
Journal of the American Academy of Religion, XLVII/1, 21-30 ¡ 

Introduction: 
Process Thought and New Testament 

Exegesis 

John B. Cobb, Jr., with David J. Lull, and 

Barry A. Woodbridge 

ABSTRACT 

Thus far few effective contacts have been made between recent process 
thought and New Testament studies. Work on one side seems little affected 
by work on the other. Partly responsible for this alienation, which is 
indicative of the relationship between contemporary theology and biblical 
studies in general, is the direction that biblical studies took under the 
leadership of Rudolf Bultmann, for whom empirical and socio-historical 
concerns were not germane to faith. Equally responsible is the direction that 
process theology took under the influence of Alfred North Whitehead and 
Charles Harshorne, who saw their task less as the explication of specifically 
Christian tradition and experience, and more as the elucidation of the general 
features of reality. Recently a body of literature in Old and New Testament 
studies that attempt to bridge this gap has been developed. Whatever 
importance the interaction between biblical studies and process thought may 
be for biblical scholarship, it is vital for process theology. 
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Claremont, Avery Professor of Religion at the Claremont Graduate School, and 
Director of the Center for Process Studies. He has published books and articles on 
various aspects of process theology, including Christ in a Pluralistic Age (The 
Westminster Press, 1975) and Process Theology: An Introductory Exposition, co-
authored with David R. Griffin (The Westminster Press, 1976). 
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O ne important measure of the present weakness of theological studies 
in this country is the extent of their fragmentation. Connections 
between biblical scholarship and the major movements in 

contemporary theology, for example, are few and largely ineffective. 
Individual biblical scholars do involve themselves, it is true, in the theology of 
hope, political theology, feminist theology, Black theology, liberation 
theology, and even process theology. But on the whole these contacts are 
peripheral to both sides. 

Our situation is in marked contrast to that of even fifteen years ago. At 
that time both biblical scholarship and much systematic theology were still 
deeply under the influence of Rudolf Bultmann. The work of Karl Barth also 
continued to affect both disciplines. And even analytical philosophy could be 
identified as a common interest. Today the influence of Barth and Bultmann, 
while still great, seems on the wane, and no new "giants" have taken their 
places as integrative leaders in theological studies. 

The estrangement of process theology from the main body of biblical 
scholarship is of longer standing, although it is in marked contrast to its 
ancestry. Process theology stems from the Chicago School where, in the early 
part of this century, biblical studies and systematic theology were done in 
close conjunction and from a common perspective (cf. Funk). Shailer 
Mathews and Shirley Jackson Case were leading representatives of this socio-
historical school in its healthiest period. When Henry Nelson Wieman became 
the dominant figure in shaping the systematic thinking of the Chicago School, 
attention was turned from the sociological study of historical movements to 
the empirical explanation of what is given in immediate experience. The 
connection between systematic theology and biblical scholarship was thereby 
weakened. Nevertheless, such scholars as Amos Niven Wilder and John 
Knox can be associated with this empirical or neo-naturalist stage of the 
Chicago School. 

It is unfortunate from the perspective of process theology that the 
students of Wilder and Knox, along with most of the New Testament 
scholarly community in this country, were swept into Bultmannianism. For 
them neither socio-historical nor empirical concerns could be germane to 
faith. Meanwhile, Alfred North Whitehead and Charles Hartshorne became 
the dominant influences on the systematic thinking of the Chicago School. 
Their work introduced cosmological and metaphysical questions, which led 
philosophical theologians even further from the interests of biblical scholars. 
The split between biblical scholarship and this new metaphysical theology 
seemed almost complete. 

Despite the trend toward a deepening rift between process theology and 
biblical studies, Schubert M. Ogden has worked toward establishing their 
unity (1972, 1976). At once a staunch Bultmannian and Hartshornian, Ogden 
is convinced that each of his mentors offers what the other lacks. Defending 
his position through scriptural exegesis, he argues cogently that the meta­
physical theism of Hartshorne and the existentialist anthropology of 
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Bultmann call for and complement one another (1957, 1961, 1963, 1964, 
1964a). 

From the side of New Testament scholarship, William A. Beardslee, 
recognizing in his own work the influence of the Chicago School, has 
maintained an effective relationship with the developments of process 
theology. He has called attention to features of the New Testament that are 
neglected in what he considers the one-sided Lutheran emphasis on justifica­
tion by faith alone and preoccupation with the moment of decision in 
isolation from its past and its context. He thinks that human wisdom and 
human effort have a more positive role to play than Bultmannian scholars 
allow (1961, 1967), and that the narrative form of the Gospels tells us 
something about the nature of the kerygma (1970, 1972, 1973, 1975). 

The decline of Neo-orthodoxy and of Bultmannian influence in the 
sixties had two effects on the relation of process theology and biblical studies. 
On the one hand, it weakened the connection that had been forged through 
the work of Ogden. On the other hand, it opened New Testament scholarship 
to a more pluralistic exploration of its options. Once again New Testament 
studies are appearing that reflect the earlier socio-historical or empirical 
interests of the Chicago School by dealing with the social, economic, and 
political aspects of early Christianity as well as the literary and theological 
aspects of New Testament literature. 

Reflection about language had already become central to hermeneutical 
and exegetical work (cf. Robinson) when Lyman Lundeen wrote Risk and 
Rhetoric (1972), a Whiteheadian treatment of language and its relation to 
hermeneutics. This opened up new avenues for discussion between process 
theology and biblical studies. It was in this context also that Christian 
Theological Seminary in Indianapolis called a meeting to discuss the relation 
between process philosophy and biblical theology. Discussions were 
exploratory and diffuse, but nevertheless promising / l / . Since then there 
have been regular sesisons at the national AAR/ SBL meetings continuing this 
exploration under the heading "Process Hermeneutic and Biblical Exegesis" 
/2/ . At the same time the Center for Process Studies was established in 
Claremont, and among its first projects was the exploration of the promise 
process thought and biblical studies have for each other, a project still in 
progress and out of which this volume of essays has evolved. Also in 
Claremont several dissertations have been written on the bearing of process 
thought on hermeneutics and specific exegetical topics (Woodbridge, Clark, 
and Lull). 

In the Spring of 1977, several of those who had been active in these 
discussions on the New Testament side found it possible to spend time 
together in Claremont. The present volume results from their collaboration. 
Those who are concerned to overcome the separation of biblical studies from 
contemporary theology, and especially those who care for the fate of process 
theology, must hope that this work will involve a larger community in the 
continuing effort to restore connections between the two disciplines. 
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It would be unwise, however, to suppose that the task is an easy one. The 
separation of theology from biblical studies is only one expression of the ever-
increasing fragmentation of academic disciplines in general and especially of 
the growing disconnection of historical scholarship from normative thinking. 
Every effort to reverse this process moves against the dominant currents of 
our time, which favor the specialist. Furthermore, insofar as bridge-building 
efforts have been from the side of normative theological concerns, they are 
particularly problematic for the historian. It can easily appear that process 
theology, having established its beliefs on other grounds, now wants to justify 
them through the support of biblical scholarship. 

The interest of process theologians in grounding their work explicitly in 
biblical scholarship, however, is not so external or arbitrary. Many have 
adopted process theology precisely because it seems to support aspects of their 
biblically-shaped convictions that were rejected as false in most modern 
thought. For example, the biblical understanding of God as interacting with 
the world in love found clear and persuasive expression in Whitehead and 
Hartshorne. There is, then, nothing artificial about correlating this 
philosophical doctrine with the Scriptures from which it is derived. 

Process theologians have also felt that certain features of modern 
thought that are rejected by process philosophy have unnecessarily limited 
biblical scholars in their appreciation of some scriptural themes. For example, 
modern biblical scholarship tends to separate history from nature and then to 
detach the existential moment from history far more than the Bible itself does. 
The biblical sense of the continuity of nature and history and of the setting of 
events in narrative history can be more fully appreciated in a process 
perspective. Once again, to point this out does not seem to be an arbitrary 
incursion of philosophical norms into the historical disciplines. Further, for 
Whiteheadians, the competing hermeneutical schools appear less in conflict 
proved extremely difficult to achieve. This is partly because of insufficient 
out the real, though relative, contribution of each, may have some value. 

Nevertheless, these approaches, however integral from the theological 
side, have appeared to many biblical scholars as somewhat external 
comments. A much more integral relation is needed. And it has thus far 
proved extremely difficult to achieve it. This is partly because of insufficient 
work on the part of those who are trying to bridge the gap. It is also due to 
deep-seated habits of mind in the community of biblical scholarship. 

First, most biblical scholars, like historians generally, find it possible to 
go on with their work without troubling much about theological or 
philosophical matters. They see no reason to bother with this discussion until 
and unless it speaks directly to their historical concerns. 

Second, the split between biblical scholarship and metaphysical or 
cosmological philosophy is old and deep. Even those scholars who are most 
receptive to philosophical considerations are likely to regard process 
philosophy as one of the least promising forms. Since their suspicion of specu­
lative philosophy is shared by most of the modern intellectual world, they do 
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not see that involving themselves with it will constitute a bridge for 
communication with a wider audience. 

Third, the results obtained through bringing process categories to bear 
on biblical scholarship often appear too strange to be of interest, or else 
readily available through more familiar considerations / 3 / . 

Fourth, the features of Whitehead's thought most likely to have direct 
relevance at basic levels of scholarship, such as his view of language, have until 
recently been little treated by process theologians (cf. Lundeen 1972; 
Beardslee 1972,1973,1975; and Woodbridge 1976,1977). Proposals from the 
Whiteheadian side that have the greatest promise, therefore, are yet to be 
clearly formulated. 

Despite all these reasons for lack of interest and for suspicion on the part 
of most biblical scholars, a small but growing group have persisted in their 
efforts for several reasons. They are convinced that biblical scholarship can be 
enriched and better related to theology through interaction with process 
thought. They are intellectually attracted to process theology and in 
particular to Whitehead's philosophy. And they are persuaded that the work 
that has been done, with all its limitations, shows promise for the future. 

Whatever the importance of this effort may be for biblical scholarship, it 
is vital for process theology. Any form of systematic theology is funda­
mentally truncated where its rootage in Scripture is not clear and strong. 
Although the rootage of process theology in Scripture is real, it is 
insufficiently manifest and is in danger of further withering if it cannot be 
articulated and integrated with creative contemporary biblical scholarship. 

From the side of process theology it is easier to engage directly in 
discussions of biblical theology on the one hand, and of the phenomenology 
of language and understanding on the other. For example, Lewis Ford's 
recent book (1978) adds a process perspective to the body of literature in the 
area of biblical theology, and Barry Woodbridge's dissertation (1976) 
develops a process approach to interpretation based on Whitehead's theory of 
language and argues its validity in relation to other approaches; but neither 
one is engaged in the work of historical exegesis (in part, of course, because 
the patterns of education and academic careers favor narrow specialization). 
Consequently these kinds of interaction between biblical studies and theology 
from the side of process philosophical theologians is removed from the work 
of biblical scholars, which in large part is historiographie and exegetical. 
Much that has appeared under the heading "process hermeneutic,"therefore, 
may be looked upon by biblical scholars as a kind of speculative philosophy, 
which seems to have little to do with their real work. 

It seems more appropriate, therefore, to offer in this volume sample 
exegetical essays by biblical scholars (Beardslee, Lull, Pregeant, and 
Weeden), who approach exegesis from a process perspective. Some of the 
hermeneutical principles presupposed by the exegetical essays are described in 
an introductory essay by William A. Beardslee. And in a concluding essay, 
Barry A. Woodbridge identifies additional potentials of a process 
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conceptuality for biblical studies that have not been manifest in this particular 
set of exegetical essays. 

Since the essays of this volume are exclusively oriented to New 
Testament texts, these introductory comments have been slanted in that 
direction. Old Testament scholarship, however, has played an equally 
important role in the discussion thus far. From the side of process philosophy, 
Lewis S. Ford has devoted considerable time and energy to Old Testament 
studies (1971, 1978). From the side of biblical scholarship, Loren R. Fisher 
has contributed to the integration of process thought and Old Testament 
studies ( 1973) / 4/, and he has inspired several of his students to continue work 
in this area (cf. Clark) / 5/. Kent H. Richards organized and directed the SBL 
"Process Hermeneutic and Biblical Exegesis Group," and has himself 
contributed directly to the discussion (1976) / 6/. The most extensive pieces of 
Old Testament exegesis yet done from a process perspective are by J. Gerald 
Janzen (1976, 1976a) and George W. Coats (1977). It is our hope that it will 
not be long before a collection of Old Testament essays growing out of these 
discussions will also be published. 

NOTES 

/1 / The papers presented at that meeting included those published in Encounter, 
36 (1975) by Lundeen, Beardslee, Weeden, Griffin, Janzen, and Reitz, and papers by 
Pixley and Williamson published in Process Studies, 4/3 (1974). Lewis Ford's paper is 
included in his book The Lure of God (29-44). 

/2/ The following papers have been presented: 
1974—William A. Beardslee, "Notes on a Whiteheadian Hermeneutic" 

Theodore J. Weeden, "The Synoptic Tradition: A New Angle of Vision" 
David R. Griffin, "Some Basic Principles of Whiteheadian Process Thought: 

Outlined with an Eye Toward Their Relevance for Biblical 
Historiography and Hermeneutic," with an addendum by John B. Cobb, 
Jr. 

1975—John B. Cobb, Jr., "Trajectories and Historical Routes" 
Russell Pregeant, "The Matthean Undercurrent: Process Hermeneutic and the 

'Parable of the Last Judgment'" (published, 1975) 
George W. Coats, "The King's Loyal Opposition: Obedience and Revolution in 

the Kingdom of God" (published, 1977) 
1976—J. Gerald Janzen, "Metaphor and Reality in Hosea 11 " (published, 1976) 

Theodore J. Weeden, "Caesarea Philippi: Toward a Process Synthesis of the 
Pluralism in Markan Interpretation" 

Kent Harold Richards, "Beyond Bruxism" (published, 1976) 
1977—Barry A. Wood bridge, "Process Hermeneutic: An Approach to Biblical Texts" 

(published, 1977). 
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¡3/ The same was said about the introduction of existentialist philosophy, 
especially Heidegger's, into New Testament studies. For example, in 1936 A. D. Nock 
wrote of H. Jonas' Gnosis und spätantiker Geist I: 

Dr. Jonas has set himself to the study of a wide range of religious 
development under the Empire. . . . 

This is set forth in a detailed analysis which includes various good 
observations. Nevertheless, J.'s real interest lies in an attempt to make a 
synthesis. He does this with concepts of Spengler and Heidegger. Frankly, I 
cannot understand what he does in this direction. He is a metaphysician 
trying to shake off the yoke of history and to lead us to a higher level of 
comprehension; I am left in a terminological fog, and I know that I am not 
alone in this situation. Is not his book an illustration of a fairly common dis­
satisfaction with the slow progress and manifest limitations of linguistic and 
historical scholarship? Is it not in a sense a parallel to the movements which it 
seeks to present? It is an expression of our century. Learning never has been 
and never can be wholly detached from the conditions of life and the general 
trends of thought, and all attitudes towards investigation involve an element 
of emotion. Those of us who cling hardest to the older ways may have to 
admit that our struggle for such approximation to objectivity as is possible is 
reinforced by a desire for escape. 'Nun sucht man aber an dem Arbeiter nicht 
mehr, denn dass er treu gefunden werde.' The historian of religion cannot, 
however, solve the riddles of the universe; his business is more pedestrian. 
(444-45) 

Similar things are being said today about "structural exegesis," even by those who are 
sympathetic to the introduction of new linguistics and literary criticism into biblical 
studies (cf. Crossan). 

/4 / Also, in 1974 Fisher presented a paper to the SBL Israelite History Section 
titled "On Telling the Story of Israel." 

/ 5/ In 1975 Stan Rummel presented a paper to the SBL Israelite History Section 
titled "The History of Israel: What Place for the Subhuman?" 

/ 6/ Richards also presented a paper on the theme of hope in the Old Testament at 
the Catholic Biblical Association meeting in Denver in 1976. 
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