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The Many Faces of Panentheism 
Reinforcing the Dialog between Science and Religion

International Conference

organized by Harald Atmanspacher and Hartmut von Sass

Friday and Saturday, June 3–4, 2016
Collegium Helveticum, Schmelzbergstrasse 25, 8006 Zurich

A well-known reason for failing interdisciplinary dialog between the sciences and 
humanities is the lacking common ground of their ontological and methodological 
commitments. This is particularly evident for the precarious relationship between 
science and religion. Courageous attempts toward convergence often wear out in 
the presentation of viewpoints that are more or less detached from one another.

In this symposium we will try to counteract this situation with a focus theme located 
right at the interface of nature and the divine: panentheism. Panentheism oscillates 
between the idea that God is nature itself (pantheism) and the idea that God is en-
tirely isolated from nature (theism).

Key perspectives, arguments and implications will be discussed by prominent theo-
logians, philosophers, physicists and psychologists. Beyond presenting their own 
points of view they will relate their topics to one another, explore territory beyond 
the boundaries of their disciplinary backgrounds, and address practical conse-
quences for real-world issues.



Program Schedule

Friday, June 3, 2016

14:00–14:15 Introduction

14:15–15:30 Philip Clayton
 How Radically Can God Be Reconceived before Ceasing  
 to Be God?

15:30–16:45 Michael Silberstein
 Neutral Monism, Advaita Vedanta and Extended Mind:  
 A Synthesis

16:45–17:15 Coffee Break

17:15–18:30  Willem B. Drees
 Panentheism and Natural Science: A Good Match?

Saturday, June 4, 2016

09:00–10:15  Michel Bitbol
 Panentheism in The Living Present

10:15–11:30 Jan-Olav Henriksen
 The Experience of God and the World – A Panentheist Approach

11:30–12:00 Coffee Break

12:00–13:15 Roderick Main
 Panentheism and the Undoing of Disenchantment:  
 Towards Jungian Psychosocial Studies

13:15–13:30  Concluding Discussion



Speakers

Prof. Dr. Michel Bitbol 
(Physics, Paris)

Prof. Dr. Philip Clayton
(Theology, Claremont) 

Prof. Dr. Willem B. Drees 
(Philosophy, Tilburg)

Prof. Dr. Roderick Main
(Psychology, Essex) 

Prof. Dr. Jan-Olav Henriksen 
(Theology, Oslo)

Prof. Dr. Michael Silberstein 
(Philosophy of Science, Elizabethtown)

Abstracts

Michel Bitbol

Panentheism in The Living Present

I will draw systematic parallels between the basic issues of philosophical theology, 
and those of a phenomenological theory of knowledge. A crucial example of such 
parallels bears on the relation between nature and the knowing subject. Three mo-
dalities of this relation can be figured out. The standard realist conception of the 
transcendence of nature with respect to the knowing subject is isomorphic with the 
theistic conception of a face to face between God and nature, between the Creator 
and its creation. The philosophy of immanence, which assumes a strict epistemo-
logical non-duality, is isomorphic to the pantheistic conception of the identity of 
God and nature. Transcendental philosophy, which posits an unknown knower in 
the background of the known nature, is isomorphic to the panentheistic combina-
tion of coextensivity and distinction of God and nature. Similar parallels will be 
drawn between various concepts of creation and the phenomenological concept of 
“constitution of objectivity”, as well as between the problem of how to articulate a 



God who “is spirit” with an extended nature, and the phenomenological problem of 
“embodiment”.

According to which one of the two disciplines is selected as a starting point of the 
inquiry, these similarities can be seen (1) as an indication that we, human beings, 
are the finite seeds of a much larger process of self-revelation of the all-encom-
passing godhead of which we partake, or conversely (2) as a guide towards under-
standing how a concept of divinity may unfold from the exploration of the universal 
aspects of human experience. I will adopt the second standpoint, thus probing 
several issues commonly raised in pantheism and panentheism with the attitude 
and methods of phenomenology.

Philip Clayton

How Radically Can God Be Reconceived before Ceasing to Be God?

The talk begins with a brief summary of types of panentheism and the motivations 
for developing them in contemporary philosophy of religion and theology. On the 
one side, the options are so conservative that one can hardly see a departure from 
classical theism. On the other, the models are so radical that it is no longer clear 
that the word “God” should be used at all.

The presentation then explores examples of radical panentheism, working at the 
boundaries of theism, scientific naturalism, and some non-Western traditions that 
are not usually associated with the concept of God. In the end, it may well be that 
the “left” and “right” ends of the spectrum are incommensurable. The paper ends, 
however, with a constructive philosophical / theological proposal that seeks to find 
some common ground. Among the topics where conflict exists are naturalism, di-
vine action, consistency with science, process vs. substantialist metaphysics, har-
mony with the Western theological tradition, and adequacy for religious practice 
(indeed, whether that should even be a criterion).

Willem B. Drees

Panentheism and Natural Science: A Good Match?

Panentheism has been presented as an understanding of the divine and the world 
that aligns better with science than more classical forms of theism. In my contribution, 
I will reflect on strengths and weaknesses of panentheism(s) in relation to the natural 
sciences. Is there really a case with respect to science, or is advocacy of panenthe-
ism as more in line with modern science than classical theism unwarranted?



Jan-Olav Henriksen

The Experience of God and the World – A Panentheist Approach
The Reasons Contemporary Christian Theology has for Considering  
Panentheism a Viable Option

The presentation starts with some basic groundwork for the distinctive theological 
approach chosen: First, I say something about how a sacramental panentheism 
can build on the semiotic character of the world, and be related to the human need 
for orientation and transformation. The sacramental character is especially impor-
tant with regard to presence, interaction and promise. Furthermore, I address some 
of the rudimentary features that the relation between science and religion display 
against the backdrop of this approach.  
 
The main part includes a presentation of three elements in a panentheistic theology 
which is founded in human experiences and that points in a Trinitarian direction: 
First, Løgstrup’s understanding of the power to be in all that exists – a point that 
he develops in terms of both immanence and transcendence, and which I suggest 
is open to a panentheist interpretation. Then, some considerations about God as 
love, and about love as a condition for experience are presented. Finally, I discuss 
Niels Gregersen’s conception of deep incarnation and point to some of its potential 
and relevance for a panentheist position that aims at being Trinitarian.

Roderick Main

Panentheism and the Undoing of Disenchantment: Towards Jungian  
Psychosocial Studies

In this paper I shall argue that improved dialogue between science and religion might 
well be fostered by panentheism. However, in being brought closer within a panen-
theistic framework both science and religion would have to transform from their main-
stream expressions and acknowledge again, albeit in new ways, elements split off 
in the long process of development towards their modern forms – the process neatly 
encapsulated in Weber’s notion of disenchantment. Jungian depth psychology is one 
modern discipline that, in an explicit reversal of disenchantment, has attempted to 
integrate science and religion, and in doing so has taken a form that is demonstrably 
panentheistic. This is especially clear in Jung’s simultaneously published late texts 
“Answer to Job/and “Synchronicity: An Acausal Connecting Principle”, which promote 
integration from the sides of religion and science, respectively.

However, in pursuing this integration Jungian psychology has become largely alien-
ated from mainstream disciplines throughout the sciences, humanities, and social 
sciences. The alienation is nowhere clearer than in the relationship, or conspicuous 



lack of relationship, of Jungian psychology to sociology, the paradigmatic disen-
chanted discipline. For Jungian psychology both to retain its integrity and to have 
the kind of commerce with sociology that has long been enjoyed by other forms 
of depth psychology, such as those of Freud, Klein, and Lacan, would require the 
development of an altogether different kind of sociology, one in which sociology’s 
roots in disenchantment were undone. I shall conclude by sketching what an en-
chanted, panentheistically grounded sociology and associated Jungian psychoso-
cial studies might look like and shall suggest that they could provide distinctive and 
valuable perspectives for addressing some of the pressing environmental, social, 
and cultural problems that face the world today.

Michael Silberstein

Neutral Monism, Advaita Vedanta and Extended Mind: A Synthesis

Drawing from both Western philosophical and scientific traditions and Eastern 
philosophical and religious traditions I argue that mind and matter are non-dual, 
complementary manifestations of a neutral base that some call “God”.

Mind and matter, and nature more generally, are emanations or manifestations 
of this neutral base. Thus, both pantheism and panentheism are partially correct, 
“all is God” and yet God is more, or rather more fundamental, than nature.



Venue
Collegium Helveticum, Semper-Sternwarte, Schmelzbergstr. 25, 8006 Zurich

STW: Collegium Helveticum, Schmelzbergstr. 25, 8006 Zürich

Contact
Harald Atmanspacher: atmanspacher@collegium.ethz.ch

Registration
Since the number of participants is limited, registration is necessary and will be 
processed in the order of arrival. Please register at reservation@collegium.ethz.ch 
(keyword: panentheism). Deadline is May 30, 2016. 
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