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Question: How does Process Philosophy attempt to address the historic split between evolution and religion? Illustrate your answer with the work of one or more thinkers that we have studied.


Should the Gods hold silence when Mother Nature talks?



“Like the meridians, as they approach the poles, science, philosophy and religion are bound to converge as they draw nearer to the whole.” 
(Teilhard de Chardin 1955: 30)


Introduction

Ever since the evolutionary discoveries of Charles Darwin (1809-1882), religious traditions in the West gradually relegated the evolutionary knowledge to science (Grimm and Tucker 2014: 57). Many scientists rejoice over this segregation, but others, such as Norbert Alfred Whitehead (1861-1947) and Pierre Teilhard de Chardin (1881-1955), were not satisfied with the reductionist approach of science, and attempted to reconcile science and religion through what is called Process Philosophy.  

The focus of my paper will be the vision of Pierre Teilhard de Chardin. Teilhard was a French philosopher and Jesuit priest who trained as a palaeontologist and geologist. Throughout his life, he endeavoured to reconcile the scientific insights of Darwin’s evolution theory, with his deep Catholic faith (Tucker 2005: 3). This resulted in his ‘Process Theology’ (Barbour 1971: 323). Before him, Norbert Alfred Whitehead had paved the path for process thought and I will briefly touch upon his process philosophy.  Despite being contemporaries, Whitehead and Teilhard probably did not know each other, as no reference can be found to the other in any of their writings (Segall 2018). 

The process theories of Whitehead and Teilhard de Chardin offer a new worldview that sees no conflict between evolution and religion, even though the teleology (i.e. finality) of their visions is different. Process Philosophy is still relevant today and offers an alternative to the reductionist view that the Gods should hold silent when Mother Nature talks. 




Evolution theory: Charles Darwin

The publication of Charles Darwin’s Origin of Species (1859) is generally considered a landmark in our scientific understanding of the evolution of the world. Based on a deep observation of the natural world, Darwin formulated with great care the ideas of “natural selection” and “struggle for survival” in order to explain the origin of species (McGrath 2010: 33). Darwin is credited with having discovered the theory of evolution, even though Lamarck first made the idea of transformation plausible and Gregor Mendel provided the missing genetic piece to the puzzle in 1900 (Gould 1980: 76). 

For Darwin, life is a dynamic process and all is related and descendent from a common ancestor. According to Darwin, organisms have little or no evolutionary autonomy and any change is the result of random variations imposed by an external mechanical process. He sees no intrinsic qualities to organisms, except for the desire to survive and reproduce, and leaves no room for a Divine action to direct the evolution (Segall 2008).

The (r)evolutionary discovery of Darwin changed the worldview from static to one of movement and process (King 1971: 311). Teilhard de Chardin formulates it as follows:
Man finds himself overtaken and borne on the whirlwind which his own science has discovered and, as it were, unloosed. From the time of the Renaissance (Galileo), the cosmos has looked increasingly like a cosmogenesis; and now we find that Man in his turn is identified with an anthropogenesis. This is a major event which must lead, as we shall see, to the profound modification of the whole structure not only of our Thought but of our Beliefs. (Teilhard 1959: 138) 



The historic split between science and religion

Darwin’s theory of evolution had a profound effect on Western religious thinking by challenging the biblical account of the Creation by God (Genesis and the book of Revelation). The scientific community soon came to accept the evolution theory and this ignited a new spark in the long-running battle between science and religion (Midgley 2005: 239). Many people viewed science and religion as being at odds with each another and felt like they had to choose between the two (Mcgrath 2010:37).  

Thomas Henry Huxley (1825-1895) was one of the first to insist that science cannot be reconciled with religion. Known as 'Darwin's Bulldog', he was his greatest advocate and proclaimed that only reason and empirical evidence are means to know this world (Gould 1980: 175). He insisted that faith is irreconcilable with science because it is based on a belief in the unobserved. His famous debate in 1860 with The Bishop of Oxford, Samuel Wilberforce, was a key moment that furthered the wider acceptance of evolutionary theory (Corlett 2009: 126). In line with Huxley’s vision, many scientists are convinced that the theory of evolution can account for every aspect of life and that empirical science is the only basis for genuine knowledge of the world. Because the existence of God cannot be scientifically proven, they conclude that God does not exist and that religious people suffer from a “God Delusion” (Dawkins 2016). The British evolutionary biologist, Richard Dawkins, is one of the more vocal critics of religion and a figurehead of the new atheist scientific movement (McGrath 2010: 37). The New Atheist Scientists are militants in their advocacy against any form of religious belief that they regard as an obstacle to the advancement of knowledge.

Other scientists, like Stephen Jay Gould, have tried to formalise the split between science and religion by attributing to each of them a separate realm (Gould 2002). Gould developed the NOMA principle (“Non-Overlapping Magisteria”) that limits the scope of scientific research to empirical questions and religion to spiritual meaning. According to NOMA, religious leaders should refrain from making factual claims, just as scientists should not claim insight on moral matters. 

The only scientists who tried to overcome the split between evolution and religion are the process philosophers. They try to reconcile the idea of a Divine and the evolution of the universe by adopting a more modest scientific naturalism and by embracing a more naturalistic theology (Fetcher 2011: 381). 


Process Philosophy: Norbert Alfred Whitehead

Alfred North Whitehead (1981-1947) is an English mathematician and philosopher. He looks to bridge the gap between science and metaphysics by opposing a dynamic alternative to the static mechanical vision of the Darwinists (Grimm, J. and Tucker, M.E. 2014:58). He thinks in terms of activities and processes of becoming, rather than in terms of static reality. For him, all is in process and to be in process means to be in relation, where all is transformed by the encounter (Segall 2016). For Whitehead, one experience arises out of the next, like a musical phrase: when we hear the end of a phrase, the earlier cords still resonate and are taken up into the next one (Cobb 2005: 1308). Reality is a series of interlocked drops of experience, opening a field of possibilities in concrescence. 

In an attempt to counter the reductionist reasoning, Whitehead argues that if mind and life are present today, they have been somewhere preconfigured (Segall 2016: 5). Whitehead believes that actual entities have some ability to shape themselves but that the source of this creativity is what he calls “God”. This God is not an omnipotent creator who predetermines the outcome of his creation, but is rather a lure towards a possible future (Cobb 2005: 1308). God is present in all creatures and all creatures are present in God, just like the Heraclytian view of “Panta Rei”. Whitehead develops what could be called a panpsychist cosmology attributing value to all actual entities (Sjöstedt 2015: 35). Whitehead’s framework of ideas is known as “process philosophy”. 




Process Theology: Pierre Teilhard de Chardin

Almost simultaneously with Whitehead, on the other side of the Channel, the Jesuit palaeontologist Pierre Teilhard de Chardin reached a similar insight. There is no evidence that the two were aware of each other's work (Segall 2018). Teilhard's evolutionary ideas were not published until after his death in 1955, almost a decade after Whitehead had died. Unless the two happened to meet in person, there could be no influence in that context. It is of course possible that Teilhard read Whitehead's work, however, here again, there is no reference to this. 
 
As a palaeontologist, Teilhard had a profound insight in the history of life on earth, from the first pre-living polymers to the human beings. For Teilhard, “life on earth outlines a vast movement of enfolding” (Teilhard 1955: 90). Unlike the Catholic dogma, he does not view humans as an “epiphenomenon” or special creations of God but rather as a phenomenon of evolution: le phénomène humain (1955). 
“To our clearer vision the universe is no longer a State but a Process. The cosmos has become a Cosmogenesis. And it may be said without exaggeration that . . . all the intellectual crises through which civilisation has passed in the last four centuries arise out of the successive stages whereby a static Weltanschauung has been and is being transformed, in our minds and hearts, into a Weltanschauung of movement.” 

As a Jesuit, Teilhard believes that the evolution is directed toward a specific end: matter and spirit are joined in a vast evolutionary unfolding towards a final Omega Point, which he identifies with the Cosmic Christ. For Teilhard, the evolutionary process is characterized by increasing consciousness and the Divine is part of the process, not transcendent to it (Tucker 2005: 1628). This is why the vision of Teilhard is called “Process Theology” rather than “Process Philosophy”: religion for him is the agent of change for the future (King 1971:309).  In a mixture of scientific and mystical insights, Teilhard hypothesizes that the evolutionary path leads from the creation of life towards a unifying goal, the Omega Point. Through the progressive development of mind or consciousness, the Noogenesis, one can eventually abandon the material world in favour of a spiritual union with the Omega Point or God (Flash 1965: 174).  

For Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, human consciousness and the process of cosmic evolution are “corresponding phenomena” (Teilhard 1955: 90).  This echoes the Emerald Tablet of the “thrice great” Hermes: “As it is above, so it is below; and as it is below, so it is above” (Segall 2010). 
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One of Teilhard’s greatest hopes was that the larger perspective of a purposeful universe would help to inspire human action into building a human community (Tucker 2005: 1628). For Teilhard, the continuation of our growing consciousness must be attractive and he developed the concept of “Zest for life” (Bidlack 2012: 3). The idea came forth in the trenches of World War I, where he served as a stretch-bearer on the front lines. Teilhard found that the horror of the trenches paradoxically occasioned mystical, life affirming experiences. Surrounded by death and suffering, Teilhard developed the concept of “gout de vivre” or “zest for life” (Teilhard 1958: 699) as the instinct for survival in men that drives the evolution. In contrast with a fatalistic perspective, he viewed human suffering not as result of an original sin but as a potential energy which, if transformed, could change the face of the Earth in a positive way. 


Difference between Teilhard and Whitehead

The philosophies of Whitehead and Teilhard de Chardin have many similarities, even though they come from different Protestant and Roman Catholic backgrounds and have a very different writing style: the first one being very scientific and conceptual, the latter being more spiritual and poetic (Goergen 2012:146).

The key difference in their approach to reality, as Ian Barbour (1969) points out, is that, while Teilhard focuses on the unity of the cosmic process as a whole, Whitehead emphasizes the diversity and multiplicity of actual occasions. For Whitehead, the world is made up of infinite actual occasions or subjects of experience, interconnected and bonding together in open-ended societies of actualities (Bracken 2010: 3). Teilhard, on the other hand, was thinking more in terms of unity with his notion of the noosphere or collective consciousness of humankind (Barbour 1969: 327).  In Teilhard's case, the emphasis is on unity as emerging as the product of consciousness, whereas Whitehead stresses the variety of subjects of experience that emerge from feeling (Homlish 1974: 185). 

Another difference resides in the teleological orientation of their philosophy. Teleology comes from the Greek Teleos and means that something is directed towards a certain end (Ayala 1989: 187). We can distinguish two kinds of natural teleology: indeterminate (like Whitehead’s) or determinate (like Teilhard’s). The point on which Teilhard and Whitehead clearly, differ is on the issue of determinate or indeterminate of the process evolution (Homlish 1974:184). Whitehead does not anticipate a cosmic convergence or purpose, predetermined by a Creator God and, for him, the cosmic process is infinite (Bracken 2010: 1). For Teilhard, a Jesuit priest, the cosmic process is destined toward a unification of the cosmos in an Omega Point, centered around the Cosmic Christ (Bracken 2010: 6).





Conclusion: The Phenomenon of Pierre Teilhard de Chardin today

I have tried to demonstrate how Process Philosophy attempts to address the historic split between evolution and religion above. I will conclude that Process Philosophy in general, and the vision of Teilhard de Chardin in particular, is even more important today than it was a century ago. The search for a global vision and purpose is no longer just theoretical but has become an ethical and spiritual concern of central importance to everything that we do (Segall 2016:3). 

In our modern and post-modern times, human beings are more and more convinced that they are the masters of the universe (Segall 2018). This thinking, as we have witnessed, is highly destructive. The theory of Teilhard de Chardin can help us understand that we inhabit the planet as one of the many species and that our existence should be perceived in the long-term vision life on Earth (Brédif 2013: 22). This provides a framework for inspiring human action within the limits imposed by the common horizon, i.e. the Earth. 

For Teilhard, the continuation of our growing consciousness or "Anthropogenesis" must correspond to a form of attraction or zest for life (Bidlack 2012: 3). Teilhard believed that his contemporaries were losing their “zest for life” and that meaning was slipping away from their worldview, due to the harshness of the war and the materialism of the post-war period. Nearly one hundred years later, we are still facing the harshness of wars and environmental degradation and materialism is often the preferred path in the quest for meaning. The originality of Teilhard de Chardin’s approach is that he invites us to direct our evolution to a successful symbiosis with the Earth, driven by our zest for life, not be our fear of imminent danger. Rather than to fight the current system, Teilhard chooses to inspire and invite us to make a positive choice within a larger perspective (King 1973). For Teilhard, the loss of this taste for life constitutes the greatest danger to humanity survival. 

Rather than stressing the relationship with the earth, Teilhard emphasises the change in the relationship between the men that will lead to a new symbiotic relationship with the Earth. He has been criticised by the deep ecologists for his anthropocentric viewpoint, for he puts the human at the centre of the universe and talks about “building” the earth without apparent awareness of environmental restraints (Tucker 2005:1628).  Notwithstanding this critique, the Process Theology of Pierre Teilhard de Chardin is attractive and his zest for life notion touches the core of our being rather than the effects of our actions. It is only by reconnecting to our relational and interconnected self that we can build a future symbiotic community (Brédif 2013). 

Teilhard is a Christ-centric thinker, but rather than imposing the Catholic deity, he talks about the Omega Point, which is ‘vast as the Cosmos, all-embracing as Life, and linked to our human efforts on the Earth’ (Segall 2010). In our increasingly interconnected planet, there are more spiritual paths available than ever before and more need for a combined effort of all religions to orientate themselves towards building up the Earth (King 1971:316). Based on his conviction that evolution is the fundamental force of the universe, Teilhard emphasizes the importance of community: ‘No evolutionary future awaits anyone except in association with everyone else.’ (Teilhard 1959: 250). 

His ideas have been popularized by those who embrace the "universe story”, such as writers Thomas Berry and Mary Evelyne Tucker, and many other followers. Teilhard de Chardin saw the cosmological “big picture” where everything converges. In essence, his message is one of hope and love:  ‘Someday, after mastering the winds, the waves, the tides and gravity, we shall harness for God the energies of love, and then, for a second time in the history of the world, man will have discovered fire’ (Teilhard 1936, Toward the Future).
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