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In this article I pose two primary questions. (1) How is God’s action in the evolutionary
process to be understood with regard to seemingly self-explanatory evolutionary
novelties, novelties with no telos inherent within them? (2) How can Christian
affirmation of divine action in evolution be reconciled with the massive yet unavoidable
evil and suffering involved in the evolutionary process? This article explores the
answers to the questions by explicating two major figures in the contemporary
science-theology dialogue: Arthur Peacocke and Wolfhart Pannenberg. They represent
quite contrasting positions within the camp of theistic evolution. I term them
respectively “naturalistic” and “eschatological.” I will analyze their positions in terms
of their fundamental metaphysical commitments and respective answers to the two
questions mentioned above. This analysis aims first to make explicit the contrasting
points between two different approaches and then to lay the foundation for a theology
of evolution going beyond them.

C
an we believe in God and evolu-
tion at the same time? Ted Peters
and Martinez Hewlett answer:

yes, we can. But we can do so only if we
do not confuse evolutionary biology with
a natural science and atheistic material-
ism.1 In other words, given that the
distinction between methodological and
metaphysical reductionism is kept in
mind, the scientific theory of evolution
embracing only methodological reduc-
tionism is compatible with Christian
faith. “Theistic evolution” is the name
Peters and Hewlett give to the positions
that they take when reconciling Chris-
tian faith and evolutionary biology.2

Yet, it is one thing to argue for the
formal compatibility of God and evolu-
tion; it is quite another to address the
substantial challenges that the details
of evolutionary biology bring to Chris-
tian theology. For instance, Peters and
Hewlett identify five issues theistic evo-
lutionists need to deal with: deep time,

natural selection, common descent,
divine action, and theodicy.3 This short
article cannot address all these impor-
tant subjects. Nevertheless, with a spe-
cific focus on God’s relation to the
history of biological evolution, I will pay
special attention to the issues of divine
action and theodicy. I will pose two
primary questions. (1) How is God’s
action in the evolutionary process to be
understood with regard to seemingly
self-explanatory4 evolutionary novelties,
novelties with no telos inherent within
them? (2) How can Christian affirmation
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of divine action in evolution be reconciled with the
massive yet unavoidable evil and suffering involved
in the evolutionary process?

This article explores the answers to these ques-
tions by explicating two major figures in the contem-
porary science-theology dialogue: Arthur Peacocke
and Wolfhart Pannenberg. The former was a British
biochemist and theologian with an Anglican back-
ground; the latter, a German systematic theologian
with a Lutheran background. They represent quite
contrasting positions within the single camp of
theistic evolution. I term them “naturalistic” and
“eschatological,” respectively. I will analyze their
positions in terms of their fundamental metaphysical
commitments and respective answers to the above-
mentioned questions. This analysis aims first to
make explicit the contrasting points between two
different approaches and then to lay the foundation
for a theology of evolution going beyond them.

Arthur Peacocke: A Naturalistic
Theology of Evolution
As a hybrid scientist-theologian, Peacocke shows
“a deep concern with the naturalistic assumptions of
the empirical sciences and with the need to find
an adequate theological response to them.”5 The
naturalistic approach in his theology of evolution
represents one of the most influential strands among
theistic evolutionists.

Naturalistic Theism
Peacocke summarizes his basic theological position
with three letters: ENP. ENP refers to Emergent
monism, Naturalistic theism, and Panentheism, all
of which are closely related to one another.6 Among
them, this discussion focuses on naturalistic theism.

The first fact to be noted is that Peacocke’s discus-
sion begins with scientific insights and derives from
them the implications for our understanding of
God’s relation to the world. In other words, he wants
to bring to his theological thinking the assumptions
underlying today’s understanding of the natural
world as it is afforded by the sciences. Of the many
significant assumptions, he refers specifically to the
ubiquity of regularity in the world, its closure to
nonnatural forces, its skepticism about the super-
natural, and the self-creative and emergent character
of natural processes.7 It is important to note that the

assumptions Peacocke derives from the sciences are
not merely methodological; but they are also meta-
physical in nature, although definitely not atheistic.

In other words, Peacocke embraces not only
“methodological naturalism,” but also a sort of
“metaphysical naturalism.” In this regard, he
follows David Griffin’s proposal of “scientific natu-
ralism.” Like Griffin, Peacocke defines scientific
naturalism as naturalismns (ns: nonsupernaturalist),
putting it in antithesis with supernaturalism. At the
same time, he distinguishes scientific naturalism
from any full-blown metaphysical position, such as
materialistic naturalism.8 Scientific naturalism is
the only type of naturalism assumed by the scientific
enterprise. Hence, it is open to Christian theism as
well as materialistic atheism.9

In this way, Peacocke rejects both supernatural-
ism, a doctrine that a supernatural being exists out-
side the otherwise universal web of cause-effect
relations and can violate it, and materialistic natural-
ism, a metaphysical claim that nature is all there is.
Since scientific naturalism provides the true account
of our world, he believes that there are neither super-
natural entities nor miracles that break the regulari-
ties of nature discovered by science.10 Nonetheless,
he believes that scientific naturalism is reconcilable
with Christian theism, if God is not conceived as
a supernatural person who can violate the natural
regularities.

When Peacocke defines his theological position as
naturalistic theism, scientific naturalism is already
presupposed in it. Yet, naturalistic theism, in its gen-
uine sense, means more than scientific naturalism;
in fact, it contains a theological claim about a specific
mode of divine action in the natural world:

[T]he processes revealed by the sciences are in
themselves the action of God as Creator, such that
God is not to be found as some kind of additional
influence or factor added on to the processes of
the world God is creating.11

This position he designates as theological naturalism.
Once scientific naturalism has excluded all the
supernatural forces from the natural processes, the
processes of ongoing creation in the natural world
are identified with divine action. God is depicted
as immanent in the natural processes. Only if it is
accepted that God is “more than” the natural pro-
cesses does this theological naturalism lead to a
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panentheistic vision.12 Hence, Peacocke’s naturalistic
theism refers to this naturalistic-immanentist-
panentheistic approach to divine action in the natural
world.

Peacocke’s naturalistic understanding of God’s
relation to the natural world needs a few more com-
ments. First of all, Peacocke affirms that the natural,
including the human, world owes its existence to
another “entity,” a Creator God who is real and
personal and has purposes for this world. Yet, he
confines the scope of continuous divine activity
within the regularities of natural processes, which is,
in itself, God’s creation. He is explicitly against the
idea of miracle:

God does not implement these purposes through
“miracles” that intervene in or abrogate the world’s
natural regularities, which continue to be expli-
cated and investigated by the natural sciences.13

Be that as it may, Peacocke does not succumb to the
model of a deistic God whose creative activity is found
only in the beginning. His explicitly panentheistic
idea of God as the circumambient reality emphasizes
divine immanence in the world.14 And he is insistent
that God is working “in, with, and under” the natural
processes. In addition, he argues that God could,
if God so intended, influence particular events in the
world without contravening the regularities estab-
lished by science through the downward causality on
the world as a whole.15 I now turn to how Peacocke
develops his theology of evolution within the frame-
work of naturalistic theism.

Interplay of Chance and Law
as Creative Origin of Evolution
Peacocke’s recent discussion of evolution begins
with a remarkable identification of two characteristic
features in the evolutionary history: continuity and
emergence. First, he notes the seamless character of
the history of nature as it is described by science.16

This seamless, continuous feature is especially true
of the processes of biological evolution. According
to Peacocke, this feature was at first a conjecture of
Charles Darwin, yet is now thoroughly validated.
As the second feature, Peacocke refers to emergence;
namely, new forms of matter appear in the natural
processes and constitute a hierarchy of emergent
levels. These emergent levels involve not only episte-
mologically irreducible concepts, but also at least
a “putative ontology.”17

These two features of evolutionary history are
not separated from each other. Rather, the history
of emergent evolution is marked by continuous pro-
cesses. In other words, even the ontologically strong
emergence is to be explained without recourse to
any supernatural influences. Peacocke thinks that the
emergence of life is no exception in this regard.18

If both the origin and history of life are to be scien-
tifically explained away as a seamless process of
emergent evolution, how can one conceive of divine
action within the evolutionary history? Does this
scientific explanation obviate any idea of divine
action? By no means. On the contrary, evolution
has made possible a more dynamic understanding
of divine action in the world. In this vein, Peacocke
proposes

the model of God sustaining and giving continuous

existence to a process which has a creativity built

into it by God. God is creating at every moment of
the world’s existence in and through the perpetually-

endowed creativity of the very stuff of the world.19

To use a sacramental language, God “is ‘in, with,

and under’ all-that-is and all-that-goes-on.” Thus,
Peacocke does not feel any need to look for addi-
tional divine action to explain biological evolution.
It should be noted that Peacocke deliberately avoids
an intimation of any sort of special divine action in
the evolutionary processes.

This naturalistic understanding of divine action
within evolutionary processes is further confirmed
by Peacocke’s more specific discussion of the creativ-
ity and propensities in evolution. In this regard, he
attempts to respond to Jacques Monod, who argued
that everything in evolution went on in an entirely
uncontrolled and fortuitous matter. Contra Monod,
Peacocke argues that there is no reason to attribute
a metaphysical status to chance, for the chances at the
DNA level of mutation do not preclude trends and
inbuilt propensities at the higher levels of organisms,
populations, and ecosystems. Instead, he argues that

it is the interplay of chance and law that is in fact
creative within time, for it is the combination of
the two which allows new forms to emerge and
evolve—so that natural selection appears to be
opportunistic.20

And this creative interplay of chance and law pre-
supposes the “potentialities” that the physical world
possessed ab initio. It is a short step to move from this
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idea of ab initio potentialities to that of a sort of divine
creation. Peacocke argues that a theist must think
of such potentialities as written into creation by the
Creator’s intention and, at the same time, as gradually
being actualized by the operation of chance stimulat-
ing their emergence. In this sense, God is regarded
as the ultimate ground and source of both law and
chance and therefore of the creativity in evolution.

In addition, Peacocke argues that there are natural
“propensities” in evolution toward the possession
of certain characteristics and that these propensities
are inherently built into an evolutionary process based
on natural selection.21 Consistent with his scientific
naturalism, Peacocke thinks that these propensities
do not need any mysterious explanation. They sim-
ply reflect the advantages conferred in natural selec-
tion by these features. Thus, he says that there seems
to be “overall direction and implementation of divine

purpose through the interplay of chance and law
without a deterministic plan fixing all the details
of the structure(s) of what emerges possessing per-
sonal qualities.”22 Probably, he would agree with
Niels Henrik Gregersen’s idea of God as the designer
of the self-organizing universe.23 No wonder that
Peacocke does not see any need to postulate any spe-

cial divine action to explain the overall direction of
evolution. In particular, he does not accept the idea
of divine manipulation of mutations at the quantum
level to ensure the emergence of persons as a result
of evolutionary processes.

As I said earlier, one needs to remember that
Peacocke does not simply deny special divine action
in the natural world. His proposal of God’s down-
ward causality on the world as a whole is widely
known. Given that our topic focuses upon biological
evolution, however, Peacocke seems reluctant, if not
opposed, to apply even such a type of special divine
action to the evolutionary process, when he says,

If there are any such influences by God shaping
the direction of evolutionary processes at specific
points—for which I see no evidence (how could
we know?) and no theological need—I myself
could only envisage them as being through God’s
whole-part constraint on all-that-is affecting the
confluence of what, to us, would be independent
causal chains.24

In short, this quotation confirms once again the
strongly naturalistic tendency of Peacocke’s theology
of evolution.

God’s Cosuffering Immanence in the
Self-Creative Process of Evolution
This naturalistic understanding of the evolutionary
history as a seamless process of emergence (scientific
naturalism) and of God as acting in and through the
natural processes (theological naturalism) underlies
Peacocke’s natural theodicy.

As regards the ubiquity of pain, suffering, and
death in the history of evolution, Peacocke’s theo-
logical response begins with stressing its biological
inevitability in two ways. First, he says, the ubiquity
of pain and suffering in the living world appears to
be an inevitable consequence of creatures acquiring
advantageous properties in natural selection. Next,
in a finite universe, the law of new life through death
of the old is inevitable. This is “the prerequisite of
the creativity of the biological order.”25

Then, Peacocke offers his own twofold answer to
the problem of evil in evolution. On the one hand,
he emphasizes the positive aspect of evolution, such
as the diversity and richness of life, insisting that
God has joy and delight in creation itself:

The existence of the whole tapestry of the created
order, in its warp and woof, and in the very hetero-
geneity and multiplicity of its forms must be taken
to be the Creator’s intention.26

As for the negative side of evolution, Peacocke
appeals to the recent renewal of the theology of the
cross: if God is immanently present in and to natural
processes, he says, “God suffers in, with, and under

the creative processes of the world with their costly
unfolding in time.”27 To the motif of the cosuffering
God, Peacocke adds another motif of teleology found
in John Hick’s “Irenaean” theodicy.28 Thus, Peacocke
argues that when God suffers the natural evils along
with the world, God has a specific intention to bring
about a greater good thereby—that is, a kingdom of
loving people of free-will, in communion with God
and with each other.

Peacocke’s theodicy, grounded upon naturalistic
theism, may be summarized as a combination of the
theology of the cross and the defense of a free pro-
cess for the sake of a greater good. One may note
here that Peacocke emphasizes the cross of Jesus and
its implication for our understanding of God as the
suffering (or cosuffering) God, without any mention
of the resurrection of Jesus and its implication for
his theodicy.29
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Naturalistic Theology of Evolution
Peacocke’s naturalistic approach in the theological
response to evolution, as thus explored, is widely
shared among many contemporary theologians.
Among them, several process thinkers, including
David Griffin and Philip Clayton, stand out in devel-
oping an explicitly naturalistic theology of evolution.
Some panentheistic thinkers such as Niels Henrik
Gregersen may also be included in this group.30

In my judgment, one may identify several basic
ideas shared by these naturalistic theologians of
evolution. They prefer a naturalistic approach to
evolution and tend to identify the creative process
of emergent evolution itself with divine creative
activity. In this process, God is depicted as creat-
ing in and through the evolutionary processes. This
naturalistic-immanentist-panentheistic understanding
of divine action in evolution presupposes that the
evolutionary world is a seamless or closed web of
complex cause-effect relations, even if ontologically
strong emergence is maintained. Also, they assume
that creative potentiality and trends toward com-
plexity are originally built into natural processes,
although not in a mechanistic or deterministic way.
In addition, their naturalistic panentheism forces
them to reserve their commitment to special divine
action in the evolutionary processes, even though
they generally do not deny the idea of special divine
action altogether. Finally, with regard to the the-
odicy problem, they tend to prefer the free-process
defense as well as the theology of the cross, while
ignoring the significance of eschatological redemp-
tion for theodicy.

Wolfhart Pannenberg:
An Eschatological Theology of
Evolution
Wolfhart Pannenberg’s theology of evolution is of
special significance thanks to his well-refined escha-
tological perspective. Among theistic evolutionists,
his eschatological theology of evolution represents
another influential theological option which stands
in remarkable contrast with the naturalistic theology
of evolution at several important points.

Eschatological Ontology
In “Contingency and Natural Law,”31 Pannenberg
proposes his original idea of eschatological ontology,

which provides the fundamental framework for his
theological interpretation of the evolutionary process.32

He begins with the observation that the Israelites
experienced contingent events as the historical acts
of God. This fact has two significant implications
for Pannenberg’s understanding of reality. First, the
structure of this biblical experience of reality as his-
tory reveals that occurrences are fundamentally con-
tingent, for they are irreversible acts of God. As the
following argument will show, this element of con-
tingency is of extreme importance for Pannenberg’s
view of reality, in which contingency rather than
regularity is regarded as the fundamental nature of
reality.

Next, the biblical experience of reality as history
also shows that the continuity or unity of the histori-
cal acts of God is constituted backward from ever
new present, for every present event throws new
light on earlier occurrences and makes them appear
in new connections. This insight into backward
continuity lays the foundation for Pannenberg’s
eschatological ontology.33 The idea of backward
historical continuity implies that every historical
occurrence—whether past, present, or future—is
open to the ultimate or eschatological future, for its
true essence will be determined only within the
completed connections of all the occurrences; this is
not made possible until the eschatological future.
Moreover, the openness of every occurrence to the
eschatological future means that the eschatological
future is constitutive of every occurrence.

Pannenberg argues that these biblical insights into
the fundamental contingency and openness to the
future of every occurrence can be applied to natural
occurrences. First, in regard to the contingency of
occurrences, Pannenberg finds its philosophical
support in Carl Friedrich von Weizsäcker’s concept
of the history of nature. Weizsäcker derives this con-
cept of the history of nature from his philosophical
reflection upon cosmological physics. What excites
Pannenberg is that this concept involves the idea of
the irreversibility, unrepeatability, and thus unique-
ness of all natural occurrences.34

The idea of the contingent uniqueness of all
natural occurrences enables Pannenberg to relativize
the laws of nature in two ways. First, he argues, no
scientific model of the history of nature can be imme-
diately identified with the history of divine creative
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action, for by its methodological self-limitation such
a scientific model deals only with regularities
abstracted from fundamentally contingent occur-
rences. In this sense, natural laws are no more than
abstract approximations to the actual course of
nature.35 In addition, the contingent uniqueness of
each natural occurrence implies that “natural laws
do not exist unchangeably but are related to regulari-
ties in occurrences that originate themselves and
change in the process of material reality.”36 In other
words, natural laws are not eternally abiding laws.
In that they originate and may also end in a certain
temporal point, natural laws are time dependent,
thus contingent.37

Pannenberg’s attempt to relativize the natural
laws by appealing to the fundamental contingency
of natural occurrences needs a qualification. That is,
it is to be noted that Pannenberg still insists on the
inviolability of natural laws and rejects the idea of
an exception to the normal regulation of events in
nature or gaps in the scientific description of nature.
Furthermore, he emphasizes that the uniformity of
natural processes, as a reflection of divine faithful-
ness, has an enormous significance for the history
of nature as a condition for the emergence of any-
thing new.38

The real point Pannenberg wants to make is that
there is “more” to natural occurrences than their
uniformity. And in this “more,” he finds a way to
apply to natural processes his second biblical insight
into the openness to the future of every occurrence.
In this regard, he pays special attention to the tempo-
ral structure of the natural systems: “the systems
observed in nature are always open, for as real
systems they are basically temporal, i.e., systems in
which temporal processes of change take place.”39

As temporal systems, the natural systems are always
open to the future. This idea of the openness to the
future of natural systems relates to Pannenberg’s
definition of the future as “the field of the possible.”
As the field of the possible, the future is the basis of
the openness of creation to a higher consummation
as well as to the source of what is new or contingent
in each event.

Having opened extra “room” for the power of
the future in the temporal structure of the natural
world, Pannenberg then relates it to the divine Spirit:
“in the creaturely power of the future as the field of

the possible, the dynamic of the divine Spirit in
creation expresses itself.”40 While noting the biblical
idea that the Spirit is the creative origin of the new
life of resurrection, he further argues that one has to
regard the dynamic of the Spirit in creation from the
very outset in terms of the coming consummation,
that is, as an expression of the power of his eschato-
logical future. In this way, Pannenberg seems to find
a convergence between the philosophical idea of the
power of the future as the field of the possible and
the theological idea of the dynamic of the divine
Spirit as the power of the eschatological future.
Finally, it is noteworthy that it is primarily the
contingent or novel aspects, rather than the regular
aspects, of the natural processes that the dynamic of
the divine Spirit or the power of the future concerns.

Omega, Spirit, Field of Energy
as Creative Origin of Evolution
As we have seen, Pannenberg derives from the bibli-
cal experience of reality as history a metaphysical
conclusion about the nature of reality: that is, every
natural occurrence is fundamentally contingent as
well as open to the future. Now I will examine how
Pannenberg develops his theology of evolution
within this framework of eschatological ontology.

Pannenberg thinks that the theory of evolution
has given theology an opportunity to see God’s
ongoing creative activity in the constant bringing
forth of things that are new. Also, he argues that
the Darwinian theory of evolution legitimately
replaced a teleological view of nature (as it is found
in William Paley’s Natural Theology) by its emphasis
on the contingency of events in the interplay of
inheritance and natural selection.

Here one needs to be careful. What of Darwinism,
in particular, does Pannenberg speak highly of?
In fact, it is not Darwin’s discovery of the mechanism
of natural selection, but his opening of a historical
view of nature that Pannenberg acclaims. He does not
think that it is possible to give a purely mechanistic
explanation of evolution through the theory of natu-
ral selection. Yet the new evolutionary worldview
provides him with “the possibility of thinking of the
dynamic process of creation as a process that is open
in time.”41 In short, Pannenberg’s eschatological
understanding of reality as contingent and open to
the future finds consonance with the historical view
of nature implied in Darwin’s theory of evolution.
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When one enters the details of Pannenberg’s
theology of evolution, it would be helpful to know
that behind his theology of evolution there are two
significant dialogue partners: the tradition of emer-
gent evolution and Teilhard de Chardin.

First, Pannenberg traces the tradition of emergent
evolution back to Lux Mundi (1889), a collection of
twelve essays from liberal Anglo-Catholic theolo-
gians who hailed the theory of evolution as liberation
from a mechanistic view of nature and took it to
describe a historical, rather than mechanical, pro-
cess. In his judgment, this work anticipated a later
concept of emergent evolution, which was explicitly
proposed in 1923 by Lloyd Morgan.42

For Pannenberg, emergence refers to the appear-
ance of something new at each stage of the evolu-
tionary process. And, he says, that emergent novelty
does not merely “result” by mechanical necessity
from past conditions. In other words, the concept
of emergence cannot conform to the mechanistic,
reductionist way of describing Darwin’s theory;
rather, the former overcomes the latter. Pannenberg
calls this idea of the arrival of something totally new
at each stage of evolution the epigenetic43 character of
evolution. He argues that this idea has been further
confirmed by the recent discovery that major steps
in evolution cannot be explained by a sequence of
small steps of cumulative variations, yet need “ful-
gurations” (or sudden brightening) of new schemes
of organization.

In this regard, Pannenberg finds great interest in
Michael Polanyi’s interpretation of the emergence of
more or less durative forms of finite reality in terms
of phases of equilibrium within the context of a field.
In his view, the description of the evolution of life
in terms of a generalized field theory must be extremely
suggestive to theologians, because it seems to offer
a modern language that possibly can express the
biblical idea of the divine spirit as the power of life
that transcends the living organism and at the same
time is intimately present in the individual.44

Next, the second primary source of Pannenberg’s
theology of evolution is Teilhard de Chardin’s idea
of the Point Omega. It is worthwhile to note that
Pannenberg engaged himself with Teilhard’s works
at an early stage when he began to develop his own
theology of nature. In 1971, he wrote an article
on Teilhard’s phenomenology entitled “Spirit and

Energy.” Briefly speaking, this short article aims to
reveal the decisive weakness of Teilhard’s hypothe-
sis of the inner “Within” of a thing (or radial energy)
in that it has no idea of the “field” nature of energy
and still adheres to the “classical” bodily oriented
concept of energy. For Teilhard, as a result, radial
energy as the inner Within of a thing represents itself
only as something inherent to the body itself, not as
“a self-transcending power” standing independently
over against it.

This criticism leads Pannenberg to a revision of
Teilhard’s concept of energy in terms of the concept
of field. Pannenberg suggests that Teilhard’s other
hypothesis of the Point Omega might be of great
help to supplement his weakness:

[I]f Omega as the power of the future shapes the creative

origin of evolution, then the energy that moves this
process is not to be understood already by itself as
the energy dwelling in the phenomena.45

That is, like the energy as a field, Omega is, at the same
time, immanent and transcendent to the process of
evolution.

One year later (1972) Pannenberg developed his
earlier discussion of Teilhard and made more
explicit his own pneumatological interpretation of
evolution. This time, he emphasized the divine Spirit
as a transcending principle, which transcends every
given reality but activates it in the direction of a
creative unification. No wonder that he identifies the
divine Spirit with the Point Omega. In a similar vein,
in Systematic Theology, he also says that the divine
Spirit as the origin of creaturely life works through
all fields of force and that in the working of the Spirit,
the future of the consummation in the kingdom of
God predominates.46 In sum, it seems evident that
Pannenberg locates the creative origin of evolution
in the energy as a field, understood futuristically as
the attractive power of the Point Omega, on the one
hand, and understood pneumatically as the dynamic
power of the divine Spirit, on the other.

Based upon this preunderstanding of two pri-
mary sources of Pannenberg’s theology of evolution,
I will explore his own reformulation of the crucial
theological problem related to the scientific theory of
evolution and his answer to it.

As far as the modern scientific theory of evolution
is concerned, Pannenberg sees the problem in the
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apparent conflict between the modern “imma-
nentist” view of evolution as self-organizing process
and the biblical “transcendentalist” view of the ori-
gin of life in the divine Spirit.47 Pannenberg fully
accepts the modern immanentist view of evolution-
ary processes and argues for its compatibility with
the biblical witness to the transcendental origin of
life. His argument consists of two lines of thought:
one appealing to the biblical tradition and the other
to the scientific theory.

On the one hand, since God’s creative activity
does not exclude the employment of secondary
causes in bringing about creatures, creationists
should not have any objection to the emergence of
organisms from inorganic matter, nor to the descent
of the higher animals from those initial stages of
life. Thus, only if it is noted that the activity of crea-
tures is not on the same level with that of the creator,
there is no need to reject the immanentist explana-
tion of evolution in modern sciences. On the other
hand, as regards the scientific theory of evolution,
Pannenberg argues for the compatibility between the
epigenetic theory of evolution and the biblical idea
of divine creative action. Unlike a mechanistic inter-
pretation of Darwinism, the epigenetic theory speaks
of the process of evolution within which something
new occurs in virtually every single event. And
the element of contingent novelty in the concept of
epigenetic emergence, as already suggested in the
eschatological ontology, secures its openness to the
creative activity of God in this process. Moreover,
the modern scientific view of the field of energy as
the origin of the creative self-transcendence of life
resonates with the biblical view of the Spirit as the
transcendental origin of all life.

Finally, if one were to ask specifically how the
immanent creativity of creatures relates to the tran-
scendent creativity of the divine Spirit, Pannenberg
would say that the spontaneous creativity of life is
the form of God’s creative activity.48 The creative
self-organization of life in the process of evolution
corresponds to the Spirit of God who breathes life into
ever new creatures and thus blows through the evo-
lution of life. For Pannenberg, however, the “breath”
of the divine Spirit is not just a metaphorical expres-
sion, but as a field of energy also a “constitutive”
part of the creative existence of living creatures, cor-
responding to the “ecstatic” character of their tran-
scendent tendency. Moreover, in that the Spirit is not

only the source of life as seen in the Old Testament,
but also the power of the resurrection of the dead as
witnessed in the New Testament, he suggests that
the divine Spirit works in the creative process of
emergent evolution as the power of the eschatologi-
cal future.49

Eschatological Consummation
as an Answer to the
Question of Theodicy
In Systematic Theology, Pannenberg identifies two
theological challenges introduced by the biological
theory of evolution: (1) “the independence of crea-
turely forms and processes which leave the impres-
sion that they need no divine Creator to explain
them” and (2) “the apparently senseless suffering of
creatures and the entrance and at least temporary
success of evil in creation.”50 Pannenberg argues that
these two issues are closely related to each other and
are, in fact, two aspects of one and the same fact of
creaturely independence. Creaturely independence
is nothing other than the very goal of God’s creative
activity:

For the autonomous creature self-independence
conceals dependence on God, just as for the scien-
tific observer the autonomy of natural processes
hides their origin in God. At the same time,
the results of creaturely autonomy in the form
of suffering and iniquity seem to refute belief in
a good Creator of this world.51

Pannenberg is convinced that the problem of theodicy
can find its final answer only in the real overcoming
of evil through the eschatological consummation of
creation. Hence, only the union of creation and
redemption against the background of eschatology
makes possible a tenable answer to the question of
theodicy. In this sense, he agrees with Wolfgang
Trillhaas that “there is no theodicy without eschatol-
ogy.”52 Meanwhile, he criticizes the traditional treat-
ment of the problem of theodicy, in particular that of
Leibniz. Traditional theodicy attempts to give a proof
of the righteousness of God in his works “exclusively
from the standpoint of the origin of the world and its
order in God’s creative work,” while not taking into
consideration “the history of God’s saving action and
the eschatological fulfillment.”53

Pannenberg concedes, however, that the prom-
ised eschatological redemption cannot answer the
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question of why the Creator did not create a world
in which there could be no pain or guilt. With the
precaution that concern to absolve the Creator has
been a mistake in Christian theodicy, he appeals to
the so-called “free will defense” within the broader
context of the doctrine of divine providence oriented
to the reconciliation and redemption of the world.
In short, he argues, if the Creator wanted free and
independent creatures, then the decision to create
carried with it the risk of a misuse of this creaturely
freedom. In other words, the Creator accepts the
“risk,” not necessity, of sin and evil as a “condition,”
not means, of realizing a free fellowship of the crea-
ture with himself.54 In this way, Pannenberg defends
the traditional thesis of divine “permission” of evil
for the purpose of salvation, sharply distinguishing
it from the erroneous thesis of evil as an indispens-
able part of the perfect and beautiful creation.

But why did God permit evil in the first place?
In his answer to this question, Pannenberg speaks
first of the theological necessity of the finitude of
creaturely existence: “it would involve contradiction
to demand that God should have created creatures
without creaturely limits.” Yet, he qualifies this
statement by saying that the true basis of the possi-
bility of evil is not limitation but “the independence
for which creatures were made,” for the finitude is
not yet itself evil.55

Pannenberg’s theodicy may be summarized as a
combination of free will defense and eschatological
hope. He takes eschatological redemption and the
resurrection of Jesus Christ much more seriously
than Peacocke, while paying little attention to such
themes as the cross of Jesus Christ and the suffering
God, which is prominent in Peacocke’s theodicy.

Eschatological Theology of Evolution
In addition to Teilhard de Chardin, one can see the
eschatological perspective playing a decisive role in
the theistic evolutionary schemes of Philip Hefner,
Jürgen Moltmann, John Haught, Ted Peters, Marti-
nez Hewlett, Robert John Russell, Thomas Tracy, and
John Polkinghorne. Pannenberg has company.56

Eschatological theologians of evolution share
several insights in common. Of them, the most fun-
damental is the eschatological understanding of God
as the attractive power of the eschatological future.
The God of the future is the ultimate source of all the

contingency, temporality, creative novelty, and even
emergent orders in creaturely existence, and thus the
true origin of emergent evolution. As a result, the
whole creation is revealed as the fundamentally his-
torical reality which is influenced not just from the
past, but also from the future new creation. More-
over, the current “laws” or regularities of natural
processes are regarded not just as abstractions from
the concrete reality of radical contingency, but also
as open to the eschatological transformation. Finally,
eschatological theists take seriously the biblical
report of the bodily resurrection of Jesus Christ and
interpret it as divine promise and anticipation of
the eschatological consummation of creation. In this
vein, they argue that without eschatology there is
no definite answer to the theodicy problem.

A Theology of Evolution beyond
Peacocke and Pannenberg
The scientific theory of evolution provides us with
a picture of the biological world replete with appar-
ently self-explanatory emergent novelties and their
accompanying evils. Theistic evolutionists argue that
this evolutionary theory is reconcilable with belief
in God the Creator. Thus far I examined two repre-
sentative theologians within the camp of theistic evo-
lution, asking specifically how they conceive divine
action in relation to both the evolutionary novelties
and the accompanying evils. And I analyzed their
divergences basically grounded upon their different
metaphysical understandings of God’s relation to
the natural world, which I term “naturalistic” and
“eschatological,” respectively.

Let me briefly summarize the divergences
between these two different approaches. Arthur
Peacocke, representative of naturalistic theology of
evolution, puts great emphasis upon the regularity

and closed causal web of natural processes as they are
discovered by sciences. Therefore he assumes that
scientific naturalism in its materialist or physicalist
version offers us the true account of the natural
world. In this vein, Peacocke suggests a naturalistic-
immanentist-panentheistic idea that God acts in and
through the natural processes, or that the latter are
themselves divine action. On the contrary, Wolfhart
Pannenberg, an eschatological theologian of evolu-
tion, emphasizes the contingency and openness to the

future of natural processes as they are implied in the
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biblical view of reality, and supposes that the laws of
nature explored by scientists are limited approxima-
tions to the fundamentally contingent natural world.
In this regard, Pannenberg proposes an eschatologi-
cal understanding of divine action as the attractive
or retroactive power of the eschatological future.

This divergence in approach between Peacocke
and Pannenberg underlies their different explana-
tions of the evolutionary novelties. The former
believes that the interplay of chance and necessity is
sufficient enough to explain the creative process of
evolution. Hence, God is depicted only as the
sustainer of, and continuous giver of the existence to,
the evolutionary process in time.57 For Pannenberg,
meanwhile, the process of emergent evolution
always presupposes the creative field of the divine
Spirit. In other words, the divine Spirit as the attrac-
tive power of the Point Omega explains the general
contingency as well as the evolutionary novelties of
evolutionary process.

Likewise, with regard to the problem of evil in
evolution, Peacocke’s commitment to naturalistic
panentheism not only enables him to embrace the
theology of the cross in which God suffers with crea-
tures, but also makes it difficult for him to conceive
the eschatological redemption as a viable answer to
the problem. On the other hand, Pannenberg appeals
to the idea of the transformative power of the tran-
scendent Omega and suggests the eschatological
consummation as the ultimate answer to the prob-
lem of evil, while not explicitly affirming the thesis
of the suffering God—at least, in his theodicy.

I suspect that all these divergences may be traced
back, although by no means reducibly, to the differ-
ence of the starting points in their participation in
the theology-science dialogue. One starts from the
scientific insights into the natural world, derives from
them a metaphysical assumption of reality as a
closed web of causal relations (namely, scientific

naturalism), and then construes the mode of divine
action according to that view of reality; the other
starts from the biblical insights into the God of
history, derives from them a metaphysical assump-
tion of reality as history open to the future (namely,
eschatological ontology), and then applies that view
of reality as an overarching framework to interpret
the natural world.

To begin with, I want to state that these two
different starting points themselves are not mutually
exclusive. As Robert John Russell suggests, they may
be brought to a creative mutual interaction in one
form or another. However, the real problem arises
at the metaphysical level; Peacocke and Pannenberg
come from different starting points to mutually
incompatible understandings of the nature of reality.
If so, how can I resolve the conflict?

In my opinion, two points need to be made clear.
First, Peacocke’s scientific naturalism is not a scien-
tific claim, but a metaphysical claim based on a
philosophical reflection of scientific insights. In this
vein, as Ronald Numbers and others argue, I think
that the distinction between methodological natural-
ism and scientific naturalism ought to be retained.58

Second, the gospel of Jesus Christ, the material
norm of Christian theology, presupposes a particular
view of reality. And, in my view, the gospel must
be interpreted primarily as God’s promise for the
eschatological consummation of the whole creation.
According to this explication of the gospel, reality is
revealed as fundamentally contingent and open to
the radical transformation in the future. While the
distinction between methodological and scientific
naturalism may confirm the distinction between the
scientific theory of biological evolution and the phil-
osophical position of evolutionism, a widespread
assumption among many theistic evolutionists,59

the eschatological explication of the gospel of Jesus
Christ will challenge them to take seriously the
eschatological perspective that is central to Christian
faith, a thus far relatively neglected aspect.

These two points, in the final analysis, encourage
me to prefer Pannenberg’s approach to Peacocke’s.
If not only the naturalistic view of reality (scientific
naturalism), but also the historical view of reality
(eschatological ontology) is reconcilable with scien-
tific insights, then it would be wiser to embrace the
latter, for it is more faithful than the former to the
norm of Christian theology, namely, the gospel of
Jesus Christ.

Furthermore, addressing the question of God’s
relation to the evolutionary novelties and the accom-
panying evils, I think that eschatological theology
gives more comprehensive theological answers than
does naturalistic theology. In this aspect, I disagree
with both Peters’ and Hewlett’s critical comments
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concerning theistic evolutionists. They point to two
weaknesses in most versions of theistic evolution:
first, the neglect of the doctrine of redemption; and
second, the collapse of the theodicy problem into
natural processes. These criticisms are especially
true of Peacocke’s naturalistic theology of evolution.
In agreement with Peters and Hewlett, I believe that
it is important to emphasize the openness of the evo-
lutionary process to the redemptive future, and that
without the eschatological redemption of the whole
creation there is no final answer to the theodicy
problem.

Still, Pannenberg’s eschatological theology of
evolution is not complete in itself. In particular, as
Peters rightly indicates, Pannenberg’s literal identifi-
cation of the force field with the divine Spirit is
highly problematic.60 Also, unlike the motif of the
resurrection, the motif of the cross plays too small
a role in his theology of evolution. In my opinion,
the theology of the cross could bring more depth
to his evolutionary theodicy by supplementing the
eschatological vision of redemption with the idea of
God’s solidarity and compassion with the victims of
the evolutionary process. Hence, I expect that further
research will be needed in the direction of incorpo-
rating the theology of the cross into the eschatologi-
cal theology of evolution. �
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