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As I’ve done before, I want to start this lecture with some autobiographical fragments, 
beginning with the moment I became convinced, as a college senior and an evangelical 
Southern Baptist, that “classical theism” was irreparably flawed.   

I was reading Augustine’s On the Free Choice of the Will in a Medieval philosophy 
course when I finally lost all patience.   

Augustine was arguing with his dialogue partner, “Your foreknowledge that a man will 
sin does not of itself necessitate the sin even though he was, without doubt, going to sin 
… As you, by your foreknowledge, know what somebody else is going to do of his own 
will, so God forces no one to sin; yet He foreknows those who will sin by their own 
will.”    1

The comparison, I realized, was utterly irrelevant.  Of course my foreknowledge would 
not necessitate the sin—I am just a part of the whole scene.  But God is much more.  
God supposedly knew exactly what would happen from the moment of creation, which 
means that God’s choosing to create did, of itself, “necessitate the sin.”  

I had heard arguments like Augustine’s before, but this was the point where it became 
intolerable.  Whatever led up to that moment, it signified a permanent change in the 
way I came to imagine God.   

All I had ever heard about process theology to that point had been negative, but I decided 
that now it was high time I explored the options it might offer.   

And ever since I have been something of a “fellow traveler” with Whitehead and 
Hartshorne, at least to the extent that I will always put God’s “relationality,” God’s 
love, before any attempt to speak of God’s absoluteness, or God’s sternness, even 
though the latter are, in their place, perfectly legitimate.   

Certainly we evangelical Christians claimed to know a relational God in Jesus Christ, 
long before we stopped to think through what made God’s relationality so different 
from ours.   

But few ever allowed this to challenge the image of a God who has from the very 
beginning mapped out every event of our lives in every detail, as if God were the author 
of an already finished play and we were its characters.   

Though I respect the intelligence and good intentions of many who still defend this 
model, I simply cannot work with it. It seems to get everything backwards.  If we are 
characters in an already finished play, then so is the only God we know through the 
Biblical narratives and especially in communion with Jesus Christ.  

We do learn from that encounter that God is far more elusive and mysterious than just 
another one of the guys. But we are in no position to say too much or get too definitive 
about that difference.  

 Augustine, On the Free Choice of the Will, III.4.1
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I find especially tiresome current debates about whether God is relational by choice or by 
necessity—we should simply agree that God’s relationality is neither whimsical nor 
reluctant.   2

This last statement offended one of my more Barthian colleagues, until I added the 
following clarification: 

It is important for us to see the world as a gift from God.  As a gift, it is given willingly, 
joyfully, and somewhat surprisingly by God, not arbitrarily, grudgingly or 
automatically.  (But that is not to say that we can seriously imagine God having decided 
not to create.)   

Some process theologians may seem to deny that this world is really God’s gift, and that 
raises a legitimate concern. But that is not true of other process, or “neo-process,” 
theologians, like Clark Williamson.  3

In any case, while still in college I began to think it was time to get more radical, not 
necessarily making a clean break with our heritage, but at the very least turning much 
of it on its head. 

I have never found the categories developed by Whitehead, Hartshorne and their most 
loyal followers to be completely adequate, and I’m not just speaking as a Christian here 
but also as someone with an extensive background in philosophy and logic. 

It seems that when it comes to talking about reality-as-a-whole, with us and God brought 
into the picture, process categories make it easier to talk about some aspects of reality 
better than most of the “classical” categories. But process categories raise their own 
puzzles, especially if they are taken to be precise, literal descriptions of the world or of 
God. 

I’ve been audacious enough to develop my own working ontology which can be 
summarized as follows: reality is ultimately a lively web of relative singularities—none 
of them totally separate, none of them totally confused, all of them relatively 
interpermeable. (This is now published in Encounter. For an online version, see 
www.therevdrcharleswallen.com/opwencrev.doc.)  

That’s consistent with much of process philosophy but it’s also intentionally a bit fuzzier 
(process thought doesn’t leave much room for interpermeability), and it allows me to be 
in more sympathetic dialogue with more traditional categories too. 

But enough of that. You need to know what process theology is most commonly 
understood to be. 

A Process Account of God and the World: The Most Basic Principles 
Process philosophy and theology represent one of the most ambitious attempts to 

articulate a conceptual network in which the existence of something like what people 
mean by “God” seems a pragmatically inescapable presumption. I have tried here to 
give as sympathetic a portrayal as possible.  

 The most fruitful discussion of that topic I know of is Paul S. Fiddes, The Creative Suffering of God 2

(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1988), pp. 63-76, 118-143.

 See Clark M. Williamson, Way of Blessing, Way of Life: A Christian Theology (St. Louis: Chalice Press, 3

1999), p. 107.

http://www.therevdrcharleswallen.com/opwencrev.doc
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Although process theology tends to introduce all kinds of forbidding jargon, and often 
sounds exceedingly complex, its concepts can actually be stated quite briefly: 

1) All things are activities or features of activity. (Whitehead calls activities "actual 
entities" and features of activity he divides into “eternal objects” and constituent 
“elements” of an actual entity; Hartshorne, more simply, calls activities “actualities” 
and calls features of activity “abstractions.”) 

2) No activity is completely determined by other things. 
3) All activities are partly determined by other things. 
4) All activities are partly self-determined. 

From these four statements, practically everything else follows. 
Implications for God's Relation to the World 
One term for the process model of God is “panentheism,” the view that all things are in 

God, that God is in all things, and that both are true in a way that makes transcendence 
and immanence two sides of the same coin. 

There are several varieties of panentheism, starting at least with Hegel in the early 1800s. 
We’ve noted Tillich as perhaps another example. But with these other panentheists it’s 
not always clear whether or not creatures have any real freedom. That’s one thing 
process thought makes abundantly clear. 

Process thought is often accused of limiting God's freedom to be God, but the process 
theist will reply that it does no such thing—the limitation is only on our tendency to 
speak nonsense about God.  In process theology God remains “that than which no 
greater can be conceived” (Anselm) the self-surpassing surpasser of all. 

Such a God is not an exception to the principles that apply to other things but is rather 
their “chief exemplification”.  4

Some critics have worried that this approach subordinates God to a metaphysical scheme. 
It might, but there are two interesting responses a process theologian can make. 

First, Whitehead himself held that, not only does God exemplify the principles, but God 
also establishes them.  (Keep in mind that Whitehead’s views of God were constantly 5

being revised, and his fans acknowledge that he was not always consistent.) 
Second, what the principles of this metaphysical scheme are trying to outline is that 

nothing can be completely subordinate to a metaphysical scheme. Both God and 
creatures transcend any general statements that could be made about them. 

Metaphysical principles don’t have to be attempts to domesticate the mysterious 
relationality of God and the world (though process thinkers can certainly make them 
look that way). They can be viewed simply as attempts to trace the bare outlines of that 
relationality. 

God’s activity is unique in this sense: God directly stimulates responses from all other 
activities, and keeps doing so in direct response to their responses. 

This does make God the most relative, or relational, of all beings.  God responds directly 
to all other activities, not just to some. 

 Alfred North Whitehead, Process and Reality, corrected edition (New York: The Free Press, 1978), p. 343.4

 Ibid., p. 344. I am indebted to Clark Williamson for first pointing this out.5
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But precisely because God's activity is relative to all others, God's existence and nature 
are absolute and everlasting.  That God exists is independent of any particular 
circumstances, even though how God exists depends directly on those circumstances. 

So God is both relative and absolute, but surprisingly, absoluteness is a function of total 
relativity (or relationality). 

Whitehead and Hartshorne most often spoke of God as “dipolar,” with one pole being the 
most abstract, absolute aspect, and the other pole being the most concrete, relative 
aspect. 

According to this interpretation, the abstract aspect corresponds to what Whitehead called 
the “primordial nature” of God, while the concrete aspect corresponds to the 
“consequent nature” of God.  6

But Whitehead also mentioned a “tripolar” concept of God, where God exemplifies three 
aspects or “natures”: primordial, consequent and superjective.   7

Here’s one interpretation of that concept:  
the primordial aspect of God envisions all possible worlds;  
the consequent aspect of God embraces this current world;  
the superjective aspect of God calls this current world into just and peaceable communion 

with itself and with God. 
This is not quite the same as a traditional Trinitarian model of God’s relationality, though 

it’s tempting to make comparisons.  
The superjective aspect could be taken to correspond roughly to the Logos.  
And like the Spirit, one might say that the consequent aspect “intercedes for the saints” 

(Romans 8:27). 
And the primordial aspect seems rather parental. 
And while these aspects are not strictly personal, they are all active (and in any case 

many traditional theologians were never satisfied with the word “person,” except when 
referring to the oneness of God). 

But trinitarian thought is much more elusive than this, and I suggest that we not try to 
force one model to fit into another. It’s not surprising that different process theologians 
have come up with different ways to “map” process categories onto Trinitarian models. 

Process theism can still claim that God is omnipotent and omniscient in the traditional 
senses: God can do anything except what would be logically impossible to do, and God 
can know anything except what would be logically impossible to know. 

But against classical theism process theism insists that total control and total knowledge 
of creatures’ actions (or of God’s own actions) before they occur are both logically 
impossible.  

Since it would never occur to God to will anything logically impossible, there is 
ultimately no difference between saying that God cannot do something and saying that 
God will not do it. 

 See also John B. Cobb. Jr., and David Ray Griffin, Process Theology: An Introductory Exposition 6

(Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1976).

 Whitehead., pp. 87-88.7
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In fact one could just as easily say that God’s activity is limited only by God’s goodness. 
God is always doing all that can justly be done for each of us, given God’s 
unsurpassable love for all creatures, and given whatever messes we creatures have 
produced. 

Because God cannot, and would not, make creatures’ decisions for them, God is not 
indictable for the evil creatures produce.  

God is however responsible for calling this current world out of utter chaos (“no-
thingness”), and most of what we call evil could not exist if God had decided otherwise. 

Prayer from a Process Perspective 
Prayer is a means of enriching the everlasting communion between God and ourselves, 

and as such it makes a difference not only to us but to God and everything else. 
By making such a difference, prayer can actually open up new opportunities in the world 

around us, opening new ways for God to work with and through the world. 
As Marjorie Suchocki puts it, “God works with the world as it is in order to lead it toward 

what it can be. Prayer changes the way the world is, and therefore changes what can 
be.”  8

But it is only in rare circumstances that prayer makes the kind of difference that would 
noticeably change the course of events beyond one’s own immediate sphere of 
influence.   

And we should never encourage people to believe that prayer can or should be used in a 
way that would deflect us from the chief aim for which we were created: enriching 
everlasting the communion between God and ourselves.   

Process Theology and Revelation 
Process theologians sometimes sound as if they have replaced the Bible with Whitehead: 

“Whitehead said it; I believe it; that settles it.” The lengths to which some of them go in 
trying, for example, to figure out Whitehead’s final position on a subject can look 
ludicrous. 

The temptation is understandable, because Whitehead and Hartshorne seem to have 
introduced a model of God and the world that has never been explored until the 
twentieth century. 

Other, more biblical sounding theologians have in fact often borrowed insights from 
process theology without acknowledging its influence. 

But process thinkers often fail to notice, or at least fail to mention, how much their own 
positions are influenced by Jewish and Christian traditions. 

And it is no accident that process philosophy flourishes almost solely in seminaries and 
divinity schools. Philosophy departments, with few exceptions, are uninterested. 

So it seems clear that the reason people find the process model for God credible is that 
they approach it from faith-communities where they believe they have already glimpsed 
something of God’s working in their lives, and they are looking for less frustrating 
ways to talk about this. 

 Marjorie Hewitt Suchocki, In God’s Presence: Theological Reflections on Prayer (St. Louis: Chalice 8

Press, 1996), p. 57.
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As more liberation-oriented thinkers will keep reminding us, whenever we resort to more 
general concepts, we need to keep constant track of the particular communities, and 
their interests, that gave birth to those generalizations. 

A good many process theologians recognize this, especially “neo-process” theologians 
like Clark Williamson, whose systematic theology text cites Whitehead and Hartshorne 
29 times and the Bible 572 times.  9

We need to remember, again, that process thought is so novel that it often recasts the 
terms in which many issues are debated, for example, the relationship between reason 
and revelation, or general and special revelation. 

Whitehead actually argued that a “rational religion” (his term) is one that “appeals to the 
direct intuition of special occasions, and to the elucidatory power of its concepts for all 
occasions. It arises from that which is special, but it extends to what is general.”  10

The last sentence sounds almost like Barth, and H. Richard Niebuhr, who wrote one of 
the most important books on the doctrine of “special” revelation in the twentieth 
century, uses a paraphrase of that passage as the central insight of his own work.  11

What makes a process view of revelation really peculiar is that on this view even general 
revelation is “special.”  

Even the most miniscule event starts with an “initial aim” supplied by God to fit its 
particular circumstances. The initial aim is not just a kick from behind but a specific 
communication from God to that event. What could be more “special” than that? 

However, as Marjorie Suchocki points out, that initial aim gets obscured, first because it 
is directed toward the world more than God, second because it gets modified by the 
occasion itself (which is not necessarily a bad thing), and finally because on the human 
level it is distorted by sin.  12

You might say that natural revelation, however specialized, goes on “behind our backs,” 
at a preconscious level. 

But conscious beings like us also require revelation that happens, so to speak, out in front 
of us. And it has to address our preconscious existence as much as our conscious 
knowing, so it can’t be just bare information. It must convey a transformative power. 

Christian process theologians find such transformative power unleashed in a universally 
relevant way in the “field of force” that came into being in response to the ministry of 
Jesus of Nazareth.  13

Some process theologians actually offer a highly speculative account of how Jesus’ 
humanity uniquely incarnates the Logos of God. They suggest that Jesus’ own aims and 
God’s initial aims turned out to be one and the same.  

 See Williamson, Way of Blessing, Way of Life.9

 Alfred North Whitehead, Religion in the Making (New York: The Macmillan Co., 1926), p. 32.10

 See H. Richard Niebuhr, The Meaning of Revelation (New York: Macmillan, 1941), p. 33.11

 Marjorie Suchocki, God-Christ-Church: A Practical Guide to Process Theology, revised ed. (New York: 12

Crossroad Publishing Company, 1992), pp. 39-40.

 Cobb and Griffin, pp. 106-108.13
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That’s at least theoretically possible, but other process theologians like Williamson and 
Schubert Ogden consider this irrelevant, and bordering on “works righteousness” (Did 
Jesus achieve “Christhood”?). 

I find it more plausible to say that we now know this “field of force” as the communion 
of God’s Spirit in Jesus Christ, which we are bound to regard as a continuation of the 
life, death and risen life of Jesus of Nazareth. But we can’t base our faith on what Jesus’ 
“initial aims” looked like. 

Process Eschatology 
Process concepts suggest that there will always be some world to which God is related, 

but that does not mean this world as we know it will not come to an end, to be replaced 
by a world we could not presently imagine. 

God provides no guarantees that we will not destroy our world by making it 
uninhabitable. Our futures remain open. 

But process theologians insist that nothing can ultimately be lost. Every completed event 
lives on in God’s everlasting life. 

Does that mean personal survival? Process thinkers have been known to waffle on this 
question. But it seems that it would. My past continues in God in the same way that it 
continues in me.  

Like me, God remembers my past, so to speak, from the inside, from my point of view 
(as well as God’s). The only difference is that God remembers everybody else’s past 
from their points of view too. 

But as long as there is someone who remembers me the way I do, I would have to regard 
that as more than just keeping my memory alive. It’s keeping me alive. And that is 
precisely what God does. 

Whitehead: “Thus in the sense in which the present occasion is the person now, and yet 
with his own past, so the counterpart in God is that person in God.”  14

Where I differ (this gets a bit technical) 
Where I differ from the cosmologies of Whitehead and Hartshorne is in my skepticism 

about process philosophy's attempts to present itself as a formally coherent account of 
"becoming."  So far as I can tell, no such account (as opposed to a "tensively coherent" 
account) is possible.  More specifically, I reject or at least question the following 
tenets:  

--that genuine becoming can be strictly self-identical even for a moment;  
--that there must be precise distinctions between possibility and actuality (surely the two 

"interpermeate" at least fleetingly whenever possibilities get actualized);  
--that distinctions in general must be precise and "impermeable" (yes, process thinkers 

are to be commended for recognizing that things can be distinguishable without being 
separable, but that isn't enough);  

--that there must be a unit of becoming that cannot be further subdivided;  
--that there can be a univocal account of reality-as-a-whole (Whitehead is ambiguous on 

this); 

 Whitehead, Process and Reality, p. 350. Also quoted in Cobb and Griffin, p. 124.14
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--that there can be no contemporaneous influence from a concrete "other" (even though 
self-determination and "subjective immediacy" seem to call for this).   

Other differences could no doubt be listed, but this gets the idea across.    
This is not by any means to deny or discount the heuristic value of process philosophy's 

attempts to get more precise.  It does seem that the past (actuality) is largely a settled 
affair in a way that the future (possibility) cannot be.  I thus tend to side with process 
thinkers as opposed to those who would claim that temporality is ultimately an illusion.  
But beyond the weak claim that the process view seems to fit my tradition-shaped 
experience better, I cannot come up with many reasons for the side I have taken.  Still, 
even if there might be a relatively singular instance in which actuality and possibility 
are more "interpermeable" than in any other instance I currently know, I would still 
have to insist that this could not happen to the extent that the distinction dissolved 
altogether.  If anything is an illusion, surely it would be that such a dissolution makes 
even tensively coherent sense. 

In any case, with a more elastic interpretation I do still find attractive and fairly plausible 
what I have elsewhere identified as process philosophy's most basic principles: 

*"All things are activities or features of activity" (but the distinction between 
activities and their features is not impermeable). 
*"No activity is completely determined by other things" (though what counts as an 
"other" may not always be precisely determinable). 
*"All activities are partly determined by other things" (ditto). 
*"All activities are partly self-determined" (though distinguishing between the 
determining self and the determined self may be the most "interpermeable" and 
problematic of all distinctions).
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