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History of Philosophy and Christian Thought

Part 4: Twentieth-Century Thought 2

From Hermeneutics to Postmodernism

I. Hans-Georg Gadamer (1900-)

A. All understanding involves interpretation; therefore epistemology is hermeneutic, the study of interpretation.

B. All inquiry embedded in “horizons” of language, history, tradition.

1. So timeless truths not available to us. 

2. And, inevitably, we approach inquiry with prejudices. 

3. These are both helpful and harmful. We cannot escape from them, but we can refine them as our knowledge grows.

C. Understanding, interpretation, application require each other. The importance of praxis (cf. liberation theology).

D. Modern science tends to dominate and dehumanize experience. 

1. We should, rather, emphasize praxis (responsible decision) over techne (technology).

2. Similarly, phronesis (practical knowledge) over episteme (scientific knowledge). 

3. Vs. Jurgen Habermas: language is more central than reason.

II. Ferdinand De Saussure, 1857-1913: Father of modern linguistics and, 

through his disciples, of philosophical structuralism and deconstruction.


A. Signifier (a sound or cultural object) vs. Signified



(a mental concept)


B. Langue (the system or structure of language) vs.



Parole (actual speaking)


C. Diachronic vs. Synchronic analysis: historical-genetic



background of language vs. an account of current



use.


D. The "arbitrariness" of signs



1. Verbal symbols are conventional, not uniquely




appropriate to their objects.



2. Different languages yield different concepts,




as they cut the "pie" of reality




into different shapes.



3. So things do not have fixed essences. 


E. Language is a system. The position of a term in the



system of language determines its meaning.




The important thing about a word is not its



sound, but its differences from other words. 


F. Influenced later linguists: Chomsky's



transformational grammar, R. Jakobson, et al.,



who maintained that all language reflects



"deep structures" in the human mind, common



to all people. 

III. Claude Levi-Strauss


A. Studied anthropological phenomena as language,



particularly mythology, using Saussurian model.

1. Societies organized according to various forms of communication, exchange.

2. Exchange of information, knowledge, myths, members.


B. Symbolic elements have no fixed interpretations;



vary with their position in the myth.


C. Using language always brings some loss of



individuality. Language must be understood



in terms of society.

IV. Deconstruction (Jacques Derrida, Jacques Lacan, Roland Barthes, Michel 

Foucault)

A. Like structuralism, stresses language, but argues that the signifiers of signs are other signs rather than objective realities.

1. Barthes: “anti-constructionist:” There is no underlying system for signs to reveal. We should merely try to describe their relations.

2. Derrida: “deconstructionist:” discourse undermines its purported philosophical presuppositions.

B. In written language, the author is not present to



describe his intentions, to explain his 



"meanings." Do not assume the "myth of presence."

C. Once written, the meaning of a text is independent



of its author, depending on its social context



and ultimately the reader's use of it.


D. A text may convey much that is contrary to the



author's intention, such as racial prejudice,



gender oppression, etc. It may thus refute



its own ostensible purpose (i.e. "deconstruct").


E. Therefore, there is no one, including the author,



who can authoritatively declare the meaning of



a text. 


F. Thus it is hopeless to try to find objective truth in



language.


G. Evaluation: 



1. Rationalism-irrationalism.



2. Good insights into the broader social contexts




of language.



3. But the denial of normativity shows apostasy




from God's revelation.

Theology, 1950-2000

I. Jurgen Moltmann (1926-): The Theology of Hope

A. Ernst Bloch
1. Marxist philosopher, knew Moltmann at Tubingen in early 1960's.

2. Rejects traditional Marxist eschatology (the dictatorship of the proletariat and the classless society) in favor of an “open” future. 

a) History moves in no predetermined direction. 

b) Matter ultimately determines the course of history (cf. Marx). 

c) Nothing can be defined as having a fixed “essence” or nature, only the future will disclose what something “is,” and that future will never arrive. Cf. existentialism on human nature.

d) Thus our thought and action ought to reject “the way things are.” Thought ought not to correspond with “being” (as in much previous philosophy); rather it ought to be governed by hope for the future. 

e) Present reality is incomplete, therefore. Present and past have value only insofar as they are valued by the future. 

f) No fixed categories for thought. 

3. Bloch suggests that on this basis one may view religion in a more favorable light than in traditional Marxism. 

a) Man in Scripture is oriented toward God's promises, and therefore toward the future. 

b) Yahweh is the one who “will be what he will be.”

c) Sin, however, is necessary for creativity, for being “as gods.” Sin rejects the “structures of creation” for an unstructured future. Thus it rejects the god of creation for the God of the future. 

B. The “Future Orientation”

1. Moltmann's appeal to Scripture 

a) God is the God who promises. Man is related to him through the promise. 

b) God's people are “strangers and pilgrims,” wanderers in the world who seek a future kingdom. 

c) Prophecy intensifies the expectation.

d) But the “fulfillment” of prophecy only enlarges the future expectation. 

e) What God does cannot be anticipated on the basis of past expectations. His acts are enormously surprising. Thus we must think of him in terms of the promise, not in terms of anything that has happened in the past. Creation ex‑nihilo; resurrection. 

f) The N.T. is pervasively eschatological. Jesus is an apocalyptic visionary, and his disciples are caught up in eschatological hope. 

2. Moltmann and previous theology 

a) Older liberalism suppressed the eschatological element in Scripture. 

b) Schweitzer, Weiss showed that the N.T. was pervasively eschatological; but they made no positive theological use of this discovery. 

c) Barth 

(1) Sought to make more positive use of eschatology: the “theology of crisis.”

(2) But to Barth, Geschichte (the realm of redemptive occurrence ‑ see earlier discussion) is an eternal present, not a future. Thus eschatology, in the end, becomes a metaphor for a relationship with God in the “here and now.” For Barth, revelation is only present, never past or future. 

d) Bultmann

(1) Emphasized, as does Moltmann, the “open future.” And he does come close to identifying God with this open future, as Moltmann also does.

(2) But, again, his existentialism allows no relevance for the passing of calendar time. Our relation with God is wholly in the present. 

e) Secular theology

(1) “This worldliness” ‑ a useful corrective to Barth and Bultmann, for whom the movement of secular history was irrelevant.

(2) But loses any sense of transcendence. Moltmann believes he can restore this by placing transcendence in the future. 

C. Hope
1. Ought to be the central category of theology, not something peripheral.

2. Not knowing the future, but accepting it as a gift, being open to whatever happens. The future is genuinely open. 

3. Optimistic, not fearful. Since God acts in “surprising” ways, we should never despair at the difficulties of our present situation. Vs. pessimism of neo‑orthodoxy. 

D. Revelation
1. Has the character of promise. 

2. Apocalyptic, not epiphany. Epiphany is an illumination of "what is," of the nature of present reality. Apocalyptic reveals what God is doing from the perspective of the end. 

3. Thus it carries us beyond rational expectations. (Moltmann finds Pannenberg, e.g., too rationalistic.) 

4. Since the future is open, revelation does not give us propositional information about the future.

5. Therefore, all our thinking about God is provisional. The future is open, and the past is no sure guide.

6. Yet we can think of the future in hope, courageously expecting it to be better than the present. 

7. There can be no “static” norms for thought or life. 

8. Nor can there be any certainty about historical events. 

E. God
1. Present only in his promises, in hope.

2. Therefore, “future is his essential nature.” (Cf. Barth and others, who identify God with his revelation, then derive the nature of God from that identification.)

a) We cannot “have” or “possess” God (cf. Barth). 

b) The “existence” of God is problematic. 

(1) He does not fully exist now, because the future is not here yet.

(2) Today, we experience an anticipation of God, but not “God himself” as in Brunner, e.g.

(3) This explains the dialectic between God's “presence” and “absence.” The problem of evil. 

c) There is no “transcendent sphere” of reality in the present. But the future is transcendent over the present, and the fact explains and justifies faith in God's transcendence. 

3. God is the future of human history. The story of God is the story of human history. Hence, immanence. 

F. Christ
1. God participates in the history of humiliation, oppression. 

2. Jesus is true humanity in the midst of inhumanity. Kenosis. 

3. Thus he embodies the future. In that sense he is divine. 

4. Resurrection: not past event, but beginning of future; basis of history, hope. 

G. Man
1. As in existentialism, man has no fixed definition. He is “becoming,” rather than “being,” and thus can be understood only at the end of time. 

2. The image of God: man's capability to transcend the present and anticipate the future. Freedom. 

3. Sin is hopelessness. 

a) Presumption: seeking to bring about future change in one's own strength, without hope in God (works‑righteousness). 

b) Desperation: apathy, indifference, unbelief. 

H. The Church
1. The Constantinian model, in which the church rules the world, focuses upon the present, as if the end of history had arrived and the church were fit to impose its will on others. 

2. Rather, we should see the church as servant to the world. 

a) It has no favored position. 

b) Not qualitatively different from the world, but vanguard of new humanity —the promise of humanity's future. The sacraments proclaim future hope. 

3. The church is important in social matters. It should confront directly the evils of society, not merely leave this up to individual Christians. 

I. Ethics
1. Only the future is ethically normative. No fixed norms derived from the past. 

2. Therefore, the standard for action is the anticipated result. The end justifies the means. (Cf. Marx) 

3. The future frees us to love those who are not presently attractive or appealing: agape. 

4. Thus we are called to identify ourselves with the oppressed, as God does in Christ (above, F, 1). 

5. We cannot accept the status quo that would be “desperation” (G, 3, b). We must challenge “what is” in the interest of what “will be.”

6. Revolution is one appropriate means for accomplishing change. 

a) No revolution will bring in utopia, as Marx thought. Still, it may in some cases be necessary.

b) “The problem of violence and non‑violence” is “an illusory problem. There is only the question of the justified and unjustified use of force and the question of whether the means are proportionate to the ends.” (Religion, Revolution and the Future, 143).

J. Comments
1. It is not clear how we can make any decisions about the future unless we have knowledge of the present and past. But to deny present human “nature” to urge opposition to all that presently “is,” is to rob us of any‑even provisional means of preparing for the future. 

2. Moltmann's treatment of Scripture

a) Good to remind us of how pervasive eschatology is in the biblical text. 

b) “Hope” is a legitimate vantage‑point from which to view the Bible's teaching. It is not, however, the only one, or necessarily the best for all purposes. 

(1) Theology is not Scripture, but application of Scripture to human needs. However useful the “theology of hope” may be as an application of Scripture, it cannot replace Scripture itself. But that means that God has given us in Scripture something more than a “theology of hope.” The same would go for a “theology of” anything else.

(2) Other possibilities: covenant, trinity, history, personalism, holiness, love, word of God, freedom, etc., etc. And liberation. 

c) Moltmann often distorts Scripture. 

(1) He denies, in effect, that God's promises are confirmed by divine acts and words given in history.

(2) He denies the permanence of covenant relationship. Moltmann's God can revoke his covenants at will (the transcendence principle). He denies the biblical emphasis upon law as central to covenant.

(3) Scripture speaks of a definite consummation of history which according to God's word will surely come to pass. It does not speak of Moltmann's “open future” in which anything can happen. 

3. If we do not know the future, if it is genuinely open, then why should we be “hopeful” about the success of present actions? If there is ground for hope, then the future is not entirely open. Irrationalism. 

4. In Moltmann as in other modern theologians, the transcendence/immanence dialectic robs us of the biblical God. 

a) His deity is so transcendent that he does not “now” exist. 

b) His transcendence, however, is only that of an “open” future over against the present. What ground of hope is that? 

c) His immanence is identification with history, which again robs us of hope. 

5. Presumption, desperation 

a) Theologians of liberation often criticize Moltmann for his confusion about man's role in initiating social change. 

(1) Clearly, Moltmann wants to justify such human initiative, even revolution in some circumstances.

(2) Elsewhere, however, he insists that the future is unknown to us and therefore we must wait to be “surprised” by some divine action. Thus we avoid “presumption.”

b) On Motlmann's non‑propositional view of revelation, I really don’t see how one can know whether he is acting in hope or in presumption.

6. As other modern theologians, Moltmann emphasizes the servant character of the church. That is fine, but not without some qualification. 

a) The church does have “status” with God that the world does not have. 

b) Therefore the servant character of the church does not imply universalism or the normative character of secularity. 

7. Moltmann's ethics are inadequately biblical, rejecting the law of God in favor of utilitarianism. But how can he even decide the end by which to justify the means? 

8. Moltmann's correlation of agape with hope is interesting and biblically sensitive. 

9. His critiques of past theologians are often insightful. Note that he agrees with Van Til concerning the unimportance of history in Barth. But it is unclear to me how Moltmann expects to improve on the performance of his predecessors. He has explicitly denied to the past and present any normative significance for theology. And his future cannot have any normative significance either, since it is entirely open‑ended. Therefore there is no norm at all, and no significance to history in any “tense.” It seems to me that if Moltmann's theology says anything at all, it can be reduced to Tillich's Protestant principle: the only absolute truth is that there are no absolute truths. 

10. This normlessness removes any justification for his revolutionary ethic. Who is to say ehat constitutes oppression or liberation? He responds to the liberation theologians by distinguishing the “foreseeable” future from the “unforeseeable,” and advocating social action based on the foreseeable. But the whole dynamic of Moltmann's theology is that our lives ought to be governed by the unforeseeable. Thus the rationalist/irrationalist dialectic: the more intelligible Moltmann's prescriptions, the less authoritative they are, and vice‑versa. 

II. The Theology of Liberation
A. Background
1. Importance 

a) Liberation theology seems to be exerting, today, a greater influence upon the theological world than any other single movement (as of 1983).

(1) Example: Deane W. Ferm's Contemporary American Theologies (1981) contains eight chapters, five of which discuss currently fashionable theological positions. Of these five, one is “evangelical theology,” one Roman Catholic theology, and three are various forms of liberation theology: Latin American, black, feminist.

(2) Example: Gundry and Johnson, Tensions in Contemporary Theology, which (oddly enough) was published in 1976 without any chapter on liberation theology (some of the liberationists were mentioned in connection with the theology of hope), was republished in 1983 with two chapters on liberation theology, together taking up 110 of the book's 471 pages.

b) Liberation theology seems to be the focus of a developing consesus in present day liberal theology. 

(1) Most Roman Catholic theologians today are profoundly influenced by it.

(2) Moltmann's later writings have moved closer to the liberationists, and he was never very far from them. See XIX, G, 5. 

(3) Pannenberg is farther from them, but shares a significant conceptual vocabulary with them.

(4) The process theologians boast that they have supplied a metaphysics helpful to the cause of the liberationists and some liberationists agree. 

c) Slogans of liberation theology have appeared frequently in evangelical theology. The extent of actual influence is debatable. 

(1) R. Sider: “God is on the side of the poor.” Costas, Padilla, Escobar. 

(2) Much hermeneutical discussion on the contextualization of theology: avoiding the use of western theological models in presenting the Gospel to the third world. Developing new, indigenous models. 

(3) Growing sympathy for socialism among people of evangelical background: Sojourners, The Other Side, Sider. 

2. Figures

a) Theology in the 1980s is a rather communal enterprise. We are faced primarily with schools of thought rather than by great individual thinkers (as in the days of Barth, Bultmann, Tillich). This is true of liberation theology, process theology. Roman Catholic theology has always been by nature communal, on the whole, and there is certainly a kind of “consensus” developing there (cf. Gregory Baum, New Horizon). Pannenberg may be one exception: he has the talent to become a “towering figure.” But even he began as a member of a “school.”

b) Latin American Liberationists

(1) Rubem Alves: his Theology of Human Hope (1969) was a seminal work.

(2) Gustavo Gutierrez: A Theology of Liberation (1971) ‑ standard text of the movement. Peruvian.

(3) Hugo Assmann ‑ Brazilian 

(4) Jose Miranda ‑ Mexican; influential biblical scholar. Marx and the Bible. (1976)

(5) Juan Luis Segundo ‑ Uruguayan; focus on hermeneutics, systematic theology. The Liberation of Theology (1976).

(6) Jon Sobrino ‑ Spanish, compares European with liberationist Christology. 

(7) Leonardo Boff ‑ Brazilian Christologist. 

(8) Jose Minguez‑Bonino ‑ Argentinian Protestant.

c) Black Theologians

(1) Albert B. Cleage, The Black Messiah (1968): black nationalist, racist.

(2) James Cone: seeks theological justification for black power. A Black Theology of Liberation (1970) ‑ standard text.

(3) J. Deotis Roberts, Sr.: His Liberation and Reconciliation is comprehensive theology. Somewhat more moderate in tone.

(4) Major J. Jones ‑ also moderating influence. Vs. “God is black.” Ethicist.

(5) W. R Jones ‑ challenges the traditional doctrine of God. 

d) Feminist Theologians

(1) Mary Daly, The Church and the Second Sex (1968); Beyond God the Father: Toward a Philosophy of Women’s Liberation (1973). Left the Roman Catholic church in 1975 to become a “post‑Christian” feminist.

(2) Rosemary R. Reuther, Religion and Sexism (1974), many other books.

(3) Letty Russell, The Future of Partnership (1979), others. More moderate.

(4) Sheila Collins, A Different Heaven and Earth (1974) 

(5) Penelope Washbourn, Becoming Woman (1977)

(6) Letha Scanzoni and Hancy Herdesty, All We're Meant to Be (1975) ‑ feminism within an evangelical perspective. 

B. Hermeneutics, Epistemology
1. The “Hermeneutical Circle”

a) It is common in theology to note that we always bring presuppositions to the text of Scripture which influence our exegesis and theology. Ideally, the text ought to reform those presuppositions, so that in the two‑way dialogue between text and interpreter a better understanding will result. However, there is always the danger of vicious circularity ‑ i.e. reading out of the text only what we wish to find there.

b) Liberation theology focuses on the socio-economic presuppositions that we bring to the text. It emphasizes that there is no exegesis which is socially, racially, economically or politically neutral. 

(1) Vs. the common assumption that European or North American theology provides adequate categories for theology in the third world.

(2) Those in rich nations often fail to see what Scripture says about poverty.

(3) We must seek to bring our presuppositions, in these areas also, in line with revelation. 

2. Understanding also presupposes practical involvement. 

a) It is not enough to bring the right ideas to our exegetical work. We must also be involved in the right kinds of activities. 

b) Truth is itself something practical. 

(1) Theory is part of practice.

(2) Truth is an act, an event, something which happens efficaciously.

(3) To know God is to do justice, Jer. 22:16. 

(4) We need contact, experience, with reality if we are to think rightly about it. 

3. Understanding presupposes specifically socio‑political movement. Praxis vs. “abstraction.”

a) Christ must be heard in all areas of life. 

b) Everyone already has some social agenda; the only question is which one it shall be. 

4. Such involvement is necessarily “conflictual” in character. 

a) Interests of the poor and rich inevitably conflict. We must choose sides. 

b) Combat with one's enemies does not necessarily involve hatred. It may be for the enemy’s good. In any case, one cannot love his enemies until he has identified them as enemies. Cheap conciliation helps no one. 

5. Therefore all theology must take its bearings from the “axis” of oppression and liberation. 

6. Marxist thought presents the best analysis of the oppression/liberation conflict in terms of class struggle. Thus the thinker must be a person committed to Marxism at least as an “analytical tool,” at most to socialist revolution. (This emphasis is much less widespread in black theology than in Latin American theology.) 

7. Praxis is also the means by which truth is verified. Those ideas are true which bring about improvement in society, determined by one's political commitment.

8. Feminist Epistemology (Helen E. Longino)

a. Vs. stereotypes: associating rationality with masculinity, etc.

b. Situatedness (Nancy Hartsock, reworking Lukacs’ Marxism)

i. vs. superiority and priority of mind over body, culture over nature, abstract over concrete.

ii. Advantages of multiple standpoints.

c. Subject and object

i. vs. superiority of one to the other.

ii. Understanding your own assumptions important to objectivity.

iii. Emotions can be sources of knowledge.

iv. Don’t be prejudiced against certain objects of knowledge as “distortions.”

v. Helps to love what you are seeking to know.

d. Recognition of the knower’s dependence on objects, society. 

e. Accept judgments of non-experts, the disenfranchised.

f. Justification involves society: encounters between cognitive agents. 

C. Theology
1. Theology is the critical reflection on praxis, from within praxis. 

2. Its ultimate goal: not to understand the world, but to change it (cf. Marx). Theology as servant. 

3. Vs. theology which seeks merely to protect and defend a tradition. 

4. Pro‑contextualization 

a) Don’t assume the universal application of North American or European theological models. 

b) Make use of sociological analysis (marxist) to understand the culture for which you are writing or speaking.

5. Thus orthopraxis is more important than orthodoxy. 

D. Revelation, Secularity, Autonomy
1. Liberation theology borrows many concepts and much rhetoric from the “theology of secularization” (above, XVIII), but seeks to be more humanistic, more sensitive to the dangers of modern culture, especially technology. Follow Gutierrez' discussion:

2. Anthropological aspects of revelation (7f) 

a) “The word about God is at the same time a promise to the world.”

b) Gutierrez quotes Barth (!): “Man is the measure of all things, since God became man.”

c) Thus we are not interested in the supernatural per se, but in its relation to man and the world. 

3. The “signs of the times” as a locus of revelation (8f, 271f): “hear, distinguish and interpret the many voice of our age, and to judge them in the light of the divine Word.”

4. Need to interact with philosophical movements calling for human autonomy (9f, 27ff). While we ought not to accept the ideas of Descartes, Hegel, Marx, Freud uncritically, they are right to insist that real freedom is a “historical conquest” (32) in which man must struggle to take control of his own destiny. Cf. 36f. 

5. Need to accept the modern development toward secularization (66ff). 

a) Modern man is turning his attention away from other worlds, toward this one (Cox). 

b) Man comes to a new understanding of himself as a creative subject, and thus, necessarily conceives his relation to God in a different way. 

c) This process coincides with a Christian vision of man: 

(1) Offers the possibility of becoming more fully human.

(2) Affirms creation as distinct from God, man as lord of creation. 

d) Therefore, religion should be defined in relation to the profane, not vice- versa. 

e) And the church must be seen in terms of the world, not vice‑versa. Illegitimate for the church to use the world for its own ends. 

6. All are invited to salvation (69ff). Cf. 149‑152. 

a) Within human nature is an “infinite openness” to God, an “innate desire to see him.” No antagonism between natural and supernatural. 

b) Because of God's “universal salvific will,” all are affected by grace. 

c) Thus all are in Christ, efficaciously called to communion with God. 

d) Thus, the boundaries between church and world are fluid. “Some even ask if they are really two different things...” (72). Cf. 258ff. 

e) Thus, participation in liberation is a saving work. 

7. Therefore, history is one; no profane/sacred distinction. (153ff). 

a) Creation is a saving act. 

b) Political liberation (the exodus) is a self-creative act. 

c) Salvation is re‑creation, fulfillment, in which man is active participant (in response to grace). 

8. Incarnation underscores the sacredness of the profane (189ff, esp. 194). 

9. Jesus was not directly involved in the politics of his day, in part, because he respected “the autonomy of political action.” (228). 

E. Present and Future
1. Gutierrez follows Motlmann's argument that theology ought to be “future‑oriented.” See XIX, above, especially B, with comments under G. In Gutierrez, see 14f, 160ff, 213ff, 272. 

2. Gutierrez, however, places more importance than Moltmann upon the present situation. 

a) The promise is “already” being fulfilled, though “not yet” in completeness. “Both the present and future aspects are indispensable for tracing the relationship between promise history.” ‑ 161. 

b) The prophets are concerned with the present situation in Israel, without excluding an action of God at the end of history. (163). 

c) Partial fulfillments in history are the road toward total fulfillment (167). 

d) “The hope which overcomes death must be rooted in the heart of historical praxis; if this hope does not take shape in the present to lead it forward, it will be only an evasion, a futuristic illusion. One must be extremely careful not to replace a Christianity of the Beyond with a Christianity of the Future; if the former tended to forget the world, the latter runs the risk of neglecting a miserable and unjust present and the struggle for liberation.” (218).

e) Moltmann, Gutierrez points out (footnote 33, p. 241), is moving closer to a liberationist position. 

F. God
1. Transcendence: The First Commandment brings judgment against all false gods, including those forms of Christianity which accept injustice.

2. Immanence: 

a) God acts in history to deliver the oppressed. 

(1) Gutierrez: “I am who I am” in Ex. 3:14 may mean “I will be who will be.” He is a force in our future, not ahistorical. In context, the phrase denotes God's presence and his readiness to act in power. (165)

(2) Same redemptive emphasis in other references to YHWH. 

b) God exists in, with mankind. (Gutierrez 189ff) 

(1) Mobility of the ark, God's transcendence even above the temple, indicate God's omnipresence. 

(a) Hence his presence is universal. Gentiles as well as Jews.

(b) Since God's saving will is universal, he dwell in non‑Christians too (193). 

(c) And his presence is internal, within the heart, the whole person. 

(2) God dwells in the “neighbor” (194ff). Matt. 25, I John 4:20. Includes all people. 

(3) “Conversion to the neighbor” brings union with God and vice versa (207).

(4) Thus God is involved in political Change.

G. Man
1. Open to grace, object of God's universal salvic will (above, D, 6). 

2. Man is man in transcending himself through work. (Gutierrez, 9f, 27ff) 

a) Gen. 1:26ff

b) Hegel, Marx, Freud

3. Therefore every man has the right to become master of his own destiny, participate in the direction of society, throw off dehumanizing structures. 36f. 

H. Sin
1. A selfish turning in on oneself; refusal to love neighbors (and therefore refusal to love God). (Gutierrez, 35). 

2. Man is the ultimate cause of poverty, injustice, oppression, though to say this is not to negate the structural features of society which contribute to these evils.

3. Social transformation, no matter how radical it may be, will not automatically suppress these evils. 

4. Not merely a private matter. Sin also has a collective dimension: the absence of brotherhood and love in relationships among men. (175) We encounter it only in concrete instances of alienation. 

5. In footnote 98 (187) Gutierrez mentions Marx's correlation between private ownership and sin. Because of private ownership, in Marx's view, the worker is alienated from the fruit of his work. Gutierrez warns us against “overestimating” the importance of this correlation. 

I. Christ
1. The Historical Jesus: Most liberation theologians accept the biblical account in its main outlines. A few, like Boff, tend to be skeptical. They do not, however, put much emphasis upon the miracles, atonement, resurrection of Christ.

2. Jesus and the Political World (Gutierrez, 225ff) 

a) Relation to the zealots 

(1) Some of his best friends were zealots.

(2) Agrees with them on the soon coming of the kingdom, his role in it, the seizing of it by violent men.

(3) Purification of the temple, power over the people.

(4) Yet Jesus kept his distance. 

(a) His was a universal mission, not narrow nationalism.

(b) His attitude toward the law was different from theirs.

(c) He saw the kingdom as a gift, not from one's own effort.

(d) He saw the root of the problems in lack of brotherhood.

(e) He respected the autonomy of political action.

(5) Thus his revolution was more radical than theirs. 

b) Confrontation with powerful groups: Herod, publicans, Pharisees, Sadducees, the rich.

c) Died at the hands of oppressors, for sedition. They were right, in an ironic way, to think that he challenged their power. 

d) Did Jesus err about the soon end of the world? His teaching involves a tension between present and future matters, so the question is not simple. 

e) Jesus did not oppose change in social structures, and as prophet denounces evils. His insistence on heart‑religion leads to structural change. 

3. Christ the Liberator (Gutierrez, 175ff).

a) Three levels of liberation: political liberation, the liberation of man throughout history, liberation from sin (176)

b) The gift of grace destroys sin as we accept Christ's liberation. 

c) Only this grace eliminates the root of the problem; but all attempts to overcome oppression are also opposed to selfishness, sin, and are therefore liberating. These are not all salvation, but they are saving works. Vs. separation of sacred and secular. 

J. The Church
1. Nature: “universal sacrament of salvation” (Gutierrez, 258ff).

a) The church's center is outside itself. Apart from the saving work of Christ through the Spirit, the church is nothing. 

b) It is a community oriented toward the future promised by the Lord. 

c) Thus the church should not be preoccupied with its own problems, but the with the world' s. 

d) The church is also part of the world, must be inhabited, evangelized by the world. 

e) It reveals the world s true nature as being in Christ. 

f) Universal salvation ‑ see above, D, 6. 

2. The Church as Servant 

a) The church ought to accept suffering on behalf of the oppressed. 

b) It should not seek liberation for its (the church's) own sake. 

c) It should not seek to rule by power, or to repress others. Vs. the “Constantinian model” using temporal power for the church's benefit. This leads to alliance with oppressors. 

3. Task: to announce the reality of salvation in all dimensions, including the political. 

a) Vs. privatization ‑ the idea that the gospel deals only with inner “spiritual” matters, or with the next world. Escapism. 

b) Vs. individualism ‑ the idea that the church may influence politics only through individual Christians, not as an institution. 

c) Denunciation (232ff, 265ff) 

(1) Reject existing order. Name the oppressors.

(2) Purge the church of all compromising attachments. 

d) Annunciation 

(1) Of the love of God: displays the root of the problem as loss of brotherhood. 

(2) Involved conscientization (Freiere): to help the oppressed to feel oppressed. Hence to politicize the poor. 

4. Revelation to temporal sphere

a) Vs. Constantinian model (2 c above). 

b) Vs. “distinction of planes” model: church must not interfere in temporal matters except through moral teaching (Gutierrez, 56ff). 

(1) On this model, the church acts upon the political order through individuals. The church instructs his conscience.

(2) The church, then, has two functions: evangelization and the inspiration of the temporal sphere. Hence, priest/ layman.

(3) Since Vatican II, however, it has become difficult to distinguish these two missions. 

(a) Some clergy forced by conscience to take positions on political issues, causing disunity.

(b) Realization that if the church says nothing, it sides with the oppressors.

(c) Misery of the world is inseparable from God's redemptive purpose. 

(d) Vs. sharp distinction between nature/supernature: God affirms secularity which, in turn, is open to him. (D, 5, 6 above). 

5. Unity

a) Difficult in the present Latin American situation, since some Christians are oppressors and persecutors(Gutierrez, 137). Hard decisions must be made. The church's stand for justice must not be compromised by desires for short‑run unity. Unity is a long‑term process.

b) Oppressors and oppressed cannot share the same sacraments (282, note 34). 

(1) In the sacrament, we celebrate the saving act of God in Christ which brings liberation in history. 

(2) Thus we celebrate what is achieved “outside the church edifice, in human history” (263).

(3) Human brotherhood, then, is crucial to the meaning of the sacrament. It takes precedence over the formal rite (Matt. 5:23f). Cf. I Cor. 11:17-34, James. 2:1‑4. Koinonia. To take communion, then, is “to accept the meaning of a life that was given over to death ‑ at the hands of the powerful of this world ‑ for love of others.”

K. Christian Political Ethics
1. Here we come full circle; for we will recall that liberation theology sees a political stance, not as a remote implication of its theology, but as a presupposition for doing theology. See B, above. This political stance influences all that is said about all the topics discussed above. However, we must discuss liberationist politics in more detail. So, read this section, and then go back and read the rest again. 

2. Vs. individualism, privatization (above, J, 3). 

3. Vs. political neutrality 

a) Such neutrality is impossible. By not taking a stand, one supports oppression. (Above, B, 2‑4, J, 3, 4). 

b) Interests of rich and poor inevitably conflict. We must choose sides. 

c) Christ must be heard in all areas of life. 

d) Politics is central to human life, especially in the modern period (Gutierrez, 47ff). 

(1) “The construction ‑ from its economic bases of the polis, of a society in which people can live in solidarity, is a dimension which encompasses and severely conditions all of man's activity. It is the sphere for the exercise of a critical freedom which is won down through history. It is the universal determinant and the collective arena for human fulfillment.”

(2) Within this context, politics can be understood more narrowly as an “orientation to power.” The quest for power takes on varied forms. “But they are all based on the profound aspiration of man, who wants to take hold of the reins of his own life and be the artisan of his own destiny.”

(3) “Nothing lies outside the political sphere understood in this way. Everything has a political color.”

(4) All social relationships become political when we seek to make them lasting and stable. 

4. The problems faced by Latin America

a) Alienation of labor

(1) Capitalism alienates the worker from the fruit of his labor. He works for the benefit of another, himself remaining poor (cf. G, above).

(2) Developing technology renders workers dispersible and robs work of its capacity for human fulfillment. 

b) Economic inequality (Gutierrez, 21f)

c) Coercion as the source of this inequality (22). The gap is the result of “violence.” (108ff). cf. 88ff. 

d) The gap between rich and poor has increased, despite attempts to close it. 

(1) The “development” model: Seeking to help the situation through exchange of technology, aid from rich countries, free‑market processes. This was the common approach in the 1950s, but it did not succeed; rather it reinforced the existing structures. Gutierrez, 22ff, 82ff. Didn't take differences in political structure into account when it sought imitation of developed societies. Sometimes called “reformism” in liberation theology. 

(2) Experiments in pure capitalism (Brazil, Chile) fail. 

e) Colonialism by, and economic dependence upon, rich nations. 

(1) “The underdevelopment of the poor countries...(is) the historical byproduct of the development of other countries.” (Gutierrez, 84).

(2) Latin American countries were colonies originally, and therefore dependent. After political independence, they continued to be economically dependent upon other nation.

(3) This dependence is reinforced by foreign investors who reinforce the capitalistic elements of the country to their own advantage.

f) Class struggle: underlies above process, responds to it in counter‑violence. 272ff. 

5. Christian obligation to the poor

a) Ambiguities of “poverty” (Gutierrez, 287ff) 

(1) Traditionally, the church has produced confusion in its use to the word “poverty.” They have used it both to designate material destitution and to designate a commendable attitude of indifference to material things (“spiritual poverty”). But spiritual poverty can involve material poverty, e.g. in the religious orders. Thus it is unclear whether the church is advocating poverty or struggling against it.

(2) Legitimate distinctions 

(a) Material poverty: a scandalous condition brought about through oppression, Amos 2:6f, l0:lf. 

(i) Moses led the people out of slavery in Egypt.

(ii) Gen. 1:26ff; Man fulfills himself by transforming the world. Poverty alienates (4, a, above).

(iii) Man is a sacrament of God; poverty defaces this “image” and therefore opposes God.

(b) Poverty as spiritual childhood ‑ openness to God, humility. 

(i) The remnant called “poor” in the O.T.

(ii) Matt. 5:1 should be understood in this way.

(iii) Luke 6:20 poses difficulties. Though parallel to Matt. 5:1, it probably refers to material poverty, but not in such a way as to “canonize” the poor as a social class or to foster complacency with poverty. It indicates that the power of the kingdom is present to alleviate material poverty. 

(c) Poverty as solidarity and protest 

(i) No idealization of m 

(ii) No idealization of material poverty.

(iii) Like Christ, we ought to become poor, not to idealize poverty, but to struggle against it. 

b) Other biblical considerations

(1) Mishpat as social justice, salvation of the poor.

(2) Exodus, God's deliverance of the poor. Prophets.

(3) Jesus: the gospel for the poor.

(4) O.T. “limitations on private property.”

(5) N.T. “massive sharing”' (Acts).

6. Solutions

a) Don't ask the poor to imitate the rich. The systems of rich nations are oppressive 

b) Vs. “development” model, attempts to revitalize capitalism (above, 4, d) 

c) Capitalism must be replaced by socialism. 

(1) “...a socialistic system is more in accord with Christian principles of true brotherhood, justice and peace...” (Gutierrez, quoting Mendez Arceo, 111)

(2) Private ownership “leads to the dichotomy of capital and labor...to the exploitation of man by man...” (same page, quoting ONIS statement)

(3) Socialism “does offer fundamental equality of opportunity Through a change in the relationships of production, it dignifies labor so that the worker, while humanizing nature, becomes more of a person... It asserts that the motivation of morality and social solidarity is of higher value than that of individual interest.” (112, quoting Santiago priests)

(4) Miguez‑Bonino: 

(a) In capitalism, humanization is unintended by‑product; in socialism it is the goal. 

(b) Solidarity: accidental for capitalism, essential for socialism.

(c) Socialism's failures are in spite of its intentions; Capitalism has bad intentions.

(d) But Marxism cannot explain the fundamental source of alienation, or provide a mediator to deliver us. (see Conn in Gundry‑Johnson, 372f) 

d) We must definitely reject the pattern of oppression. See B, 3‑5, J, 3. 

e) We must actively struggle against it, “taking the reins of our own destiny.” Gutierrez frequently chides the “timidity” of previous theology, church pronouncements on these issues. 

f) Revolution, violence. 

(1) Economic oppression is the result of violence (above, 4, c).

(2) Against such violence, it may be necessary to use “counter‑violence.” Thus some, but not all liberationists justify revolutions in some situations.

(3) Conn warns (352f) against equating the theology of liberation with the theology of revolution." Conn takes this phrase as a technical term for certain concepts introduced at the 1966 WCC conference on “Church and Society,” concepts to which Assmann objects. The terminology doesn't matter much; most liberation theology can be described as “theology of revolution.” Bus Assmann's comments on the 1966 discussion are instructive. They show us that liberation theology, in Assmann's formulation, is much more radical than “theology of revolution.”

(a) “Theology of revolution” seeks a theological justification for projected action ‑theological permission, as it were. 

(b) Assman's theology of liberation is critical reflection upon antecedent action. No theological permission is needed. Commitment to the revolution is independent of and prior to any theological rationale. 

L. Comments
1. Liberation theology has a good sensitivity to the importance of presuppositions in theology, and I think it is quite right about the importance of socio‑economic presuppositions, and of the presuppositions which arise from commitment to action. Cautions:

a) We have to be careful lest we argue this point in such a way as to render communication impossible. In God's world, presuppositional differences are never so great as to destroy communication. Even believers and unbelievers have in common that knowledge of God (Romans 1) which the unbeliever suppresses.

b) Thus the liberation theologians ought not to deny as they sometimes appear to do, their obligation to take seriously those theological views which arise out of different cultures, praxes. 

c) And the liberation theologians ought to recognize more clearly than they do that cultural and ideological bias create problems also from their side. Perhaps they would not be so harsh with European and American theologians if they understood “from the inside” the problems facing the “rich nations.”

2. The correlation between truth and praxis is one which I find insightful up to a point ‑ cf. my “theology is application.” Truth is something practical, rightly understood in the context of right action. I would agree, too, that theory does not necessarily precede practice; right thinking and right action go together. And I would not dispute the legitimacy of including socio‑political involvement as one form of epistemologically relevant praxis. However: 

a) While I agree that human understanding and human practice are mutually dependent, I would not want to say that the truth of Scripture as God's word is dependent on my practice of it. The liberation of theologians do not make this distinction, and therefore they polemicize against anything being true apart from human praxis.

b) The liberation theologians confuse me somewhat on the question of the “priority” of praxis. Sometimes they seem to be saying that theology and praxis are correlative, that theology criticizes praxis and praxis interprets, verifies theology. That I can accept. But on the other hand, as in Assmann's reply to “Church and Society” (above, K, 6, f, iii), they sometimes want to assert an unequivocal priority to praxis: praxis comes first, theology later reflects on it. This representation suggests that the praxis must be adopted without thinking, uncritically, without bringing to bear upon it the criteria of the word of God. That notion I consider irrationalistic and unscriptural. 

c) Even worse, in my opinion, is the view that the only acceptable praxis is commitment to Marxist revolution. Remember that to Assmann and others, this commitment is the presupposition of theology; it must be adopted without any theological “permission,” before any theology can be done. Therefore there can be no argument about it. But in my view, this matter is to say the least, highly arguable.

d) I really don't understand the liberation theologians when they ask me to accept Marxism as an “analytical tool.” I could understand someone analyzing history in terms of class struggle and then suggesting revitalized capitalism as the solution: he would be adopting some (but not very many) Marxian ideas as a “tool of analysis” without being a Marxist. But this is not what the liberation theologians do. They demand allegiance to a wide range of Marxian theories and practices (prior to theology); they uniformly advocate socialism, generally justify class struggle and revolution. By and large, they are Marxists in substance, not only in their “analytical tools.” My guess is that “analytical tool” is essentially a euphemism intended to avoid giving offense to capitalists; but in that case it is a form of "timidity" which the liberationists,on their principles, ought to eschew. 

e) I agree that praxis is one means by which truth is verified, but not the only one. Surely an idea may be true, and may be verified as true, before its social and political implications are known: e.g. the theory of relativity before the invention of the bomb.

f) The truth is useful, but not every useful idea is true. And many true ideas are not immediately useful. 

g) Scripture, not praxis must be the ultimate test of truth, thought to be sure Scripture must be understood in the context of a Scriptural praxis. 

3. The principle of autonomy is quite clear in liberation theology. Notice how Gutierrez ties his secularism to the immanence‑principle of Barth, “Man is the measure of all things, since God became man,” 7f.

a) Does Gen. 1:26ff justify secularism? It does confer upon man a kind of lordship and an important responsibility. But this fact does not render invalid the authority‑structure of society, and it emphatically does not set man free from the authority of God's word. To the contrary, Gen. 1:26ff is a word of God, a word by which man's obedience is tested. 

b) Does salvation aim to “make man more fully human?” Yes, in a way. Adam was originally created in knowledge, righteousness, holiness, and redemption restores these. To say this, however, is not to allow man to define himself autonomously, as the liberationists try to do. 

4. Is political liberation part of salvation? 

a) Not all men are saved. Therefore, some distinction must be made between the history of mankind in general and the history of God's elect. The liberationists hold, basically, a universalist position and thus are unable to make any such distinction. 

b) Is there an “infinite openness to God” in human nature as such? Well, human nature is such that God is never prevented from doing his will in us. But to put it as the liberationists do grossly underestimates the depth of sin. God is able to reach anyone; but unregenerate sinners have not desire for God whatsoever. (Note ambiguity of  “openness:” accessibility to God/desire for him.) The liberationists, however, ignore this distinction, and therefore insist with Barth that all men are created and redeemed in Christ. 

c) Are creation and redemption correlative? 

(1) The creation narrative is written in such a way as to anticipate redemption, and, of course, as supralapsarians point out, it is a prerequisite to redemption.

(2) And salvation is described as a “new creation.” Thus there are at least important analogies between the two. 

(3) Creation, however, does not save anyone. Many are created who are not saved. 

5. Gutierrez, in my view, has a more biblically balanced position than Moltmann on the question of  “future orientation.” But neither he nor Moltmann faces the question of our relation to the redemptive events of past history. 

6. The immanence side of the transcendence/immanence dialectic is prominent in Gutierrez. God's activity is virtually identified with secular social change 

7. Despite the secularist rhetoric (3, 4 above), Gutierrez does admit that there is more to salvation than political liberation, and that liberation will not in itself abolish all evil. What more is needed is somewhat obscure. 

8. Gutierrez' treatment of Jesus' politics is interesting and edifying. I have no critique of it, though some biblical scholars might. Of course, Gutierrez does not say enough; the crucial matter, e.g., of Jesus' relation to the O.T. law is ignored. 

9. Universalism vitiates Gutierrez' view of the church. Orthodoxy cannot accept his church/world dialectic. However, I rather like his account of the church's responsibility to be directly involved in politics. From a reformed perspective, see Lyman Smith's paper in the ST 702 (Christian Life) “Hall of Frame.”

10. The critique of capitalism

a) Does capitalism alienate the worker from the fruits of his labor? Only if we suppose that he ought to receive more than he actually receives But who is to say what a man “ought” to receive, if not the free market? Furthermore, this concept of “alienation” assumes that the capitalist is not entitled to a fair return on his investment. However, 

(1) That assumption is unbiblical.

(2) If no return is justified, then there would be no incentive for capital investment, and only the most primitive kind of economy would be possible, or socialism, of course, q.v. 

(3) It is true that many in the world are hungry and destitute In Scripture there are poverty laws which deal with such people in love. But Scripture never allows the poor to claim economic equality as a right See my “Doctrine of the Christian Life,” Eighth Commandment. They have a right to whatever wages their work will bring; anything beyond that is charity.

b) Is economic inequality caused by coercion and violence? Sometimes, as, e. g., when governments give tax benefits to some over others. Certainly not always. Inequalities arise because of unequal abilities, unequal desire to work, unequal training.

c) Has “developmentalism” failed? Has capitalism failed? 

(1) Capitalism has always had a hard time in Latin America. One important reason is that these Roman Catholic countries have never been profoundly exposed to the “Protestant work ethic.” Roman Catholicism, as Gutierrez points out, has often illegitimately glorified poverty. Planning capital accumulation for the future is rare, working for bare subsistence more common.

(2) It can also be doubted whether capitalism in Latin America has had anything like a fair trial. Nearly every Latin American government has been an authoritarian dictatorship of the right or the left, and even these on the “right” have been quick to seize private property, impose extortion tax rates, spend large amounts on government “showcase” projects, print money to finance foreign debt, discourage foreign investment. This has been the case in both Chile and Brazil, sometimes referred to in liberation theology as “failed experiments in capitalism.”

(3) Foreign aid has only reinforced these arbitrary regimes and thus done harm for the Latin economies.

d) Does Scripture forbid private property? In a word, no. The eighth commandment validates private property. Scripture does call us to care for the poor; see a, (3), above. “Possession,” “inheritance” is crucial to the covenant. 

e) Does socialism promote brotherhood, personal relationships, humanization? 

(1) On the contrary. Capitalism is more genuinely altruistic. The capitalist, like the socialist, seeks his self‑interest. But the capitalist seeks it by trying to meet the needs of someone else ‑ by producing a product or service that someone will buy. The socialist seeks the goods of others at the expense of others. George Gilder (Wealth and Poverty) and Michael Novak (The Spirit of Democratic Capitalism) have done much to seize the moral initiative from the socialists on behalf of capitalism.

(2) Capitalism also sees people more as individuals, while socialists see them more as “masses” and “classes.” In a sense, then, capitalism is more personalist.

(3) If man's dignity does come (in part, at least!) through the fruit of his labor, then‑one could make a case that it is socialism, in which government confiscates anything it likes, which creates more alienation between the worker and the fruits of his labor. 

(4) All this talk about humanization becomes positively ludicrous if one applies it to the tyranny of Cuba or the Soviet Union. But most leftist movements in Latin America would move in that direction if not resisted. Can a Christian conscientiously support such goals? 

f) Isn't Marxism scientific? Much is said in liberation theology about the pretension of Marxism to be “objective” science. But in the first place, there is no “objective”' science, as the epistemologically sophisticated liberation theologians ought to be the first to realize. Secondly, much of the “scientific analysis” presented in liberation theology is not much more than unsubstantiated value‑judgments.

g) Are the rich capitalist nations responsible for poverty in Latin America? They must bear some responsibility, e.g. for the misuse of foreign aid. But in general, rich nations are not the cause of poverty elsewhere in the world. If that were true, Japan and Taiwan would be destitute. 

III.  Wolfhart Pannenberg (1928‑   ) 

A. Background
1. Pannenberg is probably the most impressive individual thinker today in Protestant systematic theology. 

a) As I suggested earlier, contemporary theology tends to be done in “schools” or “movements” rather than by great individual thinkers as was the case through the Bultmann era. In some ways, Pannenberg exemplifies this tendency.

(1) His distinctive position first emerged through the cooperation of several thinkers in a “working circle” a discussion group which met regularly through 1969. This group was interdisciplinary, including Rolf Rendtorff (O.T.), Kaus Koch (O.T.), Ulrich Wilckens (N.T.), Dietrich Rossler (N.T.), Martin Elze (Church History), Trutz Rendtorff (Church and Society.)

(2) Pannenberg is sometimes listed (as in Gundry and Johnson, Tensions) among the “theologians of hope,” which group in turn is very closely related to the theology of liberation. 

b) While there are parallels between the thought of Pannenberg and those of these other theologians, he is best understood today as an individual thinker. 

(1) He differs with other members of the “working group” (sometimes called the “Pannenberg circle”) on various points, among them the historicity and significance of Jesus' resurrection ‑ a central point, of course.

(2) Although Pannenberg shares with Moltmann some important ideas ‑ the “future orientation,” e.g., he is quite critical of the theologians of hope and they of him. 

2. Influence of previous thinkers

a) Studied with Barth and Jaspers at Basel, 1950. His theology today can be understood in many respects as a reaction against Barth, though not in every respect. 

b) Studied historical disciplines at Heidelberg, beginning in 1951. There the “Pannenberg circle” began to meet. The circle was encouraged by Profs. Hans von Campenhausen, Gerhard Von Rad, Gunther Bornkamm. 

c) Pannenberg's distinctive teachings reflect unmistakably the influence of Hegel—so much so that the major differences between Pannenberg and his predecessors may be understood in terms of a major shift from Kantian categories to Hegelian ones. This contrast is not a radical one; both Kant and Hegel operate within the non‑Christian transcendence/ immanence dialectic. Rhetorically, however, the difference is substantial. 

(1) Note, e. g., the Hegelian approach to the existence of God in The Apostles' Creed
(2) Pannenberg, like Hegel, seeks to rehabilitate rationalism after a period of Kantian criticism of reason.

(3) Pannenberg, like Hegel, sees the truth as a rational historical process, in which contradictions are resolved in higher syntheses.

(4) For Pannenberg as for Hegel, “the truth is in the whole.” We do not know the definitive truth about anything until the final consummation, the final historical synthesis.

(5) Therefore, if we are to know anything in the present, that final consummation must already be present in some sense. An “already and not‑yet.” Hegel's absolute also has this dual character.

(6) The student, then ought to re‑read our earlier discussion of Hegel before he tackles Pannenberg. 

3. Evangelical reception

a) Many evangelicals expressed pleasure at their first acquaintance with Pannenberg's writings, among them Daniel Fuller and Clark Pinnock (writing in Christianity Today).

b) They applauded, in particular, 

(1) Pannenberg's argument for the historicity of the resurrection ‑ similar in many ways to the evangelical “evidentialist” argument. 

(2) His emphasis on the need to verify matters of faith through reason ‑ a corrective to the fideism of Barth, Bultmann, et al.

c) In my opinion, this applause was premature. Pannenberg is something of a breath of fresh air, to be sure, in modern theology; clear, common‑sensical, often helpful. However, serious problems remain: 

(1) He maintains a critical view of Scripture; in fact this is one of his major emphases ‑ the need to bring theology into line with the findings of biblical criticism. 

(2) His view of the historicity of the resurrection is not as straightforward as it appears. See below.

(3) The parallels between Pannenberg and “evidentialism” I regard as danger signals. 

4. In what follows, I shall be discussing Pannenberg's thought, following the outline of his book The Apostles' Creed. Page numbers refer to that volume unless otherwise indicated. 

B. Faith and Reason
1. Faith is commitment (2).

2. The validity of the commitment depends upon the reliability of its object (5), its truth (6). Trust is not “theoretical cognizance,” but it involves “believing certain things to be true.”

a) Faith depends on the support of historical natural facts. 

b) On the basis of these, it commits itself to the reality and truth of the invisible God. 

c) It rests on the truth of promises ‑ things hoped for in the future. (7) 

3. All knowledge, including the knowledge of faith, is incomplete, provisional. 

a) God is an invisible reality (8). 

b) Statements of the creed are “subject to considerable doubt” (10). 

c) Our experience of the world is constantly changing. What was certain yesterday is not necessarily certain today (25f). 

d) Final answers will not be known until the consummation of history (35f). Only the future will show the essence of things (38). 

e) No absolute laws or similarities in nature (40f). 

f) Our understanding of Christ, like our response to him, will always be “capable of improvement” (127). 

g) The Spirit does not give to us “theoretical certainty” (131f, 140). 

h) No form of life (in the organized church or for the individual) is final. (155) 

i) Faith in God entails a realization of the provisional character of the world (156), of all finite reality. This is the only reason for the continued existence of the church as an institution separate from the world (157). 

4. Therefore, the claims of faith must be subject to rational verification. 

a) Else we leave the truth of these claims undecided; but their truth is crucial (10) ‑ cf. #2, above. 

b) The truth of these claims is not established merely by our decision to believe them: that is blind faith, self‑redemption (10).

c) We can test assertions about the resurrection (etc.) “solely and exclusively by the methods of historical research. There is no other way of testing assertions about happenings that are supposed to have once taken place in the past.” (108f) 

d) Not every Christian need be involved in this verification process, but every Christian ought to know that somewhere in the church this process is going on (11). 

e) We can subscribe to the creeds even though we are critical of them, as long as we accept the “intentions” of the authors (13). 

f) People who try to make Christianity independent of historical research are trying to escape the “vulnerability” of Christianity ‑ its susceptibility to falsification. But that vulnerability is central to the very nature of the gospel (45ff). Historical facts, therefore historical research, are indispensable in Christianity. 

5. Presuppositions and verification 

a) “... in every historical judgment the valuator's whole experience of the world and himself plays a part. What this or that historian believes to be in any way possible depends on his own picture of reality....” (109) 

b) The historian is not justified, however, in assuming that nature is absolutely uniform. Science itself denies that (111f). Cf. 40ff. 

c) Thus the historian must “keep an open mind” when faced with possible events which are not fully explicable according to normal rules. (112f) 

6. Revelation (not discussed directly in The Apostles' Creed) 

a) Pannenberg disagrees with the neo‑orthodox contention that revelation in Scripture is never propositional. He recognizes that Scripture represents God as conveying information to and through prophets. 

b) He himself denies, however, that revelation has this kind of “directness” (cf. Barth). For him, revelation is “indirectly” given to us. We discern it through the rational analysis of historical events Direct revelation occurs only at the end. 

c) The event of Christ ‑ incarnation, resurrection, ascension ‑ is the criterion for our thinking about God, for in him the end of history is disclosed.

d) Scripture teaches us of Christ, but we must study it critically. 

C. God
1. Importance 

a) Only the presence of God in Jesus gives his message universal significance (16). 

b) The ethic of forgiving love is too demanding for men unless God stands behind it (16). 

2. Existence: the question is unavoidable. (18ff) 

a) Challenges of Feuerbach, Marx, Freud, “Death-of‑God”

b) Vs. Barth, Christianity is analogous to other religions. Thus we can defend Christianity only by showing that the God of Jesus is the true God. 

c) Legitimacy of the philosophical dialogue over God's existence: assumed from the beginning of the mission to the Gentiles. Christianity adopted the philosophical principle of the unity of God, exploited it (20f). Cf. 34. 

3. Arguments for God's existence 

a) Old causal arguments no longer cogent, since infinite regress, self‑explanatory inertia are no longer considered absurd. (21f) 

b) Modern approach: Consideration of our own limits presupposes knowledge of an absolute beyond those limits (22‑24). Not a deductively certain conclusion; each one must decide for himself whether the concept of God illumines reality for him (25f). 

4. God as power 

a) Attributed to God because the incalculable, surprising forces we experience in the world (29). Especially in the history of redemption. (cf. Moltmann) (cf. 39ff) 

b) Hence, creation. (30f) 

5. God as father 

a) In Christianity, related to God's fatherhood in respect to Jesus. 

b) The nearness of God who, before the coming judgment offers salvation to all. (32) 

6. God as person 

a) The analogy of personality arises because of the incalculability of forces in the world (28f). Even modern man recognizes this when he looks at the world in depth, and in comparison with his own nature. 

b) The changeability, newness of the universe must be balanced by an understanding of the covenant faithfulness of God. But even the covenant is fulfilled in “continually new and surprising ways” (38). The unity, then, is visible only at the end. 

7. God as future 

a) Since God's power and kingdom, the coherence of history, are yet to come, therefore God himself is “yet to come.” (39) 

b) Only in the light of this future is the truth unveiled. 

c) Creation and providence can be understood only in the light of the end. 

8. God as eternal 

a) Not timeless. God has not fixed the details of history from eternity (173f). 

b) Temporal history is of decisive importance for God himself. His eternity is still dependent upon the future of the world. (174) 

c) Already and not‑yet: The truth about this life is already present, but it is still to be decided. The ultimate form it takes in the future will be new, surprising (174). 

D. The Person of Christ
1. God known through Christ, vice versa. 

a) Historically, Israel's faith in God comes before Jesus; Jesus presupposes it (44f). 

b) But through Jesus, this presupposed understanding of God is remodeled, receiving a new and specific definition (45).

c) Thus (vs. Barth's Christo‑monism) there is a kind of reciprocal relation between the knowledge of God and the knowledge of Jesus Christ (44f). 

2. The historical Jesus 

a) Christianity has a unique vulnerability since its faith in God is related to a historical person. History can refute its claims. But these claims are indispensable (46). Vs. theological flights from history. 

b) History must seek to get behind even the Scriptures, to discover the truth about Jesus (48). 

c) What do we know about Jesus? 

(1) His life and message were determined by his expectation of the immediately impending end of the world (49). 

(a) This idea causes offense to modern man.

(b) cf. Schweitzer, Weiss.

(2) We cannot construct a biography of Jesus (49).

(3) We do know the basic facts: the baptism by John, basic features of his earthly activity and message, death on the cross in Jerusalem, resurrection (or at least the assertion of it by the first Christians).  (50). 

(4) His message (50f)

(a) Repentance in preparation for the coming judgment (50).

(b) Promise of salvation to anyone who accepts the message and Jesus as herald. 

(c) The fate of men depends solely on their attitude toward the coming kingdom. 

(d) Therefore, salvation is not by the law (hence, conflict with Jews). 

(e) To accept Jesus is to accept the coming kingdom and vice‑versa. Therefore, Jesus is criterion for all knowledge of God.

d) Is this message incredible for modern man? (51ff) 

(1) We cannot accept Jesus apart from his eschatological expectation. The ethic of love and forgiveness rests upon that.

(2) The kingdom of God did appear definitively in the resurrection (q.v. below). Only through the resurrection was it possible for the disciples to believe in him after the cross. 

3. Son of man (as Daniel) ‑ comes in the clouds to judge the world (55) (cf. 118ff).

4. Suffering servant of God (Isa.) 

5. Messiah, Christ, King of the Jews (55ff) 

a) Jesus rejected the title, for he did not want to be regarded as the bearer of Jewish national hopes. He heralded the end of worldly political organization. 

b) After the resurrection, the title became appropriate. 

(1) No room for any other bringer of salvation.

(2) Jesus himself had changed the nature of messianic expectation. It was now seen as a hope of reconciliation beyond death and the world.

(3) The title sums up the meaning of Christ.

(a) Christ as coming judge. 

(b) His present, hidden rule. 

(c) His dignity in suffering. 

(d) His mediation of salvation, divine sonship (especially important in the mission to the Gentiles).

c) Importance (58ff) 

(1) Forces us to a decision to accept the divine future, live the present life in trust.

(2) Continuity with the hopes of Israel, despite discontinuity. 

6. Son of God

a) Originally, Jesus is “Son” because he proclaims God as father. At this point the title does not indicate Jesus' deity, but arises out of his peculiar sense of intimacy with God (62). 

b) Closely related to the Messiah in the O.T. (62ff) 

(1) Like the title “Messiah,” therefore, the church attributes this sonship to Jesus in the light of the resurrection.

(2) Since they see the resurrection as vindicating his pre‑resurrection claims, the Christians see Jesus as Son of God even before the resurrection.

(3) As such, the title does not signify a divine being, but Messianic function (63f). 

c) Also indicates Jesus' uniqueness (64ff). 

(1) Therefore he is the mediator of creation. In him is the end of all things; therefore all things tend toward him.

(2) And he is the sole bearer of revelation. 

(a) His message is unique because it is God's, but we recognize it as unique, and as God's because of its content: trust in the divine future.

(b) Thus we cannot think of God apart from Jesus (68). 

7. Lord (68ff)

a) Used during Jesus' earthly life as polite address. 

b) After the resurrection, applied to him as a divine title, as in the LXX use of kurios for Yahweh. 

c) Justified by his oneness with God as the Son, the final revelation. 

d) In the Jewish context, “Son” still implied subordination, though it indicated divinity within the Hellenistic sphere, Kurios goes beyond this as a direct divine title. 

e) Emphasizes Jesus' relation to the world, while “Son” emphasizes his relation to God. 

f) Challenges all other gods, thus emphasizing the claim of universality. Important to the missionary proclamation. 

E. Jesus' Conception and Birth (71ff)

1. Virgin birth—originally emphasized the humanity of Christ, that the Son of God came into the world by natural birth.

2. But some NT passages contradict the virgin birth. 

3. The story can be explained as a retrospective justification for Jesus' sonship. 

4. Thus, unlike the resurrection, the story of the virgin birth is legendary.

5. Its motive: to confess the presence of God in Jesus' life from its beginning, in the light of Easter. We can honor this intent better through the doctrine of Jesus' pre‑existence, But we may confess the virgin birth by confessing its basic intent, as a sign of our unity with the historic church. 

F. Jesus' Sufferings and Death
1. How was Jesus' death vicarious?

a) The charge of blasphemy. 

(1) Jesus knew that his death was possible, though he did not seek or prophesy it, Rather, he went to Jerusalem to force the Jews to make a decision concerning him (79).

(2) The Jews accused Jesus of blasphemy, falsely accused him to the Romans of sedition. (79ff)

(3) The resurrection shows these charges were wrong.

(4) Moreover, it exposes the Jews themselves as blasphemers, 

(5) Therefore, Jesus literally died the death which they deserved.

(6) Since the Jews and Pilate were acting as office‑bearers, representative of the Jews and mankind, Jesus died for all. 

b) Vs. Christian enmity towards the Jews (82ff) 

(1) The Jewish people represented mankind as a whole.

(2) The N.T. does not repudiate the promises made to Israel; rather it sees Gentile and Jewish believers in solidarity.

(3) The Jewish condemnation of Jesus was proven wrong through the resurrection, as was the right of the Jewish judges to pass such condemnation. Therefore they did not, in this case, speak for the Jewish people.

(4) The resurrection vindicates the thrust of Israel's tradition. A proper understanding of that tradition can lead the Jews themselves to repudiate the crucifixion.

c) Sedition (85ff) 

(1) Jesus' message of the kingdom did threaten the claims of political rule, though the charge was literally false. 

(2) But the resurrection shows Pilate and Rome themselves to be guilty of sedition against God. Thus his death was in their place, vicarious. 

d) Atonement 

(1) Jesus not only died in the place of his accusers, but also takes away their guilt. (85f)

(2) He takes it away by offering forgiveness to those who trust him as the herald of God. 

e) Is substitution incredible? Immoral? 

(1) Each of us is responsible for his work, answerable in some degree for the group of which he is a part.

(2) Each of us does live a blasphemous existence apart from grace. God rightly established the Jews and Pilate as our representatives. (88f). 

f) As we die in faith, our death is no longer meaningless, but in solidarity with Jesus death and its meaning. (89). 

2. The descent into Hell (9Off) 

a) Separation from God (Luther) 

(1) Since Jesus rejected by God's people, rejected also by God. 

(2) The agony of death, especially to one like Jesus, is to know the nearness of God, yet to be cut off from him. Agony of conscience (92).

b) Descent as triumph: conquest of Satan, preaching to the disobedient dead (I Pet. 3:19f, 4:6). 

(1) Image of the missionary preaching of the church.

(2) Those who have not had contact with Jesus or with the preached message nevertheless are related to them. They are not guaranteed salvation, but may obtain it through a right relation to him, as described in the beatitudes (94f; cf. 54). 

G. Jesus' Resurrection
1. All accounts of his salvation presuppose this (above). Without it, the story of Jesus is only a story of failure (96f). 

2. The nature of the resurrection

a) Not a “revivified corpse” (99f), but transformation to an entirely new plane of life. The appearance in time of that “end.”

(1) Radical transformation, unity with the creative origin of life, so no more death (I Cor. 15:35ff.) (98f).

(2) Thus the resurrection should not be confused with the miraculous railings of Lazarus, others, which do not fit into this category (100f) 

(a) These less credible.

(b) These only temporary, only signs of the true resurrection. 

b) Thus, resurrection is a metaphor for something unimaginable (98). 

3. Background

a) Paul as a Pharisee expected the resurrection, based on prophetic traditions, apocalyptic. Path to blessing, glory, judgment (100ff). 

b) Jesus, Mark 12:25, Luke 20:36. 

c) Belief in general resurrection vindicates resurrection of Jesus, vice-versa. (102f)

4. Historicity

a) Resurrection is a meaningful concept. 

(1) Man recognizes the limitations of life; this presupposes some knowledge of what lies beyond the limit (105; cf. 22‑4).

(2) Can describe this only by analogy with what we know; hence “life after death” (106).

(3) Resurrection is a more realistic concept than the Greek notion of immortality. (106) 

(a) It takes more seriously the gap between life and death. 

(b) It takes more seriously the physico‑spiritual unity of man. 

b) Must test by methods of critical research (see above, B). 

(1) One must be skeptical up to a point. The resurrection claim is a claim to a very unusual event, to say the least.

(2) No scientific objection. 

(a) Science doesn't determine what can happen. 

(b) Though natural law inviolable, unknown factors can relate to those laws in new ways. 

(c) And the resurrection, if true, comes from a sphere inaccessible otherwise to human experience, and thus is expressed only metaphorically (111). 

(d) And science doesn’t take adequate account of the contingency of events (112). 

c) State of the question 

(1) There are legendary elements in the resurrection accounts (113), but they cannot be shown to be legendary as a whole.

(2) Hallucinatory explanations won't work (113).

(3) Otherwise, strong evidence, though still room for dispute.

(4) One may suspend judgment, but in doing so he renounces the possibility of understanding the origins of Christianity (113). 

(5) One would expect the resurrection to be controversial, since it “cuts so deeply into fundamental questions of the understanding of reality.” (114) 

H. Jesus' Session, Judgment, Return
1. Logically, these doctrines develop as implications of the resurrection. (116ff) 

a) The resurrection is connected with the ascension since the resurrection itself is an exaltation to God from the grave. 

(1) Early, the resurrection appearances are described as coming from heaven.

(2) Later more emphasis on the earthliness of the appearances, so the ascension is seen as a later event. 

b) Session and judgment develop the meaning of the resurrection in relation to the world. 

2. Historically, they develop from the pre‑Christian idea of the Son of Man as judge (118ff). Jesus may have referred to this person as someone distinct from himself, but after the resurrection this distinction was no longer possible. The judgment, then, was identified with his kingdom. 

3. This is related to the concept of the “second man” who overcomes the sins of Adam and brings man's destiny to fulfillment (120). He is the criterion for true humanity. This concept reinforces that of judgment, vice‑versa 

4. Since Jesus is the judge, judgment is present as well as future (121ff). 

5. He rules because he one with God (124ff). 

a) No distinction between the kingdom of God and that of Christ. 

b) It is fulfilled when it brings all men into fellowship with God (125). 

c) Its purpose is found in love, liberty. 

6. Rule of Christ not limited to the church, but through the church's proclamation is directed toward all mankind. (126) 

a) Since that rule is now hidden, only Christians now recognize it. 

b) Their acknowledgment will be unconvincing unless it is by deeds as well as words.

I. The Holy Spirit
1. Not ground for irrational faith (130ff), supernatural absolute certainty. 

2. Primarily, origin of life. 

a) We should perhaps relate this even to biological life: spirit as the environment leading living things to transcend their present existence for something higher. (cf. Teilhard) (134f). 

b) Active in the end‑time to give new life to all, eliminate death (136ff). 

c) Since Jesus' resurrection marks the beginning of the end, the spirit is present for men though Jesus (138). 

d) Freedom from death liberates us from self‑centeredness (139). 

e) The spirit gives all of life a prophetic character, since its work points toward the endtime. 

f) The God of Jesus is present in the spirit. (140f) 

g) The spirit provokes that creative love by which we participate in God's future. 

J. The Church
1. Attributes 

a) Holy (145f) 

(1) Belongs to divine sphere.

(2) Not separation from the world, but sanctified in the midst of the world. 

b) Unity: includes elimination of visible divisions (146f). 

c) Catholic: limited in membership, but open to meet the needs of all mankind (147). 

d) Apostolic: must preserve mission to the world, not conditions and thought forms of the 1st century 147f).

2. Communion of saints 

a) Martyrs (149) 

b) Sacraments 

c) Mediating Christ through the Word, preaching (150ff) 

3. Church and kingdom 

a) The kingdom is the church's future, and also that of the world (152). 

b) The church displays the rule of Christ, but the historical form of the church's life at any given time is not identical with the kingdom. (153). 

c) Thus the church should not seek other‑worldly isolation in a special religious sphere (154) 

d) The church lives by faith in the future of the kingdom. (154f). 

e) The church must be concerned, therefore, about justice, but will not hold any social arrangements to be final (155). It must remind the world of its provisional character (156f). 

f) It ought not to contribute to the stabilizing of inhuman institutions (157). 

K. Forgiveness of Sins
1. The present state of those united to Christ, anticipating the perfect, future salvation. (160) 

2. Negative side of communion with God ‑ liberation from all that separates us from him. 

3. Sin is essentially selfishness ‑ almost impossible to escape in human life. Forgiveness, therefore, makes sense only as a future hope. 

4. Baptism (161ff) 

a) In the early church, closely linked with forgiveness; now much less so. 

b) The modern attitude obscures the relation between forgiveness and the hope of resurrection symbolized in baptism. 

(1) Forgiveness is a life and death issue. 

(2) Forgiveness is not an end in itself, but a passage to new life.

(3) Modern man cannot see the relevance of “sin” as transgression of moral law; thus we ought to explain forgiveness as rescue from meaninglessness and death (164). But liberating hope will improve morality (165). 

(4) Forgiveness is the consequence of trust in the future of God (166). 

(5) Self‑liberation from external obstacles is possible and useful only for those liberated from selfishness. Otherwise, people's needs for self‑realization collide with one another. (166) And otherwise, the demand for freedom appears arbitrary (168).

(6) Thus Christianity encourages personal liberty.

(7) Acknowledging sin means a detachment from oneself, but also an expression of true freedom; it already presupposes grace. (168f). 

L. The Resurrection and Life Everlasting
1. Resurrection and immortality (170ff) 

a) The fundamental Christian hope is resurrection of the body; but “'immortality” is generally combined with this to account for the period between death and resurrection.

b) The problem is that the church has had too “linear” an understanding of time.

2. The Already and Not‑yet (172ff) 

a) What is future already exists in divine concealment 

b) Is this to be explained by God's timeless eternity? No. 

(1) Timeless eternity means either that history is fixed by God, or that history has no importance for God.

(2) But history is decisive for God. His eternity is still dependent upon the future of the world (174). 

c) Thus continuity with the resurrection life is in the divine hiddenness. 

3. Individual and society (175ff) 

a) Modern secularism gives no hope for the individual, the dead.

b) No direct approach to the kingdom of God by political change, (177) 

M. Comments
1. Pannenberg's view of faith as involving assent, resting on historic facts, is a sound position. It is vitiated, however, by Pannenberg's insistence that all knowledge ‑ even knowledge of the resurrection! ‑ is incomplete, provisional. 

a) No doubt there is always room for improvement in our understanding, faith, lives. 

b) Scripture, however, teaches that the truth of Christ is known with certainty (Luke L;1‑4, Acts 1:3, I Cor. 15:58 (in context), I Pet. 1:3‑9, II Tim. 1:12). It is not “merely probable.” Ps. 93:5, John 6:69, Isa. 53:4, John 17:8, Acts 12:11, Rev. 22:20. 

c) Reasons for this certainty. 

(1) God's infallible speech in history, which Pannenberg does not recognize (principle autonomy).

(2) God's speech serves as our presupposition when we seek to ascertain historical information. But Pannenberg rejects this principle also. He insists that every historical judgment must be verified by “neutral” evidence. (This is also a manifestation of the principle of autonomy.)

d) The fact that the end of history has not arrived in its consummate form does not mean that our knowledge is all “provisional.” Scripture never draws that inference; quite the contrary. 

(1) The new covenant is a time of completed revelation, Hebrews 1:1‑3, 2:1‑4, II Peter 1:3f.

(2) We have no excuse if we fail to understand or believe. (Hebrews 2:lff, other “warning passages”)

(3) Our knowledge is partial, incomplete (I Cor. 13:9‑12). But incomplete does not mean uncertain or provisional. Pannenberg regularly confuses these notions. 

2. Pannenberg is right to insist that Christianity is based on facts and therefore verifiable; but he is wrong in his view of how that verification takes place. 

a) Historical research, yes; neutral‑secular historical research, no. 

b) Pannenberg makes some good observations against Bultmannian anti‑supranatural prejudice. But he is wrong to advocate total openness.

3. Revelation 

a) Good critique of the neo‑orthodox opposition to propositional revelation 

b) Denial of “direct” revelation: The notion that we must evaluate all purported revelation through neutral rational analysis is, again, unscriptural.

c) Does revelation in its completeness come only at the end? Yes and no. See1 d, above. True, it is “surprising.”

4. Good critique of secular and death‑of‑God theologies on the importance of the divine existence. 

5. Gives secular philosophy too much credit in the discussion over God's existence.

6. God as future, temporal, dependent on the future of the world: unbiblical positions, similar to process theology (see below). 

7. Christ 

a) Seeks to get “behind” the Scriptures to find the truth about Jesus. Compromises biblical authority, sufficiency. 

b) Eschatological focus of Jesus' message: here, Pannenberg is accurate and honest, though I think he overstates his case a bit His discussion is helpful here as he shows that Jesus was right about the impending end of the world ‑ the resurrection as the beginning of the end 

8. Atonement 

a) Very interesting argument to show how Jesus, in a very literal sense, died as “substitute” for the Jewish and Roman representatives of the human race, and therefore for all. 

b) The substitution here, however, doesn't quite measure up to the biblical concept of sacrifice for sin. Jesus dies in the place of Pilate et al., and he offers them freedom from sin. But how does his substitutionary deans warrant this offer? Nothing much is said about propitiation, expiation, reconciliation, redemption. Nothing much is said about God's involvement in the atonement. 

9. Resurrection 

a) Granted, the resurrection is a unique event, not precisely parallel to the raising of Lazarus and others. But this does not entail that “resurrection”' is a metaphor for something utterly unimaginable. Scripture presents resurrection appearances in a straightforward way. Jesus appeared, taught, ate, drank, etc. 

b) Good to emphasize that the resurrection is an “intrusion” of the end‑time. 

c) Verification: see above, 1, 2. 

10. Spirit 

a) Pannenberg's account is helpful in stressing the spirit's work in giving life. 

b) His work in the prophets, however, cannot be reduced merely to an anticipation of the end in their spirit‑filled lives. The spirit also gives words. 

c) Thus more needs to be said about the spirit's role in giving assurance (Romans 8:15f, I Thess. 1:5, II Tim. 3:16f). Pannenberg gives this function short shrift, because of his antipathy to certainty and to inspiration.

11. Sin 

a) Wrong to downplay sin as transgression of law. Typical Lutheran!

b) Better than the liberation theologians in distinguishing forgiveness from its sociopolitical consequences. 

12. Politics 

a) See 1, b above. 

b) Moltmann's critique of Pannenberg: 

(1) For Pannenberg, the future is not entirely “open,” since the resurrection belongs to the end‑time. (F: agree with P here,) 

(2) For Pannenberg, the cross is less important than the resurrection; thus insufficient emphasis on the servant‑character of the church in the world.

(3) Insufficient emphasis on the need to transform the socio‑political institutions of the world and the methods for doing so. 

13. Dialectics 

a) Anti‑abstractionist emphasis on “history” and “future” as those things from which theology may not abstract. This emphasis is legitimate, but it introduces confusion as to precisely how our faith is related to these categories.

(1) As it turns out, the resurrection, for Pannenberg, is not exactly “historical” in the usual sense. 

(a) We don't know what happened. We only know that it is analogous to the end‑time in some significant way. But it is unclear as to whether Jesus really spoke with apostles after his death, ate, drank, walked through walls, etc.

(b) But we do know, we know only provisionally. Thus we cannot  present the witness to the resurrection as Paul did as the unshakable basis for faith.

(c) Pannenberg finds many “legendary” elements in the resurrection accounts.

(d) The relation of the resurrection to our redemption is unclear. So is he talking about the same resurrection Paul talks about? 

(2) If this unclarity exists regarding the resurrection, then it exists regarding all redemptive‑historical events.

(3) The end‑time, similarly, is far beyond our understanding. In Pannenberg, it becomes a kind of name for that which transcends the limit of our understanding. Cf. Kant's noumenal, Hegel's absolute. But how can such an unknown quantity be of help? 

b) Transcendence and Immanence

(1) Transcendence: the super‑rational character of the end‑time.

(2) Immanence: God's temporality, etc., the competence of neutral scholarship. Why shouldn't the transcendence of the end‑time reduce our confidence in “historico‑critical method?” And vice‑versa? 

(3) By adopting a Hegelian epistemology, Pannenberg falls into a Hegelian snare. 

(a) Since the truth is in the whole, and we don’t have the whole, we really know nothing.

(b) Therefore, the whole must be present in some sense. But if it is present, then we know everything.

(c) Thus, Pannenberg must use modifications: “the end is the present in hidden form,” etc. But this sort of principle merely gives him liberty to be dogmatic when he wants. It doesn’t help me to know the powers and limits of my reason.

Process Thought

I. Process Philosophy



1.
Figures




a.
Philosophers: S. Alexander, A. N. Whitehead, P. Weiss, C. Hartshorne (uses theological arguments also)




b.
Theologians: John Cobb, S. Ogden, etc.



2.
Whitehead's major contentions




a.
vs. "Fallacy of misplaced concreteness," taking an abstraction as a concrete entity.





(1)
vs. dualism of mind/matter





(2)
vs. isolating facts from concepts





(3)
vs. understanding present facts in separation from past and future facts





(4)
vs. logical atomism ‑ which tries to build the fabric of knowledge out of isolated sense‑data





(5)
The actual object of ail perception is an event intimately connected with a complex ordered environment.




b.
"Events," "occasions," "actual entities": spatio‑temporal occurrences which enter into transactions of various sorts with other events.





(1)
All are bound together in a unified process, i.e., all events "prehend" one another (=take account of one another)





(2)
Human knowledge is one form of prehension.





(3)
Each event is objectively immortal within the space-time continuum.





(4)
Each event has two poles 






(a)
Physical pole ‑ prehends past occasion, determined by the past.






(b)
Mental pole ‑ creative, free, non‑determined 







i)
memory ‑ recalls past occasion to respond creatively thereto







ii)
prehends eternal objects (below)






(c)
"Eternal objects," "essences" ‑ like Platonic forms or universals







i)
Permanent, unchanging







ii)
May be actualized as prehended by an actual entity. The eternal objects are "possibilities" to be grasped in various ways by the actual occasions.






(d)
God







i)
Early doctrine: God is essentially irrational because he is the ground of rationality (cf. Plotinus); he is the principle of contingency and creativity in the world.







ii)
Later writings of W.: God is a concrete entity who includes the world but also transcends the world. ("Panentheism" ‑ all is "in God".)








a)
God chooses the actual occasions according to their "initial aim" (physical pole), but does not determine their creative decisions.








b)
God limits the possibilities, the eternal objects, orders them, enables them to affect the actual entities.








c)
Two aspects of God









(1)
Primordial










a.
From theistic proofs, one can determine that the above sort of God must exist in any conceivable world. 










b.
God's primordial nature includes those attributes (above) that pertain to any deity in any possible world.










c.
but at this level the nature of God is abstract. He has certain functions, but we have not yet ascribed to him any perfections or definite character. Hence:









(2)
Consequent










a.
In our world, God has definite attributes, a definite character.










b.
That character is produced not only by the functions which he performs (above), but particularly by his interaction with our particular universe.










c.
God is therefore himself changing, in process. He responds to the actual entities and to the eternal objects.










d.
Thus, though God is absolutely necessary being, he is also dependent upon the world for his concrete nature. Without the world, he would be abstract, with no definite character. With the world, he is relative to it. (Rationalism, irrationalism).



3.
Hartshorne: follows Whitehead closely, adds arguments of a more theological type.




a.
The most perfect being must be the most responsive to its environment (cf. the scale of being, rock, plant, animal, man...)




b.
God would not be just and merciful if there were no creatures as objects of his justice and mercy.




c.
To answer prayer, judge right and wrong, etc., God must be able to change in response to the world.

II. Process Theology
A. Figures
1. Samuel Alexander (Space, Time and Deity, 1920) 

2. Alfred North Whitehead (1861-1947)

3. Charles Hartshorne—particularly important in developing the process view of God. 

4. John Cobb—perhaps the chief contemporary proponent of process thought in the field of theology.

5. Other important philosophical figures: F.C.S. Northrup, Paul Weiss. 

6. Other Protestant theologians: Schubert Ogden, Nelson Pike, W. Norman Pittenger, David R. Griffin, Daniel Day Williams.

7. Roman Catholics 

a) Among Roman Catholics, interest in Whiteheadian concepts is generally coupled with interest in the work of the evolutionary scientist and philosopher Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, as well as other pan‑evolutionists like Henri Bergson. 

b) Eulalio Baltezar, Eugene Fontinell, Gregory Baum, Walter Stokes, Ewert Cousins, David Tracy, Bernard Lee, Robert B. Mellert. 

8. Affinities: The concerns of process theology tend now to coincide with the concerns of other movements. 

a) God as “future” in Pannenberg, theology of hope.

b) Kingdom of God as dependent on revolutionary action by human beings in liberation theology. 

c) Emphasis on human freedom in existential, other theologies. 

d) Denial that God is in any sense the cause of evil.

e) Feminist desire to find in God “receptive, passive” qualities. 

f) Barthian and liberationist notions of God revealing himself in the lives of the suffering and oppressed: God's essence manifested in his humiliation. 

g) Desire for a return to more rational discussions of God's nature, vs. the rejection of metaphysics in the crisis theology. 

h) Vs. “speculative” “Greek” metaphysical views of God.

i) Anti‑abstractionism; correlativist dialectics. 

9. Discussion below will follow the order of Cobb and Griffin, Process Theology. Page numbers, unless otherwise indicated will be from that book. Numbers marked “G” refer to Geisler's article in Gundry and Johnson, Tensions. 

B. Substance and Change
1. In the history of philosophy 

a) It is hard to isolate anything in our sense experience that does not change and change constantly. Heraclitus: “One cannot step in the same river twice.”

b) Universal change, however, creates fundamental problems for rational thought.

(1) If literally everything changes, then thought and reasoning will not work at all. “Washington is the capital of the US” would not be true, for its truth—value would be constantly changing. Thus, not even Heraclitus really believed that everything changed. For him there was in the world a logos, or principle of rationality, which maintains certain constancies allowing us to predict the world process in some measure.

(2) Some philosophers have even thought that any change at all would be intolerable to reason. 

(a) Zeno's paradoxes: the tortoise, the flying arrow.

(b) Parmenides: Change always involves a transition from non‑being to being. When the sky changes from blue to black. How can something emerge from what it is not? How can being from non‑being? Parmenides had to choose between rationality and change. He chore rationality denied change. 

(c) Plato and Aristotle taught that human knowledge was a knowledge of general, abstract concepts like “blue,” “humanity,” “justice,” “triangularity.”

(i) Sense‑experience, they thought, was unreliable, could not guarantee certainty. It is not true knowledge. 

(ii) They believed that the abstract concepts above were not limited to sense experience, but known by abstract reason. Thus we could know them. 

(iii) But, unlike the things we experience through the senses, these abstract concepts are unchanging. 

(iv) Since reality is equivalent to the sphere of the knowable, change cannot be fully (ultimately?) realized. 

(v) If there is change, then even the abstract concepts must change, for their relations to the world will change. 

(d) Summary

(i) Change is very difficult, perhaps impossible, to describe, by abstract concepts. “Still pictures.”

(ii) Change is difficult to account for. It seems to require an infinite series of causes; but even an infinite series would be insufficient, for it would never end in a first cause, and only a first cause would explain it sufficiently. 

(iii) Change is difficult to know with certainty...But do we really know something, if we don't know it with certainty? 

(iv) If change is not “rational,” how can it be “real?”

(3) Still other philosophers (and some of the above) have sought a more “moderate” position, allowing both constancy and change. This approach involves the concept of “substance.”

(a) Definitions of substance. 

(i) Something which “exists in itself.”

(ii) Something “conceived through itself” (Spinoza). 

(iii) An enduring subject of change.

(iv) That which has attributes, properties. What corresponds to the subject of a sentence. 

(v) Generally conceived to be an individual thing or person. (As Aristotle.) 

(vi) Some philosophers, like Spinoza, have argued that God is the only substance, since God alone is self‑explanatory. But this view makes the whole universe an attribute of God. 

(vii) Others have argued that only the smallest components of the universe are substances—the “atoms”—whether material (as Demonritus), mental (Leibniz), or propositional (Wittgenstein, Russell).

(b) Problems with substance. 

(i) Does the substance change? 

(a) If so, it doesn't provide the constancy we need. 

(b) If not, then how can it be the subject of changing qualities? Or is it only part of the substance which is unchanging? (That only pushes the question back one step.) 

(ii) Where is the substance, what is it? 

(a) Disagreements on this question (a, above) render the concept problematic. 

(b) Differences on it seem difficult to resolve, dependent as they are on (religious!) value‑judgments. What is truly self-explanatory, self‑existent, unchangeable? This is a question about the ultimate principles of the universe, about God. 

(iii) How is the substance related to its properties? 

(a) If the substance itself is without properties, then it cannot be described at all, and makes no contribution to our knowledge.

(b) If it has properties, then how did it acquire them except through change? 

2. In process thought

a) Process thought is Heraclitean in that it rejects the idea of actually existing substances. Everything “actual” is in process. (14, G241). 

b) “Actual entities” or “occasions:” momentary events or units of experience which together compose the temporal process. 

(1) Since these are units of process, they never attain the sort of stability by which they could be defined, or even said to “be.”

(a) They “become” and “perish,” without reaching any stable existence.

(b) “Since they are a process, in a real sense their birth is their death. In fact, there is a sense in which they never exist.” (G242) 

(2) Nevertheless, they do exist, since “not-being is itself a form of being” (G243).

(3) Actual entities are not only the elements of the world‑process. Each is itself a process, since there is no changeless actuality. 

(a) The process from one actual entity to another is called “transition.”

(b) The process occurring within each actual entity is called “concrescence.” 

(i) In the moment of concrescence, there is no time, no succession of moments (16). This fact accounts for the religious experience of the “eternal now.” Cobb correlates this experience with Buddhist “emptiness” (138f).

(ii) Aspects of concrescence 

(a) “Initial aim:” God‑given impulse to actualize the best possibility.

(b) “Prehensions:” feeling or “taking account of” other realities (previous occasions, eternal objects).

(c) “Subjective aim:” free choice of what to be, influenced by (but not determined by) a and b.

(d) “Creative aim”

(i) Self‑creation (above)

(ii) Seeking to influence other occasions in the future (26f). 

(4) Since actual entities are units of events and experience each has a kind of subjective side (“subjective immediacy,” “enjoyment” 17ff). 

(a) Consciousness is a higher form of this enjoyment. 

(b) Means that each actual occasion is an end in itself. 

(c) This experiencing takes place only when the occasion is actual; after it perishes it no longer “experiences.” Rather, it becomes an “objective datum” to be experienced by later entities. (18f). 

(5) Entities are “essentially related” (18f). 

(a) It is what it is because of its interaction with other realities (see “aspects of concrescence” above). 

(b) Each entity is a “unification” of past entities in a single experience. 

(i) Prehending past occasions. 

(ii) Forming itself by a free response to these. 

(iii) Best experience is that which includes as much of the past as possible. Thus we ought to be “open.” (22). 

(c) “Incarnation” (22ff) 

(i) Past entities are objective, available for prehension, therefore “immortal.” (23) 

(ii) In a sense, these influence the present by “entering into” present entities above. Causality always involves incarnation. The past enters us by our free choice and thereby influences us. 

(6) Entities are free (24ff). 

(a) Past gets the boundaries for self‑expression, but doesn't determine the entity's response. Thus there is both causation and freedom. 

(b) Thus we are created, partly by our environment, partly by ourselves. 

(c) “Final cause” finishes what “efficient cause” begins. 

(7) Entities influence the future as well as themselves (26f).

(8) Entities prehend “novelties” as well as past entities: thus they can actualize possibilities that never existed in the past. These “novelties” are “eternal objects” (below). 

c) “Eternal Objects” (27f, G244f). 

(1) These represent the element of permanence in process thought.

(2) Unlike traditional “substances,” however, Whiteheadian eternal objects are not “actual.” They are “potential.”

(3) They influence the world when they are prehended by actual entities. 

(4) They are abstract in themselves, but manifest only in concrete reality (colors, sounds, etc.) Like Platonic forms. 

(5) May be prehended or not, or prehended in various degrees, modes, by any actual entity. 

d) “Societies”

(1) Persons, objects, molecules, electrons, etc. are not actual entities, but groups of actual entities called “societies.”

(2) Personal human existence is a “serially ordered society” of occasions of experience (15). Persons are not “true individuals.”

(3) Societies have a kind of permanence that actual entities do not have. They persist through time, are capable of definition, in some cases have memory, etc. 

e) Summary

(1) For process thought, everything actual is in process.

(2) Permanence is a permanence of possibilities, not actualities; of concepts, not realities. 

(3) There is also some permanence, continuity, associated with societies of occasions; but that permanence is only relative, and to some extent illusory, since societies are ultimately nothing more than their actual entities, which are in constant flux. 

f) Comments

(1) Since there is nothing actually changeless in the process view, it is not clear to me how they overcome the objections to Heraclitus' view. The “eternal objects” seem to be essentially fictional.

(2) Process philosophy is atomistic, like the Greek atomism or the more recent systems of Leibniz and the early Wittenstein. 

(a) However, unlike those systems, the Whiteheadian atoms are changeable, in process. 

(b) Therefore, as Whitehead admits, there is an important sense in which they don't exist. How, then, can they be the means of accounting for all the diversity in the world? 

(c) Even in Democritus, Leibniz and Wittgenstein, the nature of the “atoms” was problematic. 

(i) To account for all the rest of the qualities of the world, they were conceived to be without qualities.

(ii) The existence of such “atoms” is impossible to verify. They are merely postulated to account for other phenomena which are more directly known.

(iii) No one can demonstrate that philosophy should seek the “smallest building blocks” of reality rather than (as the idealists) to seek the largest. Do we seek to understand the whole via the parts or vice-versa? Or is there some middle ground, like Aristotle's “substance?” Apart from divine revelation, it is impossible to resolve such a question.

(iv) Whitehead does not manage to answer these traditional problems of atomism. 

(3) The concept of “concrescence”—a process which is non‑temporal—is unintelligible.

(4) Even if we grant that causality and freedom work as Whitehead claims, why should we project this sort of relationship into every “moment of experience?” Qualities of wholes do not necessarily pertain to parts. 

(5) Note how Cobb and Griffin offer unsubstantiated value‑judgments on p. 22: Don't be swayed easily from your ethical principles, but you ought to become as open as possible to past occasions. Where does this “ought” come from? Are they saying merely that such enrichment brings greater pleasure? If so, they ought not make this a moral principle. Do they have reason for using a moral “ought” here? If so, it is not clear how this moral principle arises from a descriptive account of “actual entities.” “The naturalistic fallacy.” And what about this business of treating each actual occasion as an “end in itself?” Why am I obligated to do that? (16) 

(6) Just as one ought not to argue from the characteristics of societies to the characteristics of atoms (4, above), one should not do the reverse either, lest he commit the fallacy of composition. But the process thinkers seem to believe that they can prove human freedom by proving the freedom of atomistic entities.

(a) Is my freedom merely the sum of the freedoms of the “actual entities” which compose my experience? If so, then my deliberation has very little to do with my “free decisions.” I do not deliberate and make a choice each tiny moment. 

(b) If my free decisions are really the sum of such momentary bits of creativity (of which I have no consciousness and over which I have no control), then it is more like bondage than freedom. I am enslaved to the changes in my actual entities. 

(c) And, since actual entities don't “exist,” but perish in their process of becoming, how can they account for anything at all? 

C. Doctrinal Beliefs a Christian Experience
1. Prereflective beliefs (30ff)

a) Held by all in common.

b) Prior to conscious awareness, verbal formulations. 

c) May conflict with conscious belief: Hume's denial of necessary connection between cause and effect contradicts our prereflective convictions about causality. 

d) All have a prereflective faith in God, despite claims to anteism. 

e) Though prereflective beliefs are generally prior, conscious beliefs have a power of their own and can influence prereflective beliefs in a culture. Thus there is mutual dependence between the two, as we would expect in the general context of process philosophy. 

f) Conscious beliefs may select certain prereflective beliefs and give them particular importance in a society (34f). Christian doctrines have this function.

g) Religious doctrines claiming universal validity are to be accepted, if at all, because of their self‑evidence (36). 

(1) That is, they are expressions of prereflective experience. 

(2) Self‑evidence is important, 

(a) Because of the nature of prereflective experience. 

(b) Because rational proof always presupposes prereflective knowledge

(c) Because no historical event can prove any general truth (cf. Lessing). 

(3) This does not mean that these truths are equally obvious to everyone. Many need to be told what they know preflectively, before they recognize it.

h) Other religions also reflect pretheoretical knowledge, and Christians ought to accept that if they claim universality.

2. Historical doctrines (38ff)

a) These delineate the history of the interpretation of prereflective experience within a particular community. 

b) They also describe experiences which are unique to a particular tradition ‑ which presuppose acquaintance with that tradition: the experience of Buddhist meditation, of Christian “divine grace.” Abstractly, every experience is possible for everyone, but concretely no. 

c) They also describe and prescribe the practices unique to a particular tradition: church government, etc. 

d) They also record original, unmatched insights to which the community has constant recourse—e.g. the life of Christ. This is always more than any formulation can express. Yet it is valuable only insofar as we find it helpful. 

3. Comments

a) Some truth in the idea of a “prereflective belief.” 

(1) Romans 1 teaches that all know God whether they have reflected or not! And their knowledge of God does not depend on their reflection.

(2) One is justified in believing in Christ even if he cannot produce a reflective argument. There are many things we know, even though we cannot show how or why we know them. 

(3) One reason for this is that religious beliefs tend to serve as presuppositions. That is, they are considered to be more certain than any reasons that could be offered for or against them. Other beliefs too—like belief in my own existence or in the external world—are similar.

b) Nevertheless, there are difficulties in identifying beliefs as truly prereflective.

(1) It is hard to draw a line here. Cobb and Griffin rightly point out that reflective and prereflective beliefs influence one another but that calls the whole concept of “priority” in question. Cf. my “Amsterdam Philosophy” on the related Dooyaweerdian concept.

(2) Griffin's example of Hume's causality is instructive. Hume would reply that he is not denying any prereflective belief. He is not telling us to act any differently. He would claim, rather, to be attacking a certain theory of causality allegedly based on our “causal instinct.” But he is not critical of the instinct itself. 

c) Griffin seems to say that no religious doctrine can claim universal validity unless it is an account of prereflective experience. This, I think, is wrong.

(1) The gospel of Christ is not “prereflective experience” as is the natural revelation of Romans 1. It is a message about historical events originally seen by only a few. Yet Scripture claims that this gospel is universally valid, in the sense of universally obligatory. ii. Lessing's view of the “ditch” between history and generality, here alluded to by Griffin, is anti‑biblical, as we have indicated many times in this syllabus. 

d) Griffin's statement that all religions reflect prereflective (true) knowledge is gratuitous. In their distinctive teachings, they do not. They teach distortions of prereflective knowledge. Griffin offers no argument for his supposition and no argument against our view. What one says on either view will depend on his religious commitments.

e) Once we abandon Lessing's ditch, we should not restrict the scope and validity of doctrines as Griffin does (2, above). 

f) It is true that Christ is larger than any description of him. But the Scripture account is nevertheless inerrant. Somehow I suspect Griffin might doubt that. 

D. God
1. His existence

a) Every philosophy (except one which reject all ultimates) needs some ultimate principle, which is appropriately called “God” within the system (41f).

b) The main issue, then, is not whether God exists, but what kind of God exists. 

c) Whitehead invokes God to account for creativity, newness (42f). 

(1) Each actual entity is different from all past ones. What accounts for that difference?

(2) Not the past, nor the “eternal objects,” which are abstract.

(3) Thus there must be a God who makes the world of possibilities (eternal objects) available to the actual entities.

d) Hartshorne 

(1) Uses a great many “proofs:” see Van Til's essay in his Christianity in Modern Theology for a summary.

(2) He emphasizes the ontological argument, which shows, he thinks, that a Whiteheadian sort of God is necessary in any possible world. Thus, for Hartshorne, God's existence is a rational necessity, while for Whitehead his existence is derived from the nature of this world, understood empirically. For the ontological argument, see G252ff. 

2. His consequent nature (43ff). 

a) God's most fundamental attribute is love (44). 

b) Love involves feelings of sympathy, contrary to the traditional concept of divine impassivity. (44f) 

c) God loves everyone equally, contrary to traditional notion that God loves some more than others (46). 

d) Love involves relativity, dependence, responsiveness. God's love responds to, is dependent on the needs of creatures (47). 

e) Therefore, there is an aspect of God, his “consequent nature” which is relative to and dependent upon the world. It is temporal, in constant change. See G257ff. 

f) Further, his enjoyment is the enjoyment of creatures; his feelings the same. Pantheistic tendency. (48). “Panentheism.” 

g) Only thus can God be “really related” to creatures, to actual entities. 

3. His primordial nature 

a) We must also acknowledge an element of reality which is not changeable or relative. While it is not right to say that God himself is unchangeable, he is unchangeable in some respects. These “eternal aspects” are called the “primordial nature.”

b) The primordial nature consists of qualities that are not dependent on the nature of the world. 

(1) Hartshorne's ontological argument seeks to prove that a Whiteheadian sort of God must exist in any possible world. The qualities of God proved in this argument, therefore, are not dependent on the nature of any particular world.

(2) Thus God is, in some respects, eternal, absolute, independent, unchangeable (47).

(3) Still, these attributes must not be taken in their traditional senses. Omniscience, for instance, does not mean that God knows all things past, present and future ‑ only that he knows those things which the process philosophers declare to be knowable (47).

(4) In Whitehead, the primordial nature of God is identical to the order of the eternal objects.

(5) It is therefore itself abstract, not concrete (G245f). 

(6) It is thought that God's primordial nature makes it possible for the eternal objects to be prehended by actual entities. (G246)

(7) For Cobb and Griffin, there is less distinction between the “two natures,” more of a sense of God acting as a whole person. (48; cf. G 250ff). (Cf. 62).

(8) Still, some duality is necessary in God by analogy with the passive and active qualities of actual entities, even for Cobb and Griffin. 

4. His activity in the world

a) God works in all things, not just some, as in traditional theology (48‑50).

b) But nothing is totally caused by God; thus he is not responsible for evil. (50ff).

c) No other modern theology does justice to both these principles. (50‑52).

d) Scripture is inconsistent as to whether God controls all (52).

e) God's creative activity is based on his responsiveness to the world. (52) It is therefore “persuasive,” not “coercive.”

(1) He provides each actual entity with its “initial subjective aim”—the impulse to actualize the best possibility available.

(2) The actual entity may accept or reject this aim. Its rejection is the source of evil. 

(3) We should imitate this divine model: seek to persuade one another using coercion only as a last resort (53). 

f) God acts to promote the enjoyment of his creatures, not as a “cosmic moralist,” as in traditional theology (54). 

(1) (Morality is important, since we should not seek to harm the enjoyment of others; but enjoyment is primary.)

(2) And God gives us an immediate enjoyment when we sacrifice present enjoyment for future, or our own for that of others (57). 

g) God takes risks, favors change, contra status quo. (57). 

(1) When he seeks to persuade, he doesn't know whether he'll be successful.

(2) He does not sanction the status quo, unlike the God of traditional theology who controls all and favors moral absolutes (57f).

(3) God encourages novelty, vs. outmoded ideals.

(4) Order and novelty both needed; but any particular order will outlive its usefulness. (59) 

(5) All is subservient to the goal of “the enjoyment of intense experience” (59).

(6) God sometimes fails—and feels it (60f).

h) God's twofold nature suggest both male and female analogies (61f).

5. Comments

a) Existence of God 

(1) It is right to say that the real issue is not whether God exists, but what kind of God exists.

(2) The problem here is that it is not clear that process theology offers us any God who exists above and/or beyond the “actual entities” and “eternal objects” (see below). 

(3) Whitehead's argument: When we say that “God exists,” are we saying anything more than that the eternal objects are “ordered” and are available for prehension by actual entities? These conclusions provide interesting information about eternal objects, but hardly justify the use of God‑language.

(4) Hartshorne: see “Great Debates” on the ontological argument. The problem is that this argument can prove any sort of God, depending on the presuppositions employed.

b) Consequent nature

(1) The process theologians are right to criticize a certain traditional concept of divine impassibility. 

(a) Scripture does represent God as having emotions, as sympathizing with the sufferings of people. This is true not only of the incarnate Christ, but of the Father and Spirit as well. We should beware of any theology which seeks to “explain away” these teachings. 

(b) If recognizing this truth creates paradoxes in the theological system, then so be it. Apparent contradictions are tolerable in Christianity. We ought not to go against Scripture in trying to resolve them. 

(2) But do God's emotions imply change, relativity? 

(a) God's emotions are first of all his response to his own work. Gen. 1:31. In the first instance, then, they are not dependent on the creation except insofar as the creation is already dependent on him. 

(b) When God sympathizes with the needs of creatures, he sympathizes with those needs which he has foreordained to his own glory, and which he meets by his grace. 

(c) Why should God sympathize with needs over which he has complete control? Because he understands them and rightly evaluates them—as needs.

(d) Why should God foreordain such needs? Why should he foreordain suffering? 

(i) In one sense, this question is unanswerable. God has not revealed to us an adequate general or theoretical answer. See my lectures on the problem of evil.

(ii) But God is not under obligation to give us such an answer. 

(iii) The fact that we have no answer is no ground for revising the biblical doctrine of God. It certainly does not warrant denial of God's sovereignty, as in process theology. 

(e) Does God's sympathy imply that he changes? 

(i) Orthodox theology has always recognized that God changes in certain respects: 

(a) In his relations to a changing world.

(b) In his acts in history: everything God does in history occurs at a particular time. God begins, finishes his deeds. This is a kind of change. 

(ii) Changes of this sort are perfectly compatible with an unchanging character and an unchanging plan. 

(iii) God's sympathy for his creatures, however, is in one sense eternal. He loves us in Christ before the foundation of the world. That love, that sympathy, is unchanging, and all the more profound on that account.

(3) Note how universalism necessitates a certain impotence in God. If God loves all equally, yet not all are equally blessed, then God must be unable to guarantee the blessing of those he loves. 

(4) The question of  “timelessness;” See my lectures on the doctrine of God. 

(5) Panentheism (the doctrine that all things are “in” God) is as unbiblical as pantheism (the doctrine that all things are God). Process theology is panentheism. It confuses the creator/creature distinction so that the sufferings of creatures are the sufferings of God; creatures are the physical side of God. 

(6) Is God “really related” to the world? 

(a) This concept of a “real relation” is an artificial philosophical construction. In the dictionary sense of  “relation,” everything is related to everything else, and whether something is changeable or unchangeable has nothing to do with it. It makes little sense to talk of some relations as being “real” and others “unreal.”

(b) In the dictionary sense it is entirely impossible to imagine anything which is unrelated to the world. If it were unrelated to the world, we could not imagine, think, or speak about it. 

(c) Besides this general sense of “relation,” Scripture speaks of relations between God and the world of an intimate, covenantal, “I‑thou” type. If these are not “real relations,” then I don't know what relations are real. Process theology is being entirely arbitrary in insisting that only relations which relativize God are “real.” There is nothing in Scripture or Christian experience which demand this. 

(7) The process theologians are right to remind us of the inadequacy of Aristotelian categories for understanding the biblical God. 

(a) Aristotle's God cannot know or love the world, because if he did he would be relative to the world. Thus his transcendence requires withdrawal from any meaningful involvement in the world. 

(b) Aristotle's God moves the world, not as an active agent, but as the world is attracted to him. This sounds much like process philosophy's concept of God as “lure” and “persuader.”

(c) The biblical God, on the contrary, is not relativized by his involvements in the world. In this respect, he is different from the God of Aristotle. And: in this respect, the process God is more like the God of Aristotle than like the God of Scripture. 

(d) The God of Scripture is not static perfection, like the God of Aristotle, but is constantly active. 

(e) Thus the process theologians bring valid criticisms against Greek Theism; but these criticisms do not carry weight against the biblical‑orthodox Christian view. And in some ways, process theology is more Aristotelian than orthodox theology is. 

c) The Primordial nature

(1) I find this concept very unclear. 

(a) As “primordial,” God is supposedly needed to order the eternal objects and to make them available for prehension by the actual entities. However: 

(i) I can't imagine a group of eternal objects (or any objects at all) which are not ordered in some way, in and of themselves. 

(ii) It is not clear what reality God has above and beyond the eternal objects and actual entities. Thus, what power does he have to order and communicate the eternal objects, which the universe itself does not have? 

(b) God's primordial nature sometimes seems to be equivalent to the “eternal objects,” sometimes something more. If the former, what good is he? If the latter, what is he, and shy should we believe in him? 

(c) According to some representations, the primordial nature of God is abstract, not concrete; possible.

(2) The unclarity stems from the attempt of the process philosophers to achieve contradictory goals. 

(a) They want to say that everything “actual” is in flux. Thus, either the primordial nature is in flux (in which case it is not distinct from the consequent nature), or else it is not actual at all. But if it is not actual, why speak of it as an aspect of God's nature? 

(b) On the other hand, they want to have an absolute, and absolutes by their nature are unchanging. But if the absolute is not “actual,” then for ail practical purposes, there is none. 

d) God's activity in the world

(1) Cobb and Griffin rightly say that God works “in all things.” But orthodox theology has always said this. The idea of miracle as an occasional “interference” is not orthodoxy at its best. But even if we assume this view, what is “occasional” is one type of divine act, not divine acts in general.

(2) On evil, see below, also my lectures on the problem of evil.

(3) Is God's work “persuasive” rather than “coercive?” 

(a) Scripture does teach that God controls all things, contrary to process theology. 

(b) This control should not be generally described as “coercion.” God does not need to force his creatures to do his will; they do so naturally, freely. 

(c) Even salvation. The sinner, of course, hates God; thus salvation is contrary to his will. But in saving him, God makes him willing, giving him a new will. Thus he does not feel coerced. He trusts Christ because he wants to. 

(d) There are cases of divine “coercion” in Scripture. Satan will be case into the pit against his will. But even Griffin says that coercion is legitimate as a last resort! (53) 

(e) God's general dealings with his creatures can be described as “persuasive,” since he does lead them to act according to their own best interests. But if “persuasive” entails an Arminian concept of free choice, then it is unbiblical.

(4) Does God promote his creatures’ “enjoyment?” 

(a) There is a major ambiguity in “enjoyment” as Griffin uses the term. 

(i) On 16ff, “enjoyment” is “subjective immediacy.” It is the experience of itself which every actual entity has. It does not necessarily involve “consciousness,” pleasure or pain. 

(ii) On 54ff, however, it clearly involves pleasure. 

(b) Thus, the argument on 16ff does not prove that God seeks the enjoyment of his creatures in the sense of pleasure. 

(c) So far as I can tell, Griffin offers no other argument for this proposition. So why should we assume that God seeks the pleasure of his creatures? Why not their pain? Why not a kind of neutral self‑awareness, whether pleasureful or painful? 

(d) Since God is not clearly distinct from the actual entities and eternal objects, it is not clear why God should be said to seek any goal, above and beyond what the actual entities themselves decide to seek. 

(e) Process theology, like much modern theology, sets “love” against “law,” in this case by saying that God is not a “cosmic moralist” but seeks the “pleasure” of his creatures. But in Scripture, blessing and obedience are never separate. Ultimate enjoyment comes through obedience to God's law. It is wrong to contrast these as the process theologians do, and also as Kantian legalists do (who insist on obedience without thought of enjoyment).

(f) “Enjoyment,” even apart from the ambiguity noted above (A) is a very ambiguous concept. Enjoyment of an ice cream cone is very different from the enjoyment of a symphony, or of a just society, or of self-sacrifice for others. While sexual pleasure, e.g., can be described as an “intense” enjoyment, it is not clear that less physical enjoyments can be clearly graded in “intensity.” Yet Griffin puts a premium on the “intensity” of enjoyment (59) as the divine goal. The reason for this is clear. The only criterion in process theology for grading experience is the quantitative amount of past experience and eternal value which is “prehended” in the experience. But if that is the only criterion, then it is unclear why morality should enter at all. Would it not be better to experience cruelty, injustice, or even pain, if that experience “prehends” and “unifies” a larger number of past experiences? 

(5) Does God oppose the status quo? 

(a) There is insight here. The process philosophers are right in saying that God does not call on us simply to repeat the past. Each situation is different from past situations in some respects, and God expects us to make new applications of his word as situations require. “Conservatives” (theologically as well as politically) need to be reminded of this. History is a linear process, not a static entity. God s revelation is adapted to the temporality of creatures. 

(b) And God often calls us to revolutionary change—to stand against the prevailing order, whether of government, church or academic fashion. 

(c) But, as the process theologians also note, order is also important. Revolutionary change is not always legitimate. 

(d) So it would seem that at this point the difference between process thought and a vital, biblical orthodoxy is not great. But there is a major difference, and that is that for orthodoxy the criterion is the word of God. For process theology, the criterion would seem to be change for the sake of change. Presumably the “eternal objects” inject some measure of value into the calculation; but why should those values be good rather than evil? 

(e) My guess is that at this point, the process theologians are trying to make contact with liberation theology. The liberation theologians themselves find process theology attractive in this respect. But I don't see, on a process view, why the “change” ought to be in a socialist direction, rather than capitalist, fascist, Islamic fundamentalist, or whatever.

(6) Is God exclusively “male?”

(a) Scripture does employ female imagery in describing God, but its imagery is predominantly male.

(b) Imagery, of course, is a relative matter. There is nothing wrong with stressing female imagery more than Scripture does, if the occasion warrants. We ought to keep in mind, however, the reasons why Scripture uses male imagery ‑ to emphasize God's Lordship. (At the time, most “Lords” were male.) 

(c) The process theologians undoubtedly are seeking to invoke feminist concerns here, but in an odd way. They speak of God as “feminine” by speaking of him as passive, dependent on the world, helpless in some cases, ignorant, prone to failure. My guess is that any feminist who understands this would consider it highly insulting. 

E. Nature
1. Creation and Evolution
a) Why should there be a world? (63ff)

(1) In traditional theology, God has actualized all possible values; thus there is no reason for him to create.

(2) In process theology, all values exist in God as possibilities, but need to be actualized through finite reality. 

b) Why evolution? 

(1) Traditional theism can't explain why God should take billions of years to produce human life.

(2) Process theology: God could not have brought mankind into the world without a long period of development. 

(a) Simple forms must be “persuaded” into complexity by small steps. 

(b) Complexity is the goal, because complex organisms are capable of greater “enjoyment.” Enjoyment is more intense when a greater variety of elements is “prehended.” “Aesthetic” criteria here. 

c) The process (65ff)

(1) Creation not from absolute nothingness, but from chaos ‑ a state of randomly occurring occasions, no enduring individuals.

(2) Enduring individuals appear by virtue of the repetition of some particular form. As the occasion repeats itself, it intensifies its enjoyment. 

(3) Increasing complexity increases the intensity, and therefore the enjoyment, of experience. iv. Living organisms mark a qualitative step forward. Each has a mental pole which is capable of introducing novel elements into itself, rather than simply repeating the past. 

d) Comments

(1) Traditional theology does not teach that God in himself has actualized all possible values. It teaches that he has actualized all divine values. But values such as human righteousness, holiness, love are actualized only through creation.

(2) It is true, however, that in traditional theism the “why” of creation is something of a mystery (Van Til's “full bucket.”) God did not need to create. Yet he did have a reason. But what kinds of reasons are there that would not be based on divine needs? We don't know. But God is not obligated to tell us, either.

(3) God didn't take billions of years!

(4) There is, of course, a problem of why God chooses to accomplish his goals through a long historical process rather than in an instantaneous (or even supratemporal) act. Again, God hasn't told us. But he doesn't have to. Process theology seems to be demanding an answer and saying that if God doesn’t satisfy its curiosity, it will reject God’s word. Well, one day God will reply, as he replied to Job. 

(5) Note again how central is the concept of “enjoyment.”

(a) Again, the ambiguities produce problems. If enjoyment is a kind of self‑awareness devoid of pleasure or pain (16ff), it is not at all clear why it should be valuable, or why God should seek to achieve it. If it is a form of pleasure, it is still not self-evident that pleasure, particularly “intensity” of pleasure, is the ultimate goal of nature. 

(b) Even if such pleasure is a plausible goal, what basis does Griffin have for believing that God actually seeks it? There is plenty of pain and chaos around!

2. Evil (69ff; cf. 54ff) 

a) Process theology solves the problem of evil by saying that God could not have prevented evil, granted his goal of maximizing “enjoyment.”

(1) His power works “persuasively;” thus finite beings are able to reject his desires.

(2) God is interested not only in minimizing discord, but also in minimizing triviality, in “promoting worthwhile experience” (70). This goal risks an increase of discord, of evil. iii. Increased complexity, capacity for good, self-determination go together, and these go together with a capacity for evil. (The point is not that God allowed evil by voluntarily permitting human self‑determination; rather, he could not have maximized enjoyment without permitting self-determination and therefore evil.

b) Comments 

(1) See my lectures on the problem of evil for what I think is a more acceptable response.

(2) The problems with the concept of  “enjoyment” (above) enter here. If the suffering of the world is for the sake of more complex prehensions, I honestly don't think it has been worth it. 

3. Ecology (76ff) (Cf. later discussion of Cobb and Griffin, Chap. 9)

a) An “ecological attitude” requires a sense of the interdependence of things, persons. 

(1) Traditional philosophies and theologies do injustice to this because of their “substance” orientation, favoring independence.

(2) Note also the “dualism” in some philosophy between man and the rest of creation, where only humans have intrinsic value. 

b) It is also important to recognize intrinsic value in all entities. Each has some degree of “enjoyment.” Thus all things are “ends,” not mere means. 

c) Levels of value 

(1) A rock: no coordinated originality of response. Its intrinsic value is only the sum of its members (actual entities). The value of the aggregate, the society, is only instrumental.

(2) Plants: 

(a) No center of enjoyment higher than the individual cells. 

(b) However, the survival of the cells depends on the survival of the plant. Thus an additional value. 

(3) Thus we must consider different levels of value in making priority‑judgments about the environment. 

d) Comments

(1) Scripture does teach interdependence. Man is made from dust, lives by food, and he guards and tends the creation.

(2) This does not prejudice the idea of unchanging substance, nor the idea that man is the vassal king of creation, uniquely in the image of God.

(3) On most any view, there are degrees of value and different kinds of value to be assessed in ecological judgments. I dons' see that process philosophy has added anything particularly helpful. 

F. Human Existence
1. Process Theology and Existentialism (esp. Bultmann)

a) Similarities (80ff)

(1) Demythologizing 

(2) Avoid treating human subjects like objects (Existentialism, however, failed to develop an analogous doctrine of divine subjectivity.)

(3) Existence proceeds essence, no determinism.

(4) No pre-established norms. Rules are adopted by free choice. 

(5) Future radically open

(6) No pre-existent plan; we are “thrown” into the world.

(7) We must accept total responsibility for our future.

(8) No self apart from world vice‑versa; just “being‑in‑the‑world,!”

(9) Inauthentic existence: allowing others to govern one's decisions, vs. “authentic” existence. This distinction not in Whitehead, but congenial to process thought.

b) Differences (82ff)

(1) For Heidegger, human life is “being‑toward-death.” For process thought, death is also important, but the fundamental fact of human existence is “perpetual perishing”—the sequence of moments, each of which dies in its becoming.

(2) In Heidegger, persons merely “share” the world with other persons, without profound interdependence. In Whitehead, individuality and participation with others are correlative.

(3) For Whitehead, all creatures have a “being in the world” analogous to man's. God does too.

(4) For process thought, “decision” is important, as for existentialism; but it is more concerned with “enjoyment” (cf. earlier) than with morality.

(5) For process thought, the future is even more “radically open.” Not only is there no foreordination, but the future cannot be anticipated. Cf. Bloch. 

(6) In process thought, we seek, not mere liberation from the past, but creative synthesis of elements from the past. No antithesis between future and past as elements of decision.

(7) Human existence is both historisch and geschichtlich. We cannot ignore man's evolutionary past in seeking to understand him. (Concepts, language, religion.) 

2. Structures of Human Existence
a) No single “structure” in all situations. Evolution and history produce different structures. 

b) The evolutionary development toward “enjoyment” leads to the subordination of the body's needs to those of consciousness, value, rationality. 

c) This development leads to estrangement from the body, the world, other people ‑ a kind of  “fall.”

d) Indian religion seeks to remedy this estrangement by releasing the self from involvement with empirical reality. 

(1) Hindu forms: seek release through ascetic discipline or by recognizing the unity of self-world.

(2) Buddhism: Come to understand that the self does not exist. 

e) Israelite religion

(1) O.T.: Emphasis is one man as rational will, responsible to moral law, rather than emotion or speculative thought.

(2) N.T.: Feelings, emotions must also be brought under sphere of moral responsibility. These are not subject to will; “spirit” is beyond will, emotion as well. 

(a) But such exacting demand are more than we can achieve; hence “original sin.”

(b) The alternative: not “authentic existence” in Bultmann's sense, but love, as opposed to self-preoccupation.

(c) We achieve this through relation to God. 

(i) Be open to God's creative responsive love.

(ii) We remain, of course, fully responsible.

(iii) Through openness to God, we receive assurance of acceptance despite sin, freedom from self‑preoccupation. 

3. Comments 

a) It is not clear how men (or any “society of occasions”) has value or experience above and beyond the value and experience of individual “occasions.” 

b) Why should the “perpetual perishing” of my “occasions” influence my life when I am not aware of them (save through Whitehead's writings)? 

c) It is clear that sin, in process theology, is an inevitable part of our evolutionary development, not something we are truly responsible for. Metaphysical, not ethical. 

d) It is unclear how “openness” to the process God enables us to do something we are otherwise unable to do. Certainly grace is not efficacious. 

G. Jesus Christ
1. Whitehead on Jesus, Incarnation (96ff) 

a) Jesus is important as a teacher and a model of “persuasive” rather than “coercive” influence: the power of suffering love. 

b) His teaching is impractical, naive, but on that account all the more suitable as an ideal. 

c) Other teachers events, may be equally important, but Jesus] insight is man's greatest moral advance. 

d) “Incarnation,” a “real internal relation between entities” marks a philosophical advance over the thinking of Plato. 

2. Christ as Creative Transformation (98ff) 

a) Christ is the primordial nature of God, present in creatures as their “initial aim.”

b) He is present in all; but most fully present in those who are most open to him.

c) He provides creative possibilities in which otherwise discordant elements can be harmoniously united, increasing “enjoyment.” This produces more enjoyment than merely rejecting the disharmonious elements, as in conservative lifestyles, or merely reorganizing the elements in some other way. 

d) Such creative transformation enables us to be open to others without losing our individual integrity. Important, therefore, to love. 

e) As “creative transformation,” Christ is central to all aspects of human life. 

3. Christ and Jesus (102ff)

a) Jesus' teaching on love correlates with the concept of “creative transformation,” for it mandates openness to others as the means of self‑fulfillment. 

b) His teaching also seeks to open us to divine influence (initial aim.) 

c) The “field of force” generated by Jesus: 

(1) Every event influences the future.

(2) The events of Jesus' life are particularly significant.

(3) As we re‑enact and repeat them, we conform to his life of creative self‑transformation. 

d) God's relation to Jesus is found in a “distinctive structure of existence” revealed in his authentic sayings. 

(1) These sayings indicate undistorted insight, authority.

(2) They indicate a certain relation to God. 

(a) Traditional Christologies deny the humanity of Jesus by making his relation to God absolutely unique. In process thought, all actualities are related to God in similar ways.

(b) Jesus, however, does not reflect the tension between initial aim and personal goals which we find in ourselves.

(c) This conformity to God's purpose constitutes Jesus' very selfhood; so it can be said that he is Christ, though Christ is also incarnate in all of us. 

4. The Church as Body of Christ (106ff)

a) Past events always become incarnate in later ones, but their influence increases or decreases depending on how the later ones respond. The task of the church is to increase Jesus' influence (his “field of force”).

b) Joining the church, then, is experiencing the real presence of Jesus as constituting one's own existence. More than mere psychological or sociological influence. 

5. The Trinity (108ff)

a) The primordial nature of God, true deity, is incarnate in Jesus. In this respect, the Athanasian, Nicene Christology is right. 

b) The Holy Spirit corresponds to the consequent nature of God (“responsive love”), and is therefore also fully divine. 

c) These are not, however, well‑described as “persons,” either in the modern sense or in the traditional sense. 

d) Don't make the doctrine into an artificial number game. Process theology honors the “intention” of the tradition, not every traditional formulation. 

e) Do not look on the father as more ultimately God than the other two persons (as in the distinction between “revealed will” and “secret will”). God is fully revealed in Christ and the Spirit; therefore our concept of Christ ought to determine our view of God. 

6. Comments
a) I like the concept of “creative transformation.” It is certainly true that the richest kind of life comes not merely from accepting or rejecting elements from the past, but by integrating these elements into novel syntheses, governed by imagined possibilities. 

b) Process theology is also insightful in relating this creative transformation to love. One cannot achieve such synthesis unless one is willing to be maximally open to others and free from personal rigidity, preoccupation with selfish concerns. 

c) Thus, process thought shows effectively how love is essential to artistic creativity and indeed to all human progress. 

d) Doubtless, also, Christ as logos is the source of such creative love, wherever it may be found. 

e) On the other hand, there is more to love than mere “openness” to others and freedom from self-preoccupation. One could be open to others in a certain sense and yet be cruel to them ‑ cf. the patriotic or Marxist zealot who slaughters people out of altruistic concern for his nation. 

f) Love, therefore, is meaningless apart from God's law. But there is no place in process thought for a definition of love in terms of revealed law. 

g) Thus it is misleading to say that salvation has the purpose of promoting creative love, unless that love is defined by law. If it is so defined, then it would be clearer to speak of salvation in moral terms, as in the tradition, rather than in aesthetic terms, as in process thought, though  each of these is a legitimate “perspective.”

h) Process thought does not present to us the biblical Christ. 

(1) As God in a unique sense.

(2) As speaking with unquestionable authority. 

(3) Virgin‑born, worker of miracles.

(4) Active righteousness, atonement 

(5) Resurrection: Christ is presently active in the same way that other dead people influence the present. He differs from them only in degree.

i) The strongest thing Cobb says about Christ is that his conformity to God's purpose “constitutes his very selfhood.” The meaning and warrant of this statement, however, are obscure. 

j) The process view of the trinity is also less than biblical, but it is interesting. 

(1) Scripture does correlate creation with the Son.

(2) The process concept of “divine responsive love” in unbiblical, there is a sense in which God “responds” to his own work as it is fulfilled in history (“God saw that it was good.”) That pronouncement of blessing (or curse2) is correlated in Scripture with the work of the Spirit (see Kline, et al.)

(3) What is especially missing in process thought is a coherent concept of God the Father. (Cobb does seem a bit embarrassed about this fact.) This is understandable.

(a) In Scripture, the Father is the one who determines the course of history through his wise plan. There is no place for this in process thought.

(b) The Father is also the one who sets normative standards. This notion, also, is inimical to process thinking. 

H. Eschatology
1. The Future of History (111ff) 

a) Hope is vital to human progress, enjoyment. Grounds: 

(1) The future is radically open.

(2) Progress can and does occur through creative transformation.

(3) Christ offers a new community which offers support without oppressively restricting freedom.

b) Nature of the new community 

(1) Voluntary, contractual ties not enough, for in themselves these are consistent with oppression.

(2) Teilhard, Whitehead see our relation to others and to the world as essentially the same as our relation to our own bodies. The body is the most intimate part of the environment.

(3) Thus there can be a new community of great intimacy.

(a) Voluntary, but with deeper ties than voluntary organizations.

(b) No distinction between believer or unbeliever as in the early church.

(c) No antithesis between self and nature as in early Christianity.

(d) This community may or may not emerge, depending on our free decision.

2. The Kingdom of Heaven (118ff) 

a) Process thought does not guarantee the eradication of evil. 

b) But, unlike atheism, it affirms God's “persuasive power,” the greatest power on earth, struggling against evil. 

c) The worst evil is overcome by God ‑ the threat of meaninglessness, “perpetual perishing,” loss of significant moments. 

d) Personal immortality? 

(1) Possible, since soul and body are distinct, and since the soul enters relations not mediated by the body.

(2) But process theology has not formulated clearly such a notion. 

3. Peace (124ff) 

a) A “harmony of harmonies” in which various sorts of enjoyment are reconciled: that of one occasion and that of others, present and future. 

b) Hard to achieve this through calculation. Often it is mistaken for “anesthesia” ‑ mere avoidance of discord rather than creative synthesis. 

c) It comes from God's love, which frees us from self‑preoccupation and enables us to seek broader harmonies. 

d) Thus grace transcends law. 

(1) Moral codes have their importance, but cannot produce peace. often they add to discord, distort our true sense of rightness, render us insensitive to profound forms of enjoyment. 

(2) Grace leads us beyond law to creative advance. 

(a) Fulfills the general purpose of law without sacrificing our best interests.

(b) Frees us to act contrary to law in the interest of enjoyment. Also contrary to all calculation. 

4. Comments 

a) It is hard to see how regarding the world as my body creates a supportive community. Sometimes my body is my worst enemy. 

b) Is meaninglessness the “worst evil?” It is rather basic, for if the world is meaningless, nothing else can be good or evil. On the other hand, it is not obvious that loss of “significant moments” is worse than pain, atomic destruction, etc. 

c) Does process theology guarantee the meaningfulness of experience? 

(1) It isn't much help to say that our actions “influence God,” for it is not clear whether God is really anything above and beyond the universe. 

(2) Process theology leaves open the possibility that God will fail, that chaos will return. If that happens, then “significant moments” will still be “objectively immortal,” but there will be no persons around to experience them. That is meaningfulness?

(3) A “kingdom of heaven” so understood is not much of a hope. 

I. The Church in Creative Transformation
1. Christ and the Churches (128ff)

a) The actual churches of today often fail to measure up to their normative descriptions (above). “Creative transformation” seems to occur most often outside the church. 

b) The church is stiI1 important, however. In other organizations, where the source of creative transformation is not recognized, fragmentation develops. 

c) Reasons for the church's lack of power 

(1) Conservative churches become merely conservative, rather than preserving their traditions through “creative transformation.”

(2) Liberal theology merely surrenders to every advance of secularism ‑ “anesthesia.” 

d) Christian thought can regain the initiative at the “cutting edge” of human thought, through creative transformation. Examples follow. 

2. The Church and Women's Liberation (132ff)

a) Ideas 

(1) Vs. God as self‑sufficient, coercive. 

(2) Pro‑responsive love, tenderness, sharing or sufferings 

b) Images 

(1) We ought to encourage feminine images.

(2) These ought to arise naturally out of changed sensibilities; on the other hand, the image can encourage a change in sensibility. 

(3) As a start, speak of God as patient, tender, etc. 

(4) Feminine and masculine are roughly coordinate with the consequent and primordial natures (spirit and word). But the Spirit rules, so we should not assume stereotypes in distinguishing the “principles.”

c) Language 

(1) Language shapes images, affects sensibilities.

(2) Language, however, cannot be changed by the fiat of theologians. Change must come out of shared usage.

(3) But language is in process, so gradual change is possible.

(4) Mary Daly and others recognize the helpfulness of process thought or the feminist cause.

3. The Church and Buddhism (136ff). 

a) The church ought to creatively transform itself through dialogue with Buddhism as it has always done through dialogue with Greek philosophy. 

b) Like Buddhism, process theology denies substance, “underlying self.”

(1) Process thought analyses the temporal “transition” from one actual occasion to another, but recognizes that the “concrescence” of each occasion is beyond time.

(2) Buddhism can be analyzed as focusing on the concrescence as setting us free from the illusion of temporality.

(3) Buddhism does not note the important elements of decision, etc. which Whitehead finds in concrescence; but it doesn't actually deny these.

c) Whitehead wrongly suspected Buddhism of “anesthesia.” But the enlightened Buddhist has a rich, inclusive awareness, attaining by discipline what Christians seek as a gift. 

d) Christian love seeks to care for others; Buddhists seek to overcome care for the past and future, leaving them radically open, compassionate without discrimination. 

e) Buddhism denies the God of theism, does not affirm the God of Whitehead. 

(1) Whitehead agrees with Buddhism in his opposition to theism. There is no substantial being transcending the flux. 

(2) Buddhism does not affirm Whitehead's God, because it doesn't ask the questions which Whitehead's God is intended to answer. But it doesn't really deny him. 

(3) Process thought may have to learn to think of God even less in terms of “substance” images. 

f) As in Buddhism the Whiteheadian “actual occasion” seeks to “empty itself” so that it might be filled with “what is.” Even the primordial nature of God imposes no principle of selection upon the consequent nature. Everything is allowed to be as it is. God excludes nothing. 

4. Comments
a) Good to attack “anesthesia.” It is true that the church ought not to be merely conservative; and Cobb offers good insight into some of the reasons for liberalism's powerlessness. 

b) Also good to emphasize that language about God cannot be changed by fiat. There is value in recognizing more of the “feminine” characteristics of God. But there is danger if we allow this recognition to distort the biblical emphases. 

c) The church ought not to creatively transform itself by dialogue with Buddhism; and it ought to stop doing this with Greek Philosophy too. This is not to say that there aren’t some valid insights in both systems. 

d) Again, I find it difficult to understand Whitehead's “concrescence.” How can it be a process if it is not temporal? 

e) If the Buddhist can earn through discipline what the Christian seeks by grace, then it is possible to achieve salvation by works, sea we all had better get at it. That means we should all be Buddhists. 

f) Note again Whitehead's insistence on the non‑substantiality of God. This concept may make dialogue with Buddhists easier, but it makes more difficult the dialogue with Christians! Note that God does not even have any purposes distinctive to himself (itself). 

J. The Global Crisis and a Theology of Survival
1. The Spatio-temporal Scale (144ff)

a) Western thought tends to see the end of the world as relatively imminent and therefore sees more urgency in its responsibilities. Eastern thought operates with a broader framework in time and space. 

b) Eastern resignation and western shortsightedness are both inadequate in dealing with the issues of human survival. 

c) Science challenges both pictures: the world in general is billions of years old, but human history is relatively short. 

d) Process thought finds genuine value in pre‑human natural history, but also sees an urgency in preserving the rich enjoyment of present life‑forms (and future). Thus both short and long‑range thinking is needed. 

2. The Human and the Natural (146ff)

a) Christians tend to emphasize the unique value of man, secular ecologists a “democracy of value” in which other species are of equal importance. 

b) Process theology finds value in all experience, but greater value in the richer forms of enjoyment. But these are dependent in a great measure upon the lower forms. The universe is our “body.”

c) Glorify frugality and communality. 

d) Sometimes loss of a species is necessary, but it will always be a loss. 

3. Ecological Sensitivity (151ff) 

a) “Unilinear thinking” ‑ the idea that only one line of events provides the meaningful context or causal explanation of a particular event. Today, this concept is fading: all events are causally and interpretatively relevant to the present. 

b) Thus we all influence one another ‑ “participation.”

c) The ecological decisions must take account of the total context of events. 

4. Responsibility and Hope (156ff) 

a) Does Christianity discourage responsible action? Sometimes. 

(1) By offering confidence instead of hope, minimizing danger.

(2) By putting too much responsibility on man, producing despair. 

b) Process theology does justice both to grace and responsibility 

c) Trust God ‑ accept his “initial aim;” then work to realize it. 

5. Comments 
a) Orthodox theology would agree that there is value in non‑human forms, that there is greater value in man, that any loss of species is a loss to all. It is not clear how the process metaphysics adds any more weight to these conclusions. Same for the point about "unilinear thinking." 

b) Nor is it clear that process theology adds any wisdom about how to make specific judgments in these areas. In fact, by throwing us on our autonomous resources, it makes such judgments impossible.

III. Open Theism (see Frame, No Other God)

A. Figures: Gregory Boyd, Clark Pinnock, John Sanders, William Hasker, Richard Rice.

B. Contentions

1. Love is God’s most important attribute.

2. Love is not only care and commitment, but also being sensitive,  responsive, and vulnerable.

3. Creatures exert an influence on God.

4. God’s will is not the ultimate explanation of everything. History is the combined result of what God and his creatures decide to do. 

5. God does not know everything timelessly, but from events as they take place. 

6. So God does not know the future exhaustively. 

C. Libertarian Freedom 

1. The view that our free actions have no cause, either in God’s foreordination, in nature, or in our own nature and desires. 

2. This is the engine that drives open theism. 

3. Traditional Arminianism emphasizes God’s exhaustive foreknowledge. But open theists find this inconsistent with libertarian freedom, so they reject it. 

D. Problems

1. Libertarianism is unscriptural and incoherent.

a) Scripture teaches that God controls all that comes to pass. Eph. 1:11.

b) Scripture never suggests that man has libertarian freedom. 

c) If our actions are not caused by our desires, they are accidents, random happenings, of no moral value. 

d) Open theists say that libertarian freedom is the basis of moral responsibility. But courts assume (as they must) that responsible actions are sufficiently motivated. An uncaused action would not be a responsible action. 

e) If libertarianism is the basis of moral responsibility, then a court would have to prove that an action was uncaused in order to hold a defendant responsible for it. But that is impossible. 

2. According to Scripture, God has exhaustive foreknowledge.

a) The nature of prophecy (Deut. 18).

b) The test of a true God (Isa. 41:21-23, 42:9, 43:9-12, 44:7, 46:10, 48:3-7). 

c) This is implicit in the biblical teaching that God has foreordained all things by his wisdom (above). 

d) Explicit statements, Psm. 139:17-18, Isa. 40:28, Rom. 11:33-36, Heb. 4:13, 1 John 3:20.

e) Apparent statements of “divine ignorance”

(1) Typically, these statements describe God as testing man, Gen. 3:9, 11:5, 18:20-21, 22:12. 

(2) “Did not enter my mind” means that the event is entirely contrary to his standards, Jer. 7:31, 19:5, 32:35. 

3. On an open theist view, God is not reliable. He makes mistakes.

a) Boyd on Suzanne.

b) Implications for biblical inerrancy. 

IV. Story Theology, Narrative Theology
A. Figures: Harvey Cox, Michael Novak, Sam Keen, Hans Frei (The Eclipse of Biblical Narrative, 1974), Brevard Childs.

Goldberg, M., Theology and Narrative (1982) 

Stroup, G., The Promise of Biblical Narrative
B. Scripture as Narrative
1. Scripture is not a philosophical or theological system, but a history of redemption, a narrative of God’s activity. 

2. Traditional theology, conservative and liberal, has undermined the authority of Scripture by reading it as a pointer to some worldview or system beyond itself, rather than in its own terms, as a narrative. 

a) Liberals look for eternal truths about morality or philosophy.

b) Conservatives equate the meaning of Scripture with its factual references or doctrinal teaching. 

3. The distinction between “event” and “interpretation” is in some ways unimportant. 

a) Childs: the work of biblical critics to find the “event” behind the interpretations of Scripture leads to theological irrelevance. If anything is found at all, it is not that event which inspired the church's reverence. Theology ought to stick to the canonical form of Scripture, in which the church recognizes the definitive gospel, not something behind that form, which has no normative authority. 

b) In the text as we have it, event and interpretation are given together. We have no criterion for separating the two. 

c) Thus we ought simply to tell the story as Scripture presents it, rather than trying to determine what lies behind it. 

d) Of course, if we do that, we abandon the effort to discover what “really” happened, or what the objective truth of the matter is. 

C. Critique of System, Ideology
1. Story theologians criticize the notion that the truth is best expressed in logical systems or in propositional arguments. Some aspects of the truth are better communicated through stories. 

2. Don't judge story theology by philosophical standards, vice versa.

D. Advantages of Story Theology
1. Story theologians sometimes claim that their movement is not a “school of thought,” but a way in which different schools (or non-schools) can communicate.

2. Valuable in communicating news. The “gospel” is a story. 

3. Valuable in communicating a person. A story shows him, rather than merely describing him. 

4. Unites past and present: helps people experience unfamiliar situations. 

5. Also opens possibilities for the future: communicates values without abstraction. 

6. Presents the truth “in flesh,” in the body. Cf. ritual dance. 

7. Communicates mystery and wonder. 

8. Restores imagination to its proper role. 

9. Restores balance 

a) Sacred and profane (the holy in human flesh)

b) Fact and value

c) Dionysius and Apollo ‑ dynamics and form

d) Past, present, future 

e) Seriousness, playfulness (humor ‑ vs. excessive claims of “serious” theology). 

10. Suggests openness of the future, vs. rationist determinism. 

11. Puts technology in its place: the value of story for its own sake, rather than as means to a utilitarian end. 

12. Shows God's nearness to human life. 

13. Celebrates freedom, liberation. 

14. Communicates concerns across cultural barriers. Listen to the “stories” of other groups and cultures and you will be more sympathetic with them.

E.  Comments
1. Narrative is one aspect of Scripture, but it is also legitimate to understand Scripture as law, liturgy, wisdom, etc. Large parts of Scripture (e.g. Psalms, Proverbs) are not easily or most helpfully understood as “narrative.”

2. I appreciate the emphasis on the union of event and interpretation. However, some story theologians use this reasoning to bypass the question of “what happened” or “what is the truth.” There is an objective truth which Scripture conveys through narrative and other ways. 

3. Some healthy skepticism here is philosophical, abstract types of theology. Certainly no such formulation is equal to the biblical text. (But the same may be said of “story theologies” which do more than merely repeat the text.) And certainly the “story” approach can present dimensions of the meaning of Scripture not as easily presented through other methods. 

4. However, we should not concede that an adequate theology must imitate the forms of Scripture itself. See my Doctrine of the Knowledge of God.

5. Therefore, I would not want to say that the “advantages” listed are unique to story theology, as if none of these goals could be achieved at all through any other method. There are senses in which even Hodge's theology helps us better to understand God as a “person,” helps us “experience” redemptive history, etc. But the story approach does offer a helpful alternative. 

6. Certainly all of this helps us to see the value of using, not only narrative form, but a wide variety of forms in communicating the gospel. As Scripture does. 

V. Postliberalism

a. Figures

i. Hans Frei, The Eclipse of Biblical Narrative
ii. George Lindbeck, The Nature of Doctrine. (See Frame’s review in an appendix to DKG.)

iii. David Kelsey, Stanley Hauerwas, William Placher.

b. Contentions

i. Begins with Frei’s narrative understanding of Scripture (above). 

ii. Lindbeck’s distinctions 

1. Cognitive-propositional approach (orthodoxy).

2. Experiential-expressive approach (liberalism).

3. Cultural-linguistic approach (which L. favors). 

a. Doctrines are the rules of grammar by which we learn to use the language of Scripture. 

b. We study this after we learn the practices of the Christian community. 

c. Criticisms

i. A wedge between narrative and historical fact? (Carl Henry)

ii. Does Lindbeck’s model preclude authoritative truth-claims? 

