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IN AN ARTICLE On the Unique Origin of Revelation, Religious
Intuition, and Theology, I have argued for the uniqueness of
revelational experiences in the context of Whitehead's metaphy-

sics, despite Whitehead's equally strong assertion that cosmology offers a
rational scheme of all relations in the universe in which every (religious)
experience is subsumed as an instance of the metaphysical system 2. My
interest was to establish the non-metaphysical character of religious
experience and revelation, in the context of Whitehead's metaphysics,
especially regarding Religion in the Making's attempt to protect the
uniqueness of religious experiences from any subsumation under a
general metaphysical law.3

Today4, I will draw on this distinction of the pre-metaphysical
singularity of religious experience from the general character of all
possible instances of a metaphysical system by further developing their
relation. My thesis shall be that the interplay of empirical religious
experience and rational cosmology not only reveals a basic and non-
contingent, dual structure in Whitehead's metaphysics, but that it defines
a problematic contrast, which initiates a creative dynamics of the mutual
immanence of the experience of God and God's experience of the world.

1 Abbreviations of Whitehead's works used in the article: AI—Adventures of Ideas (New
York: Free Press, 1967); CN—Concept of Nature, repr. 1964 (Cambridge: Cambridge
UP, 1993); FR—Function of Reason (Boston: Beacon Press, 1958); Imm —
"Immortality", in Essays in Science and Philosophy (New York: Greenwood Press, 1968),
77-96; MT—Modes of Thought (New York: Free Press, 1966); PR—Process and Reality:
An Essay in Cosmology, corr. ed., ed. by D. R. Griffin and D. W. Sherburne (New York:
Free Press, 1978); RM—Religion in the Making (New York: Macmillan, 1960); RMn—
Religion in the Making, new ed. (New York: Fordham UP, 1996); SMW—Science and
the Modern World (New York: Free Press, 1967), SMWo—Science and the Modern
World (New York: Macmillan, 1925).

Cf. R. Faber, "On the Unique Origin of Revelation, Religious Intuition, and Theology",
Process Studies 28/3-4 (1999): p. 273-289.
3 Cf .RMp.31 .

The author wishes to acknowledge the decisive editorial help received from Dr. Thomas
Kelly.
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My interest is a theological one, namely to explore this problematic
duality of religious experience and cosmology within the context of an
ongoing discussion in Christian theology: the problem of religious
pluralism, its implications and consequences. While investigating the
framework of Religion in the Making, I will look for mutual inspiration.

THE THEOLOGICAL PROBLEMATIC OF THE EXPERIENCE OF GOD

When theology analyzes religious experience and acknowledges its
essence to be an experience of God, it distinguishes two elements: the
empirical side, that is, the subjective, immediate perception of, and
emotional reaction to, the manifestation of an ultimate reality, and the
'rational side, that is, the horizon of interpretation of the religious
encounter. With Ian T. Ramsey we may define "religious experience" as
"disclosure", a sudden encounter of utmost intensity, of an ultimate
reality that — in Schleiermacher's and Tillich's understanding —
unconditionally concerns us by changing our existence and direction of
life, and "God", on the other hand, as a "key word" that interprets this
experience '.

For Christian theology, these two elements of religious experience
hide a deep and worrying paradox, namely that the "disclosure" must not
necessarily be articulated as an experience of "God" or a "god." In other
words: Phenomenologically and logically, religious experience discloses
only a contingent relation to the notion of God. In order to understand
religious experience as experience of God, a process of interpretation has
already happened, inferring rather than intuiting the notion of God.
Surprisingly, "God" appears to be a moment of the rationalization of
religious experience rather than to be its immediate emanation.
Consequently, theology's knowledge of God must come from somewhere
else — besides the experience that we interpret as experience of God 2.

In Christian theology, this paradox is known although rarely used
constructively. Exceptions apply. Karl Rahner's whole theology is based
on the "transcendental experience" of an ultimate mystery for which he
invokes the notion of God 3. "God" conceptualizes the transcendental
horizon of the world as a whole, presupposed in any religious experience.
Rahner's cosmological background also is known: the cosmo-theology of

Cf. I. T. Ramsey, Religious Language: An Empirical Placing of Theological Phrases
(London: Macmillan, 1957), p. 48-51.
2 Cf. F. Schleiermacher, Glaubenslehre (1821) § 4,4.

Cf. K. Rahner, Grundkurs des Glaubens: Einfiihrung in den Begriff des Christentums
(Freiburg: Herder, 1976).
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Teilhard de Chardin and his evolutionary panentheism for which "God"
names the dynamic unity of the universe '. Another theologian, Wolfhart
Pannenberg, has also based his theology on the difference of the
particularity of religious experiences in a becoming world with the true
sphere of the notion of God, being to indicate the eschatological
wholeness of the world. In a remarkable statement, he has sharply
phrased their togetherness as an internally problematic paradox:

The notion of God functions as interpreting term of such [religious]
experience [...]. A religious experience can only be understood as an
"encounter" with God (or with a god) in an interpretation that, for its part,
uses the notion of God 2.

This is the pivotal point: The notion of God does not originate in
religious experience. In order to function as an interpreting term for
religious experience, the notion of God must be applied to religious
experience. "God" reflects the immediate encounter rather than
emanating from the experience itself.

This paradoxical relation of religious experience and metaphysical
interpretation seems to be inevitable for theology. On its constructive
side, it allows for addressing the question of the truth of the experience of
God. U. I. Dalferth, e.g., has pointed to the fact that only an interpretation
of the particular experience of YHVH in the context of a universal
concept of God, El or Elohim, facilitates the discernment of the true God
from the false gods 3. On the problematic side, however — and this is
what we are concerned with here — it confronts us with the fact that
religious experience implies a moment of intellectuality, rationality, and
conceptuality that is not revealed, but metaphysically presupposed. John
Hick has proposed that this dual character of religious experience shares
its structure with human experience in general: Every experience includes
a moment of reflection in light of a universal horizon of interpretation
without which perception would remain scattered and meaningless4.
Every (religious) experience includes a metaphysical presupposition and,
therefore, implies a cosmology.

' Cf. P. Teilhard de Chardin, ,,Mein Universum", in Christus und Wissenschaft (Olten:
Walter, 1970), p. 64-122.
2 W. Pannenberg, Systematische Theologie. vol. I (Gb'ttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht,
1988), p. 76; my translation.
3 Cf. I. U. Dalferth, Religiose Rede von Gott (Mvinchen: Kaiser, 1981), p. 576.
4 Cf. J. Hick. "Religious Faith as Experiencing—As", in G.N.A. Vesey, ed., Talk of God.
Royal Institute of Philosophy Lectures II, 1967/68 (London, 1969), p. 20-35.
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What irritates Christian theology here is that the concept of "God"
and, hence, of God's "revelation" is an interpretation. In the first edition
of Schleiermacher's "Uber die Religion" (1799), "God", indeed, appears
as just one of many possible interpretations of the "universe'"
Theoretically, we could envision the same religious experience allowing
for a variety of interpretations based on the cosmological framework of
the religion within which the experience is conceptualized. We may, e.g
suppose that the same kind of experience that led the great Old Testament
prophets to interpret their existential visions to be of YHVH's
tremendous and healing holiness may have suggested to Buddha to
understand his enlightenment in being of nameless nirvana. We are
confronted with a kind of relativism — deep as the Pacific: Not just
which God is the true one but whether there might be a God at all as true
source of the religious experience, is brought into question.

Furthermore, when we accept the notion that a cosmological
framework deeply determines the contents of the religious experience, we
are immediately dragged into the problem of religious pluralism2. In
order to avoid both radical, pluralistic approaches, which defy the
problem of truth altogether, and fundamentalist's approaches, which
irrationally favor one religion over all others, theology is forced to
seeking a common field of discourse 3. Some have found it in the rational
discourse of philosophical cosmology. But in that case, we take the
discussion of religious experience to a level beyond the particular religion
and in a certain sense beyond religion in general . This again is
unacceptable for Christianity, which grounds itself in revelation. As
defined at the First Vatican Counsel (1870), revelation is the primary
source of Christian knowledge of God, and it is beyond the lumen
naturale of philosophical thought5. Above all, Christian theology seeks
for the harmonization of the truth-claims of religions only in the context

Cf. Pannenberg, op. cit., p. 76, note 10.
2 Cf. P. Knitter, "Can Christian Theology be only Christian? A Dialogical Theology for
the Third Millennium", in D. Schultenover, ed., Theology Towards the Third Millennium.
Theological Issues for the Twenty-First Century. Toronto Studies in Theology, vol. 56
(Lewston, NY: Center for Studies of Religion and Society, Creigton University, and The
Edwin Mellen Press, 1991), p. 83-102.
3 Cf. F. X. D'Sa, Gott der Dreieine und der All-Game. Voi-wort zur Begegmmg zwischen
Christenlum undHinduismus. Theologie Interkulturell, vol. 2 (Diisseldorf: Patmos, 1987),
p. 16-18.
4 Cf. R. Neville, "On Comparing Religious Ideas", in R. Neville, ed., Ultimate Realities. A
Volume in the Comparative Religious Ideas Project (New York: SUNY, 2001), p. 187-
211.

Cf. P. Hiinermann, ed., Enchiridion symbolorum definitorum et declaratum de rebus
fidei et montm. 37th edition (Freiburg: Herder, 1991), p. 818-819 (= DH 3015-3019).
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of the longstanding Christian concept of Christianity as "absolute
religion" and, hence, of Christianity's singularity \, on the most profound level, the paradox Christian theology

faces is the difficulty of how to understand the togetherness of two
elements of'the same event which, from their own points of views, regard
themselves as most important and, thereby, impose themselves as
determining the whole process: While religious experience seems to resist
any generalization under a law of a cosmological framework (thereby
forming the identity of this particular religion, e.g., Christianity), the
cosmological framework, on the other hand, tends reductively to integrate
these singular experiences as mere instances of its unifying interpretation
without which experience has no meaning. This dilemma, again, is the
impulse of several theological discourses: on the valuation of
interreligious processes, on the danger of religious pluralism, on the
interplay of revelation and reason, on the possibility of interreligious
comparisons of religious experiences and dogmatic systems — and on
what basis2. Regarding these theological quarrels, Whitehead's
discussion of this problem in Religion and the Making may offer
suggestions and even surprising solutions.

THE INTERPLAY OF RELIGIOUS EXPERIENCE AND COSMOLOGY

In a very profound sense, Whitehead was aware of the duality of
religious experience and cosmology as a particular instance of the general
discussion regarding the dual structure of acts of experience. It is one of
the most basic insights of Whitehead's philosophy throughout his opus:
from the early distinction between event and object in Concept of
Nature3 and the interrelation of the empirical and rational side of
metaphysics in Science and the World on, to the ontological duality of
actualities in their physical/mental polarity in Process and Reality and
the division of the Universe into the two Worlds of Creation and Values
in one of his final articles, "Immortality", from 1941 5. But it really is the
discussion of religion and cosmology in Religion and the Making by

Cf. W. Kasper, ed., Absolutheit des Christentums. Questiones Disputatae 79 (Freiburg:
Herder, 1977).

Cf. R. Faber, ,,Transkulturation. Dogmatische Uberlegungen zum ,Wesen des
Christentums": Lecture, Univeristy of Vienna, May 2004 [in print].

CN, p. 143-170.
5 PR, p. 22-26.

Imm. p. 82; cf. R. Faber, "'The Infinite Movement of Evanescence' — The Pythagorean
Puzzle in Plato, Deleuze, and Whitehead", American Journal of Theology and Philosophy
21 (2000): p. 171-199.
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means of which Whitehead developed the basic framework to cope with
this duality.

Since there is no time to follow Whitehead's philosophy on this matter
in depth, I point directly to one of Whitehead's statements that resonates
perfectly with the theological exposition given in part one. In Science of
the Modern World, Whitehead urges us to understand the theological
duality of particular experience and general cosmology as the expression
of a universal law that evokes the notion of God. He proposes that

[...] nothing within any limited type of experience can give intelligence to
shape our ideas of any entity at the base of all actual things, unless the
general character of things requires that there be such an entity. '

More neutrally, we could rephrase Whitehead's law of duality by
replacing "entity" with "unity", meaning that the "general character of
things" is the universal abstraction by which every particular experience
is interpreted as united within one cosmological framework. But in
Whitehead's nuance — using "entity" instead of "unity" — we discover
the theological concern: The notion of God (the "entity") is a
metaphysical presupposition required by the general character of the
universe as a whole by which every particular religious experience is
already determined. Similar to what we have analyzed in part one, God
appears to be a moment of the cosmological context of every religious
experience that understands itself as experience of God.

In Religion in the Making - which Whitehead considered to be the
"second part" of Science and the Modern World2 - this universal law
reappears as the key to unravel Whitehead's reflection on religion
precisely as analyzing the interplay of religious experience and
cosmology. I will further discuss their polarity within this conceptual
triangle of religious experience, cosmology, and their togetherness in
religion.

Regarding religious experience, Whitehead obviously does not give
any formal definition. Nevertheless, we can clarify its understanding by
Whitehead's own surprising reference to — cosmology. When he states
that "religious experience [...] consists of a certain widespread, direct
appreciation of a character exemplified in the actual universe" ,
Whitehead obviously considers the general character of the universe as a

1 SMWo, p. 250.
2 RM, p. 7.
3 RMn, p. 86.
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whole to be the contents of religious experience. However, he not only
refers to this "metaphysical presupposition" of any "religious intuition" '
as metaphysical abstraction to which religious experience is subjected, he
also interprets the perception of this metaphysical universality, exhibited
by the -universe as a whole, as "direct" and "immediate", and hence, as
unique. What makes this cosmological experience religious becomes
obvious when Whitehead determines it to consist in "a character of
permanent Tightness" inherent "in the nature of things"2. Religious
experience is about order, value, and harmony at the ground of the
world 3.

Regarding cosmology, we are directed to this general character
inherent in the world as a whole. Whitehead describes the metaphysical
character of the universe with the now famous three "formative
elements": creativity, ideal entities, and a non-temporal entity that "men
call God" 4. While creativity represents "infinite freedom" and the ideal
entities embody "infinite possibility", God - in further development of
the "principle of determination/empiricism" in Science and the Modern
World5 - manifests the actuality at the ground of the universe that
determines freedom and possibility in order to allow for an actual
universe to happen, and to happen as process of valuation 6. Cosmology's
relation to religious experiences becomes obvious in Whitehead's
inclusion of God as "formative character" 7 of the universe. In immediate
intuition, this "general character" appears as religious precisely by being
an instance of decisions of God that create values .

Regarding religion, Whitehead develops a generic conception of
evolving phases of religion formed by ritual, emotion, belief, and, finally,
rationalization9. Modem religion, in Whitehead's eyes, is rational
religion, that is, religion seeking freedom from the particularity of ritual,
the subjectivity of emotions, and the regionalism of beliefs by bifurcating
into the "solitariness" of existence and "solidarity" with the universe as a

1 RMn, p. 86.
2RMn, p. 61.
3 Cf. W. Jung, "Zur Entwicklung von Whiteheads Gottesbegriff', in: Zeitschrift fur
Philosophische Forschung 19 (1965): p. 607-609.
4 RMn, p. 90.
5SMW, p. 178.
6 Cf. Th. Hosinski Th., Stubborn Fact and Creative Advance: An Introduction to the
metaphysics of Alfred North Whitehead, (Lanham: Rowman & Liitlefield, 1993), p. 230.
7 RMn, p. 89.
8 R. Faber, Golt ah Poet der Welt: Anliegen und Perspektiven der Prozesstheologie. 2nd

ed. (Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 2004)., p. 204-211.
9 RM, v. 28-36.

185



' ;

whole l. In this sense, rational religion integrates both the existentiality of
religious experience and the universality of cosmological interpretation
into a coherent unity of its own - the dogma. Hence, it does not come as a
surprise when Whitehead states that "whatever suggests a cosmology
suggests a religion" 2.

We can take the following quote as a summery of this interrelation of
religious experience and cosmology in the context of rational religion in
Whitehead's Religion in the Making:

The religious insight is the grasp of this truth: That the order of the world, the
depth of reality 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 completed
ideal harmony, which is God.

Even if this general description of the interplay of religious experience
and cosmology has not yet brought into light its own paradoxical side,
this does not mean that Whitehead was unaware of it. On the contrary,
while the "harmony", which God creates between two infinities at first
disguises rather than reveals the inherent process of the contrasting
opposites of the singularity of religious experience (on which the
particularity of a given religion is based), on the one hand, and the
generality of cosmological interpretations of these experiences (a
scheme), on the other, their dynamic duality is certainly a major aspect of
Whitehead's thought on religion in Religion in the Making 4.

THE PARADOX or RELIGIOUS EXPERIENCE AND COSMOLOGY

On the most general level, the paradox of religious experience and
cosmology can be restated as the problem of the relation between the
singularity of experiences (for which rationalization is an abstraction) and
the unity of the general character inherent in their interpretation (for
which singularity is the mere instantiation of a general scheme).

1 Cf. R. Faber, Prozefitheologie: Zu ihrer Wiirdigimg und kritischen Erneuerung (Mainz:
Griinewald, 2000), p. 245-257.
2RM, p. 87.
3RMn, p. 126-127.
4 Cf. M. Suchocki, The End of Evil: Process Eschatology in Historical Context (Albany:
SUNY, 1988), p. 104.

186



WHITEHEAD

>rates both the

'•Hence, it does not
suggests a

of rational

That the order of the world the

! world, m its whole and 4
lfe' *e Pea<* of life, and *

accidentally, but by reason of

11 om>this creativity and these

apart from the completed

)lay°f religious experience
its own paradoxical side

are of it. On the contrary'
/een two infinities at first
•ocess of the contrasting
penence (on which the
i the one hand, and the
'i these experiences (a
ertamly a major aspect of
ie Making 4.

AND COSMOLOGY

•eligious experience and
he relation between the
on is an abstraction) and
their interpretation (for
leral scheme).

'tischer, Erneuenmg (Mainz:

historical Context (Albany:

In the CQnceptuality of Process and Reality, the paradox can be
sketched this way: On the one hand, Whitehead constructs metaphysics as
a "coherent, logical, necessary system of general ideas in terms of which
every element of our experience can be interpreted" '. On the other hand,
however, he grounds his cosmology on the fundamental law that there is
"no way" in which a "concrete particular can be build up out of
universals" 2. The singular experience is a unique actuality that cannot be
reconstructed by any abstraction. Paradoxically, while every experience
must be interpreted by a general scheme in order to be recognizable as
this particular instance, at the same time, the particular experience cannot
be reconstructed within any general scheme because of its unique
singularity. These two sides of Whitehead's metaphysics interact in
constant struggle and seem to constitute the inner dynamics of
Whitehead's metaphysics in total3.

In Religion in the Making, Whitehead develops this paradox within
the structure of rational religion with its paradoxical dynamics of both
unique existentiality4 and universal (uniting) rationality5. In an
important statement, Whitehead directly describes this paradox by saying
that

Rational religion appeals to the direct intuition of special occasions, and to
the elucidatory power of its concepts for all occasions. It arises from that
which is special, but it extends to what is general. The doctrines of rational
religion aim at being that metaphysics which can be derived from the super-
normal experience of mankind in its moments of finest insight.6

On the one hand, rational religion appeals to the general level of
cosmology in order to interpret its unique religious experiences; on the
other hand, the power of universal elucidation is not drawn from the
rational scheme of metaphysics, but from the very unique occasions that
form the historic character of a singular religion, which in turn cannot be
reconstructed by any general scheme. Therefore, cosmology as derived

1 PR, p. 3.
2 PR, p. 20.
3 Cf. R. Faber, "Whitehead at Infinite Speed: Deconstructing System as Event", in:
C. Helmer, M. Suchocki, and J. Quiring, eds., Schleiermacher and Whitehead: Open
Systems in Dialogue. Theologische Bibliothek Topelmann, vol. 125 (Berlin: Walter de
Gruyter, 2004), p. 39-72.
4RM, p. 58.
5 RM, p. 64.
SRM, p. 31.
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