
Why Do Birds Sing?
Charles Hartshorne’s Relational Theology

The Rev. Duane H. Fickeisen and Kathy Ellis1 
Unitarian Universalists of the Cumberland Valley

March 26, 2006

Best of any song
is bird song

in the quiet, but first
you must have the quiet.

— Wendell Berry

Invitation to Worship
Kathy Ellis

When Duane and I met to talk about this service, I found myself stuck 
with a song in my head. Now, this song is not clearly related to our topic 
and I wouldn’t recommend it as a song stuck in one’s head. It is a sappy, 
sentimental love song from the ‘70s by the Carpenter’s. “Why do birds 
suddenly appear, every time you are near …”

Don’t worry if you’ve never heard it.

If you have, I hope you can soon forget it again. But it stayed 
there in my head and I began to think maybe there was some con-
nection to this service – at least for me.

And then I remembered a friend who says she is reminded of 
the goddess every time she sees a bird.

One could think of the “you” in the song as the divine — “just 
like me, they long to be close to you …” Long to be close to the 
Spirit of Life, the Spirit of Love.
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And that question, “Why do birds suddenly appear?” Well, it 
could be a question about the mystery and wonder of creation. 
The mystery of the gift of life — the gift of beauty — the gift of 
song.

Mary Oliver wrote that the meadowlark that sang to her “is a 
spirit, and an epiphany, if I so desire it.”

What if we all “so desired it,” we made that choice to pay at-
tention to each bird song, to hear and see the beauty and the joy? 
We might let ourselves feel the Spirit of Life and Love many times 
a day. Could we let ourselves really know the pleasure and the 
wonder of being alive to hear and see the bird being so alive?

Maybe, just maybe, we might experience those daily epipha-
nies and allow ourselves the joy of singing. Maybe someone might 
someday ask, “Why do those Unitarian Universalists sing?”

Come let us sing and worship together.

Sermon2

Duane Fickeisen

There are more than 218,000 Unitarian Universalist theologians in 
the world. Over 100 of them are in our building this morning. I’m 
counting all of the adult members and children enrolled in relig-
ious education programs in congregations that belong to the Uni-
tarian Universalist Association.

One of the hallmarks of our religion is the affirmation that the 
ultimate authority in matters of faith rests in you. This does not 
mean that you can believe anything you want here.

You must believe what is in your heart, what your carefully 
examined personal experience points to as true, what makes sense 
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to you and helps you make meaning from your experience, helps 
you live a fulfilling life, makes you come alive — not what some-
one else tells you is true or wants you to believe or what you want 
to be true, no matter how much you want it to be so.

The quest to find and refine the always evolving, unfolding, 
ever changing core of what matters most to you is represented by 
one of our core principles — the one that calls you to engage in a 
free and responsible search for truth and meaning.

In our search, we draw from many sources of wisdom, inspira-
tion, and experience. We’re interested in what other people believe 
and how they came to their faith. We turn to scripture, to sources 
of inspiration through art, music, poetry, and literature. And to the 
mystery and wonder that abound in nature, in relationships, in 
the inner life of imagination and dreams. And we come together 
in small groups and in worship to experience, to explore, to join 
with others in the quest.

Hence we’re each called upon to be our own personal theolo-
gians. But we’re not alone in that effort.

There are professional theologians among us. And some have 
gained widespread recognition for their work. Two of the most 
important Unitarian Universalists among them in the century just 
ended were James Luther Adams and Charles Hartshorne. Today I 
want to celebrate the life and work of Charles Hartshorne and of-
fer a glimpse of process theology, which I believe resolves the 
problems many of us have with the orthodox understanding of 
the nature of God.

It was Hartshorne, more than anyone else, who developed Al-
fred North Whitehead’s process philosophy into process theology. 
More about that in a minute, but first I can’t resist just a bit of bi-
ography about this most remarkable man.

Page 3



Charles Hartshorne, like many other Unitarian and Universal-
ist luminaries has Pennsylvania roots. He was born in 1897 in Kit-
tanning, a mining town along the Allegheny River about 40 miles 
northeast of Pittsburgh. His father was an Episcopal priest, and 
his grandfather had helped design the transcontinental railroad. 
Despite the small town beginnings, his mother told him “Charles, 
life is big!” The family moved to Phoenixville outside Philadelphia 
when Charles was 9 and he was sent to boarding school in Lancas-
ter County.

He began undergraduate work at Haverford, but left to join 
the medical corps during World War I as a conscientious objector. 
After the war, he entered Harvard University, and completed his 
doctorate in philosophy there in 1925.

His academic career included faculty appointments at the 
University of Chicago, Meadville/Lombard Theological School, 
and Emory University. As he was approaching the mandatory re-
tirement age at Emory, he moved to Austin, where he taught at the 
University of Texas for 16 more years, retiring in 1978.

He continued to be a prolific writer and philosophical inquirer 
for nearly 20 years into his retirement, publishing his last book 
shortly after his 100th birthday. He died at 103 in 2000, having 
lived through all but the last two and a half months of the 20th 
century.

Charles was interested in birds for longer than he studied phi-
losophy, having begun serious amateur ornithology as a student at 
boarding school. His interest in birds began when he was given a 
book on Eastern birds during a school break. He recorded and 
studied bird song around the world as his professional travels 
took him to virtually every continent. In a book about bird song, 
published in 1973, he listed the places he had worked with birds 
and expressed regret at not having personally observed and re-
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corded birds in Siberia or mainland China, which were the signifi-
cant global omissions from his list.

His home in Austin was unassuming. Pictures taken of it on 
the day of his memorial service show it in disrepair — a downs-
pout hangs loose, an unused bicycle hangs on the carport wall, 
stuff in the driveway is covered with tarps.

Rebecca Parker, President of Starr King School for the Ministry 
and herself an important feminist, process theologian, in reflecting 
on Hartshorne’s life and work at last June’s General Assembly, 
recalled visiting him at his home and being surprised at its hum-
ble nature. It seemed ill-fitted to the world-famous theologian. He 
was more interested in the property as a bird sanctuary than he 
was in the house itself. The double lot was wooded and wild. 
Well-suited for wildlife, perfect for the songbirds he particularly 
loved and studied.

One of the photos shows his home office in disarray, with 
boxes of papers stacked about, ready to be shipped to an archive, 
but his chair is undisturbed, placed facing a large window that 
overlooks the backyard woods. A pair of binoculars is resting on 
the windowsill in close reach.

But back to process thought.

Alfred North Whitehead’s process philosophy is a metaphys-
ics that views the cosmos as a collection of entities each formed by 
a succession of occasions of experience. Each entity is an event 
comprised of energy. Thus what we generally consider to be con-
crete objects are really, in Whitehead’s metaphysics, not fixed, 
immutable things, but energetic events in a constant process of 
dynamic change.

Each event is contingent on the past, but not fully determined 
by it, and at every moment entities exercise free will to determine 
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the next event. All that has happened in the past influences every 
event, and hence every choice influences all future events.

Whitehead embraced panentheism — the viewpoint that eve-
rything (and everyone) is contained in God. It differs from panthe-
ism, which is the belief that God is the sum of all. In panentheism, 
God is more than the sum of the individuals contained in God. 
Thus God is both immanent and transcendent. Furthermore, God 
is not omnipotent, but acts by offering opportunities for enhanced 
occasions of experience — novel choices — and by encouraging 
choices that increase beauty or enjoyment.

Few of us are used to thinking in the language of metaphysical 
philosophy. Its terms often have particular meanings, and many of 
us struggle to understand what’s being said. But it all has impor-
tant and exciting implications for us, for our lives, and for the 
ways we create meaning from our experiences of life.

Whitehead’s philosophy implies that nothing is fixed or set-
tled. The future is not pre-determined and therefore can’t be 
known. Even God can’t know what hasn’t yet been decided.

It implies that we have free will and that our choices matter. 
The range of choices available to us is determined by past events, 
and consequently our options are contingent on the past, but our 
choices are not fully determined by it. The decisions we make are 
irreversible and they influence the future. And yet there are al-
ways new possibilities as we make fresh choices at every moment.

Even though we can’t take back words spoken in haste, can’t 
undo actions we’ve already taken or choices we have made, the 
future is not yet settled, everything matters and our choices now 
influence all that lies ahead.

Because events in the past all influence the present, and be-
cause the choices we make influence every future entity, we are in 
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relationship with all other entities. Our interdependence is re-
markable. We cannot isolate ourselves from the rest of the cosmos.

Charles Hartshorne studied with Whitehead at Harvard. He 
further developed the ideas of God within process thought, and 
developed process theology, which his own students — and theirs 
— continue to explicate.

Process theology responds to some knotty problems in ortho-
dox doctrine, including the conflicts that are inherent in God’s as-
serted immutability and benevolence and in God’s omnipotence 
and the existence of evil.

Orthodoxy asserts that God is immutable or unchanging. If 
that were true, then what happens in the world doesn’t matter to 
God and cannot influence God. This presents several dilemmas.

First, our actions cannot influence an immutable God. Prayer 
could not influence God. But the God of the Hebrew scriptures is 
active in the world and responds to the people. Sacrifices and 
prayers are made in an effort to win God’s favor. The Bible pre-
sents a God who is not fickle, yet he responds and acts. He can’t 
be immutable and be influenced by prayer and human actions.

Second, if God were unchanging, then time would not have 
any meaning to God since time is predicated on change. Every-
thing would happen at once. And if time were not real for God, 
how could it be real for any of the cosmos? Clearly the religious 
traditions from which we have come are based on an understand-
ing of history and mythos over time.

And third, an immutable God could not be a loving God since 
the very essence of love is vulnerability. When you give your heart 
to another, when you care about someone or something, you are 
never not vulnerable. An essential part of being in relationship is 
to experience compassion — to suffer with another. Giving your-
self to love is to become vulnerable to a broken heart, to grief, and 
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to suffering. If God is to manifest perfect love, then God must be 
perfectly vulnerable and subject to suffering and grief. You can’t 
be immutable and love in any meaningful way.

But in contrast to orthodoxy, in process theology, God is in re-
lationship with every entity. Since it’s not possible to be in rela-
tionship without being changed, God cannot be immutable. In 
Hartshorne’s theology, God is constantly changing in response to 
the process of the unfolding of events. God does not know the fu-
ture any more than do we, otherwise free will would be no more 
than an illusion. And if the future is unknowable, and God is pay-
ing attention, then God must be influenced and changed by the 
present as it unfolds.

Another dilemma that process theology solves is the problem 
of how an omnipotent, omniscient, and benevolent God would 
permit evil to exist in the world. If God has all the power, there is 
no power left in the world, and hence God must will and cause all 
the evils, horrors, and suffering that we experience. If God could 
act, but chooses not to, then we don’t really have free will, and 
cannot be assured of the power to make choices.

None of the efforts to explain evil and maintain an omnipotent 
God seem satisfactory. They leave a God who is unworthy of our 
adoration, for we must accept that God could prevent evil, but has 
decided not to because somehow evil is good for us. That’s a con-
cept I cannot accept. As Archibald McLeish put it in J.B.,

“If God is God he is not good,
If God is good, He is not God.”

But the problem is solved when we stop insisting that omnipo-
tence is one of God’s characteristics. Process theology posits that 
God is not all powerful, cannot determine the future, and cannot 
control our choices. From my viewpoint, that makes God ap-
proachable and enables us to be in relationship with God. It is a 
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synergistic and creative partnership. We and God are both 
changed and benefit from our relationship.

The viewpoint that God must be all-powerful is one of the 
biggest mistakes in orthodox theology according to Hartshorne. 
His book, Omnipotence and Other Theological Mistakes, is probably 
the most accessible of his writings on process theology.

But if God is not all-powerful, what role does God have in the 
world? Process theology would answer that no event results from 
a single cause, and that God is one of the many causes of every 
event, offering novel experiences and working to empower and to 
guide the choices that every entity makes.

Because everything is in God, God acts from within, encourag-
ing us to make choices that increase the enjoyment of the cosmos, 
that bring more beauty, and perhaps most importantly, that in-
crease love.

This is the power that permits order to emerge from chaos, the 
creative and animating force that counters the universe’s tendency 
toward entropy and disintegration.

This system has broad potential appeal across traditional relig-
ious lines. Liberal Christians, like John Cobb, whom Hartshorne 
described as “my best student,” find Biblical support for the 
propositions of process theology. There is a growing movement 
within some evangelical Christian churches called “open theism” 
or “free-will theism” that agrees with process theology on several 
basic attributes of God. There are also movements within Judaism 
that have been influenced by process thought.

And non-theists often find resonance with Whitehead’s proc-
ess philosophy, even if they don’t embrace the role of God in 
Hartshorne’s work.

Hartshorne’s passion for ornithology led him to ask why birds 
sing. He published a major work titled Born to Sing: An Interpreta-
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tion and World Survey of Bird Song in 1973. The title gives away his 
working hypothesis that birds sing for pleasure and enjoyment.

He compiled data on world-wide bird song to support his the-
ory and devised a rating system to evaluate the quality of bird-
song on a six-factor scale of relative development that includes 
tonal purity, loudness, organization, complexity, continuity, and 
imitativeness of the song, and showed that the best avian singers 
are territorial, ground-feeding insectivores in sylvan environments 
where they have low visibility and high need to communicate 
with each other.

He claimed that birdsong has characteristics that suggest en-
joyment — it tends to be relaxed, leisurely, and sustained. Song-
birds practice what he describes as youthful play as they learn to 
sing, tend to imitate each other and other sources of song, and 
have been shown to avoid monotony in their songs.

The theory has drawn critics, but if he’s right, and birds in-
deed do sing for enjoyment, that does not, as he points out, mean 
that bird song has no other purpose or advantage. The evolution-
ary development of species is consistent with process metaphys-
ics. If singing results in increased reproductive fitness by protect-
ing territory, finding a mate, or warning of danger, and it was 
done because it brought pleasure, so much the better. Why not 
couple enjoyment with reproductive success?

I find the study fascinating in the marriage of profession and 
avocation. The chair at the window, the binoculars, the recordings, 
the statistical analysis, and the book point to keen observation 
coupled with careful interpretation. Clearly the study of birdsong 
brought Hartshorne enjoyment. And that’s what God was luring 
him toward. He experienced life as big, just as his mother had 
predicted.

Hartshorne closes his book on birdsong with this paragraph. I 
have taken the liberty of changing his exclusively masculine lan-
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guage, given his later letters embracing the intention to be more 
inclusive:

“Nature apart from human beings is basically good. So are 
people, although we have unique capacities for evil as 
well as good. This is because every increase in freedom 
increases the dangers inherent in freedom. Humans are 
the freest, hence most dangerous, of terrestrial animals. 
They need to meditate upon this elementary but not triv-
ial truth much more than they have. The Greek fear of 
human conceit, hubris, was entirely justified. We need to 
recover that fear. Technology makes us loom large in this 
solar system, but among the galaxies and island universes 
we are as small as ever. Science, given a balanced inter-
pretation, fully justifies the old values of reverence and 
love toward what is other than, and in its encompassing 
aspect incomparably greater than, humanity and all its 
works, actual or potential.”

Nothing is settled. Our choices matter. We indeed ought to 
meditate on the implications of our power and choose well. The 
God of process theology is always calling us to revere and love 
that which is greater than us, and to choose the path that brings 
more enjoyment, more beauty, more love to our world. That’s our 
mission: to transform lives and care for the world. May we have 
the wisdom to discern the best options and the courage to act for 
good.

Amen.
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Some Questions to Ponder

About Process Theology

1. If God is the presence that lures you to choose to act in ways 
that you expect will result in more enjoyment, how does God 
persuade you? What can you do to help yourself pay attention 
to that allurement? (What would be an effective spiritual prac-
tice for a process theist?)

2. The orthodox position is that God is omnipotent, omniscient, 
and benevolent. If God is not all three, can God still be God? If 
you could choose only two of those for God to have, which 
would you give up? Why?

3. Even if God is immutable and cannot be influenced by prayer, 
might prayer still have value? Does prayer work by changing 
us? If so, what forms of prayer (e.g., praise, gratitude, interces-
sion, petition) might be most useful?

4. If God is both immanent and transcendent, how would you 
invoke awareness of God’s presence?

5. What does process theology say to the humanist perspective? 
Is self-development and the progress of humankind consistent 
with process theology?

6. What does process theology have to say to the social gospel? 
How does it call us to action for social justice?

7. Does process theology suggest, as Hartshorne wrote in the 
closing paragraph of Born to Sing, that we ought to restore our 
fear of hubris? How does it call us to be effective stewards of 
the Earth?
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About Birdsong

1. How many different bird songs can you hear near your home? 
Do they change with different times of the day, as the weather 
changes, or seasonally?

2. How would you evaluate the quality of the birdsongs you 
hear? What parameters would you use to score the relative 
development of their songs? (How do you know if music is 
“good”?)

3. What information would cause you to reject the hypothesis 
that some birds sing for their own enjoyment?

4. If birds sing for enjoyment, what other animal behavior might 
be done for pleasure?

5. Does the idea of animals finding enjoyment impact our rela-
tionship with them and our call to be good stewards of the 
Earth? How?

About Both and More

1. Charles Hartshorne’s life-long interest in birds and their songs 
began when in childhood someone gave him a book about 
birds. What gift might you give to a child that might begin a 
life-long avocation?

2. Hartshorne remembered his mother telling him, “Charles, the 
world is big!” What lessons did you learn from your parents, 
grandparents, or other caring adults in childhood that inform 
your world view? What lessons might you pass along to the 
next generation?

3. The next time you’re aware of birdsong, stop for a moment 
and pay attention — to the song, to nature, to the day. Stop. 
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Breathe. Listen for the still, small voice within you. Who are 
you being called to be? Offer gratitude. Begin.
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