


In Nathaniel West's novel, Miss Lonelyhearts, the following letter is received 
by a character who writes a column for the lovelorn.

Dear Miss Lonelyhearts,

I am sixteen years old now and l don't know what to do and would 
appreciate it if you could tell me what to do. When l was a little girl it was 
not so had because I got used to the kids on the block making fun of me, 
but now I would like to have boyfriends like the other girls and go out on 
Saturday nights, but no boy will take me because I was born without a 
nose - although I am a good dancer and have a nice shape and my father 
buys me pretty clothes.

I sit and look at myself all day and cry. I have a big hole in the middle of 
my face that scares people even myself so I can't blame the boys for not 
wanting to take me out. My mother loves me, but she cries terrible when 
she looks at me.

What did I do to deserve such a terrible bad fate? Even if I did do some 
bad things I didn't do any before I was a year old and I was born this way. I 
asked Papa and he says he doesn't know, but that maybe I was being 
punished for his sins. I don't believe that because he is a very nice man. 
Ought I commit suicide? 
 
Sincerely yours, 
“Desperate”(1)

This true-to-life heartbreaking letter poses the classical problem of evil for me in a 
very poignant way. The problem may be stated as follows. There is a good deal 
of evil in the world that has nothing to do with human free will: human diseases, 
genetic defects, natural disasters, animal pain, etc. By "evil" is meant a 
commonsense usage of the term - that which seriously impairs happiness, or 
welfare, or deprives one of good. Such evil is very real! Why doesn't an all-
powerful and good God do something about it? There are a number of possible 
answers:

a. God would if God could, but God can't. This is inconsistent with God's 
being omnipotent.

b. God can, but God won't. This is inconsistent with God's being all good.

c. God can't and wouldn't even if God could. This is inconsistent with 
God's being all powerful and all good.

The late Bishop James Pike put the issue more bluntly in a sermon I once heard 
him deliver: “If God is all that strong, and all that smart, and all that nice, why are 
things in such a mess?” 

Theodicies, or answers to this question, have been offered throughout the 
centuries. It has been, suggested that evils experienced may actually be blessings 
in disguise - prompts for spiritual growth which will enable us to be more loving, more 
sensitive to the needs of others. The ultimate hope of eternal life in Heaven is posited 
by some as a reward for sufferings well-borne. Some have given up the attempt to 
explain the ways of the Almighty, much the same as Job did after hearing God speak 
in the Whirlwind. God is viewed by such people as a sovereign being whose righteous 
designs outstrip our finite comprehension. We should just shut up and take what 



comes to us. Others claim that evils we experience are due to the devil and not to 
God.

All in all, I've never met a theodicy I've liked. As Nietzsche once pointed out, any 
theodicy has “conscience against it.” I do have sympathy for some theodicies dealing 
with moral evil or evil arising out of the exercise of human freedom, but an all-powerful 
God Who would ordain or allow the condition leading to the pain of the young woman in the 
letter I quoted is either hopelessly indifferent of infinitely cruel.

I've had difficulty with orthodox theism because of this and became a Unitarian 
Universalist, in great part, because we do not have a dogmatic pronouncement on “God.” 
All in all, I have been reticent to use theological language. In the last several years, 
however, I have become increasingly intrigued with process theology which deals 
with the problem of evil by positing a God who is not all-powerful.

Two popular presentations of process thought have particularly piqued my 
interest, When Bad Things Happen to Good People, by Rabbi Harold Kushner, 
and Encountering Evil, edited by John Cobb.

What I would like to do is first briefly present the principle ideas of Kushner and Cobb. 
Secondly, I would like to present a brief synopsis of Whitehead's process thought 
upon which Kushner and Cobb have drawn. Finally, I will present my response to 
Whitehead's ideas and my conclusion, albeit a tentative one, to the whole matter.

Rabbi Harold .Kushner

At a point early in his ministry Rabbi Kushner was told that his three-year-old son, Aaron, 
was suffering from progeria, or “rapid aging.” He learned that his son would never 
grow beyond three feet in height, that he would have no hair, that he would look like a 
little old man, and that he would die in his early teens. The prognosis was correct in 
all respects.

His book is a testimony written to portray the theological shift he went through 
because of this experience. In summary of that shift he writes:

I believe in God. But I do not believe the same things about Him that I did years 
ago, when I was growing up or when I was a theological student. I recognize 
His limitations. He is limited in what He can do by laws of nature and by the 
evolution of human nature and human moral freedom. I no longer hold God 
responsible for illnesses, accidents, and natural disasters, because I realize 
that I gain little and I lose much when I blame God for these things. I can 
worship a God who hates suffering but cannot eliminate it, more easily than I 
can worship a God who chooses to make children suffer and die, for 
whatever exalted reason. (2)

Kushner suggests that it is an unanswerable, pointless question for someone 
to ask when tragedy strikes, “Why did this happen to me? What did I do to deserve 
this?” A better question is, “Now that this has happened to me, what am I going to 
do about it?” God gives us strength and perseverance to overcome the effects of 
tragedy. Further, God Inspires people to help others who have been hurt by life. 
God shows God's opposition to cancer and birth defects by summoning friends 
and neighbors to ease the burden and fill the emptiness.

God responds to prayers of those asking for courage and the grace to 
remember what they have left instead of what they have lost. Such prayers tap 
hidden reserves of faith and courage. God imparts a sense of indignation at life's 



injustices which often serves as an impetus to set things right. God encourages 
people to go into the various helping professions to serve others in need.

In support of his concept of a limited God, Kushner suggests that the biblical 
record tells us that when God began creative work the earth was formless and 
chaotic. God did not create ex nihilo (out of nothing), but rather had to impose 
order upon existing randomness and chaos. God has not yet eliminated all of the 
chaos and is still working on it with human beings as co-workers.

John B. Cobb 

Process theologian John B. Cobb suggests in his segment of the book, 
Encountering Evil, that the problem of evil arises for most people in our society due 
to the shock at the contrast between what they feel should be the situation in the 
world and what actually occurs. After all, things should be going well if an all-
powerful, all-loving God is directing things. He claims this deep-seated shock is 
often evident even in those who do not consciously believe in God. There is no 
such cognitive dissonance, he suggests, in Buddhist countries where the 
universality of evil in the world is taken as a given. Indeed, it is the starting point for 
reflection.

Cobb suggests that rather than being shocked at evil, we follow the lead of 
Jewish theologian Richard Rubenstein who rejects outrage as a response to 
Auschwitz. Since he no longer believes in traditional theism there is no reason to 
believe that things should be better. In fact, he is more surprised by the goodness 
in social behavior of the inmates in camp life than by the ruthlessness of the Nazis. 
He wonders why Christians had not attempted to exterminate Jews much earlier. 
It is to be expected, he claims, that those who have power will use it, and the very 
existence of Jews threatened the Christian basis of the whole culture. Writes 
Cobb:

When we look at the world with our present expectations established by 
Auschwitz, we will also find much to astonish us. There are many 
patterns of human relationship in which people seem genuinely concerned 
for the good of others in a community. Sometimes there are concerns that 
transcend even the welfare of the community. Some people are self-
critical and change their ideas when evidence is pointed out to them even 
though it is humiliating to do so. Beauty is prized for its own sake. There are 
cases of people laying down their lives for the sake of friends or nations. 
One man voluntarily took hemlock rather than betray his 
convictions about obedience to the law. Another accepted crucifixion out 
of love for God and humanity. What can all this mean? Must there not be 
something at work other than narrow and brutal self-interest and absolutization 
of one's own group? Can we not call that God?(3)

Cobb expresses his view of the presence of God in the case of a person who
has terminal cancer in the following 
manner: 

God is to be found in the life forces within the body that struggles against 
cancer, even though they are losing. And more important, God is to be 
found in the sick person's own experience, sharing the agony, struggling 
against despair, going toward serenity in the face of death, and finding 
opportunities to express love even in these terrible circumstances. God is 
suffering with the sufferer, not causing the suffering. God is in those who 
watch helplessly as the sufferer dies, trying to transform their impotent rage into 



constructive determination to do what they can to prevent the suffering of 
others. The parishioner who experiences God in this way can die with the 
knowledge of God's presence and love.(4)

My Response to Kushner and Cobb 
I'm intrigued and interested in what Kushner and Cobb have to say. I have 

found myself being influenced by their ideas in my personal life experiences and in my 
pastoral ministry on occasion. I remember an occasion, a few years ago, when I 
met with a man to discuss plans for a memorial service for his wife who had died after 
years of painful struggle with cancer. In preparation for our meeting, he had written a 
tribute to his wife which ended with these words: “She was a beautiful human being 
who deserved, in my humble opinion, a much better fate than the suffering she's 
experienced these last 2 1/2 years that the Almighty meted out.” 

We talked a bit about his anger with God and I shared with him the possibility that 
God was not responsible for her cancer. I then presented the ideas of Kushner 
and Cobb of God as a fellow sufferer and one who aids us in achieving the greatest 
good in the midst of tragedy. All of this was quite new to him. He didn't know what 
to make of it, but I think it might have been a helpful perspective to him in his time of 
grieving.

          This man was not a member of my church and had only a faint understanding of 
Unitarian Universalism. He did have a belief in an omnipotent God. My use of God-
language had some meaning for him and I believe our interchange was helpful. 
However, I have some misgivings about my use of God-talk with this man. I don't 
know for sure what I meant by “God” in this context. In talking with thorough going 
humanists at similar times of grieving I bear witness to my experience of the same 
sort of phenomenon called “God” by Kushner and Cobb but I don't use the term.

I'm dealing here with issues of personal faith and integrity and would like to delineate 
a more comprehensive understanding of what both of these men mean by the term 
“God” in reference to evil. They have been informed by a process perspective. For 
further understanding I now go to the fountainhead of process, Alfred North 
Whitehead, to consider his thought in reference to the relationship of God and evil. 
Whitehead lived from 1860 to 1947. He was a professor, mathematician, 
and philosopher at Cambridge University and London University before coming in his 
later years to Harvard University in this country.

Alfred North Whitehead

The most succinct, readily-understandable summary by Whitehead of the 
relationship of God and evil I've found is in the book Dialogues of Alfred North 
Whitehead, as recorded by Lucien Price. While at Harvard, Dr. and Mrs. 
Whitehead held an open house every Sunday evening where anyone could drop by 
for discussion. I'm indebted to someone who attended their open house on November 
11, 1947 and asked about the creative force in the universe. This was probably, by the 
way, his last recorded utterance. Whitehead answered in the following manner:

It was a mistake, and the Hebrews tried, to conceive of God as creating the 
world from the outside, at one go. An all-foreseeing Creator, who could have 
made the world as we find it now - what could we think of such a being? 
Foreseeing everything and yet putting into it all sorts of imperfections 
to redeem which it was necessary to send his only son into the world to 
suffer torture and hideous death; outrageous ideas. The Hellenic religion 
was a better approach; the Greeks conceived of creation as going on 
everywhere all the time within the universe; and I also think they were happier in 



their conception of supernatural beings impersonating those various forces, 
some good, others bad; for both sorts of forces are present, whether we 
assign personality to them or not. There is a general tendency in the universe 
to produce worth-while things, and moments come when we can work with 
it and it can work through us. But that tendency in the universe to produce 
worth-while things is by no means omnipotent. Other forces work against it.

God is in the world, or nowhere, creating continually in us and around us. This 
creative principle is everywhere, in animate and so-called inanimate matter, 
in the ether, water, earth, human hearts. But this creation is a continuing 
process, and 'the process itself the actuality,' since no sooner do you start 
than you start on a fresh journey. Insofar as man partakes of this creative 
process does he partake of the divine, of God, and that participation is his 
immortality, reducing the question of whether his individuality survived the 
death of the body to the estate of an irrelevancy. His true destiny as co-creator 
in the universe is his dignity and grandeur.(5)

Whitehead labels the subjective aim of this vast creative process the “Primordial Nature 
of God.” The present concrete totality of the cosmos he names the “Consequent 
Nature of God,” which is a product of the interplay of God's Primordial Nature 
lobbying (luring, persuading) on behalf of God's aims and of the actual behavior of the 
myriad of finite components in the world, each of which has its own subjective aim. To 
the degree it goes its own way apart from the divine aim it constitutes evil. The intent 
of divine persuasion is to lure finite components in the direction of further harmony 
and intensity. The opposite of harmony is discord, and the opposite of intensity is 
triviality. It is important to note here that God is not an omnipotent despot insisting on 
God's own way. Each component has a good deal of freedom.

Over time, in an evolutionary manner, evil is somehow mitigated, and the 
world is saved by its relation to God's evolving whole. John Hayward labels 
this as an editing function of God. Says Whitehead: “It is in this way that the 
immediacy of sorrow and pain is transformed into an element of triumph. This is 
the notion of redemption through suffering, which haunts the world.”(6)

The human involvement in this ongoing world process may involve 
deep religious experience. A notable expression of this is a well-known 
portion from Science and The Modern World in which Whitehead states what 
he conceives to be “the essential character of the religious spirit.”

Religion is the vision of something which stands beyond, behind, 
and within, the passing influx 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 that gives 
meaning to all that passes, and yet eludes apprehension; something 
whose possession is the final good, and yet is beyond all reach; 
something which is the ultimate ideal, and the hopeless quest.

The immediate reaction of human nature to the religious vision is worship. 
Religion has emerged into human experience mixed with the 
crudest fancies of barbaric imagination. Gradually, slowly, steadily the 
vision recurs in history under nobler form and with clearer 
expression. It is the one element in human experience which 
persistently shows an upward trend. It fades and then recurs. But when it 
renews its force, it recurs with an added richness and purity of content. 
the fact of the religious vision, and its history of persistent expansion, is 
our one ground for optimism. Apart from it, human life is a flash of 
occasional enjoyments lighting up a mass of pain and misery, a 
bagatelle of transient experience.



The vision claims nothing but worship; and worship is a surrender to 
the claim for assimilation, urged with the motive force of mutual love.(7)

Much more, of course, could and perhaps should be presented of 
Whitehead's ideas regarding God and evil. I feel somewhat chagrined that I am 
summing up Whitehead in two pages or so. Nevertheless, I believe I've 
presented enough to enable us to be lured into an interesting and profitable 
dialogue.

My Response to Whitehead 

My response is given point-by-point in a wide-ranging fashion. My aim is 
to write out of my Own experience.

1. I'm positively grasped by what Whitehead has to say about worship as 
being the “immediate reactions of human nature to the religious vision.” Several 
times in my ministry I have pull down his Science in The Modern World and read 
what he has to say about worship. I heartily agree from my own experience 
that “apart from worship, human life is a flash of occasional enjoyments lighting 
up a mass of pain and misery, a bagatelle of transient experience.” the years 
that I was apart from a worshipping community were the most painful of my life. 

Worship (properly done) provides me with a commanding, persuasive and 
driving vision of meaning, harmony, and intensity which I idealize and may act 
upon. The experience of worship is experience of that which is of ultimate 
importance. It evokes awe, appreciation, and commitment. I experience a basic 
drive to be in harmony. is that which is imperative.

I feel in harmony with the holy when I am reminded of, and recommitted to, and 
actually practicing certain virtues. A good enumeration of them for me is found in 
St. Paul's listing of the fruits of the spirit: love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, 
goodness, fidelity, gentleness, and self-control. (Galations 5:22).

2. It is not only in the context of formal or informal worship that I have 
experienced persuasion and luring. I have experienced in various times and 
places being lured relentlessly into making the major decisions of my life - the 
decision to become a Unitarian Universalist minister, to marry, to become a 
parent. Each of these decisions has led to greater harmony and intensity in my 
life.

3. I find Whitehead’s stress upon the possibility of novelty in every situation 
very congenial. In his thought, the past is an important feature of the present, but 
it is not a determining feature. Novelty is a possibility. I'll never forget hearing 
James Luther Adams once present Whitehead's view that the Old Testament Book 
of Hosea encapsulated the most important invention in the western world - the 
possibility of novelty.

Hope, one of humankind's most precious virtues, must be based on a 
conviction that the future is not determined. My beliefs along this line are not due 
necessarily to an underlying view as to the relationship of God and the world. 
They come out of my personal experiences, and the experiences of other people, 
in confronting life. The world is pregnant with possibilities. I'm convinced that the 
greatest human error is to consider oneself determined.



Thus, there are a number of ways that Whitehead positively taps into my 
experiences.

But let me go on to some issues that trouble me about Whitehead's thought.

1. Is it necessary to use the term “God” to account for “persuasion or lure” toward 
human welfare and fulfillment? I'm impressed with Abraham Maslow's 
psychological scheme of self-actualization. There does seem to be a persuasive 
lure to personal development evident in many people. Maslow does not find it 
necessary to posit a “God” as part of the whole process.

There may be pragmatic reasons, perhaps, for using the word “God.” This 
comes through in the most sophisticated and wide-ranging discussion of theodicy 
I've Seen, Evil and The Morality of God by Rabbi Harold Schulweis. He cogently 
obliterates every conceivable theodicy (including those of process thought) to 
such a degree that he also destroys the possibility of believing in a moral God. He 
reverts to using the term “godly” to refer to such virtues as beauty, truth and 
goodness. Schulweis keeps theological language because it links him to the 
Jewish tradition and because God-terms “elevate those vital qualities and events 
which are characteristically relegated to the prosaic, secular sphere.”(8)

I have some misgivings with what Shulweis is doing here. Is he training unfairly 
on a tradition?

I have some of the same questions about process thinkers who use God-
language within the context of public worship or discourse. The general cultural 
understanding of God is that of an all-powerful being. They mean something quite 
different by the term. Is there an issue of honesty in communication here?
2. Is Whitehead projecting his personal experience of a parent(s) onto a God 
figure in his system of thought? This is, of course, the critique Freud made of 
theism. While reading his is description of the process by which God redeems evil in the 
world, I had the feeling that he was describing a process familiar to me. I couldn't 
put my finger on where this feeling of familiarity came from. I went to bed one night 
thinking about it and awoke with the realization that Whitehead's God reminds me of 
my late father who was a minister.

My father had subjective aims for the congregation. An important dynamic 
of church life was the interplay of my father's aims with the subjective aims of the 
parishioners, some of which were at variance with my father's vision. He 
reasoned with them. He kept inasmuch with them. He acknowledged that, within 
their frame of reference, apart from the whole, their position had merit and might 
provide a needed contrast, perhaps. He went at the process with tender care and 
generosity over a period of time a degree of interpersonal harmony in line with my 
father's subjective aims gradually came into being until the next divisive issue 
came up.

3. With all of the evil in the world, I wonder sometimes how persuasive 
Whitehead's God is. I have dealt with people who seemed to be receiving very 
little in the way of divine persuasion towards harmony and intensity.

Yet, if we grant Whitehead's way of looking at things, we must concur that God is 
very persuasive. After all, all of the finite components of the world including 
electrons, atoms, molecules, cells, etc. have freedom. If I understand Whitehead 
correctly, the world has structure and reliability because God has achieved a high 
degree of success in persuading all these components to follow God's subjective aims. 



It is important to note that Whitehead took very seriously the indeterminacy theory of 
physics.

I have some difficulty in knowing how this persuasive power works in reference to 
something we might consider an evil from our human standpoint such as a cancer 
cell. A cancer cell's growth and reproduction are harmful to the human organism as a 
whole. Is the cancer cell following God's persuasive power in its development? If it is, 
then God's subjective aim involves an evil to a human being. If we believe that the 
cancer cell is not following God's subjective aims, we have a difficulty as well. It is difficult 
for me to believe that the natural drives of growth and reproduction are evil.

4. Is Whitehead's God completely free from responsibility for evil? According to 
Whitehead God began exercising persuasive powers upon an inchoate world. 
God's persuasion has been remarkably successful. Higher life forms have 
evolved which are capable of hideous evil. If God had just left well-enough alone 
such evil would never have come into existence.

5. Does Whitehead believe in a personal God? Much of what he says suggests that 
he does, yet on occasion he writes as if he is referring to an impersonal process as 
when he claims (as previously quoted): “There is a general tendency in the 
universe to offer worth-while things, and moments come when we can work with it 
and it can work through us.”

Conclusion

As I noted earlier, popular presentations of process thought have been helpful 
to me personally and professionally. I am able to bear witness to Cobb's assertion 
that here is something at work in the world “beyond narrow and brutal self-interest 
and absolutization of one's own group.”(9) I concur with Rabbi Kushner that there is 
a natural process of healing at work in the world whereby evil is mitigated. They call 
this process “God,” “limited God,” but “God, nonetheless.” 

I have felt uncomfortable using this word to refer to the phenomena they 
describe. My consultation of Whitehead for better understanding of what they 
mean by the term “God” has yielded mixed results. I find his emphasis on 
freedom, worship, and persuasion toward personal development true to my 
experience but am left with the host of aforementioned questions.

For personal and professional reasons, I would prefer to believe in the type of 
limited God Whitehead proposes. His writing taps into some of my deepest 
longings - to believe that the world process is being lured by a God who does not 
(perhaps cannot) overrule finite choice for evil, but whose workings of love redeem 
evil aver time, bringing the world to an aesthetically pleasing, peaceful whole. I am 
lured by Whitehead to further consideration of process thought. Whitehead 
admitted, as I understand it, to Charles Hartshorne that his ideas on God were 
vague and had to be further developed and refined. Hartshorne and others have 
gone about refining them.

I am open to Whitehead's scheme of religious pilgrimage which he once described 
as a movement from God the enemy, to God the void, to God the companion. I 
have passed through God the enemy stage - I'm not real satisfied with “God the 
void” stage. Perhaps I’m moving on.

As I struggle with Whitehead's ideas, I can affirm that his thinking on worship 
and on human freedom complement and enhance my beliefs about the role of 
religious community which hopefully will enable us to affirm life despite the evils we 



experience. All of this has been summarized well for me at the end of the book From 
The Ashes of Christianity by Mary Jean Irian.

What religion says, how it says it, must change and change and change 
again; but saying yes to life and its highest values - this is the constant. And 
this is the reason for the religious institution, all its problems and hazards 
notwithstanding. Sometimes it is easy to affirm life, and then I want to go 
someplace with other people and sing out that I am here in this world! I 
want to see affirmation acted, danced, painted, hear it played and sung. 
Sometimes life hard to affirm, and when the blows of circumstance 
descend on me, I want to go someplace with other people and be 
reminded by the arts and acts of a community that affirmation is a fact 
larger than my private sorrow or trouble, that it exists in spite of me at the 
moment, and that if I can just hang on, I will come here and praise life 
again - or if not I, then others will. I need to praise the creativity, personal, 
social, universal, that saves us; praise the knowledge that frees us; praise 
the love that operates among us - and I need to accept the fact of 
suffering and death as the price we pay for it all. I need religion to make 
me rich enough to pay that price and pay it without bitterness. (10)

FOOTNOTES

1. Quoted in Schulweis, p. V

2. Kushner, p. 134

3. Cobb, p. 175

4. Cobb, p. 171

5. Price, recording Whitehead, 370-371

6. Whitehead, P.R p. 531
7. Whitehead, S.M.W., pp. 171-172

8. Schulweis, p.142

9. Cobb, p. 175 

10. Irio n ,  p p .  1 8 6 - 1 8 7
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