
161Sunstone



PROCESS PHILOSOPHY &

THOUGHT
FLOYD ROSS

VER 40 years ago, when I was visiting
Bryce Canyon, a young woman gave me
a copy of Elder John Widtsoe’s A Rational
Theology as Taught by the Church of Jesus
Christ of Latter-day Saints. While I disagree

with many of the detailsmthe tendency toward
literalism in scriptural interpretation and the under-
lying fundamentalism--some of the great ideas
enunciated in that small book excited me: universal
intelligence, universal matter, the great law of
increasing complexity in the universe. What I wanted
was a larger philosophical perspective for I was working
my way out of Indiana Methodism at the time. My intell-
ectual journey took me to India and Japan and from the
traditions of both countries I have learned much.

Many years later I began to read works of Alfred
North Whitehead and then a book by an eminent
philosopher within your own chut~ch, Dr. Sterling
McMurrin, Theological Foundations of the. Mormon Religion.
One idea became quite lively in my mind, namely, that a
marriage of Whitehead’s process philosophy and
Mormon thought might actually be feasible. I am an
amateurmI study religion and philosophy because I love
it. I am not a specialist on Whitehead. But I am intrigued
by Whitehead and by some of the great intuitions that
are found in the early Mormon writers as well as some of
the modern ones.

History of Religion

Even to the present day, says Whitehead, "the history
of religion is a melancholy record of the horrors which
can attend religion: human sacrifice, the slaughter of
children, cannibalism, sensual orgies, abject super-
stition, hatred as between races, the maintenance of
degrading customs, hysteria, bigotry, can all be laid to its
charge. Religion is the last refuge of human savagery.
The uncritical association of religion with goodness is

directly negatived by plain facts."1
He admits that gracious and merciful insigl~ts are to be

found in the history of Christian dogma, but, he says,
they are "by flashes" and "based logically on the most
appalling system of concepts. The old ferocious God is
back, the Oriental despot, the Pharoah, the Hitler; with
everything to enforce obedience, from infant damnation
to eternal punishment.’’2

We need to look briefly at Whitehead’s criticisms of
the earlier, traditional forms of Christianity. The early
Christians were grossly misled by the eschatological
models used by Peter (with his Jewish background of
popular apocalypticism) and Paul (an educated man who
ought to have known better). Whitehead says, "On the
whole the Gospel of love was turned into a Gospel of
fear. The Christian world was composed of terrified
populations. ’In flaming fire take vengeance on them
that know not God, and that obey not the gospel of our
Lord Jesus Christ. Who shall be punished with ever-
lasting destruction from the presence of the Lord, and
from the glory of his power’ (II Thessalonians 1:8-9)."
Whitehead adds, "The population did well to be terrified
at such ambiguous good tidings, which lost no emphasis
in their promulgation."3

During the Middle Ages Whitehead points out that
"institutional Christianity was honorably distinguished
as a driving force toward the grander intuitions. Un-
fortunately, in accordance with the habits of all
institutions, it adapted itself to its environment. It
became an instrument of conservativism instead of an
instrument of progress."4

With the Protestant Reformation there was a short
burst of progressive energy, but the Reformation
churches "again accepted the same idolatrous role. On
the whole, well-established religious institutions are to
be reckoned among the conservative forces of society.
They soon become the grand support of what Clement
has termed ’communal custom.’ But the ultimate ideals,
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of which they profess themselves the guardians, are a
standing criticism of current practices.’’5
Another unfortunate consequence of the

Reformation was that reformers like Luther and Calvin
helped to fixate on large sections of Christendom the old
concept of a"Divine Despot with a slavish universe, each
with the morals of its kind.’’6 Sadly, a more enlightened
man like Erasmus lacked the force or drive to lead the
movement of reform, so "the whole matter fell into the
hands of Luther and Calvin, who made a fearful botch of
it." Furthermore, "Calvin and Luther made the
egregious blunder of throwing away the whole aesthetic
appeal of the Church, which was one of its best
elements.’’7 They also had no use for the idea of
purgatory, one of the more realistic and gracious
teachings of the medieval church. Hence Whitehead
flatly says, "The Reformation seems to me to be one of
the calamaties of history.’’8 For any attempt to present
God under the aspect of power should awaken every
instinct of critical reaction. He expresses sorrow that the
Bible should end with the Book of Revelation with its
~icture of a God of power, ready to smite in wrath. In its
~lace he would have preferred to see the funeral oration
of Pericles, with its plea for tolerance and for the rule of
persuasiveness.9

Proper Use of Dogma and Its Perils

The word dogma originally meant an "opinion." Then
in Greece it came to stand more especially for a philo-
sophical opinion. Whitehead points out that the Greek
physician, Galen, used the phrase to mean "physicians
who guide themselves by general principles"--surely a
praiseworthy practice.10 Not until later did the word
come to stand for officially approved doctrines but it was
this usage which led theologians (and others) to fall into
the trap of their own limited ideas.

Whitehead insists that "an ill-balanced zeal for the
propagation of dogma bears witness to a certain
coarseness of aesthetic sensitiveness. It shows a strain of
indifference . . . to the fact that others may require a
proportion of formulation different from that suitable
for ourselves. Perhaps our pet dogmas require
correction: they may even be wrong." Such indifference
may be due "perhaps to arrogance, perhaps to rashness,
perhaps to mere ignorance.’’1~

Dogmatic expression is necessary for many people
because such formulation increases vividness of appre-
hension and can provide a kind of aid in the difficult task
of spiritual ascent. "But every individual suffers from
invincible ignorance; and a dogma which fails to evoke
any response in immediate apprehension stifles the
religious life.’’12 Many fine religious people are upset by
the suggestion that dogmas may have to be modified; for
these persons "intermediate representations (dogmas)
play a great part in religious life.., being enshrined in
modes of worship, in popular religious literature, and in

religious art.’’13 But dogmas become idols when they are
allowed to dominate the scene, and the great intuitions
which inspired them are forgotten or neglected.

Whitehead adds further, "Religions commit suicide
when they find their inspiration in their dogmas.’’~4 Any
dogmatic system of thought presumes to answer too
many detailed questions that are not genuine questions.
Priests (in science or in religion) can pretend to know
more than they actually do. "When a priesthood
becomes dominant in a society, freedom of inquiry is
discouraged; and if their dominance continues long
enough, the level of general intelligence is depressed.’’~s
Whitehead illustrates this point by reference to the state
of scientific "priesthood" at about the time he was in
Cambridge (during the 1880s). Mathematical physics
(from Descartes through Newton) "looked sound and
solid .... By the turn of the century, nothing, absolutely
nothing was left that had not been challenged, if not
shaken; not a single major concept." That experience--
of seeing Newtonian physics "blow up"mhe came to
consider as one of the supreme facts of his experience.’’16
And, he adds, "There is no more reason to suppose that
Einstein’s relativity is anything final, than Newton’s
Principia. The danger is dogmatic thought; it plays the
devil with religion and science is not immune from it.’’~7

Whitehead insists that we should not put too much
stress on the particular modes of statements, for they are all
finite, subject to errors. "Never swallow anything
whole," he suggests. "We live perforce by half-truths
and get along fairly well as long as we do not mistake
them for whole-truths .... "~8 We would do well to follow
the example of Plato who wrote, "We must be well
content if we can provide an account not less likely than
another’s . . . we should be satisfied to ask for no more
than the likely story.’’~9 In modern scientific language we
substitute model or paradigm for "the likely story." A new
model will throw more light on wider areas of
experience or reality.

Nietzsche talked about the tendency of religious
people "to believe their own beliefs" and added some-
thing to the effect that a sandwich was better than that.
Whitehead talks more coolly about our human tendency
to slip into the "fallacy of dogmatic finality." "The
Universe is vast," he says. "Nothing is more curious than
the self-satisfied dogmatism with which mankind . . .
cherishes the delusion of the finality of its existing
modes of knowledge."2°

Karl Popper, a great contemporary thinker in the field
of the philosophy of science, has pointed out how all
knowledge (including that of science) is finite; no matter
how many finite bits of knowledge we accumulate, our
ignorance will still be infinite. We are engaged in an
unending quest which demands the use of all our
faculties to try to arrive at increasing verisimilitude.
Though we may never know the whole truth, yet are we
drawn irresistably to the quest for it.

We achieve "no triumph of finality."’21 "Our meta-
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physical knowledge is slight, superficial, incomplete.
Thus error creeps in. But, as such as it is, metaphysical
understanding guides imagination and justifies purpose.
Apart from metaphysical presupposition there can be no
civilization.’’22 Thus we will always have "a variety of
partial systems of limited generality.’’23

Whitehead points out that this "Doctrine of Dogmatic
Finality" flourishes equally throughout theology,
science, and metaphysics. And, whatever the field, rigid
dogmas will always destroy larger truths. Whitehead
places the emphasis upon the rigidity. The same idea was
expressed long ago by the Buddha: "Anything when
clung to falls short." It is the clinging which indicates our
inability to respond to the creativity at the heart of the
universal process.

Why Rational Religion Needs Philosophy

Religion which is rational must have recourse to meta-
physics for a critical scrutiny of its terms, its dogmas.24
Religion often forgets the enriching role played by the
philosophical spirit. Philosophy begins in wonder. It is
not vitiated by the weaker human urge to seek comfort.
Philosophy teaches humility in the presence of the
ultimate mystery, not the kind of mystery which makes
of its devotee a cringing, fearful supplicant, "but the
mystery which by its fascination lures men on to action
and to further speculation." This is the mystery of "the
creative process at which we do not cease to wonder
when we find that we share its work.’’25 The business of
philosophical theology, says Whitehead, is "to show
how the lure of persuasive reason arises in a world
which seems to be based on the clash of senseless
compulsions."26

As Dr. Sterling McMurrin has pointed out, Mormon
thought has tended to be "suspicious of the abstract and
the recondite."27 This has often been true in the past of
revolutionary new perspectives, from that of original
Buddhism (the Buddha refused to discuss metaphysical
subjects with his disciples) to the beginnings of
Christianity in the first century.

But, Whitehead maintains, "the development of
systematic theology should be accompanied by a critical
understanding of the relation of linguistic expression to
our deepest and most persistent intuitions."2s The
ultimate appeal must be to intelligence, to reason, to the
rational faculties which can check the more extravagant
utterances of our emotional selves.

This should not be an entirely foreign idea to Mormon
thinkers. In Whitehead’s words:

The appeal to reason is the appeal to the ultimate judge,
universal and yet individual to each, to which all authority
must bow. History has authority so far, and exactly so far,
as it admits of rational intepretation.29

In the words of Elder Widtsoe published in 1915:
A rational theology is founded on truth, on all truth...
and ’A truth has no end.’ In building a philosophy of life, a

man, therefore, cannot say that some truth must be
considered and other truth rejected. Only on the basis of
all truth, that is, all true knowledge can his religion be
built .... ’ It is impossible for a man to be saved in
ignorance,’ ’A man is saved no faster than he obtains
knowledge,’ ’the glory of God is intelligence,’ and
’intelligence is the pathway up to the Gods.’3°

And in the words of Sterling McMurrin:

The primary task of theology is the reconcilation of the
revelation to the culture, to make what is taken on faith
as the word of God meaningful in the light of accepted
science and philosophy. Mormon theology has in the
past pursued this task with some consistency and at
times with intellectual strength, and certainly with a
stubborn independence and indifference to criticism
from traditional thought. Today, much of that strength
is gone as Mormonism suffers the impact of religious
and social conservatism, as the Mormon mind, in the
general pattern of contemporary religion yields to the
seductions of irrationalism, and as the energies of the
Church are increasingly drained by practical interests.31

Properly, "the foundations of dogma must be laid in a
rational metaphysics which criticizes meanings, and
endeavors to express the most general concepts
adequate for the all-inclusive universe."32

Importance of Accepting Change

Periodically, in religion as in the sciences, someone
comes along who has some great intuition, some new
awareness. These are the mystical or revelatory elements
in religion. Whitehead would have us remember that in
fact the so-called "scriptures" are but finite attempts to
describe the ineffable, not the end itself but rather like
signposts that may point the way:

Mysticism leads us to try to create out of the mystical
experience something that will save it, or at ieast save
the memory of it. Words don’t convey it except feebly;
we are aware of having been in communication with
infinitude and we know that no finite form we can give
can convey .it.33

These "revelations" or insights are not cases of seeing
something particular in its particularity; they are cases
of seeing something from a totally new perspective, in a new
pattern of relationships. A good example from science would
be the case of Copernicus.34 An example from the
biblical tradition would be Hosea.35 The problem for the
person who has the new insight or revelation is how to
interpret his awareness in such a way as to make it excit-
ing, persuasive, evocative, and thus available to a larger
audience. Each of us must come out of his privacy or
solitariness to try to communicate something of what
we have "seen" or intuited.

The problem for society rather is the acceptance of
these new insights. "Change is the process and is itself
the actuality."36 Neither science nor religion can avoid
this need for continual development.37 Scientists have
latterly learned to be much more venturesome than
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traditional theologians. The scientists have been
"welcoming hypotheses which destroy their previous
assumptions, and welcoming them as a condition of
advance." By contrast, "the theologians--and I consider
Christian theology to be one of the great disasters of the
human race--if they admitted that their assumptions
had been upset, would consider it a major defeat for
themselves (when all the while their position has been
shaken and so altered that the tenets of today would, in
certain intellectual circles, be hardly recognizable as
those of the same or similar people seventy years
ago.)"38 Whitehead cites the example of Father Petavius,
Jesuit of the seventeenth century, who "showed that the
theologians of the first three centuries of Christianity
made use of phrases and statements which since the
fifth century would be considered heretical."39 Most
theologians tend to be timid. They are afraid of a clash of
doctrine. But, says Whitehead, "A clash of doctrine is not
a disaster--it is an opportunity." Such diversity is to be
expected and respected. Amid these differences it is
possible for rational persons to "reach a general
agreement as to those elements, in intimate human
experience and in general history, which we select to
exemplify that ultimate theme of the divine immanence as a
completion required by our cosmological outlook."’4o We should be
more concerned with the qualitative aspects of religious
facts than with the various explanatory formulations.41

Change is constant. And "whether we measure it by
minutes or millenia, we ourselves are a part of it; we
have been brought into existence in a certain quarter of
the universe in consequence of its processes, and there is
no reason to suppose that other types of existence,
unimaginable to us, have not been produced elsewhere
in the universe.’’a2

And so, says Whitehead, "religion will not regain its
old power until it can face change in the same spirit as
science. Its principles may be eternal, but the expression
of those principles requires continual development.’’43

Importance of a Pattern of Existence

The human mind seems to be so constituted that it
looks for pattern or order in the nature of things. This is
reflected in the ancient thought-systems of Persia,
China, Japan, India, and Greece. In Greece the pattern by
which things move was called logos. In ancient Persia, asha
or aria. In ancient India, rita.4~ In ancient China, the Tao.
In ancient Japan, Kami-no-mishi (Shin-to), the way of the
divine. In modern science it is referred to as the axiom ot
intelligibility.as According to Whitehead, this desire for
such a pattern grows out of our "wish that our
experience should have some meaning, some order, that
it should make sense. The hypotheses of science are the
same. The pattern may not represent anything more
than our conception of our lives, as we would like to believe them to
be, or our hypothesis of a scientific process, but it steadies
/,/So "4 6

In the Occident, religion has often been equated with a

20/Sunstone



January-February/21



belief-system, a specific code of morals, or believing a
specific book (Torah, Ten Commandments, Laws of the
Koran). Whitehead sees religion in a much deeper
dimension. His basic religious insight is "that the order
of the world.., the value of the world in its whole and in
its parts, the beauty of the world, the zest of life, the
peace of life, and the mastery of evil, are all bound
together--not accidentally, but by reason of this truth:
that the universe exhibits a creativity with infinite
freedom, and a realm of forms with infinite possibilities;
but that this creativity and these forms are together
impotent to achieve actuality apart from the complete
ideal harmony, which is God.’’47

"The peculiar character of religious truth is that it
explicitly deals with values. It brings into consciousness
that permanent side of the universe which we can care
for." Religion’s final principle is that "there is a wisdom
in the nature of things, from which flow our direction of
practice, and our possibility of the theoretical analysis of
fact."4s

Creativity is an ultimate in Whitehead’s thought. The
universe is "a creative advance into novelty." "Nature is
never complete. It is always passing beyond itself.’’49

"Any system of thought based on this earth of ours is
extremely limited in its conception--either theology or
philosophy .... We know that our earth is an insignifi-
cant planet swinging around a second-rate sun in no
very important part of the universe." The human
response to that knowledge "should be immeasurably
larger than it is. I see no reason to suppose that the air
about us and the heavenly spaces over us may not be
peopled by intelligences, or entities, or forms of life, as
unintelligible to us as we are to the insects. In the scale of
size, the difference between the insects and us is as
nothing to that between us and the heavenly bodies;
and--who knows?--perhaps the nebulae are sentient
entities .... My point is, that we are part of an infinite
series and since the series is infinite, we had better take
account of that fact, and admit into our thinking these
infinite possibilities.’’s°

"Our minds are finite, and yet even in these
circumstances of finitude we are surrounded by
possibilities that are infinite, and the purpose of human
life is to ,~rasp as much as we can out of that infinitude .... As long
as we experiment, as long as we keep this possibility of
progressiveness, we and our societies are alive; when we
lose them, both we and our societies are dead ....
Nothing is easier to lose than this element of novelty,
which keeps us alive.’’51

Whitehead’s Concept of God

God is one of the three basic "formative elements" in
Whitehead’s philosophy. On the philosophical/empirical
side the evidence pointing toward a God is derived from
the ordering element in the cosmic process. There is too
much observable order in the universe for atheism to be
a rational choice. And there is "too little order and

progress in the world" for the traditional concept of an
omnipotent God to be plausible.52 There are two main
objections to the doctrine of divine omnipotence:

(1) The first is a conceptual one. "The very idea of
power presupposed some resistant force over which
power is effective. But such a counterforce, itself
embodying some degree of power is denied by the claim
that One being possesses, or even could possess, all
power." Hence, the concept of an all-powerful God is
self-contradictory.53

(2) The second objection is based on the reality of evil.
Evil exhibits itself in "physical suffering, mental
suffering, and loss of the higher experience in favor of
the lower experience.’’~4 While "the general aspect of
nature is that of evolutionary expansiveness," the
question persists as to why there is so much "unproduc-
tive experimentation, so many disastrous divergences,
so much failure and loss."55 Evil is real, and it has the
character of "being a destructive agent among things
greater than itself." Evil is a positive force but
destructive, while what is good is positive and creative.
"Evil promotes its own elimination by destruction, or
degradation, or by elevation. But in its own nature it is
unstable." The fact of this instability in evil is the moral
order of the world.se’

If God were in all respects infinite, he would be evil as
well as good. "God has in his nature the knowledge of
evil, of pain, and of degradation, but it is there as
overcome with good.’’~7 God’s pervasive presence in the
world is "a lure toward higher forms of order." While
God’s aims are universally active, "their realization is
not guaranteed." Thus, "for God as well as for man, the
future holds both opportunity and risk.’’~8 God is
complete "in the sense that his vision determines every
possibility of value," and "every event on its finer side
introduces God into the world." "The world lives by its
incarnation of God in itself.’’59 "God in the world is the
perpetual vision of the road which leads to the deeper
realities." God is the "binding element in the world. The
consciousness which is individual in us, is universal in
him: the love which is partial in us is all-embracing in
him.’’60 "God is the mirror which discloses to every
creature its own greatness.’’61 "God’s purposes in the
world have no power except that of persuasion .... "62

The faith in the order of nature makes possible the
growth of science and of potential religion. But this faith
"springs from direct inspection of the nature of things as
disclosed in our own immediate experience. There is no
parting from your own shadow. To experience this faith
is to know that in being ourselves we are more than
ourselves: to know that our experience, dim and
fragmentary as it is, yet sounds in the utmost depths of
reality ."63

Conclusion

Looked at broadly, Mormon thought and many of the
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ideas of Whitehead have much in common. Let me list a
few of those ideas:

1. There is no basic conflict with the sciences, or with
the scientific method as such. Mormon thinkers are
inclined to go into more details of the Cosmic Plan, pre-
existence, post-existence, and so forth than does
Whitehead who prefers to remain more with general
principles.64                       ,

2. Both shy away from absolutisms, and both accept
pluralistic entities within an overarching oneness.

3. Both recognize that rationalism, empiricism, and
intuition all have their place in a worldview that is
empirically grounded. Each recognizes the importance
of "imaginative generalization."65

4. Each accepts the idea of God’s finiteness or limited-
ness, and each recognizes that everything is related to
everything else, including God.

5. In place of the old view that the universe, and
especially the human beings in it, are subservient to God
(slaves, abject creatures), there is a recognition of co-
creativity. In every "event" or "occasion" there is the
possibility of new departures, new insights, new
intuitions (revelations in theological language.)66

6. There is a positive estimate of matter, the human
body, of all actual entities. Neither matter nor human
nature is downgraded.

7. The whole universe is becoming, in process, in
change, including God. Since God’s "consequent nature"
preserves all the new creations of all actual entities in the
universe, God is growing, and his consequent nature is
different from his primordial nature.

8. On the question of individual post-existence,
Whitehead is silent, but he believes that there is an
"objective immortality" of all values in the consequent
nature of God..

9. One of the most important common elements is the
stress on intelligence, the appeal to rationality. Religion
should never be allowed to degenerate into merely a
decent formula "wherewith to embellish a comfortable
life."67 The doctrines of rational religion, says
Whitehead, "aim at being that metaphysics which can be
derived from the supernormal experience of mankind in
its moments of finest insight."68

Julius Bixler says of Whitehead that, like William
James, he "has given us not a new stereotype of truth, of
God, of immortality, but a new eagerness to receive
intimations of what these words may mean."69 In Science
and the Modern World Whitehead himself said: "Religion is
the vision of something which stands beyond, behind,
and within, the passing flux of immediate things;
something which is real, and yet waiting to be realized;
something which is a remote possibility, and yet the
greatest of present facts .... something which is the
ultimate ideal and the hopeless quest" (pp. 191-92).

FLOYD H. ROSS is a professor of philosophy at California State
Polytechnic University at Pomona.
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27. Ibid., p. 32.
28. Science and the Modern World, p. 27. "God is the ultimate limitation, and His
existence is the ultimate irrationality. For no reason can be given for just that
[imitation which it stands in His nature to impose. God is not concrete, but
He is the ground for concrete actuality. No reason can be given for the nature
of God, because that nature is the ground of rationality."
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31. Ibid., I)" 63.
32. Ibid., p. 64.
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