
Given the extent  of suffering  in the world - human and non-human - evaluate the

contribution process thought can make to addressing this as a problem in theology.

When we gaze at the world around us there is plenty to assure us that this planet is

one of abounding beauty. If there is a God, creation testifies to his greatness like the

magnum opus of a  great  master.  Yet  closer  inspection  reveals  things  in  a  much

harsher light. Everywhere we look there is pain and suffering that threatens to mar the

splendour of creation: in the wild, animals  must eat and be eaten in the struggle to

survive; humans all endure profound personal tragedy throughout life; wars are fought

with fervour at the cost of countless lives. 

Suffering is part and parcel of our very existence, but the frequency of such affliction

rarely  guarantees  a  deeper  understanding  of its  necessity, much less  immunity  to

similar  future  distress.  Rather,  it  often stands  as  a barrier  to belief  in  God,  and

presents one of the biggest issues for traditional theism, which speaks of an all-loving,

all-powerful God. The argument is commonly summarised thus: either God wants to

remove suffering  and cannot – in  which  case he is  not all-powerful,  or  God can

remove all suffering but chooses not to do so – in which case he is not all-loving.

The presence of evil and suffering in the world and how it can be reconciled with the

assertion  of an  omnipotent  and morally  perfect  God is  and  has  been a  profound

problem that theologians are called to address. If we are to be able to salvage the

existence of a God, then we must be able to confidently offer a contemporary concept

of the divine that entails  the modes in which Creator and created interact, and the

repercussions of such a theory. A credible  framework is necessary to withstand the

criticisms common in our current social climate that attempt to derail conventional

theistic understanding. 

The development of such a premise has been at the heart of a theological movement

inspired  by process philosophies first  propounded by Alfred North Whitehead and

later elaborated by Charles Hartshorne. The purpose of this paper is to evaluate the

capability  of process theology in  providing  a plausible  model  of divinity,  and the

extent to which process thought can provide a valuable contribution to the theodicy

debate. I propose to do this by looking at  several notions of God as submitted by



theological tradition, and contrasting these with the process theological approach. In

turn I will also consider the ‘problem’ of evil – what this refers to, and the way each

model has variously tackled it. My objective is to demonstrate how process theology

can provide a more comprehensive thesis that accounts for the vast suffering in the

world and simultaneously justifies the righteousness of God in light of the magnitude

of this evil.

First, a comment on process thought as originally developed by Whitehead is perhaps

necessary. Though it is principally associated with philosophy and theology, process

thought  is  an  approach  that  combines  numerous  and  often  apparently  divergent

aspects of human experience into a single cohesive scheme. As such, the explanatory

power of this system is considerable and can greatly affect one’s contemplation of the

status quo,  and subsequent  conduct  in  respect  to it.  As  the word ‘process’  helps

denote, the philosophy highlights the progressive nature of reality. In essence, process

thought  views  reality  as being  in  a  constant  state of development,  rather  than of

simple existence. The emphasis is one of becoming rather than of being. 

Under the process scheme reality is  broken down into a continuous progression of

momentary  events  that  Whitehead  termed  occasions  of  experience.  The

interdependence and integration of the collective occasions of experience or entities is

important, as each event is affected by and affects the events to which it  is linked.

Thus the form and nature of each created event (and by implication, the world) is the

product  of  a  succession  of  relevant  past  events  and  life  is  characterised  by  this

ongoing experiential cycle of accumulation, creation and influence. 

Process  metaphysics  can  transform  the  view  of  the  universe  from  one  that  is

stationary to one that is  dynamic.  It necessitates the abolition of traditionally  held

analyses of reality, which tend to have a static quality to them. Even the words we use

to describe reality – existence and being, and the demarcation of time as past present

and future – have a certain inert feel about them. This view of reality corresponds

with classical conceptualisations of the divine as impassible and unchanging. Theistic

depictions have nearly always attributed God with these qualities, but it has in recent

times become increasingly difficult to vindicate the goodness and justice of a God of

this description in the face of evil of the scale we see in the world.



Kenneth Surin has tried to show how the problem of evil is inextricably bound up

with the classical but problematic model of God created and perpetuated to this day

by what he terms the ‘philosophical theism’ (Surin 1986: 3) of the Enlightenment. He

argues that modern works on theodicy fail to recognise the deep-rooted historical and

cultural  determinants  that  shape  their  hypothesis.  He  notes that  contemporary

theodicies are only understandable in light  of classical Christian presuppositions of

God. For Surin, modern theodicists are not even in accord with each other as to the

nature of their undertaking. Whilst some attempt to establish the existence of a God in

some guise or another, others are more concerned with resolving the true personality

of a pre-existent notion of God and reconciling divine benevolence with the rampant

suffering throughout the world. It is important to note that this paper is more occupied

with the latter of these two charges. Rescuing some semi-credible model of God from

the bowels of postmodernism is one thing, but a God that fills in the gaps is not to my

mind one that is worthy of worship. Rather, what is needed is a concept of divinity

that encompasses their relationship with humanity, and their responsibility (if any) for

the existence of massive suffering and evil. My concern is concisely formulated in the

words of David  Pailin:  such a concept must  be both adequate to the holiness  and

ultimacy of the divine and significant  for human thought and practice (Pailin 1989:

ix).

I will return to the detailing of such a concept in my assessment of process theology’s

ability to justify suffering but now I turn to the various classical ideas of God that

process thought  is  keen to eliminate.  Reframing  the notion of God is  vital  to the

success of a  theodicy that  has this  God as its  linchpin. The term God occurs on

numerous occasions throughout the writings of Whitehead and later Hartshorne, who

developed a more comprehensive view on the nature of the divine.  It is not a word

used to denote the accepted idea of God favoured by time-honoured theistic belief.

So, it is important at this juncture to delineate what it is not, which will go some way

in  explaining  what  is meant  by the God of process theology.  I make reference to

Cobb’s Process Theology: an Introductory Exposition, which provides an invaluable

insight  as regards the propositions that  process thought  brings to bear  on modern

theology, namely the discourse of theodicy.



The first  perception of God that is rejected by the process thought camp is God as

Cosmic  Moralist.  In this  scheme,  God is  seen to be a sort of divine  Justitia,  who

implements laws, monitors the perpetrators and deals out appropriate punishment and

vengeance according to the offence. The primary problem with this approach is that it

specifies humans as the only entities that reflect a moral mindset. 

Closely linked to this is God as Controlling Power, which posits a God that governs

the exact workings of the world to the last detail. Faced with the problem of evil, the

likely response of this model to the question Why such suffering? is ‘because God

willed it.’ This is the stock response to both benign and malevolent events. Thus the

sponsor of such a God might  respond with gratitude to an incident of good fortune,

and display  a marked humility in  less fortuitous circumstances as recognition of a

God who determines the bad and the good as is seen fit. Under this definition natural

evil  such  as  earthquakes  is  on a  level  pegging  with  human induced  evil  and  is

assigned some higher purpose known only to God. 

A  third  view  of  God  as  the  Unchanging  and  Passionless  Absolute  stresses

impassibility and immutability as divine requisites. In a model that equates constancy

of character with perfection it  is crucial that the deity in question is not  subject  to

blight,  pain,  or the ebb and flow of involuntary passions  characteristic  of human

emotion. As such, God is viewed at a remove from the world though he still remains

the sustainer of creation. God’s response to the world is seen as absolute – his power

remains unconditioned by mere humanity, much less living beings in general. Process

thought views these two qualities as outmoded relics of Greek philosophy, but the fact

that such a view persists and permeates contemporary theology is evidence that time

has not eroded their authority. 

A  fourth  connotation  of  the  word  God is  an  embodiment  of  the  previous  three

concepts, and is labelled  God as Sanctioner of the Status Quo by Cobb. This idea

suggests that a combination of the moral god, unchanging  god and controlling  god

expresses the divine desire to maintain the current order of things. Thus if the status

quo is seen as a consequence of God’s will,  it is our charge to preserve that order. In

the context of suffering this mode of thinking only serves to legitimize suffering. It



does little to defend God’s goodness and justice in respect to evil, and in my opinion,

paints a picture of a heartless God who arbitrarily and wilfully sanctions suffering. 

In his book Of God and Pelicans, Jay McDaniel speaks at length of post-patriarchal

notions of God which are pertinent to the fifth and final notion of God that process

theology refutes: the male God. I have probably already made unwitting references to

God as Him, which is testament to the deep-seated tendency of ascribing masculinity

to God. In addition, the four versions of God outlined above display distinctly male

features such as dominance, independence and emotional detachment.

Process theology has a lot to offer in respect to theodicy where traditional models can

tend to fall  at the first fence. Suffering can present an enormous challenge to faith,

particularly faith in a God that claims to be good and just. It is suffering that cannot be

reconciled with the God of classical description. Moreover, it is not just the fact that

suffering is (i.e. simply exists) that causes such anguish but the indiscriminate way it

seems to choose its victims. It is the unfairness that typifies the real pain involved in

suffering.  A woman in  the prime of life  struck by terminal  illness,  whole families

wiped  out  in  areas  prone  to  natural  disaster,  innumerable  children  dying  from

malnutrition who have simply had the misfortune to be born into desperate poverty –

all these instances illustrate the haphazard way suffering is borne much more by some

than others. 

I feel that if we are to successfully address suffering by means of appeal to a process

theological model (which I believe is a fruitful exercise), we first need to unpack its

meaning  and  the  implications  diverse  forms  of  suffering  have  on  accounts  of

theodicy.  Thus I will  look at moral suffering, suffering  within the animal  kingdom

and the evil associated with processes of nature and evolution.

First then to moral suffering, which has been the perennial subject of most theodicies

to date. Moral suffering  deals  with the evil  afflicted  by humans  to other  humans.

Study of moral suffering  is of primary importance because, because it  results from

humans misusing their freedom and is the biggest cause of suffering in the world. As

far as science allows us to tell, humans are the only living beings who are capable of

accepting  or  rejecting  a relationship  with  God so  it  has  detailed  implications  for



theodicy.  When  a  person close  to  someone  suffering,  or  the  sufferer  themselves

questions “Why?” it is obvious that they do not require a precise list of the factors that

together were the root of present pain – the question has a moral dimension to it. It is

trite to simply  say that  evil  or suffering  is  the means to a greater good. Primarily

because it doesn’t make the experience any more endurable for the victim, but it also

because it presupposes that the sum of total good necessarily weighs heavier on the

cosmic scales than that of evil. 

Natural  evil  is  the  evil  that  arises  from  random  natural  phenomena  such  as

earthquakes, tidal waves or hurricanes. By and large it is accepted that to a greater

extent, natural evil is not the result of human activity (although some may argue that

humans’ neglect of their duties to non-human nature plays a small part in this). 

These two types of evil have a very anthropocentric theme to them, which reflects the

long-standing indifference to the suffering of non-human creation particularly within

Christian tradition. John Hick has previously commented that the pain suffered in the

animal kingdom beneath the human level has constituted the most baffling problem of

evil  (1988: 62). Jay McDaniel  is  eager to eschew a narrow view of evil  that  only

really  acknowledges human  suffering.  He believes  that  animals,  like  humans,  are

driven by the need to survive and uses the tragic example from nature of the white

pelican that  hatches two chicks as insurance - with the weaker of the two usually

overcome by the stronger and eventually abandoned by its parents. He exhorts, ‘while

the chick’s  brief  existence may serve  larger  evolutionary ends,  this  fact  is  of no

consolation to him (1989: 20). 

Perhaps  more  sinister  is  the  intrinsic  evil  present  throughout  the  evolutionary

processes in history such as natural selection, competition and premature death which

seems characteristic of a God playing dice with his creation. Thomas H Tracy insists

that ‘any contemporary theology concerned with divine action and providence needs

to consider God’s relation to evolutionary history (in Russell et al 1999: 513). In the

context of theodicy, it begs the question Why would a good God allow so much to be

left to chance? 

Even a theodicy novice could cite free will as a principal argument in the debate. John

Polkinghorne is  among the proponents of such a view.  In this  belief  system,  it  is



recognised that humans are free to cooperate with or disregard the plan God has for

their lives and he has also extended his theory to include non-human matter. Moral

evil arises from humanity’s abuse of free agency. However, whilst it removes God as

the author of evil,  it  is sometimes argued that God allows the evil to occur. In this

argument  God is  guilty  of negligence and therefore indirectly  responsible  for  the

moral crimes of humanity. In another criticism of the free will defence, Paul Fiddes

stresses that there are countless crosses in the world, some of which have nothing to

do with human agency. 

Arthur  Peacocke and John Hick favour  a different  argument.  It  is  inspired  by St.

Irenaeus: “the creation is suited to [the wants of] man; for man was not made for its

sake, but  creation for  the sake of man”  (Against  Heresies,  v.xxix.1). Thus, Hick’s

reworking of Irenaean thinking holds that creation has a human-centred purpose that

involves the moulding  of our souls through the painful  trials in life  so that we can

grow closer to God. Borrowing a phrase from Keats, theodicy of this sort is described

as the “vale of Soul-making”.

There are countless other theodicies postulated that claim to be the definitive answer

to the existence of evil.  I hasten to add that this has been but a whistle-stop tour of

some of the most  recent contributions to the theodicy debate and is  by no means

comprehensive. Nevertheless, I feel it is a necessary and useful backdrop that serves

to illuminate the significant  contribution of process thought to the formulation of a

contemporary theodicy.

For  all  this  talk  of theodicy,  I  have not  yet  contemplated process thought and its

qualification as a comprehensive model on God and suffering, so it is to this task that

I now turn. David  Pailin  has stated that the ‘general perception of the character of

reality  presented  by  what  is  known  as  ‘process  thought’ may,  with  some

modifications  of  its  classical  form,  provide  the  proper  ground  for  theistic

understanding.’ (1989: 38). By inference then, in its provision of a new model of God

the natural by-product will surely be a new model for theodicy. 

In reference to theology,  and drawing on my earlier  explanation, process theology

expounds  a  concept  of  a  dipolar  God.  God is  in  possession  of two natures:  the



primordial, which embodies perfection and absoluteness and the  abstract, which is

exemplified in God’s immanence in the processes of reality. These natures are known

respectively as the abstract and concrete poles. Thus, the abstract pole is concerned

with the absolute qualities attributed to God in Greek narrative such as impassibility

and immutability. The concrete pole emphasises God’s relationship to living beings.

In this model, God’s concrete pole is subject to change. It portrays God as a personal

being capable of emotion who affects and is affected by his creatures. The key theme

in process thought is unsurprisingly,  process. As we have seen,  reality is seen as a

continual stream of momentary yet discrete entities. Each entity is also bipolar having

a physical pole, which functions as the link to all the other entities it is connected to,

and its mental pole,  which is  in contact with eternal objects, the objects that offer

entities  conceptual  certainty.  In  contrast  to  traditional  philosophy,  which  equated

perfection with fixedness, things are seen in as organic, in a state of constant flux. As

Pailin pithily observes, to live is to change (1989: 50).

Hartshorne was a relational panentheist and was thus vigorous in his assertion that the

universe is within God but that the universe does not constitute all of God’s reality. So

although God is an entity of sorts in that he enjoys relationship with the other entities

and is affected by them, he is the supreme actual entity, perfectly exhibiting the facets

of all other entities. In this capacity, God is the container of all the other entities, and

has the supreme influence on all actual entities, setting the limits of their creativity

and influencing their subjective aims by supplying  each one with goals. Whitehead

uses  the  term  "prehend"  to  refer  to  a  feeling  or  grasping  of  the  physical  and

conceptual data of actual entities. God offers eternal objects - possibilities for us to

prehend and subsequently actualize.

Individual entities are not isolated or independent such is their interrelation with other

moments in  the process.  Yet  Whitehead  also  talks  of creativity,  stating  that  each

individual  entity enjoys a measure of freedom, which is  expressed in their  specific

subjective aim. In the context of human agency, this demonstrates why humans are

free to accept or reject the divine goals that are planned for them. It also goes a step

further than the free will  defence theodicy because God is no longer seen as an all-

powerful deity who allows evil to occur and does nothing to stop it. 



By removing God’s omnipotence from the paradoxical equation we were faced with

at  the  beginning  of  this  paper,  God  no  longer  needs  to  be  absolved  of  any

accountability for suffering in the world. Moreover, in the words of McDaniel, to say

that the world is immanent  within  God even as other than God is  to say that God

suffers (1989: 32). In order for theodicy to proceed successfully one of the character

conditions for the ‘God stereotype’ has to be denied, and omnipotence is the largest

obstacle if God is to be acquitted of the evil in the world. 

We can see here that we have moved away from the notion of the unfeeling ‘fire and

brimstone’ notion of God. It is this steady dismantling of the god of classical theism

that allows process thought to make useful inroads in theodicy. God’s unilateral role

traditionally  characterised  by coercion and manipulation  has been displaced by an

invitational role that has a relational, persuasive dimension to it. God’s power is no

longer the exertion of complete control and to this end God is limited in the action he

can achieve by this method of persuasion. I think this can wrongfully be seen as a

negative connotation of process thought in light of views of an all-powerful God that

seem so deeply entrenched. It brings to mind the sentiments of Deitrich Bonhoeffer

who remarked “God is weak and powerless in the world, and that is precisely the way,

the only way, in which he is with us and helps us…Only the suffering God can help”

(Letter of July 16, 1944).

 

Looking at the ‘problem of evil’  through a process theological lens we see that God

can lure creation on to care for each other and realise the potential appropriate to their

species.  Under the persuasive  model of God nature (non-human and human) has a

creativity that is independent of God’s creativity. It requires a restriction of the divine

will  which necessarily  means that  creatures are at liberty to completely hinder  the

divine plan for their lives. Thus the process model depicts evil as the consequences

that God must suffer along with creation if the universe is to exist in the way it does. 

Fiddes and McDaniel alike focus much on God as fellow-sufferer, a term they loan

from Whitehead. For McDaniel, sentience is the prerequisite to God’s indwelling, and

thus  humans  and  animals  alike  experience  the  fellow  suffering  of  God:  God  is

inside…each sentient  creature,  suffering  its  sufferings and enjoying  its  joys  along

with it.  (1989: 21)  Fiddes concurs:  “Any theodicy  which  includes God’s  ultimate



responsibility  for the predicament  of the world must  affirm the suffering  of God.”

(1992: 35)

It is clear how process methodology can help reframe the problem of moral evil and

animal suffering. With God in this limited capacity, divine creative activity involves

risk. (Cobb: 1976: 53). Whether it can be applied to the problems of natural evil and

evolutionary  evil  is  not  self-evident  thus  far.  It  is  important  to  note  then  that

Whitehead’s  system is  used to apply  to all  things  whether  inanimate  or  animate.

Under this system a rock or electron is viewed in the same way as a tiger or a woman.

All  objects are composed of entities  that  are accorded the same freedom, and the

possibility  to  interact  with  other  entities.  The  difference  is  that  the  series  of

‘occasions’ in a chair might build up to a sort of physicality, whilst man might exhibit

a more complex nexus of occasions that endow him with memory, imagination, and

heightened consciousness. The metaphysic remains the same. Hence, every entity, no

matter  its  complexity  is  subject  to the prehension  of other  entities  and is  able  to

prehend other entities. This allows process thought to go some way in accounting for

natural  evil  because  it  shows  that  entities  relating  to non-human  matter  can  also

choose a course that ignores the goals God has for them. In respect to evolutionary

evil, behavioural patterns emerge within nature that are the virtue of the creativity it is

endowed with.  There  would  be  no  life  at  all  if  God did not  allow  evolutionary

processes to run their course.

Surin makes a good case for what a successful modern theodicy would entail in an

eloquent account that highlights the pitfalls  of many theodicies to date. For process

thought to prove to be a useful insight  into theodicy I think  it  is  important  that  it

withstand the criticisms he outlines, which I summarise now. To begin he reiterates

the problem of basing contemporary theodicy on early theological discourse, treating

older works as if the ‘problem of evil’ they refer to is the same as that of their modern

counterparts. He believes this approach to be misguided, as fresh theory should not

have outmoded concepts as the cornerstone of their argument. I think in respect to this

problem, process thought does not suffer the same shortfalls. Process theology does

not  spring  from traditional  theistic  understanding  so  it  is  a  useful  scheme  in  the

theodicy investigation. Additionally, process thought maintains a capacity to penetrate



many other disciplines  besides theology and to that extent  can help  form a wide-

ranging view of reality aside from theology.

Surin’s second charge pertains to the conception of evil within theodicy. He blames

an overly theoretical view, which he believes is akin to a tacit sanction of the myriad

evils that exist on this planet (1986:50). Here, theodicists make the benign but critical

error of taking an overly abstract view of suffering. In this way theodicy is in danger

of becoming a wholly philosophical enterprise because it neglects the circumstances

of individuals who suffer and fails to address the crux of the problem. I think process

theodicy can run these same risks because by breaking down a situation in the world

into a continuum of entities we remove the human face from the scenario and do little

to tackle the practicalities  involved. What is more, such a clinical  treatment of evil

offers scarce consolation for the parties affected. For example, that God is the fellow

sufferer and container of all occasions of experience might  bring little comfort to a

detainee in Auschwitz. That God gives value to the order of the world perhaps even

less  comfort.  In  conclusion,  any  philosophical  enterprise  is  fruitless  if  it  is  not

conducted in a context that is sensitive to the social and historical roots of the evil it

examines. 

From a practical perspective, there is plenty of evidence to assert that the problem of

evil  is  more real than ever.  Moral evil  in  respect  of human activity has countless

examples of torture, genocide and extreme privation that provide chilling reassurance

of this. When evil is visualised in the shape of the people committing atrocities and

the victims that suffer as a result the task of the theodicist is seen from a much less

sterile viewpoint.

Process thought in this case would benefit from a complete redemptive element, and I

think that it fails in this respect. There is redemption of sorts but certainly not in the

Christian sense of the word. God receives the complete entities into his divine life,

which  attain  objective  immortality  as  they  are  recorded  in  his  eternal  memory.

Nevertheless no actual entity receives subjective  immortality except God, and God

returns to the world the objects he has prehended so that the world can be enriched by

previous entities. Now, whilst greater value and aesthetic are God’s primary aims, for

the person afflicted by evil,  their life is but a means to some higher divine purpose.



McDaniel has redrafted the precise definition of redemption to apportion additional

meaning  that can aid the case for process theology.  For all  his  valid  efforts, I still

think process theology lacks redemptive power, which biblically at least is to do with

the consummation of creation after death.

The  third  problem  Surin  cites  is  evil’s  incapacity  to  be “resolved  by  the  mere

application of mere rational principles” (1986: 52). The attempt to assign a purpose to

suffering is trite, particularly when there patently seems to be none. Desensitizing the

subject  also  attempts  to  rationalise  something  that  to  all  intents  and  purposes  is

irrational  in  every  sense of the  word.  Process theology’s  view  of the  world  as a

succession  of  occasions  does  away  with  half-baked  attempts  to  ascribe  pain  a

teleological significance. I think in this respect, process thought has great appeal for

theology and branches of learning across the board.

Atheists have long cited the problem of evil as an indicator or proof that God does not

exist. Process theologians have dared to counter this by speaking on God’s behalf as it

were, to provide a tenable theodicy in light of suffering.

Although I think process schemes are severely deficient in their failure to provide an

adequate  redemption  hypothesis  as an ancillary  to the core process philosophy,  I

believe process theological schemes are helpful in accentuating the Creator-created

relationship.  Although he is  probably  remembered as a mathematician-philosopher

before theologian, Whitehead I think, made a very lucid and telling observation when

he noted that in primitive  religion ‘you study the will of God in order that he may

preserve you’ whereas, in universal religion ‘you study his goodness in order to be

like him’. (1926: 40) 

Traditional theism takes too deterministic a view of the universe, which borders on

fatalism  and  the acceptance  of  what  God has  apparently already pronounced  as

inevitable.  Whitehead  cites  many  examples  of  world  religions  whose  proponents

endeavour to imitate the perfection of the divine. I think classical theism, in particular

Christianity does not sufficiently encourage believers to desire to become more like

the divine.  Human action in my view is secondary to God’s supposed total control.

Whitehead in this statement infers the importance of deriving what it is to be god-like.



In Christianity, God is described as the God of love, and Whitehead prompts us to

recover…the meaning of that phrase as it is found in the New Testament (Cobb: 1976:

44).  In general,  an  attempt  to mirror  the divine  will  involve  the reconciliation of

relationships  with  other  humans  in  line  with  God’s  goals.   It  is  crucial  that  the

endeavour also takes into account our relation and responsibility to nature. McDaniel

mourns the church’s indifference to animal suffering by and large, and calls for a life-

centred ethic rather than one that simply has an anthropocentric focus, declaring, “to

be life-centred is to live out of a sense of kinship with all life, not human life alone”.

(1989: 15)

 The re-establishment  of relationships  to the form God intends  is  epitomised  by

recourse to the Old Testament notion of shalom, which has ‘positive connotations of

community  wellbeing,  of  right  relationships’  (Gorringe:  2004:  7).  Theodicy  as  a

purely philosophical endeavour can only extrapolate abstract concepts in relation to

the problem of evil.  When the principles are applied  to the world of live,  organic

beings we can begin  to see that future actions are directly related to and affected

somewhat by past actions. Thomas H Tracy has noted that the world is not a place

that is scaled to human moral expectation. Obviously the irony is that most human

beings cannot live  up to the moral standard that  they set  for their  kindred, and it

invariably  leads  to  a  vicious  cycle  of  blame  and counter-blame.  Process  thought

emphasises the community of all entities and their reliance on one another so I believe

it  carries the positive  affirmation  that  constructive  change  begins  with one’s  own

actions.  Contemplation  of this  can help  us to  develop  into  community  conscious

beings at the level of our relation to both fellow man and nature. 

If we look at the contribution of process thought to the problem of Christian theology

per se, the motif of a suffering God is vastly illumined by the power of Christ on the

cross. However, whilst  process thought is useful as an auxiliary theory to create an

improved expression of Christian faith it  should not displace the importance of the

Christ event. Process thought helps to see sin as humans’ divergence from the goals

that  are  laid  down  for  them  which  provides  a  christo-processive  answer  to  the

incidence of suffering, and Christ Jesus as the embodiment of God’s ideal goal and

manifestation of his love. However process thought does not mention redemption in

the sense of freedom from the consequences of sin or the transformation of creation in



the  afterlife.  Surin  argues,  and  I  agree here,  that  a  suffering  God that  offers  no

assurance of eventual redemption of creation is little solace for the sufferer that awaits

the end of and transformation of pain. 

The redemptive power that process theology offers is in my view somewhat limited

but  I  believe  that  it  has  expression  in  the motif  of a  suffering  God.  Fiddes  has

expressed a view stating that suffering will always have a dimension of mystery, but

light  is cast by the affirmation that God suffers with humanity (1992). It does not

necessarily justify suffering and does not decrease suffering but it assures us that God

also  suffers  in  relation to evil  events in  the world.  Furthermore, the principles  of

process thought can form the basis of a secondary redemptive power that is located in

society and hinges on correct human behaviour. Southgate illustrates the notion of

humanity as co-redeemers of creation in an account of evolutionary theodicy.  The

principles though apply to evil in all its manifestations:

Do what we can to live right relationships with others and nature. Our calling is to be co-

redeemers which would be to have grown into our wisdom as the species that knows the story

of our origins and situation and lives towards rightness of relationship with God and others.

(2002: 817)

Process  thought  posits  that  the  lure  of  God  is  present in  all  matter  –  God’s

possibilities for us can be felt as ‘inwardly felt calls or promptings’ (McDaniel: 1989:

38) which we are called to heed well. I think that it is in the co-redemptive aspect that

process theology holds the most sway. Tracy states a truism when he comments that

the problem of evil does not have (and cannot expect to have) a definitive solution.

However, in the context of God’s defence in the face of evil and the relationships of

living beings that are the cause of much of this evil, a processive perspective certainly

propels us forward in the right direction.
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