Panentheism (Process Theology)
1. Origins
Panentheism is a relatively new philosophical movement, arising in the twentieth century.  It holds that God is not perfect, but still being perfected.  This teaching is also known by the designation “process theology.”  The idea of a “being perfected God” dates back to antiquity, namely to the philosophy of Diogenes.  We could also mention the panentheism of Plotinus (204-270 AD), who held a belief in a certain “One,” who is the essence of reality, and from whom emits “emanations,” the last of which is the material world. 

Charles Hartshorne (1897-2000), a professor of philosophy at the University of Chicago, popularized this teaching in the 20th century.  Hartshorne, in turn, borrowed extensively from the philosophy of Alfred North Whitehead (1861-1947) with some modifications.  Hartshorne considered his theology a synthesis of atheism and theism, and hoped by it to easy the tensions between those two competing worldviews.
  Alfred North Whitehead, the son of an Anglican pastor, worked as a mathematician in Cambridge and London before teaching philosophy at Harvard.  His most famous philosophical work is Process and Reality.

Process theology arose as a reaction against the scholastic dogma of God’s “impassibility” from the Middle Ages, which taught that God has no emotion – He is “impassive.”
  The starting point, then, for Whitehead’s thinking was that God is, in some sense, subject to change.
 

2. Description
а. The Nature of Reality 

Panenthiesm operates on a totally different perception of reality.  Reality consists not of material elements, but of constantly changing events and processes.  The fundamental components of reality are not bits of material, but moments of experience.  Consequently, every moment is a new reality.  Furthermore, if reality consists of constantly changing events and processes, then reality itself is changing.  Along with that, God Himself, being the ultimate Reality, also undergoes change.
  

Let us look at this system more closely.
  It claims that reality consists of units of time called “actual entities” or “actual occasions.”  The chain of these individual and momentary occasions makes up our life experience.  Lowe explains Whitehead’s thinking in these words: “The transient experiences are the ultimate realities… Every actual entity is a pulse of experience.”
  They are the “cells of the universe.”
  Hartshorne describes it thus: “Indeed, for Whitehead, each experience is a numerically different actuality from its predecessors.”

Cobb aptly compares this phenomenon with reel-to-reel filmmaking.  Just as a reel-to-reel film consists of multiple individual snapshots, which pass in rapid succession, yet are perceived as smooth motion, reality consist of many individual “actual entities,” which are perceived as life experience.
  One of the features of higher life forms is the ability to synthesize these individual units into a unity.  The result is the experience of “consciousness.”
  

Another important aspect of this system is that every actual entity, that is, moment of time, experiences some degree of “enjoyment.”  Every actual entity “enjoys” the experience it receives.  In the words of Cobb, “Every individual unit of process enjoys its own existence.”
  The amount of enjoyment received depends on two factors: harmony and intensity.  Disharmony and conflict reduce the amount of enjoyment.  In addition, a simple experience provides less enjoyment than more complex and intensive ones.  Therefore, by means of an evolutionary process, the world strives toward higher levels of development and complexity and, as a result, experiences more enjoyment.   

The question arises, however, about stability of experience.  If these “actual entities” constantly pass away, then how can we explain the phenomenon of “constancy,” which is obvious to all?  Although proponents of process theology struggle to satisfactorily answer this question, nonetheless, they claim that certain actual entities possess a quality that permits them to repeat themselves.  They form “complexes,” that give their manifestation an appearance of permanence.  We perceive these “repetitious, complex occasions” as objects or persons.  We ourselves are such occasions.  As Cobb states, “Personal human experience is a ‘serially ordered society’ of occasions of experience.”
 

So then, objects and persons have no “ontological basis,” or basis for their existence.
  They come and go with each passing “occurrence.”  Their dissolution provides “material” for the formation of the next actual occurrence.  Yet, this “dissolving” occasion in no way causes the appearance of the subsequent one, although it may exert an influence on its formation.  Each actual entity defines its own character and direction.  Lowe describes this phenomenon: “The subject which enjoys an experience does not exist beforehand, neither is it created from the outside; it creates itself in that very process of experiencing.”
   

The next question that arises concerns the idea of “progress.”  Why do objects and persons move toward fulfilling some goal?  Process theology claims that each actual entity consists of fragments of the previous “dissolving” entity as well as factors it introduces itself.  Thus, each actual entity possesses the quality of “self-determination” and can define for itself what it will become and how it will differ from the previous one.  Lowe comments:  “The brief course of each pulse of experience is guided by an internal teleology.”
  And further: 

The basic fact of existence is everywhere some process of self-realization, growing out of previous processes and itself adding a new pulse of individuality and a new value to the world… The ultimate character pervading the universe is a drive toward the endless production of new syntheses or “creativity.”
 

A vitally important aspect of this system is that not only the actual entity itself and previous actual entities contribute to the formation new entities, but God instills in each new actual entity a certain “impulse,” which also contributes towards its development and trend.  This impulse is termed an “initial aim.”  Yet, we recall that every actual entity defines itself, which means that God does not control this process.  Cobb writes, “In sum, God is that factor in the universe which establishes what-is-not as relevant to what-is, and lures the world toward new forms of realization.”
  In addition, God preserves positive aspects of previous actual entities and introduces them into the formation of new actual entities.  We may call this Divine influence the “Kingdom of God.”

b. God’s Nature

Next, we must investigate the question whether or not God goes through this same process that the universe experiences, that is, “dissolution” and “reformation.”  Process theology proposes that God has two “poles”: His so-called abstract or non-relative pole, and his concrete or relative pole.  God’s abstract pole is eternal, independent of the world and not subject to change.  His concrete pole is dependent on the world, can change, and indeed does change.
  

Such a combination of factors in God determines His relation to the world.  Recalling our discussion of God’s transcendence and immanence, we may relate God’s abstract pole to His transcendence and his concrete pole to His immanence.  His concrete pole interpenetrates the world and exerts its influence on the formation of new actual entities.  This is where the term “pan-en-theism” comes from: “God in all.”  On the other hand, His abstract pole remains separate from the world.  We may compare God’s abstract pole with His “soul,” and His concrete pole with His “body.”  As Reeves describes it, “God includes the world while transcending it.”

How can one, however, reconcile the claim that God’s abstract pole is not subject to change with the claim that all reality is in process?  Whitehead suggested the following: God’s concrete or relative pole make up God’s essence.  This means that God, in essence, undergoes a process of becoming perfect.  In Whitehead’s words, “Neither God, nor the World, reaches static completion.”
  His abstract pole, on the other hand, is “derived” from His concrete pole and consists only of potential possibilities.  Cobb explains, “This envisagement of possibilities is an abstraction from the actual process that is God.”
 

What qualities, exactly, does God’s abstract pole contain?  It contains His ability to simultaneously perceive all reality as well as His good will, that is, His active promotion of good.  In other words, God is able to constantly observe all that occurs in the universe and constantly seeks the good of all.  His abstract pole produces the above-mentioned “initial aim.”
 

However, God cannot precisely predict what will result from each actual entity.  God takes a certain “risk” in that He is uncertain whether His “initial aim” will produce the desired results.  He evaluates the results of each actual entity, and then adjusts His plan accordingly to produce a better result next time.  Cobb calls this contribution to the process God’s “creative love,” since God manifests His love to the world in that He seeks a creative solution to its problems.
  

The results of each actual entity not only affects God’s plans, but also contributes to the formation of God’s nature.  Whitehead writes, “Each actuality in the temporal world has its reception into God’s nature,” and also, “Each temporal occasion embodies God, and is embodied in God.”
  So then, Whitehead describes the relationship between God and the world in the following way: “It is as true to say that God creates the World, as that the World creates God.”
 

Remember, that each actual entity possesses the quality of self-determination, which means that God cannot precisely predict or control the formation of these occasions.  Yet, He strives to influence this process.  God’s goal is to maximize the “enjoyment” (see above) of each occasion.
  Lowe comments, “His consequent nature perfects and saves the world.”

We ask, “Can God be considered perfect, if He Himself is still in the process of becoming so?”  Hartshorne replies that he does not deny the dogma of God’s perfection.  In his opinion, God is as perfect as He can be in every moment of time.  Since every moment presents a new reality, in subsequent moments God may attain higher levels of perfection.  Hartshorne writes, “To attribute change to God, so far from conflicting with permanence of stability in his being, means rather that nothing positive that ever belongs to God can change, but only the negative aspects of not yet being this or that.”

Hartshorne further claims that God is still being perfected not only in His knowledge of the future, but also in His emotions.  In other words, a loving God cannot be content with what is taking place in the world.  Consequently, He still lacks perfect happiness.
  Commenting on God’s perfection in general, Hartshorne writes, “A purely final or static perfection possessing all possible values is impossible.  We must then conceive perfection as partly dynamic.”
  God’s perfection, then, consists in the ability to maximally realize all possible values.

 Hartshorne voices the objection that if God already maximally possesses all possible positive values, as is claimed in theism, then the world cannot present Him with anything new, or with that which would enrich Him in some way.  Consequently, the world has no meaning.  However, if the world can bring Him some good, then the world, and people as well, have significance.
   
c. The World
According to the theistic worldview, God created the world from nothing.  Process theology, though, claims that the world co-existed and co-exists with God, but existed in a state of chaos until God began exerting His influence on it by introducing His “initial aim.”
  Hasker describes the panentheistic view: “Creation, for process thought, it not ex nihilo; it is rather a sort of divine ‘shaping’ of realities already in existence, a shaping that depends for its effect on the response of those already existent realities.”
 

In the panentheistic view, the world developed according to the evolutionary model, in which God actively participated.  Loomer feels that the theory of evolution serves as a proof of this worldview.
  In the process of time, more advanced actual entities appeared, which possessed the quality of “permanence” due to repetition of their appearance.
  This development occurs not without resistance, but takes place, as Cobb describes it, “to the degree to which (actual entities) respond to the divine impulses.”

Actual entities, which result in the appearance of animals, experience more “enjoyment” than more primitive occasions, since they possess “consciousness.”  Those entities that result in human life experience even more “enjoyment.”  This development witnesses a “shift from a psyche primarily serving the body, to a psyche primarily using the body for its own purposes.”
  In the words of Cobb, evolution involves “evocation of actualities with greater and greater enjoyment.”

d. The Nature of Religion
Since God’s activity in the world in totally immanent, panentheism and process theology do not recognize special revelation from God.  God does not speak, but just exerts His influence on the formation of actual entities by means of introducing His “initial aim.”  For the same reason, this worldview does not recognize miracles.  God always acts in accordance with natural laws.  At the same time, God’s “initial aim” may at times result in an outcome that is out of the ordinary.

Process theology does not operate on a historical basis.  Whitehead explains that all that we have access to is the present moment.  The past has already “dissolved,” and has ceased to exist.  The information available in the present moment is our only source for guidance in life.  Whitefield writes, “When it comes to the primary metaphysical data, the world of which you are immediately conscious is the whole datum.”
  

Although process theology does not recognize special revelation, there exists in this system, nonetheless, a concept of “doctrine.”
  In the past, religion consisted only of ritual, but in time, religion developed a more personal character.  Eventually, it embraced doctrinal positions.  Initially people held only to “unconscious convictions,” without concrete substantiation, but eventually developed “formulated doctrines,” accentuating those unconscious convictions that were found more beneficial.  Cobb describes it thusly: “Much of Christian doctrine is selective description of features of universal prereflective experience.”
 

Cobb further comments on the value that doctrine brings to human society: “Christian doctrine, by selecting certain features of experience for conscious emphasis, shapes attitudes, purposes, and commitments, and even the structure of human existence itself.”
  Yet, different religions may differ in doctrine, because different cultures perceive these universal principles differently.  Therefore, Cobb recommends openness to other religions, as well as to God’s movements in secular society as well.
  

The goal of religion is the attainment of peace.  Peace is harmonious interrelationships between actual entities and God’s initial aim.  When subjects in an actual entity act in accordance with God’s initial aim, peace and harmony result.
 

We recall here that in panentheism and process theology life is a cooperative effort between the subjects of actual entities (esp. people) and God.  So then, to obtain peace both parties must be involved in this movement.  If God could accomplish this alone, then the world would have no real importance or significance.  People serve God by providing Him with positive experience, which, in turn, leads to perfecting both humanity and God.

Since the above-mentioned cooperation between the subjects of actual entities and God involves not just a single, but all elements of the actual entity, process theology champions harmony in human society.  If society as a whole provides God with positive experience in accordance with His initial aim, then the world progresses to higher levels of enjoyment.
  In addition, process theology support ecology, since nature is also an element of each actual entity, and nature’s condition affects the quality of those occasions.  

Finally, process theology offers hope.  Each new actual entity may provide creative solutions for previous problems.  Through this process, God “learns” from previous experience what is needed, and what is not needed in the world.
   

e. The Problem of Evil
One seeming advantage to this system is its suggestion of a novel solution to the problem of evil.  Hartshorne feels that if God is already perfect in power and virtue, then how can we explain the presence of evil in the world?  Why has God not dealt with it by now?
  He apparently has not yet arrived at a solution for all the world’s problems.  Cobb writes, “God acts persuasively upon the wreckage to bring from it whatever good is possible.”
  God does not control events in the world, but cooperates with the world to attain the highest good. 

If God does not control life events, then each formation of a new actual entity involves a certain “risk,” since each occasion possesses the quality of self-determination and can move in a direction contrary to God’s intent.  In addition, actual entities that include higher life forms present a greater risk, since they possess even more freedom for self-determination.
 

Nonetheless, God is willing to risk the favorable outcome of future events in order to attain greater good.  We recall that the elements that increase enjoyment are harmony and intensity.  On the other hand, more “simple” experiences, although they present less risk (since their subjects possess less self-determination), do not provide the same level of enjoyment, since they lack intensity.  Therefore, God is willing to risk formation of actual entities with higher complexity to increase enjoyment.

3. Evaluation

How do we respond to panentheism and process theology?  First, we note that process theology faces the logical dilemma of the preservation of the individual.  If each moment is a new reality, then how can we confirm that from moment to moment a person remains the same person?  In addition, if there is no permanence of personhood, then there can be accountability for one’s deeds, since those deeds were done, supposedly, in another “reality.”  In defense of process theology, Cobb claims that personhood is preserved, but he is unable to explain how that can be so.
   

Second, this system assumes that each actual entity possesses the quality of “self-determination” and can affect the formation of new occasions.  In addition, not only animate subjects in these occasions have this quality, but also inanimate subjects.  Yet, this claim contradicts both human observations and common sense.  How can an inanimate object, which cannot think or speak, substantially participate in determining the future direction of reality?  

Third, process theologians do not tell us where the energy comes from for forming new actual entities.  What or who gathers the “fragments” of the last actual entity to form a new one?  They say that God introduces His “initial aim” into every new occurrence, but they do not ascribe the energy needed for their formation to God.  It seems that the universe functions independently of God.   

Another logical difficulty is this: if God’s concrete pole changes, then it must have had a beginning, since every process has a starting point from which it progresses forward.  It follows then, that if God’s concrete pole had a beginning, there was a time when this imperfection entered into God’s nature.  How, then, did this imperfection originate?  

Next, proponents of this theory have difficulty explaining how God evaluates the quality of actual entities.  They claim that God evaluates His experience – what in it was good, and what was bad – and adjusts His future plans accordingly.  Yet, if God is still imperfect in knowledge, then what does He base His judgment on?  By what standard does He decide how to “improve” conditions in the world?  The idea “improvement” implies conformity to some standard. 

Furthermore, if God is in constant conflict with the lack of perfections in Himself and in the world, then what guarantee do we have that good will triumph in the end?  Cobb himself admits that process theology cannot guarantee the final victory of good.
  Might God fail in His mission to bring the world to utopia?  Might He even become, in the end, an evil God?  The claim that God is always working toward the world’s good is an unsubstantiated assumption.  

In fact, the entire system is based on unsubstantiated assumptions.  There are no historical, empirical or logical proofs that can confirm this theory.  Who has ever observed or shown the logical necessity of “actual entities,” “initial aim,” “field of force,” God’s bipolar nature, etc.?  Whitehead and Hartshorne simply imagined a fanciful description of reality and made up the “rules of the game” as they went along.    

Speaking from a historical perspective, this system is simply an overreaction to the errant doctrine of God’s impassibility, that is, His inability to feel pleasure or pain.  However, instead of making a more reasonable correction to this extreme, one that preserves the concepts of God’s perfection and unchanging nature, Whitehead and Hartshorne went to the other extreme, denying these truths.   

In addition, there exists a philosophical dilemma in supposing that someone can reach their potential on their own.  “Potential,” in the philosophical use of the term, is that which lies outside the limitations of one to achieve by his/her own effort.  Outside help is required to realize it.  However, who is able to assist God in reaching His potential perfection?  Whitehead answers that God has a power called “creativity,” which enables Him to reach his potential and possibilities.  Yet, this means that the force “creativity” is greater than God and must itself be God.
  Hasker writes that this teaching “suggest strongly that Creativity itself is the ontological ultimate.”
  Nash aptly comments that panentheism needs a theistic God to make the system plausible.
  

In defense of process theology, Lowe states that “creativity” does not exist outside of God, but is one of His attributes.
  Yet, the difficulty mentioned previously remains.  “Creativity” implies the ability to find creative solutions for problems.  Yet, the idea of “solutions” implies approximation to a desired result, that is, to some standard.  If God is still imperfect in knowledge of good, then how can His “creativity” determine in which direction the “solution” to a problem lies? 

Speaking from a practical point of view, the system of Whitehead and Hartshorne is too difficult for the average person to grasp.  Reeves concurs, “Whitehead’s conception of God is unsuitable for religion.”
 

Finally, Pinnock voices the following objections.
  First, this theory limits God by not allowing Him to operate in His transcendence, in particular, to do miracles.  Second, God’s “dependence” on the world limits Him in love.  God may intend good, but is not always able to effectively accomplish it, for “God cannot override the freedom of creatures.”
  Third, God’s “dependence” on the world limits His freedom.  He is able only to try to “convince” the world to cooperate with Him, yet He has no authority to enforce His will unilaterally. 

A more balanced approach to God’s immutability (i.e. unchangeableness), might posit that that God may change His plan as a result of a person’s response to Him, but that He does not change in His essential nature or the general contours of His plan – to bless the righteous and punish the unrighteous.  If God announced judgment on someone, but they repent, then God will have mercy and not punish.  On the other hand, if God promises blessing, but a person does evil, then God may withdraw his promise.
  One may also posit that God may change in His emotions, and that He possesses the entire spectrum of emotions present in humans, whom He created.  Yet, this does not require that God also changes in relation to His nature, His standards, or His promises. 

In conclusion, we concur that God indeed interacts with the world and those who inhabit it.  Yet, that interaction does not involve His dependence on the created order.  God has need of nothing.  On the contrary, He establishes relations with people because of His desire to fellowship with them.  He does this not by necessity, but voluntarily.  
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