’s acceptance of our lives and of all lives’.? This act is
what Ogden calls sin.

Furthermore, Ogden affirms that God redeems all by
accepting ‘all things into his life’, including ‘unrepentant’
sinners — those ‘who have rejected his [God’s] acceptance in
rejecting themselves as the creatures they inevitably are’.
However, unrepentant sinners cannot be saved from sin, only
repentant sinners can. This is so because salvation is the
‘process that includes not only the redeeming action of God
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himselfbut also the faithful response to this action on the part
of the individual sinner’ (FF, pp. 86-87). Consequently, all
sinners are redeemed — accepted — into God’s all-embracing
life, but only those sinners who faithfully accept God’s
acceptance of them will be saved.

Ogden also contends that ‘God acts in history’ but not
through miraculous intervention. He understands God’s
action in history in two ways. One is that since every creature
is partly created by God, each creature’s ‘freedom has definite
limits ultimately grounded in God’s own free decisions’. The
other way God may be said to act in history is to the degree
that man represents through his speech or conduct both ‘his
own understanding of God’s action [and] the reality of God’s
action itself (RG, pp. 180-181).

Moreover, Ogden denies the existence of an actual heaven
and hell. Once a human being dies, he or she ceases to exist
except as a loving memory in the mind of God (RG, pp. 36,
226-230).2! But this should not discourage us, since the value
we contribute to God’s experience before our death can
‘advance the real good’ in the world. That is, the good deeds
we perform can add to ‘God’s ever-growing perfection, which
is, indeed, “the true life of all”’ (TNT, p. 186).

Finally, Ogden admits that there are passages in the Bible
which support the orthodox understanding of the Bible as
God’s inspired, infallible Word to man. However, he adds,
‘Scripture does not characteristically appeal to revelation as
providing special knowledge of God’s existence and nature.’
For ‘what Christian revelation reveals to man is nothing new,
since such truths as it makes explicit must already be known
to him implicitly in every moment of existence’.?2 Further-
more, like many process theologians, Ogden maintains that
the Bible must be reconstructed via a Bultmannian demytho-
logization method so as to recover the true canon of Scripture
— the canon within the canon. In regard to the New
Testament, this process involves discovering ‘the apostolic
witness to Jesus the Christ, which is historically prior to the
[writing of the] New Testament’ yet embedded in the New
Testament.”

Some responses to process theism

Although many Protestants and Catholics have adopted in
part or in whole a process or process-like view of God, others
have challenged this perspective. We will point out some of
the more penetrating criticisms.

Many critics have found the panentheistic arguments
against classical theism to be unwarranted. For example,
Ogden’s antinomy of creation is answerable on a classical
metaphysic of being. Thomas Aquinas argued that the only
thing God must will necessarily is his own being. Therefore,
anything else that he wills must be willed freely. Thus, even if
God’s will is viewed as one with his unchangeable nature,
nevertheless it is of the nature of God that creation flow from
him freely, not by necessity. Given this, there is no contradic-
tion in the classical beliefthat God as a necessary being freely
created a contingent universe.?

Similarly, Ogden’s antinomy of service is resolvable.
Ogden assumes that nothing can be done for God unless
one’s service adds to the nature or perfection of God. But this
assumption begs the question in favour of a process deity. On
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the classical view, God is an absolutely perfect being and
therefore in need of nothing to enrich his nature (Acts 17:24-
25). However, this understanding does not entail that nothing
can be done for God. For example, God may desire that man
serves him by carrying out some of his purposes for creation.
As man does this, he magnifies God’s glory, which is the out-
ward manifestation of God’s internal character. As a magnify-
ing glass enhances an object in the viewer’s eyes without
changing the object’s nature, so man’s service for God exalts
God’s character without altering his immutably perfect
essence.

Moreover, Ogden’s argument from existential repugnance
assumes a view of divine independence that classical theists
need not accept. Divine independence does not necessarily
entail that God is indifferent to the needs and pain of his
creatures. Rather, divine independence means that God does
not depend on his creation to fulfil anything in his nature or
character. And since he is wholly perfect, he is free to respond
to his creatures out of his superabundance. Put another way,
God does not need our love but he desires it. And because he
is love, he ‘has sent his only begotten Son into the world so
that we might live through him. In this is love, not that we
loved God [or that he needed us to love him], but that he
loved us and sent his Son to be the propitiation for our sins’
(1 Jn. 4:8b-10).

Although these are not the only objections process theists
have raised against classical theism, the fact that these three
common arguments can be answered without abandoning’
any central tenets of classical theism indicates that the
panentheistic case is not as strong as some people may think.
Besides, process theism appears to have some problems of its
own.

First, the bipolar concept of God seems to be contradic-
tory. A contradiction results when opposites are affirmed of
the same thing at the same time and in the same manner or
respect. Process theists claim that God is both infinite and
finite, necessary and contingent, and absolute and relative, at
the same time. This appears to be contradictory. However,
Hartshome is quick to point out that the metaphysical oppo-
sites are not applied to the same divine pole. Attributes such
as infinity and necessity characterize God’s abstract pole,
while attributes like finity and contingency apply to his
concrete pole. Therefore, metaphysical opposites are not
being attributed in the same respect to God. Consequently,
he claims the bipolar view of God is not contradictory (AW,
pp. 22-24; MVG, p. 322). This response, however, does not
adequately answer the charge of logical incoherence. For
Hartshorne fails to bring up the fact that there is no real
distinction between the two divine poles. God’s abstract pole
has no concrete, or actual, existence. It is simply a mere idea
that has no extra-mental reality (NTOT, pp. 76-77; MVG,
p. 218). Therefore, God must not be really infinite, necessary,
and so on, but only finite and contingent. Or, God must be
the metaphysical opposites at the same time and in the same
pole. The first option corresponds to finite monopolar
godism, not panentheism. The second alternative manifests a
contradiction at the heart of process theism. Either way one
takes it, there seems to be a serious problem of logical
coherence in the bipolar concept of God.

Second, the panentheistic claim that all of reality is in
process poses a critical problem. For the statement ‘All of
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reality is in process’ is itself either in process or not in process.
If the statement is changing, then its truth value and meaning
are also ‘changing. That is, the statement may be true one
moment and false the next, or meaningful one second and
meaningless the next. Indeed, the statement may even be
true and meaningful in some places of the universe at some
moments and false and meaningless in other places of the
universe during the same moments. In short, if the statement
‘All of reality is in process’ is itself in process, then no-one
could know from one occasion to the next if it were actually
true or meaningful, which is self-defeating. On the other
hand, if ‘All of reality is in process’ is itself not in process, then
there is one aspect about reality that is not changing, which is
self-defeating. Furthermore, if it were held that all of reality is
in process except the truth and meaning of the statement ‘All
of reality is in process’, then one would be engaged in special
pleading. There seems to be no way for a panentheist to offer
a sound case for the belief that everything in reality is
changing.

Third, the process view of God’s relationship to the world
seems incoherent. Panentheists contend that God depends
on the universe, and the universe depends on him. This
concept of mutual ontological dependence raises some
serious questions. How can God be dependent on that which
depends on him? How can God be the cause of that which is
causing his own existence? A process theist might say that
God is not the cause of the universe in the same sense in
which the universe is causing him. But if that is the case, then
there must be some sense in which God is completely inde-
pendent of the world, which ts a denial of process theism. We
can pose the same problem this way. If the entire universe —
God’s concrete pole — were to cease to exist, would there be
any reality left to God? If the answer is no, then God is
actually totally contingent and dependent on the universe.
But if this is so, then God and the universe must be caused to
exist by another being, which itself is necessary. In other
words, the panentheistic God must be caused to exist by the
theistic God! However, if the answer to the question is yes —
that something of God would be left if the whole universe
were to perish — then neoclassical theism is really classical
theism in disguise. For process theists would then be holding
that there is a necessary, unchanging, timeless being who is
ontologically independent of the contingent, changing
universe. It seems, therefore, that the only way to make
process theism coherent is to transform it into classical
theism.

Fourth, panentheists’ belief in an infinite regress of causes
is incoherent. That is, it is logically impossible that God and
the universe could have been co-creating each other for an
unlimited duration. An infinite regress of causes means that
A causes B to exist, and B causes C to exist, and so on ad
infinitum. Put another way, A could not exist unless B did
first, B could not exist unless C did first, and so on. Hence
every cause in the causal chain is dependent on another cause
in the chain for its existence. We might illustrate it this way:
suppose person A wanted to borrow ten dollars from person
B. In an infinite regress, however, person B could not loan
person A ten dollars unless person C had loaned that amount
to person B. Of course, person C would not have ten dollars to
loan unless person D had first loaned it to person C. And so
the regress goes. Now it is clear from this illustration that if
no-one is found who simply had ten dollars to loan — that is,

one who did not need to borrow the ten dollars from some-
one else — then person A would never get to borrow the
money. However, if someone is found who has ten dollars to
loan, then the regress stops, in which case the causal chain is
not infinite. When applied to the question of existence, this
reasoning demonstrates the incoherence of an infinite regress
of causes. For if no cause in the causal chain ever just has
existence to give — that is, it did not get its existence from
another cause — then nothing exists, which is patently absurd.
On the other hand, if some cause in the chain has existence
that it did not get from another cause, then the regress comes
to a halt, in which case there exists an uncaused Cause that
has caused the existence of all other existents. In short, the
concept of an infinite regress of causes leads either to an
absurd conclusion or to an uncaused Cause, both of which
are contrary to the claims of panentheism.?

Fifth, the neoclassical concept of personhood destroys self-
identity and contradicts human experience. Most people
think of themselves as personal beings who endure change to
some degree. However, few believe that they become new
persons each moment of their existence. In fact, to say ‘I
become a new person each moment I exist’ assumes that
there is something that endures through the changes —
namely, the ‘I'. Otherwise, what changes? If nothing endures
from moment to moment, on what grounds can it be claimed
that anything changes? If there is no sense in which the selfis
a continuous identity, it appears that one can only speak of an
I-1-1-1Iseries of unrelated actual occasions. And in that
series of I's’, the only thing that can be said to change is the
series itself, not each individual ‘I’ in the series. What
happens to each ‘I'? It would seem that each successive ‘I’
pops in and out of existence. Hartshorne appears to confirm
this when he states that a sleeping or unconscious individual
ceases to exist as a person (LP, pp. 220-221). This means that a
parent awakening a child from sleep is actually calling a new
young one into existence!?¢

Sixth, many sharp criticisms have been made of the
common panentheistic viewpoint of the Bible as containing
legends and therefore requiring demythologization. It has
been pointed out by experts in mythology that the Bible does
not read as a book laden with myth.” In fact, its historical
reliability is widely accepted by most historians and archaeo-
logists of antiquity.”® Moreover, it is doubtful if the time gap
between the composition of the New Testament documents
and the events they describe is sufficient to allow for
significant accumulation of fictitious elements around the
core of historical facts.?

Seventh, the biblical interpretation of many process theo-
logians is unsound. For instance, panentheists often under-
stand the Bible texts that depict God repenting or changing
his mind as indicating real change in God’s nature (Gn. 6:5-7:
Ex. 32:14; Jon. 3:10). But if these passages are to be inter-
preted literally, then it would also seem reasonable to
interpret literally those references to God as having arms,
eyes and wings (Ex. 15:16; Pss. 11:4; 89:13: 91:4), an exe-
getical option that practically no Bible scholar takes seriously.
In addition, there are many passages which contradict the
notion that God can change in his being (Ps. 102:25-27: Mal.
3:6; Heb. 1:10-12; 13:8; Jas. 1:17). It seems, therefore, that the
exegetically most satisfactory interpretation is to understand
all passages that ascribe change in God’s nature as figurative,
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or anthropopathic. This conclusion does not imply that God
is unable personally to respond to his creatures. But it does
entail that his personal interaction with creatures does not
effect any change in his immutable essence.®

Although many other objections have been raised against
process theism, these demonstrate that the movement’s most
fundamental tenets are plagued with severe problems that
appear to be insurmountable.?!

Process theism and evangelicalism

Process theology has had wide influence, even among those
who reject its cardinal tenets, including among evangelicals.®
This fact raises the question: Is process theism compatible
with evangelical theology? The answer must be no, if evan-
gelical theology is grounded on a classical theistic under-
standing of God and the world. For example, a process
evangelical could not accept creation ex nihilo since creation
is necessarily ex materia in panentheism. Neither could a
process evangelical adhere to infallibly predictive divine pro-
phecy, since God is not omniscient and the future is open and
indeterminate according to neoclassical theism. Further-
more, a process evangelical would have to give up the biblical
hope of God’s final triumph over evil (Rev. 20-22). A con-
sistent process evangelical would even have to reject the idea
that God performs miracles, that is, supernatural events. This
is so because panentheism views God as a cosmic Sympa-
thiser and Director, not a cosmic Activist and sovereign King.
Therefore, miraculous intervention is not possible for a
divine passive recipient of creaturely activity, even though it
is perfectly compatible with a God who created the universe
from nothing, sustains it in existence by his power, and loves
human beings so much that he sent his Son into the human
arena to die in man’s place for sin.

It appears, then, that panentheism as such and evan-
gelicalism cannot be philosophical or theological bedfellows.
Those who try to wed these diametrically opposed views are
engaged in an impossible task. This is not to say that we
cannot gain some positive value from process thought. For
example, while traditional theism is right in maintaining that
God does not change in his essence, certainly God engages in
changing relations with his changing world. And while the
biblical God is by nature beyond time, yet he surely acts in
time. However, evangelicals should be careful not to sacrifice
the fundamentals of the theistic God on the panentheistic
altar. The cost is too great.
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