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From Wonder to Understanding: 


Beginning a Journey


Most of us know that heart-stopping feeling of awed wonder at the beauty and majesty of nature. I remember well a journey I made across Iran in the late 1970s. I was travelling on a night bus through the vast desert between Shiraz and Kermān, when its ailing engine finally failed. It sputtered to a halt in the middle of nowhere. We all left the coach while its driver tried to fix it. I saw the stars that night as I had never seen them before – brilliant, solemn and still, in the midst of a dark and silent land. I simply cannot express in words the overwhelming feeling of awe I experienced that night – a sense of exaltation, amazement and wonder. I still feel a tingle, a shiver of pleasure, running down my spine when I recall that desert experience, all those years ago.


Rapturous Amazement: A Gateway to Understanding


For some, that sense of wonder – what Albert Einstein called ‘rapturous amazement’1 – is an end in itself. Many of the Romantic poets took this view. Towards the end of his life, the great German novelist and poet Goethe declared that a sense of astonishment or wonder was an end in itself: we should not seek anything beyond or behind this experience of wonder, but simply enjoy it for what it is.2 But for many it is not a destination, however pleasurable, but is rather a starting point for exploration and discovery.


The great Greek philosopher Aristotle also knew that sense of wonder. For him it was an invitation to explore, to set out on a journey of discovery in which our horizons are expanded, our understanding deepened and our eyes opened.3 As the great medieval philosopher Thomas Aquinas once put it, this sense of wonder elicits a desiderium sciendi, a ‘longing to know’, whose fulfilment leads to joy as much as to understanding.4


This journey of discovery involves both reason and imagination, and leads not to a new place, but rather to a new way of looking at things. There are two main outcomes of this journey of exploration. One of them is science, one of humanity’s most significant and most deeply satisfying achievements. When I was young, I wanted to study medicine. It made sense. After all, my father was a doctor and my mother a nurse. Knowing my career plans, my great-uncle – who was head of pathology at one of Ireland’s leading teaching hospitals – gave me an old microscope. It turned out to be the gateway to a new world. As I happily explored the small plants and cells I found in pond water through its lens, I developed a love of nature which remains with me to this day. It also convinced me that I wanted to know and understand nature. I would be a scientist, not a doctor.


I never regretted that decision. From the age of fifteen, I focused on physics, chemistry and mathematics. I won a major scholarship to Oxford University to study chemistry, where I specialised in quantum theory. I then went on to do doctoral research at Oxford in the laboratories of Professor Sir George Radda, working on developing new techniques for studying complex biological systems. I still have that old brass microscope on my office desk, a reminder of its pivotal role in my life.


Yet though I loved science as a young man, I had a sense that it was not complete. It helped us to understand how things worked. But what did they mean? Science gave me a neat answer to the question of how I came to be in this world. Yet it seemed unable to answer a deeper question. Why was I here? What was the point of life? 


Science is wonderful at raising questions. Some can be answered immediately; some will be answerable in the future through technological advance; and some will lie beyond its capacity to answer – what my scientific hero Sir Peter Medawar (1915–87) referred to as ‘questions that science cannot answer and that no conceivable advance of science would empower it to answer’.5 What Medawar has in mind are what the philosopher Karl Popper called ‘ultimate questions’, such as the meaning of life. So does acknowledging and engaging such questions mean abandoning science? No. It simply means respecting its limits and not forcing it to become something other than science.


Why We Can’t Evade the Big Questions


The Spanish philosopher José Ortega y Gasset (1883–1955) put his finger on the point at issue here. Scientists are human beings. If we, as human beings, are to lead fulfilled lives, we need more than the partial account of reality that science offers. We need a ‘big picture’, an ‘integral idea of the universe’. As a young man, I was aware of the need for a ‘bigger narrative’, a richer vision of reality that would weave together understanding and meaning. I failed to find it. What I found to be elusive I then took to be merely illusory. Yet the idea never entirely died in either my mind or my imagination. While science had a wonderful capacity to explain, it nevertheless failed to satisfy the deeper longings and questions of humanity. 


Any philosophy of life, any way of thinking about the questions that really matter, according to Ortega, will thus end up going beyond science – not because there is anything wrong with science, but precisely because its intellectual virtues are won at a price: science works so well because it is so focused and specific in its methods.


 


Scientific truth is characterized by its precision and the certainty of its predictions. But science achieves these admirable qualities at the cost of remaining on the level of secondary concerns, leaving ultimate and decisive questions untouched.6


 


For Ortega, the great intellectual virtue of science is that it knows its limits. It only answers questions that it knows it can answer on the basis of the evidence. But human curiosity wants to go further. We feel we need answers to deeper questions that we cannot avoid asking. Who are we, really? What is the point of life? As Ortega rightly observed, human beings – whether scientists or not – cannot live without answering these questions, even in a provisional way. ‘We are given no escape from ultimate questions. In one way or another they are in us, whether we like it or not. Scientific truth is exact, but it is incomplete.’ We need a richer narrative, linking understanding and meaning. That is what the American philosopher John Dewey (1859–1952) was getting at when he declared that the ‘deepest problem of modern life’ is that we have failed to integrate our ‘thoughts about the world’ with our thoughts about ‘value and purpose’.7


So we come back to that haunting and electrifying sense of wonder at the world. As we have seen, one of its outcomes is science – the attempt to understand the world around us. But there is another outcome. It is one that I initially resisted, believing that it was utterly opposed to science. The shallow materialism of my youth had no space for it. Yet I gradually came to realise that we need a richer and deeper vision of reality if we are to do justice to the complexity of the world, and live out meaningful and fulfilling lives. So just what are we talking about? The quest for God.


Like so many young people in the late 1960s, I regarded the idea of God as outdated nonsense. The 1960s were a time of intellectual and cultural change. The old certainties of the past seemed to crumble in the face of a confident expectation of a revolution that would sweep away outdated nonsense, such as belief in God. Without quite realising what I was doing, I adopted a worldview that then seemed to me to be the inevitable result of the consistent application of the scientific method. I would only believe what science could prove.


So I embraced a rather dogmatic atheism, taking delight in its intellectual minimalism and existential bleakness. So what if life had to be seen as meaningless? It was an act of intellectual bravery on my part to accept this harsh scientific truth. Religion was just a pointless relic of a credulous past, offering a spurious delusion of meaning which was easily discarded. I believed that science offered a complete, totalised explanation of the world, ruthlessly exposing its rivals as lies and delusions. Science disproved God, and all honest scientists were atheists. Science was good, and religion was evil. 


It was, of course, a hopelessly simplified binary opposition. Everything was black and white, with no sense of the many shades of grey that demanded their proper recognition. But this simplistic outlook suited me just fine then. Without quite understanding what was happening, I had fallen into an ‘in-group/out-group’ mentality, which consolidates a privileged sense of belonging to a superior ‘in-group’ by ridiculing, vilifying and demonising its opponents. (It is traditionally understood to be one of the nastier features of religion, but it has now become clear that it is characteristic of any fundamentalism, whether religious or anti-religious.) Religion was intellectually wrong, and morally evil. It was a contaminant, best avoided rather than engaged.


Looking back, I now realise that the world must have seemed very simple to my sixteen-year-old mind. I lacked both the detailed knowledge of the history and philosophy of the sciences that would have shown me that things were rather more complicated than this, and the wisdom to cope with the paradoxes, ambiguity, limits and uncertainty of any serious engagement with reality.8 Yet for about three years, I was totally convinced of both the intellectual elegance of atheism and the utter stupidity of those who embraced alternative positions.


In December 1970, I learned that I had won a scholarship to study chemistry at Oxford University. Yet I could not begin my studies at Oxford until October 1971. So what was I to do in the meantime? Most of my friends left school in order to travel the world or earn some money. I decided to stay on at school and use the time to learn German and Russian, both of which would be useful for my scientific studies. Having specialised in the physical sciences for two years, I was also aware of the need to deepen my knowledge of biology, and begin to think about biochemistry. I therefore settled down to begin an extended period of reading and reflection.


After a month or so of intensive reading in the school science library in early 1971, having exhausted the works on biology, I came across a section that I had never noticed before: ‘The History and Philosophy of Science’. I had little time for this sort of ma­terial, tending to regard it as uninformed criticism of the certainties and simplicities of the natural sciences by those who felt threatened by them. Philosophy, in my view, was just pointless speculation about issues that any proper scientist could solve easily through a few well-designed experiments. What was the point? Yet in the end, I decided to read these works. If I was right, what had I to lose by doing so?


By the time I had finished reading the somewhat meagre holdings of the school in this field, I realised that I needed to do some very serious rethinking. Far from being half-witted obscurantism that placed unnecessary obstacles before the relentless pace of scientific advance, the history and philosophy of science asked all the right questions about the reliability and limits of scientific knowledge. And they were questions that I had not faced thus far – such as the under-determination of theory by data, radical theory change in the history of science, the difficulties in devising a ‘crucial experiment’, and the enormously complex issues associated with devising what was the ‘best explanation’ of a given set of observations. I was overwhelmed. It was as if a tidal wave was battering against my settled way of thinking, muddying what I had taken to be the clear, still and, above all, simple waters of scientific truth. 


Things thus turned out to be rather more complicated than I had realised. My eyes had been opened and I knew there was no going back to the simplistic take on the natural sciences I had once known. I had enjoyed the beauty and innocence of a childlike attitude to the sciences, and secretly wished to remain in that secure place. Indeed, I think that part of me deeply wished that I had never picked up those books, never asked those awkward questions, and never questioned the simplicities of my scientific youth. But there could be no going back. I had stepped through a door which up to that point I did not know existed, and could not escape the new world I now began to inhabit.


I found that I could no longer hold on to what I now realise was a somewhat naïve view – that the only authentic knowledge we can possess is scientific knowledge based on empirical evidence. It became clear to me that a whole series of questions that I had dismissed as meaningless or pointless had to be examined again – including the God-question. Having been forced to abandon my rather dogmatic belief that science necessarily entailed atheism, I began to realise that the natural world is conceptually malleable. Nature can be interpreted, without any loss of intellectual integrity, in a number of different ways. So which was the best way of making sense of it?


An Enriched Understanding of Reality


My own rediscovery of the enriched understanding and appreciation of the world made possible through belief in God took place at Oxford University. It was a somewhat cerebral and intellectual conversion, focusing on my growing realisation that belief in God made a lot more sense of things than my atheism did. I had no emotional need for any idea of God, being perfectly prepared to embrace nihilism – if this was right. Yet I mistakenly assumed that its bleakness was an indication of its truth. What if truth were to turn out to be attractive?


Having already discovered the beauty and wonder of nature, I realised that I had – as the poet T.S. Eliot put it – ‘had the experience but missed the meaning’. I gradually came to the view so winsomely expressed by C.S. Lewis: ‘I believe in Christianity as I believe that the Sun has risen, not only because I see it, but because by it, I see everything else.’9 It was as if an intellectual sun had risen and illuminated the scientific landscape before my eyes, allowing me to see details and interconnections that I would otherwise have missed altogether. I had once been drawn to atheism on account of the minimalism of its intellectual demands; I now found myself discovering the richness of the intellectual outcomes of Christianity.


It will be clear that my conversion – if that is the right word – was largely intellectual. I had discovered a new way of seeing reality, and was delighted by what I found. Like Dorothy L. Sayers (1893–1957), I was convinced that Christianity seemed to offer an account of reality that was ‘intellectually satisfactory’.10 Yet, also like Sayers, I found my initial delight in the internal logic of the Christian faith to be so compelling that I occasionally wondered if I had merely ‘fallen in love with an intellectual pattern’.11 I did not think of myself as being ‘religious’ in any way, and my new faith did not result in any habits of ‘religiosity’. As far as I was concerned, I had simply discovered a new theoria – a way of seeing things which originated in wonder and ended in a deeper understanding and appreciation of reality. To borrow Salman Rushdie’s terms, I discovered that ‘the idea of God’ is both ‘a repository for our awestruck wonderment at life and an answer to the great questions of existence’.12 Like Rushdie, I came to realise the ultimate futility of ‘the idea that men and women could ever define themselves in terms that exclude their spiritual needs’.


I tended at this stage to think of my Christian faith as a philosophy of life, not a religion. I had grasped something of its intellectual appeal, but had yet to discover its imaginative, ethical and spiritual depths. I had a sense of standing on the threshold of something beautiful and amazing, which my reason had tantalisingly only grasped in part. Like Einstein, I realised that nature ‘shows us only the lion’s tail’, while hinting at the majesty and grandeur of the magnificent animal to which it was attached – and to which it ultimately led.13 I was like a traveller who had arrived on an island, and discovered the beauty of the lowlands around its harbour. But beyond lay far mountains and distant landscapes I had yet to explore.


I gradually came to see that I did not need to see my faith as conflicting with science, but as filling in the detail of a ‘big picture’ of which science was a major part – but only a part. As the theoretical physicist and Nobel Laureate Eugene Wigner pointed out, science is constantly searching for the ‘ultimate truth’, which he defined as ‘a picture which is a consistent fusion into a single unit of the little pictures, formed on the various aspects of nature’.14 If there was a conflict between faith and science, it was with the view sometimes called ‘scientific imperialism’ (and now usually abbreviated to ‘scientism’), which holds that science, and science alone, is able to answer all of life’s deepest questions. This distortion of science involves borrowing the language and apparatus of science in order to create the illusion that an essentially scientific question is being answered on the basis of what is declared to be ‘scientific data’, using a universal method that will arrive at a ‘scientific’ answer. This inflated distortion of science does nobody any favours, least of all scientists themselves.


We all need help in thinking things through. My own thinking on this matter was helped enormously by a conversation with Professor Charles A. Coulson (1910–74), sometime around 1973. Coulson was Oxford’s first Professor of Theoretical Chemistry, and was a fellow of Wadham College, Oxford, where I was an undergraduate. As a prominent Methodist lay preacher, it was natural that Coulson should from time to time preach in Wadham Chapel. I heard him preach on the fundamental coherence of nature and faith, and why the idea of a ‘god of the gaps’ was to be rejected. As a recently converted atheist who was still feeling my way in the mysterious realm of the Christian faith, I talked to him afterwards about some of my questions.


Coulson helped me to see that my new faith did not call upon me to abandon my love of science, but to see it in a new way – indeed, to have a new motivation for loving science and a deepened appreciation for its outcomes. And he persuaded me utterly that the intellectual appeal of Christianity to a scientist did not lie in the location of explanatory gaps that could be arbitrarily and unconvincingly populated with gods. For Coulson, this demanded an indefensible ‘dichotomy of existence’ and ‘intellectual partitioning’.15


The solution lay rather in the Christian articulation of a luminous vision of reality that offered insight into the scientific process and its successes, while at the same time setting out a larger narrative that allowed engagement with questions raised by science, yet lying beyond its capacity to answer. Coulson was both gracious and sagacious as we talked, and helped me grasp the idea of the ultimate coherence of science and faith,16 which remains with me to this day and is set out in this book. Science, like faith, seeks to find and explore a coherent and satisfying understanding of the world in which we live. Might they not do so together, learning from each other’s strengths and weaknesses?17


Faith and the Appreciation of Nature


But surely, some might reasonably object, faith is more likely to damage than to enrich our understanding of nature? Surely science needs to preserve itself from being contaminated by religion? It is certainly true that some believe any kind of belief in God impoverishes our appreciation of the beauty and wonder of nature. Richard Dawkins, for example, argues – rightly, in my view – that it is perfectly possible to have a sense of ‘awe’ or reverence for nature without being religious or believing in God. Yet he spoils a perfectly reasonable point by his unevidenced assertion that a religious commitment actually diminishes this sense of awe through holding an aesthetically deficient view of the universe.18 I cannot see the logic of this position, nor is it borne out by empirical research.


In my own experience, a Christian approach to nature deepened my appreciation of the beauty of nature. While I cannot speak for what others might have experienced, it seems to me that there are three ways in which a sense of awed wonder might arise in response to what we observe around us, which help us reflect on the possible influence of religious commitment on our experience of natural beauty.


To begin with, many of us have experienced an immediate sense of wonder evoked by the beauty or vastness of nature, such as I experienced as a young man in the deserts of Iran, or the ‘leap of the heart’ that the poet William Wordsworth experienced on seeing a rainbow in the sky. Yet this sense of awe occurs before any conscious theoretical reflection on what it might imply or entail. To use psychological categories, this is about perception rather than cognition. It bypasses our conceptual schemes or mental maps, while at the same time motivating us to ask about the origins and goals of this sense of awed wonder. That is why Thomas Aquinas is right when he declares that ‘the cause of that at which we wonder is hidden from us’,19 causing us to yearn to make sense of this heart-stopping experience of awe, which we see as a gateway to significance.


This is followed by a derived sense of wonder at the mathematical or theoretical representation of reality that arises from this. Dawkins also knows and approves of this second source of ‘awed wonder’, but seems to think that religious people ‘revel in mystery and feel cheated when it is explained’.20 But they do not. If anything, a new sense of wonder emerges at the ability of mathematics to represent the natural order in such beautiful ways, and at the spiritual implications of this insight. We will look at this in more detail later in the book (see pages 75–9).


This is linked to a further level of wonder at what the natural world might point to. Unfortunately, Dawkins glosses over the rather important issue of the semiotics of nature – the way in which the natural world functions as a system of signs.21 From a Christian perspective, the created order bears an elegant and eloquent witness to its Creator: ‘The heavens are telling the glory of God!’ (Psalm 19:1). It is a theme that resonates throughout Christian history – nature points to God, thus giving a fundamental religious motivation to the study and admiration of the natural world. The great theologian Augustine of Hippo set this out rather nicely in the fifth century: 


 


Some people read a book in order to discover God. But there is a greater book – the actual appearance of created things. Look above and below you, and note and read. The God that you want to discover did not write in letters of ink, but put in front of your eyes the very things that he made. Can you ask for a louder voice than that?22


 


The natural world is thus appreciated and valued all the more because of its capacity to signify something still greater. The beauty of nature is seen as hinting at the greater beauty of God. That is why so many Christian theologians down the ages have commended the study of the natural sciences, affirming a fundamentally religious motivation for the study of nature.


Yet despite our differences, Dawkins and I agree on something of major importance to this discussion – the ability of a ‘grand theory’ (such as Marxism, Darwinism [as Dawkins understands it] or the Christian faith), which proposes a larger vision of reality, to evoke awe. Recent work on the psychology of awe has shown how the human sense of awe at the vastness of the universe or the dramatic beauty of a natural landscape or feature (such as a rainbow) could be enhanced by grasping the theoretical foundations or implications of what was being observed.23


Theoretical representations of reality are thus beautiful in themselves, while being capable of evoking awe on account of their complexity or their capacity to invoke a ‘big picture’ view of things. The philosopher Mary Midgley suggests that this may be a reason why Marxism and Darwinism – the ‘two great secular faiths of our day’ – display ‘religious-looking features’.24 They are based on ideologies, ‘large-scale, ambitious systems of thought’, which represent ‘explicit faiths by which people live and to which they try to convert others’.


Dawkins playfully suggests that a religious approach to the world misses out on something.25 Having read him in some depth,26 I still have not quite worked out what this is. A Christian reading of the world denies nothing of what the natural sciences tell us, except the trenchant naturalist dogma that reality is limited to what may be known through the natural sciences. If anything, a Christian engagement with the natural world adds a richness which I have found to be quite absent from Dawkins’ account of things, offering me a new motivation for the study of nature. We shall be exploring this theme throughout this book.


The Great Myth: The Perpetual ‘Conflict’ of Science and Religion


Some will doubtless be surprised at any suggestion that science and religious belief can be held together like this, when the cultural establishment of the West seems to have locked itself into a ‘science versus religion’ groupthink, a narrow and dogmatic view of reality which holds that any thinking person must choose science over religion. Someone like myself who now sees them, when rightly understood, as having the potential to be mutually enriching is dismissed simply as mad, bad or sad – and possibly all three.


It is a most unfortunate development, which I dislike partly because I think it is inaccurate, but more fundamentally because I detest dogmatism of any kind. It has no place in science, and it ought to have no place in religion. I can see how this misleading perception arises from the explicitly polemical agendas of the New Atheism. After all, Christopher Hitchens remarked that he was not an atheist so much as an ‘anti-theist’.27 Hitchens thus defines his atheism oppositionally as a polemical repudiation of theism, not as the simple absence of any theistic belief. This certainly helps us understand how the New Atheism often seems like a mirror of theism. Its leading representatives seem to be defined by an obsession with what it is against, like an ex-lover they just cannot stop talking about. Most atheists see a belief in the non-existence of God as functional and unremarkable, and would not think of it as a defining characteristic of their lives. The New Atheism turns it into a fixation.


Yet the problem with the New Atheism goes beyond this puzzling obsession with a God who they believe does not exist. As Greg Epstein, humanist chaplain at Harvard University, writes, adopting anti-theism as a defining characteristic of the movement determines its stridently aggressive approach and dismissive tone.


 


Anti-theism means actively seeking out the worst aspects of faith in god and portraying them as representative of all religion. Anti-theism seeks to shame and embarrass people away from religion, browbeating them about the stupidity of belief in a bellicose god.28


 


The unrelenting hostility of the New Atheism towards religion of any kind is part of its rather dogmatic mindset, and leads it to dismiss its opponents with an intellectual arrogance that has no relation to the quality of their arguments. It reminds me of Plato’s criticism of the Athenian politics of his day, in which ‘rudeness is taken as a mark of sophistication’.29 It also makes dialogue impossible, in that conversations are framed in terms of defeat or compromise – especially when the New Atheism (unlike more congenial and undogmatic forms of atheism) has invested so heavily in the perennial truth of the conflict of science and faith as a core marker of its identity.


Yet as we shall see, this ‘science versus religion’ narrative is stale, outdated and largely discredited.30 It is sustained not by the weight of evidence, but merely by its endless uncritical repetition, which studiously avoids the scholarship of the last generation that has undermined its credibility. When the historical myths are laid to rest, it is clear that there is a plurality of narratives for understanding the relation of science and faith, none of which have the privilege of being self-evidently true or intellectually normative. Furthermore, many of the case studies of the ‘warfare’ of science and religion often turn out to have many dimensions – and often it is their political, social and institutional dimensions that are the most important.31 The relationship between science and religion is thus complicated, and cannot be reduced to dumbed-down slogans which ultimately serve polemical cultural agendas – such as those evident in Thomas Paine’s Age of Reason (1794), which sought to minimise the social and cultural influence of Christian churches and leaders by portraying them as irrational. Yes, religion and science can be in conflict. But they do not need to be at war with each other, and usually have not been so in the past. Both sides of the science and religion ‘dialogue’ value a quest for understanding and a love of learning, come into conflict with rival approaches, and find themselves involved in ‘compromising entanglements with the power of the state’.32


The ‘conflict narrative’ is essentially a social construction, invented to serve the needs and agendas of certain social groups. It is not a timeless truth we have to accept. It is an historical contingency that can be changed. We can choose how we see things. We can rebel against the tyranny of those who tell us what narrative we must adopt, thus forcing us to see history and determine our present possibilities in its light and on its basis. I offer an alternative approach. Like history itself, it is complicated and messy. But it does not try to force our past history or our present options into a narrow preconceived mould. It is about reappropriating an older and wiser approach, which welcomes the confluence of science and faith while respecting their distinct identities and limits. It allows for an enriched narrative of life which weaves together facts, values, meaning and purpose.


Unfortunately, Western culture still tends to look at both history and present experience through this controlling lens of the story of a ‘warfare of science and religion’, and sees what it wants to see – and does not see what it does not want to see. So how do these narratives become so influential, especially when they are so clearly flawed? In his important work A Secular Age, the philosopher and cultural theorist Charles Taylor notes how certain ‘metanarratives’ – that is, grand stories of explanation and meaning – come to assume social dominance, often for reasons that rest on somewhat flimsy evidential foundations.33 To challenge or reject these dominant narratives is seen as a sign of irrationality. The ‘conflict’ narrative is a classic example of a way of thinking that gained traction for cultural, not intellectual reasons, and is sustained by those with vested interests in ensuring its continued dominance. Yet to those who have given careful consideration to the historical evidence, as indicated earlier, this ‘science versus religion’ narrative seems stale, outdated and largely discredited.


It is surely time to move on, and frame the whole discussion about the relation of science and religion in a new way – or even reappropriate older ways of seeing their relationship, which fell out of favour for reasons that can now be seen as less than persuasive. Sure, it takes a long time for scholarship to filter down to the media. But we need to move on and deal with the way things really are, rather than resting content with a crass simplification of a complex situation. The ‘warfare’ narrative is falling to pieces of its own accord, breaking apart under the strain of massive scholarly evidence of its shortcomings. 


Let’s be clear about this. Despite what overenthusiastic New Atheist polemicists may say, science is intrinsically neither for nor against religion, any more than it is for or against politics. It rightly objects when religion (or politics) gets in the way of scientific advance, and rightly applauds when religion (or politics) encourages scientific enquiry and engagement. In the same way, science is neither religiously atheistic or theistic, nor politically liberal or conservative, although it can easily be accommodated within such perspectives. And science is entirely right to challenge religious or political beliefs when these present themselves as science.


Some people, for example, improbably argued on religious grounds that the Apollo moon landings never took place. A leader of the Hari Krishna movement, Bhaktivedanta Swami Prabhupada, insisted that the Vedic literature taught that ‘the Moon is 100,000 yojanas, or 800,000 miles, above the rays of the sunshine’. So how could anyone travel to the moon? Not only was the moon too distant; the sun was closer to the earth than the moon. Modern scientific calculations of the moon’s distance from earth were unreliable, and the Vedic literature got it right.34 Prabhupada therefore declared that the so-called moon landings were nothing but an elaborate hoax. Now this is just rambling pseudoscience, and everyone knows it. When religion starts behaving as if it were a science, scientists have every reason to protest against it – and correct it!


It is certainly true that science, if it is to be science and not something else, is committed to a method that is often styled ‘methodological naturalism’. That is the way that science works. That is what is characteristic of science, and it both provides it with its rigor and sets its limits. Science has established a set of tested and reliable rules by which it investigates reality, and ‘methodological naturalism’ is one of them.


But this is about setting rules for exploring reality, not limiting reality to what can be explored in this way.35 It does not for one moment mean that science is committed to some kind of philosophical materialism. Some materialists argue that the explanatory successes of science imply an underlying ontological materialism. Yet this is simply one of several ways of interpreting this approach, and there are others with widespread support within the scientific community. Eugenie Scott, then director of the National Center for Science Education, made this point neatly back in 1993: ‘Science neither denies nor opposes the supernatural, but ignores the supernatural for methodological reasons.’36 Science is a non-theistic, not an anti-theistic, way of engaging reality. As the philosopher Alvin Plantinga so rightly observes, if there is any conflict between ‘science’ and ‘faith’, it is really between a dogmatic metaphysical naturalism and belief in God.37


Certainly some – but only some – atheist scientists present science as intrinsically atheistic. But maybe that is because they are primarily atheists, not because they are scientists. Virtually all my colleagues who are both scientists and atheists would have no time for the myth that science entails atheism. The great intellectual virtue of science is its radical openness; only frauds and fanatics want to close it down and force it to endorse their own dogmatic worldviews. We all owe it to science to protect it from people like that.


One of the less welcome outcomes of this ‘conflict’ narrative is the late Stephen Jay Gould’s idea of ‘non-overlapping magisteria’, which treats science and religion as hermetically sealed compartments that never interact with each other.38 This approach is little more than a retrospective validation of the political realities of modern American academic life, which encourages intellectual isolation and conceptual complacency. We need something better than this bipolar field of discourse, protecting intellectual borders at the price of preventing creative interaction and dialogue.


A solid body of scholarship has gradually built up in recent years, forcing revision of older understandings of the relation of science and faith. It is now clear that the boundaries of ‘science’ and ‘religion’ are increasingly recognised to be shaped by historical contingencies. Their respective territories can be mapped in multiple manners and are open to multiple interpretations.39 Why should we have to put up with an outdated and discredited map of their interactions when this has no privileged claim to truth? We need to call time on this discredited myth. The ‘warfare of science and religion’ narrative has had its day. We need to draw a line under this and explore better ways of understanding their relationship. 


It can be hard to talk to people we disagree with, and to take their ideas seriously. But intellectual integrity demands it. That is how we find out if we need to redirect or recalibrate our own ways of thinking. We need to open our minds, not close them down – and that means talking to people with different perspectives. To its many critics, that is why the New Atheism prefers to ridicule religious people rather than engage seriously with religious ideas. Its rhetoric of dismissal allows it to present its ignorance of religious ideas as an intellectual virtue, when it is simply an arrogant excuse to avoid thinking. And, as we shall see throughout this book, the new scholarship that has emerged over the last twenty years makes it clear that there is a lot of rethinking that needs to be done.


This book is an invitation to journey along another road. I have spent the last forty years exploring this road, and want to tell you about the questions I have faced and what I have found helpful as I travel along it. I am asking you to explore another way of thinking about science and faith – a way that may seem strange to some, but which I believe holds them together in a way that is both rationally satisfying and imaginatively exciting. Science and faith can thus provide us with different yet potentially complementary maps of human identity. I cannot prove it is right, but I can assure you it is deeply satisfying and well worth exploring.


The way of thinking that I shall be describing is not new. It can be tracked back to the Renaissance, before the modern (and very limiting) sense of the words ‘science’ and ‘religion’ had emerged. It has simply been forgotten or suppressed, drowned out by the noisy and overheated rhetoric of the New Atheism on the one hand, and a lack of familiarity with the rich pasturelands of our cultural heritage on the other. If anything is new, it is the ‘conflict’ narrative which swamped the more measured, informed and engaging approaches of the past.


Science and religion are two of the greatest cultural forces in today’s world. When rightly framed, a mutual conversation can be enriching and elevating. When rightly constructed, a ‘bigger narrative’ of reality creates intellectual space for divergence and disagreement, while affirming the intelligibility and coherence of our world.


And that conversation needs to happen. Religion is back in public life and public debate. Despite all the predictions from armchair philosophers and media pundits, God has not gone away; nor has interest in the realm of the ‘spiritual’. If anything, it is now the New Atheism that sounds stale and weary. It may have raised some good questions about God and religion; its answers, however, are now seen as glib and superficial. Slick slogans like ‘God is a delusion’ or ‘Faith is a mental illness’ made great headlines, but they ultimately failed to satisfy either the minds or the hearts of many looking for deeper answers.


This book offers both a correction of outdated perceptions and a remapping of imaginative possibilities. I want to explore a way of seeing things that is enriched by both science and religion at their best, and that I have found to be both intellectually coherent and imaginatively engaging. Let me emphasise the importance of that word seeing. Both scientific theories and theological doctrines can be viewed as invitations to see things in a certain way, to imagine the world in a certain manner – a manner that is believed to be both warranted and truthful, and whose truthfulness is to be measured in part by the degree of intelligibility and coherence it allows us to perceive.


Along the road, we will interact with some of the great issues that arise, many of them fascinating and important in their own right. We will engage with some of the most interesting voices on all sides of the debate – scientists such as Richard Dawkins, Stephen Hawking and Carl Sagan, and philosophers such as Mary Midgley and Roger Scruton. And whether you end up agreeing with me or not, I hope that you will find this journey of exploration of a new way of looking at things interesting and rewarding.
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Stories, Pictures and Maps: 


Making Sense of Things


I think I realised why science was so interesting when I was about seven or eight years old. I loved taking things to pieces to find out how they worked. One of my most rewarding experiments in the early 1960s was taking apart my father’s watch and figuring out how each of the pieces of the clockwork mechanism functioned. It was fascinating! Unfortunately, putting the watch back together again was not quite so straightforward. Happily, it was quite an old watch and my father was rather less angry than he might have been at having to replace it.


And that is what science does so well – it takes things to pieces to find out how they work. What mechanisms underlie the processes we see around us in the world? How do bees make honey? Why is the sky blue? Why could I never see the far side of the moon? One of the deepest motivations of science is human curiosity. We long to be able to make sense of what we see and experience in the world.


We can think of science as the quest for the best theory. What is the deeper understanding of the structure of the universe that arises from our observations? Because we believe in a rational universe, we also believe in the capacity of human reason to grasp at least something of its structures. As C.S. Lewis pointed out, ‘We are not reading rationality into an irrational universe, but responding to a rationality with which the universe has always been saturated.’1


The word ‘theory’ comes from the Greek term theoria and means something like ‘a way of seeing things’. We need to make a distinction between what we observe and how we understand those observations. A theory is a way of understanding what we observe. It is an intellectual framework that helps us make sense of what we see, or a conceptual net that we throw over what we observe. The historian of science Peter Dear makes this point well:


 


The hallmark of natural philosophy is its stress on intelligibility: it takes natural phenomena and tries to account for them in ways that not only hold together logically, but also rest on ideas and assumptions that seem right, that make sense.2


 


And that is true of religion as well. As we will see later (page 153), there is growing interest, especially within empirical psychology, in exploring how religion acts as a system of meaning, enabling people to make sense of both the world and their lives, and especially to cope with adversity.3


As I prepared to go up to Oxford University to study chemistry in October 1971, I was becoming aware of more profound questions in life that somehow lay beyond the grasp of science. Although I could never quite put my misgivings into words, I was beginning to realise that there was more to life than clarifying natural mechanisms. Science was really good at taking things apart so that we could see how they worked. But was there a way of putting them back together again so that we could see what they meant? If they meant anything, that is.


Meaning and Ultimate Questions


As a young man, I often wondered what life was all about. Did it have any meaning? Was there any purpose to human existence in general, and my own life in particular? I was an atheist at that stage because I believed not merely that there were no valid answers to these questions, but that they simply could not be answered. Intellectual honesty demanded atheism. Yet as I reflected more on these themes, before going up to Oxford, I began to wonder if I had prematurely foreclosed these questions, reaching somewhat hasty answers on the basis of a rather superficial reflection on reality.


Science is good – very good – at helping us to understand the processes that brought us into existence in the first place, and keep us alive in the second. Yet there is a major difference between knowing how we came into being and knowing why we are here. I initially believed science could – or would – give us answers to all our questions about meaning and purpose. Yet my immersion in the philosophy of science in early 1971 led me to the conclusion that science could not provide answers to what the philosopher of science Karl Popper called ‘ultimate questions’. Popper argued that science is in no position to ‘make assertions about ultimate questions – about the riddles of existence, or about man’s task in this world’.4 Yet this truth, he declared, was open to being misunderstood and misrepresented – for example, in relation to ethics. ‘Some great scientists, and many lesser ones, have misunderstood the situation. The fact that science cannot make any pronouncement about ethical principles has been misinterpreted as indicating that there are no such principles.’ 
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