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Feminist Revisionings of Divine Power and Hartshorne’s God

by

Carol P. Christ


In this essay, I hope to open a wider dialogue between Hartshorne’s process philosophy and feminist spirituality.  I will suggest, on the one hand, that process philosophy can help us to understand the philosophical implications of feminist revisioning of divine power.  On the other, that feminist spirituality can help us understand the “full implications” of process philosophy’s conceptions of finitude, relationship, the body, and nature.
  In his response to my thea-logy, Rebirth of the Goddess John Cobb wrote, “We Christian males did not fully understand the full implications of process theology until feminists showed them to us.  Carol Christ carries that process further, and I am grateful.”
  When I wrote, Rebirth, I consciously used process philosophy as articulated by Charles Hartshorne in discussing transcendence and immanence in Goddess.
  I was not aware until after the book was published of the degree to which the thealogy I was developing came to so many of the same conclusions as process philosophy.

This project raises the question: does feminist spirituality need philosophy?  Isn’t it enough that the rituals and symbols of God-She or 
Sophia or Shekhina or Goddess work for growing communities of women and men?  Is not feminist revisioning of religious language about poetry and metaphor, rather than theology or philosophy?
   I believe that rituals and symbols are the primary “stuff” of religion.  Philosophical or thealogical reflection is secondary.  But, I would argue, philosophy and theology are necessary, if we wish to answer questions raised by our religious practice.  When asked what we mean by God-She, Sophia, Shekhina, or Goddess, many of us will say something like this.  “She is not like the male ‘God out there’ we have known.  She does not sit in heaven on a throne, demanding obedience.  She is not a judge, threatening us with eternal damnation.  She is not separate from the world.  She is ‘in the world’ and ‘in us.’”  If asked, “Why do you believe that?” many of us become tongue-tied.  “I don’t know,” we may respond.  “I just feel it.”  Or, we may revert unwittingly to traditional understandings of divine power that are contrary our new intuitions.

I have listed a series of questions that arise from the practice of Goddess religion at the beginning of Rebirth.
  Is Goddess a metaphor for our best selves?  The principle of birth, death and renewal in all things?  A personal presence who listens to and answers our prayers?  These are some of the many questions that arise from feminist revisioning of language for divine power.  We need philosophy and thealogy to help us answer them.  Philosophy and thealogy can also help us choose the most life-affirming from among the many historical and contemporary symbols of a female divine power available to us.  Finally, philosophy and theology can help us to know how to respond when we hear something that doesn’t sound right to us asserted in the name of God-She, Sophia, Shekhina, or Goddess.  Recently, for example, I heard someone argue that we need to submit to the plan of the Goddess for our lives.  I want to understand why I intuitively feel that submission is not appropriate relationship to a female (or any other) divine power.

If we can agree that feminist spirituality religion needs a philosophy, it still might be asked, does it need a philosophical system created by a man?  Feminism has taught us to be critical of all male-created texts and traditions.  Frankly, after thirty years of seeking to create a female train of thought,
 I am surprised to find myself so interested in the works of a dead white male philosopher, old enough to have been my grandfather.  Feminism has taught us to be suspicious of all male-created systems of thought.  I am not prepared to accept everything Hartshorne or process philosophy says.  I believe that process philosophy can be illuminated and deepened by feminism and contemporary Goddess religion.  Still, I am struck by the degree to which the philosophy of religion I articulated in Rebirth resonates with Hartshorne’s process philosophy.  I believe process philosophy can help to provide a philosophical grounding for feminist spiritual practice and can help us to become more articulate about how we see the world.


The British mathematician and philosopher Alfred North Whitehead (1861-1947) is generally credited as being the founder of process thought.  I find Whitehead’s presentation of his philosophical ideas overly technical (that is, more technical than is necessary to express his ideas).
  Some of his ideas about religion are ethnocentric. Whitehead held an evolutionary view of religion in which the religion of Jesus was one of the “higher” forms.  In the field of religious studies, process thought is often associated with Christian thinkers who work with Whitehead’s philosophy, such as (in recent years) John Cobb, David Griffin, and Marjorie Suchocki.  

I am attracted to the work of the American Charles Hartshorne (1897-2000) who developed Whitehead’s ideas and his own with a focus on the philosophy of religion.  Though his father was an Episcopal minister and his thinking was deeply influenced by Christianity (he regularly quoted a few favorite passages from the Bible), Hartshorne rejected the notion that the divine power was uniquely incarnated in the person of Jesus and did not develop his thought in specifically Christian directions.
   Reflecting on his career, Hartshorne stated that “a purely philosophical religion has serious limitations.  There have to be symbols.”
   He noted the paradox that though he no longer believed in the God of the Bible, he might never have come to believe in God at all, had it not been for his Christian upbringing.  Though some have tried to return the insights of Hartshorne to Christian theology, I propose that feminist spirituality and especially post-traditional
Goddess thealogy
 may provide a better fit.

I begin with a couple of anecdotal reflections that suggest some of the reasons I am drawn to Hartshorne.  


In his fifty-fifth year, Hartshorne, a professor of philosophy at the University of Chicago and a lifelong birdwatcher, went back to school and engaged in reading and field research in order to answer for himself the question “do birds enjoy singing?”
  Hartshorne’s answer to this question was “yes.”  He did not deny that birds sing to attract mates and to control territory; only that birdsong would not be so beautiful and so varied if birds did not also love to sing.  This argument is part of several larger ones: namely, that life is meant to be enjoyed (in the widest sense); and that humans (and God) are not the only beings in the universe with the capacity for joy.  I must confess: I fell in love with this man who loved birds so much that he went back to school to prove that they are not stupid!


In a collection of essays published in the one hundredth year of his life, Charles Hartshorne made only one change in his earlier essays.  I will let him speak for himself:

I now regret having for so long followed the routine practice of using the male gender in referring to deity; also in taking man as the name of the species.  I became profeminst more than seven decades ago [in the 1920’s] but began showing this linguistically less than two decades ago.  I have tried to purify some of the offending passages.

How can you not love a man who cared so much for us (women and feminists) that he went back to his old essays and corrected them in his ninety-ninth year!


When I began to study theology and philosophy of religion, I was shocked by three things.  One was that for so many of the so-called  “great” thinkers, “God” was conceptualized as absolutely separate from the world and absolutely untouched by relationships.  Another was that so many philosophers and theologians conceived the “independent” self in such a way that it was hard to imagine how that self could be related to others.  (When a married student in my graduate program read a paper titled, “A New Proof for the Existence of Other Minds,” while his wife served cake and coffee, only Judith Plaskow and I found it odd that this man seemed to doubt the existence of his wife’s mind.)  The third was that mystical or spiritual experience was said to have nothing to do with the senses, the body, or nature.  I also remember being deeply moved when I read that St. Teresa of Avila did not believe that God could sentence any soul to eternal damnation.  Later in my graduate years, after reading Elie Wiesel’s The Gates of the Forest, I became obsessed with the problem of evil.  I kept asking how a good and loving God, who had the power to stop it, could have allowed the holocaust to occur.

Even before I became aware of the women’s movement and the feminist critique of malestream thought, I felt that my problems with traditional theology might be related to my having a “woman’s” or “feminine” point of view.  Some years later I was able to articulate my feeling.  According to traditional stereotypes, to be “independent” was to be strong, masculine, and powerful, while to be “in relation” was to be dependent, weak, and feminine.  Our ideas about the nature of God and “man” were modeled on masculine stereotypes.
  Women were identified with the body and nature, while men and God were said to be “free” of such impediments.  

I was drawn to Martin Buber because his philosophy of religion began with the primacy of relationship; because he defined God as a relational being; and because he said that the I-thou relationship could be had with God, with other people, and with non-human life forms.  Though I was told that Buber was not a philosopher or theologian but only a poet, I insisted on writing a paper and designing a doctoral exam on Martin Buber.  During my years of graduate study, I also read Hartshorne’s The Divine Relativity
 and was totally captivated by his idea that “God” is the most related and relative of all beings, the model for all other relational beings.  Not encouraged, my interest in Hartshorne lay dormant for many years, waiting to surface again when I wrote Rebirth.    

It was never mentioned, nor did I consider the possibility at the time, that Buber and Hartshorne were dismissed because (in insisting on the primacy of relationship, including relationship to non-human beings) they were (in effect) “feminizing” both God and man!
 


In the past few years of reading and rereading Hartshorne I have found that he had already expressed many of the concepts I struggled to articulate (against the grain of the theology I had studied).  Among these were the notions that the earth or world is the body of God; that God is intimately involved with the changing world; that life is relational through and through (Hartshorne says that all beings including God are constituted by internal relations to others); that all beings are connected in the web of life; that non-human life forms have the ability to feel pleasure and pain and to act with a degree of freedom (in his doctrine of “panpsychicalism” Hartshorne insists that even atoms have some freedom); that love and beauty are the highest values.


In addition, Hartshorne criticizes the “tyrant” God who demands uncritical obedience; he considers the notion of eternal punishment in hell incompatible with a good and loving God; he finds the Christian view of eternal life for the individual not only unnecessary but morally problematic because it turns our attention away from the world; and he responds to the classical formulation of the “problem of evil” (how could a good, loving, and all-powerful God allow so much suffering to exist?) by asserting that God is not all-powerful.


   In Rebirth of the Goddess, I wrote, “Images of Goddess help to break the hold of ‘male control’ that has shaped our images not only of God, but of all significant power in the universe.”
  I suggest that Hartshorne’s philosophy has a “good fit” with feminist revisionings because it too questions, albeit not always explicitly, our understanding of power as understood through the lens of masculine stereotypes.  In a work written for a popular audience, Hartshorne makes this point clear:

The feminists’ complaint that they have been asked to worship a male deity seems pertinent and well-founded.  ‘Men are masters’ easily fits the tyrant conception of God, whose function is to command creatures merely to obey.   But how if the command is, as Berdyaev suggested, ‘Be creative and foster creativity in others.’  Then God as all-creative, all-determining Cause, effect of, influenced by, nothing, is no longer an appropriate idea.  Much more appropriate is the idea of a mother, influencing, but sympathetic to and hence influenced by, her child and delighting in its growing creativity and freedom.
  

I will add what Hartshorne stops just short of saying: Hartshorne’s God is appropriately imaged as Goddess.  As long as the word God is associated in the human mind with the “tyrant God,” it cannot convey Hartshorne’s intended meaning.

*

In the remainder of this essay, I will I will refer to divine power as “Goddess/God” in discussing Hartshorne’s and my own conceptions of divine power.  Though Hartshorne never used this term, he did use the inclusive pronouns “Him-Her-self” and “He-She” for the divine power,
 and I feel that he might have been receptive to this inclusive way of referring to the divinity if he had been more fully aware of contemporary feminist spirituality.  In what follows, I will reflect on some of the reasons I find Hartshorne's conceptions of Goddess/God helpful in constructing feminist theology, thealogy, or philosophy of religion.  When (in a kind of shorthand), feminist spirituality rejects the “God out there” known as Father, Lord, and King, it is rejecting what Hartshorne calls (also in shorthand) “the tyrant God,” and in more precise philosophical language, the “classical view of God.”
  Assumptions derived from the classical view of God shape our ordinary notions about what divinity is and is not.  Thus it is crucial for us to know that there are other ways of conceptualizing divine power.  

We all know that relationships make us vulnerable.  If we love deeply, we rejoice in the joy of others and suffer with their suffering.  If they leave us or die, we feel bereft.  When we feel pain, we sometimes even conclude: “better not to have a relationship than to suffer so much!” or “I wish I had never had any children at all!”  Something like this is the mentality that lies behind the classical view of God.  If God is deeply related to the creatures, then this means that God can become (to put it simply) happier and sadder than God was in the beginning.  But if God’s feelings can change, then it may be possible that they could change radically.  What if God decided: “better off without all those nasty creatures!” and destroyed the world?  If God can change, then perhaps God could also die.  And then where would we be?  In order to protect against these possibilities, philosophers and theologians starting in classical Greece (hence the term, the “classical” view of God) developed the idea that whatever is perfect, especially, God, cannot change.  This solved the question of God’s reliability.  God would always be there and God would always be the same.  

However, the view that God could not change introduced other problems.  If God could not change, then how could God be intimately involved with the creation and the creatures, whose very nature it is to change, to come into being and to pass away, as Plato put it.  If God could not be intimately involved with the changing world, then what could it possibly mean to say, “God is love?”  In classical theology, God could not really be involved with us.   Hartshorne found this view despicable.  It made God a monster who could not love the world.  And it led to equally false assumptions about what it means to be “in the image of God” or human.  Hartshorne put it bluntly: “Either God really does love all beings, that is, is related to them by a sympathetic union surpassing any human sympathy, or religion seems a vast fraud.”
  Hartshorne’s whole philosophical project is based on showing that the classical view of God is false and that a “neo-classical” or “process” view of God is rationally satisfying.
  He believed that many contemporary atheists rightly reject the classical God.  Atheists are not wrong in saying that the classical God’s judgments often seem immoral and unloving.  And they are right that the classical God is not compatible with modern scientific knowledge, including the theory of evolution.
  Hartshorne argued that his view of God solved both moral and intellectual problems raised by the classical view of God.

When we understand that the “classical” God could not be involved in changing life, we can see that the God-She, Sophia, Shekhina, and Goddess cannot be understood using the classical model.  Feminists in religion often say that divine power is “in us” and “in the world” and is experienced “in the processes of birth, death, and regeneration.”  Clearly, God-She, Sophia, Shekhina, and Goddess are not just other names for the classical understanding of God.  

We know we mean something new or different when we say “God-She,””Sophia,” “Shekhina,” or “Goddess.”  But what precisely do we mean?  If divine power is known in the processes of birth, death, and renewal, does that mean that it is an impersonal power?  More like a scientific law—an awesome one for sure—than like a person who cares about the world?  If this is so, then why use personal language?  Why not use the language of pantheism (the view that all is holy)?  Why not invoke the winds, the rains, the sun, the moon, the stars? The blossoms, the fruits, the falling leaves, and ourselves?  If we invoke God-She, Sophia, Shekhina, or Goddess and pray to Her, does this mean that the She is a personal power who cares about the world?  And if so, does this put divine power back “out there”?  Separated from the world?

These are questions I struggled with for years.  I always knew that Goddess was a power greater than myself.  I never thought of Goddess only in exclusively psychological terms as my friend Naomi Goldenberg did.
  I knew that Goddess was more than an image for my deepest self.  

Sometimes, I thought of Goddess as an impersonal power that keeps the world going, changing day into night, winter into spring, birth into death.  I felt my life to be part of something larger than myself, the processes of birth, death, and regeneration that have been going on since earth began, if not before.  I felt myself connected to all beings in the web of life, human and nonhuman.  I was inspired to work to save the earth for humans and all living things.  

At other times, I thought of Goddess as all of that and something more.  I thought of Goddess also as a personal presence who cares about the world, who cares, even possibly, about me.  Goddess as impersonal power is both more (vastly larger and more powerful) and less (if not conscious) than ourselves.  How could it be possible that Goddess does not care at least as deeply as we care about ending war and poverty and the possibility of nuclear destruction?  When I sang and prayed to the Goddess to heal the world, to heal me, I acted as if I believed that Goddess cared about the world and cared about me.  

As I have written first in Odyssey with the Goddess
 and then in Rebirth of the Goddess,
 my vacillation between these two views ended when my mother died.  At that moment I felt the room flooded with what I can only describe as “a great matrix of love.”  From that day to this, I have never doubted that love is the ground of all being.  I know that divine power is love.  

When I was writing Rebirth, my friend Judith Plaskow questioned my understanding of divine power as love.  “How do you know that?” she asked.  I have just told you how I know.  This answer was not satisfying to her.  “I don’t know that,” she responded.  Some of you who are reading this essay probably agree with Judith.  Is there a way out of this impasse?  I can ask you to examine your past experience.  I can ask you to be open to new experience.  Still, I may not convince you that divine power is love, unless you already know it on a bodily or intuitive level.
  What I can hope to do (with the help of Hartshorne) is to show you that it is not irrational, not immoral, and not a denial of the horrible suffering and evil that exists in the world to hold the view that love is the ground of all being.


For Hartshorne Goddess/God “is one who has social relations, really has them, and thus is constituted by relationships and hence is relative.”
  This is where he begins, in clear rejection of the classical view.  Goddess/God is the supremely relative being, related to all.  Goddess/God is intimately and perfectly related to every individual in the universe, from the elephant and the giraffe, to the bee and the ant, to the smallest particle of matter.  The perfection of Goddess/God’s relation to each being in the web of life is this: Goddess/God appreciates each of us for exactly what we are and encourages (or attempts to persuade) us to use whatever degree of freedom we have to increase beauty, harmony, creativity, and love in the universe.  Goddess/God “is constituted by” social relations.  It is not mere metaphor to say that Goddess/God enjoys our joy, suffers with our suffering.  Goddess/God is enhanced by each unique new being who is born into the world and by each good, beautiful, or loving act that is done in the world.  Conversely, Goddess/God is diminished when a child starves to death or when a species is destroyed.  If human beings suffer from experiencing or knowing about the holocaust or the progress of AIDS in Africa, how much more must Goddess/God be suffering.


Process philosophy clearly asserts that Goddess/God who is related to a changing world can and must change.  This however, brings us back to the question that provoked the classical view of God in the first place.  How can we be certain that Goddess/God might not change so much as to be unrecognizable as Goddess/God?  What if Goddess/God decided one day to stop caring for, loving, and sustaining the world?


To answer this question, Hartshorne introduces what he calls the principle of “dual transcendence”
 in Goddess/God.  Goddess/God is said to be changeable in one way and unchangeable in another.  One way to put this is to say that Goddess/God’s character does not change, but that Goddess/God’s experience does.  It is the unchangeable nature (also called the primordial, abstract, or absolute nature) of Goddess/God to always act and react in a consistent way, in other words to always be loving and to attempt to persuade the creatures to increase beauty, joy, creativity, and harmony in the world.  In being unchangeable in basic character, Goddess/God is different from all other beings in the universe.  To the extent that finite beings are free, we may choose not to act in consistently loving, creative, harmonious and beautiful ways.  What can change in and for Goddess/God is experience (also called Goddess/God’s consequent, concrete, or contingent nature).  Goddess/God’s experience can and does change, depending upon the experiences of the creatures to which Goddess/God is related.  


Hartshorne understands Goddess/God’s relation to the world through the metaphor (taken from Plato’s Timaeus) of the world as the body of Goddess/God and Goddess/God as the soul that animates the world body.
  Just as we are bodies made up of cells and body parts that to some extent act independently of our wills, so to, the body of Goddess/God is made up of all the individuals in the world.  Hartshorne says, “The world consists of individuals, but the totality of individuals as a physical and spatial whole is God’s body.”
  As we suffer when our finger is cut, so Goddess/God suffers when we are hurt.  As we smile when the sun shines on our bodies, so Goddess/God is happy when we are happy.  The view that Goddess/God is the soul of the world body could be understood as asserting that Goddess/God is the (superior) soul, while the world is the (inferior) body.  Not so.  Hartshorne’s view is holistic: body and soul are two aspects of a single reality.  There is no soul without body and no body without soul. “The human soul as disembodied is hopelessly unclear and false.  A merely disembodied God is an unfounded idea.  There is much truth in naturalistic materialism.  What we would be without bodies is gibberish.”
  Even Goddess/God must have a body.  Moreover, en-souled bodies or em-bodied souls are not found only in Goddess/God and humanity.  All beings with a degree of freedom, including atoms, should be thought of as ensouled.  Hartshorne calls this view “panpsychicalism,” meaning that everything has a soul.
  Unlike many other theologies, the process view is not human-centered.  Humans are not the only creatures to whom Goddess/God is related, and the rest of the world is not simply “matter” for humans to “mold.”


The process view makes sense of feminist spirituality’s intuitions that divine power is “in us” and “in the world” and is known “in the processes of birth, death, and regeneration.”  The notion that the world is the body of Goddess/God makes sense of the widely repeated statement, “all beings are connected in web of life.”  The notion of Goddess/God as the soul of the world allows us to affirm the intuition embedded in the names “Sophia,” “Shekhina,” and “Goddess” and in our prayers and invocations that divine power is a personal and cares about the world.  

But if Goddess/God is a personal power who cares about the world, then why does evil flourish and suffering multiply?  


This is a question I take very seriously.  It haunted me during the years I was writing my thesis on the holocaust.  How can anyone assert that a good and loving Goddess/God would have allowed the holocaust to occur; millions of innocent children to starve or die of AIDS in Africa, Asia, and the Americas; sexism and racism to last as long as they have; species to be exterminated by human greed; the biosphere to deteriorate; the world to stand under the threat of nuclear annihilation.  The list is quite endless.  


If Goddess/God is viewed as all-powerful or omnipotent, then it is impossible to escape the conclusion that all of this suffering is somehow the will of Goddess/God.  When we comfort someone after a loss, we often say, “everything has a purpose,” or “everything happens for the best.”  These phrases are rooted in the view that there is an all-powerful God whose “purpose” our suffering is and in whose plan this suffering is somehow “for our own good.”  Not only Christians and some Jews and Muslims, but also many who call themselves New Age subscribe to such views.  

Two of the most popular variations of this idea are the “punishment theory” and the “education theory.”  According the punishment theory, human beings (and other species?) are being punished for the sins they have committed.  This view is widely held, but thankfully, it is not prominent in the feminist spirituality movement.  The education theory states that human suffering (and the suffering of animals?) is intended to “teach a lesson.”  In this blunt form, it is easy to see that the education theory, like the punishment theory, is based on parenting and teaching models that most would we reject if we were asked to apply them to our own children.  Few of us would knowingly cause our children to suffer in order to teach them a lesson, yet many of us persist in thinking that the divine power does exactly that.  The education theory combined with a doctrine of reincarnation is widely endorsed in the New Age movement and has filtered into all forms of feminist spirituality.  I have heard women say that they got cancer because they “needed to learn” how to reduce stress in their lives.  And even that they suffered incest because they had committed it in another life.  Recently, I heard a woman say that the Goddess must have caused others to suffer so that “we” could learn to become compassionate.  As I said in Rebirth,
 I find this sort of thinking highly problematic.  The widespread use of hormones and pesticides in the food we eat is an equally compelling explanation of why we get cancer.  Could any past or past or future act possibly justify the rape of yet another child?  The theory that all suffering is the will of Goddess or God does not explain our own suffering, and it should never be used to explain the suffering of others.


Hartshorne took the problem of evil seriously, and he thought (as I do) that the solutions offered by classical theology are no solutions at all.    Here is Hartshorne:

The idea of omnipotence . . . to be criticized came about as follows: to be God, that is worthy of worship, God must in power excel all others (and be open to criticism by none).  The highest conceivable form of power must be divine power.  So far so good.  Next question: what is the highest conceivable form of power?  This question was scarcely put seriously at all, the answer was felt to be so obvious: it must be the power to determine every detail of what happens in the world.  Not, notice, to significantly influence happenings; no, rather to strictly determine, decide, their every detail.  Hence it is that people still today ask, when catastrophe strikes, Why did God do this to me?  What mysterious divine reason could there be? Why me?  I charge theologians with the responsibility for this improper and really absurd question.

Hartshorne alleges that the problem with this formulation of the question is that it attributes to Goddess/God what he calls the “tyrant” ideal of power.  The power of the tyrant is not and should not be considered the highest form of power.  Hartshorne appeals to the analogy of parenting.   Wise parents do not try to control every detail of their children’s lives.  They offer appropriate guidance and limits with the intention that their children will one day be able to make their own decisions.  As every parent knows, this course is not without risk.  Children who are free may make unwise (even life-threatening) decisions.  The alternative is not to have children, but puppets or robots.  Hartshorne argues that a universe of puppets and robots is equivalent to no universe at all.  Such a universe could be of no interest or value to “the highest conceivable power.”

Only a universe filled with freedom and creativity from top to bottom could be interesting to and worthy of interaction with “the highest conceivable power.”  In such a universe, as in a family with children rather than puppets, there is an element of risk.  Goddess/God’s role in such a universe can be understood in terms of Goddess/God’s dual nature.  In Goddess/God’s primordial nature Goddess/God is the ground of all being, supporting and sustaining the universe in its day-to-day existence.  The basic tendencies of the universe including the creative processes involved in cycles of birth, death, and renewal, are supported by Goddess/God’s primordial nature.  In regard to the contingent or consequent nature of Goddess/God, the divine role in the universe is two-fold.  One is appreciation.  The other is persuasion.  Goddess/God is internally and intimately related to every being in the universe, sympathizing with and remembering each of us in the best possible way.  How wonderful it would have been if our parents could have appreciated us so.  As persuader, Goddess/God takes account of the needs of each individual and the needs of the whole universe and encourages us to achieve our own ends in a way which will increase the beauty, harmony, and creativity of all beings in the web of life.  

Does this mean Goddess/God is continually putting little ideas into our heads, sort of like a cosmic comic strip writer?  This is not necessary. The world is the body of Goddess/God.  From this we can deduce that Goddess/God’s methods of communicating with us are myriad.  Goddess/God can speak to us in the cry of child, the touch of a lover, the breath of the wind, the color of a sunset, the bark of a dog, the words of a book.  To be open to Goddess/God is to be open to the whole world and its deepest meaning.  


Suffering has two kinds of causes.  Some suffering is the inevitable result of finitude and limitation.  Wherever there are a plurality of wills, there will be conflict.  To paraphrase Hartshorne, if I create A and you create B, the result is AB.  AB may have an effect on someone else, without either you or me intending that result.  Other suffering is created by humans and any other creatures that are capable of knowing the good, yet choose not to do it.
  This is what we call evil.

But shouldn’t Goddess/God be in a position to know the outcome of all actions, and to prohibit those which create great suffering and harm?  The answer to this question is that if the creatures really are free, then Goddess/God does not know the future.  Goddess/God might be able to predict (on the basis of greater experience and perspective than you or I have) that this or that might happen, but Goddess/God cannot know what will happen until it actually does happen.  Goddess/God is involved in the genuine risk of freedom.  Goddess/God alone did not create the past and Goddess/God alone cannot create or control the present and future.  


Then maybe Goddess/God should have anticipated the consequences and not created the world in the first place?  In answering this question, I suggest that it is impossible to think of Goddess/God apart from the relationship to the world that constitutes Goddess/God’s very being.  Thus we cannot imagine a point “before creation” when Goddess/God, so to speak, could have examined the possibilities inherent in a world with genuine freedom and decided to create it or not create it.  

If we could imagine a time before creation, it might be appropriate to ask, “Was it worth the risk?”  But we are not in position to imagine such a time, because the only Goddess/God we know is the Goddess/God whose body is the world. The question we can ask (of ourselves and other human beings) is: “Would you rather be alive or not?”  We know that the answer to this question is, in the vast majority of (but not all) cases, “I would rather be alive.”  


Does this mean that images and stories of Sophia, Shekhina, or Goddess “giving birth to” and “nurturing” the world and all of its creatures are false?  No.  Only that they should not be taken literally.  We can imagine Goddess/God continually giving birth to and nurturing the world, without imagining that there ever was a literal time when the world did not exist as the body of Goddess/God.  We have already seen that Hartshorne finds the image of Goddess/God as a mother guiding her children toward independence appropriate.  


But if Goddess/God is not all-powerful, what does it mean to say that Goddess/God sustains the world when we all know that the earth and its human and non-human creatures are being destroyed on a daily basis?  When the possibility of even greater devastation in a nuclear war is cloud that hangs over all that we do?  Is a Goddess/God who may not have the power to save this earth worthy of worship?  


In the 1980’s while working on a slide show about suffering in war and the threat of nuclear annihilation, I was haunted by the thought that the earth could be destroyed.  I read that only insects and grasses would survive a nuclear war.
  I imagined an even worse disaster.  “How could Goddess have created the earth world only to allow us to destroy it?” I asked again and again.  The answer that finally came to me is this.  If the earth were destroyed, Goddess would suffer immeasurably in both body and soul—infinitely more than I suffer when I imagine this possibility.  But Goddess would continue her creative activity with whatever particles of life were left.  (Such an outcome would in no way be the will of Goddess/God.  It would be caused by the combined wills of human beings.)  For me this insight meant that I would work to save the earth that I love, not because the success of my efforts is assured, but because I deeply know that the earth is worth saving.


The God imagined by traditional theology and philosophy is a tyrant God whose world is a mere reflection of himself.  I believe that such a God is not “the highest conceivable form of power,” and also that there are other (rationally as well as emotionally satisfying) ways to conceive of Goddess/God.  As we become clearer about the limitations of the classical view, we become freer to articulate different understandings of Goddess/God.  Hartshorne’s philosophy of religion has much to offer in this endeavor.  There are many aspects of Hartshorne’s philosophy that are compatible with the insights and intuitions of feminist spirituality that I have only been able to allude to here.  

I will conclude with a quotation that raises questions I will have to leave for another time.

How one views the world depends a good deal on how one views those parts of it one knows best.  I know people and birds best.  I see in both the same basic principles and these principles are aesthetic.  No animal likes repetition, unrelieved by pauses, beyond a certain point; all animals are stimulated by novelty, but disturbed if it is too great. . .  It is sad to think of parents who worry about teaching their children morals . .  . yet have scarcely a notion of the prior necessity to help them find life interesting and enjoyable.  Desperately bored or unhappy children are not good candidates for moral instruction, especially by those who bore or painfully annoy them.

� For example, Hartshorne’s trust in the power of rational thinking, to the virtual exclusion of other ways of knowing, may be a legacy of earlier dualistic and not fully embodied understandings of the self.  I am not making the “essentialist” assertion that all women and only women know about the embodiment and finitude.  I am simply referring to the fact (not necessity) that feminist theologies for the most part have made the body and relationship more central than they are in most (but not all) non-feminist theologies.
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� Recognizing that my being taller than most men has sometimes made it difficult for male colleagues to pay attention to my words, I wonder whether Hartshorne’s being shorter than most men may have negatively affected the reception of his work.  According to traditional stereotypes, he did not think like a “real man” and he did not look like one either! (Again, I am not taking an “essentialist” position.)
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� See Omnipotence, 25, 44, and elsewhere.


� The relation of the Biblical God to the “classical view of God” is complex.  On the one hand, the Biblical God like the neo-classical or process God is relational.  On the other, the Biblical God (in at least some of his appearances) is a tyrant God, demanding obedience and threatening punishment.  It could be argued that the classical view was adopted by theologians attempting to assert God’s power, while protecting against the threat perceived in the Biblical God’s anger, and that the neo-classical view was developed to preserve the care and concern or love of the Biblical God for creation.
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� Again, Hartshorne places more trust in the power of rational thought than I do.  I would emphasize that the process view of Goddess/God is both rationally and emotionally satisfying.


� Hartshorne believed the theory of evolution is compatible with a process understanding of Goddess/God’s creativity.  He did not defend (nor do I) the so-called “scientific mentality” that views the world as “mere matter” to be molded to human ends, and “man” as the “measure of all things.”
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� Hartshorne devoted a great deal of his career to developing rational proofs for the existence of God.  In my opinion, such proofs at best may help someone to understand or see what she or he already knows on an intuitive level, and at the least show that belief in Goddess/God is not altogether irrational.  I do not have the same faith in rational thought that Hartshorne had; I give a larger role to intuition and life (including body) experience.  
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� Hartshorne believes that only humans are capable of genuine evil because only we can anticipate and reflect upon the consequences of our actions.  Experts in animal life are arguing that animals think and feel, use tools and language.  I leave open the possibility that some animals may also have the capacity to do evil.  Some of the chimpanzees studied by Jana Goodall are likely candidates.  See Jane Goodall with Phillip Berman, Reason for Hope: A Spiritual Journey (New York: Warner Books, 1999), esp. 111-149, “The Roots of Evil.”
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