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Preface

When I came to teach at Oxford University, after many years of teaching philosophy in other British universities, I found myself almost immediately pitched into a rather heated debate about religion and science with two well-known scientists, Richard Dawkins and Peter Atkins. Professors Dawkins and Atkins regarded religion as some sort of intellectual disaster-area, and seemed to think that no intelligent and informed person could take religious beliefs seriously. Since I had been appointed Regius Professor of Divinity and was a Canon of Christ Church, I took some exception to their view, and over the next few years we had a series of public debates on the subject.

One result of this was that in 1996 I wrote a book, God, Chance and Necessity, in which I set out to refute their main arguments against theism and to argue that not only was belief in God compatible with modern science, but that the hypothesis of God was the best available explanation of an evolutionary worldview. The book attracted quite a lot of attention in the British press, and I received a huge number of encouraging letters, not least from some eminent scientists. But one of the things some of them said was: ‘I can see the reasonableness of believing in God from what you say. But what has that rather abstract God got to do with actual religions like Christianity? Why go to Church or anything like that at all?’

This book is my attempt to show how Christianity fits into the worldview of modern science, and to show what intellectual belief in God as the cause of the universe has to do with things like going to Church and praying. It is about Christianity specifically, but a similar approach could well be taken by members of non-Christian religions, and I certainly do not see Christianity as the only religion that has an enlightened view on such matters. In fact, I think it is absolutely essential in the modern world for members of different religions and faiths to understand their own traditions more globally, and to work together to increase such understanding in every faith.

Different religions have different beliefs, and even different Christians have different beliefs from one another. I am not, in this book, trying to find a way in which such seemingly irreconcilable beliefs can be somehow harmonised. In fact, I think that such programmes will never succeed in producing some sort of universal agreement in religion, since orthodox believers in each religious tradition will reject them. Disagreement cannot be eliminated from religion, just as it cannot be eliminated from morality, philosophy and politics. It is important to ask how such disagreements arise, what might be done to prevent them being harmful, and how far they have got mixed up with cultural and historical factors that may be of secondary importance, as far as truth goes. But one has to do one thing at a time, and those are not my concerns in this book.

Nor am I trying to demonstrate that some form of Christianity is true, as though this was some sort of Christian propaganda. I want to look at what might be called a mainstream Christian view – a view which accepts, say, the Apostles’ Creed as the basis of faith – and enquire how it could reasonably and non-hypocritically be interpreted, given a full acceptance of well-established scientific beliefs at the beginning of a new millennium. My conclusion will be that modern science does necessitate quite a bit of reinterpretation of traditional Christian ways of putting things. It would be surprising if that was not so, since our knowledge of the universe has increased amazingly even in the last few years. A result that may be surprising, however, is that the scientific worldview actually sets mainstream Christian beliefs in a context that seems to bring out richer depths of meaning which have always been implicit in them. And Christian beliefs provide a way in which the universe disclosed by science can be plausibly seen to have meaning and purpose. Contrary to what has sometimes been said, there is some sort of ‘natural fit’ between the scientific worldview and mainstream Christian beliefs, which does make Christian faith a plausible, though not provable, religious view in a scientific age.

Against that background, I have tried to show how the events surrounding the life of Jesus can be plausibly seen as playing a key role in the realisation of the divine purpose for this planet. They reflect the great cosmic themes of creation, divine love, and the uniting of all things in the cosmos to the divine life. Christianity has developed a sacred cosmology, expressed in highly symbolic form, which expresses these themes, and I have tried to show how scientific cosmology provides the factual, literal, background against which the spiritual vision of Christianity can be best seen.

So I have tried to present Christianity as a religion of truly cosmic scope, which can give insight into the meaning and purpose of this universe, the physical structure of which modern science has marvellously discovered. Such a view of Christian belief may seem new both to some Christians and to those generally interested in the nature and relationship of religion and science. It may show one way in which belief in the rather abstract ‘God of the physicists’ can be enriched by the insights of a particular religious tradition of prayer and worship. In this light, one might see not only that it is a very reasonable belief that there is a creator God, but also that it is natural and appropriate to worship and pray to God. Even though the claims of Christianity transcend what unaided human reason can establish – one does not become a Christian for scientific reasons – I hope to show that it is entirely reasonable to accept the Christian faith, and that if its claims are true it does provide a fuller understanding of the real character of this beautiful and awe-inspiring universe.



Introduction


GOD AND THE SCIENTIFIC WORLDVIEW


As the world enters the third Christian millennium, many people feel that a new spiritual awareness is arising which has the power to transform and reinvigorate traditional religious views. Religious traditions carry many tried and tested insights into the reality of the sacred, and it would be irresponsible to ignore them. At the same time, all traditions have been called in question by two great global currents of thought. The rise of the natural sciences changes our view of the universe, and so of the context within which religious beliefs are to be interpreted. And an increased sensitivity to the spiritual resources of many different religious traditions urges a reassessment of the exclusivity and intolerance of some of our older views.

Christian beliefs were shaped in intellectual contexts very different from that of modern science, and at a time when few people had much idea of what would be required of a truly global perspective on religious beliefs. In the first millennium, the sophistication of Greek philosophy was used by Christians to construct a cosmic vision of the creation and redemption of the whole universe. But that tradition had not grasped the vast extent of the cosmos, the possibilities of historical change, and the revolution in our understanding of the universe that the experimental sciences would bring.

In the second millennium, Christianity, while it expanded throughout the world, underwent an internal fragmentation, and therefore a crisis of authority. The Orthodox and Catholic Churches split, and then the Reformation divided the Western Church still further. Towards the end of the millennium, the revealed texts were subject to searching analysis by the application of historical and literary criticism. Belief in miracles, in the soul, and in the existence of God were ruthlessly criticised. The patriarchal and hierarchical structure of the Church came under attack. Christians became aware that they were often seen by others as cultural imperialists and intolerant dogmatists, and many felt that the world had entered a post-Christian age.

As the third millennium begins, what will happen to Christian belief? Will it splinter into a myriad dogmatic sects, each certain of its own exclusive grasp of truth, all ignored by people of good sense? Will it fade away into an ultra-liberal confusion and puzzlement, full of goodwill, but without any clear beliefs at all? Or is there a possibility of integrating religious beliefs and scientific knowledge, commitment to a definite spiritual tradition and global awareness, loyalty to revelation and openness to new moral thinking? My own view is that the third millennium of Christian existence will bring a new integration of scientific and religious thought, the development of a more global spirituality, and a retrieval of some of the deepest spiritual insights of the Christian faith, which have often been underemphasised or overlooked. This book aims to present that view, to show one form that Christian belief might take in the third millennium.

The growth of the natural sciences since the sixteenth century was inspired by the thought that God’s creation was meant to be understood by rational creatures, and that it therefore could be understood. The new understandings of the universe that science has brought have revolutionised all previous views of the universe. Even though science had most of its beginnings in a religious context, some scientists and philosophers argue that science somehow undermines all religious beliefs, and particularly belief in a creator God. Others – probably the great majority – agree that what science does is to give us an even greater sense of the wisdom and power of the creator. But some of them find it hard to connect the God who is a vast and almost incomprehensible cosmic intelligence with the God who seems to be the object of worship in churches, who is supposed to have acted on this small planet in the life of a young Jewish preacher, and who seems to choose such odd people to communicate with.

The most important thing about religion is not, of course, a speculative hypothesis about a cosmic creator, but its power to evoke some sort of experience that can give a sense of greater intensity and meaning to life. Religion is most basically about the fundamental problems of everyday living – how to cope with anxiety and hatred, how to achieve some sort of integration or happiness, and how to obtain some sense of meaning, purpose or value in one’s own life. Religions take many forms, and they sometimes seem to breed anxiety and hatred, or they become indistinguishable from various nationalist or political movements. Religions do not necessarily offer a solution to personal or political problems: they can make them worse. Yet at the heart of most great religions, however much it may get corrupted by human weakness and perversity, is the attempt to find a way to overcome the greed, hatred and delusion that dogs human life. There is an attempt to find a way that leads one towards a better state of bliss, wisdom and compassion.

The Christian religion, like most human belief-systems, can sometimes seem to be nothing but a matter of intolerant dogmas or narrow-minded moralising. But at its heart the Christian faith tries to teach people to turn from self-centredness (picturesquely summed up in the phrase ‘the world, the flesh and the devil’), towards a sort of experience which will free them from anxiety and hatred, and give a deeper sense of happiness and meaning. This experience Christians call the awareness of a being of supreme goodness, with the power to liberate them from self-centredness (this is what is called, in traditional terms, salvation from sin). Christians call this being God, and they claim to find God in three main ways – revealed in history in the person of Jesus, present within human lives in the form of the Holy Spirit, and transcendent in glory as the source and creator of all things.

This experience of God in threefold form (as a Trinity) is what makes Christianity distinctive as a religion. Just as the experience of being in love with another person can fill life with a sense of purpose and meaningfulness, so the experience of God can give courage, hope and joy to the whole of human life. God is not an object open to inspection by some scientific technique. Just as another person needs to disclose something about his or her inner thoughts and purposes if we are to understand that person, so God must disclose the divine mind if we are to know what God truly is. The Christian claim is that God has revealed the divine nature in and through the human person of Jesus of Nazareth. That is not the only place on earth where God is revealed, but for Christians Jesus is a distinctive and authentic self-disclosure of God. In Jesus the divine nature is shown to be a supreme reality of self-giving, sharing and unitive love, and through him that love is believed to be communicated to humanity. In such knowledge and love, Christians believe, human life finds its ultimate purpose and fulfilment.

The connection between the idea of a cosmic creator and the life of people in ordinary Christian churches lies in the fact that the God who can be experienced as a personal reality – the God of religion – is the same God who is the cosmic intelligence, the creator of the universe. Of course humans can never experience the cosmic intelligence as it is in its fullness. But there is no reason why such an intelligence should not make itself known in a personal way, if it so wills. Christians believe that the creator does intend to make itself known to finite creatures, and that, in fact, one main reason why there is a universe at all is to create beings that can find happiness in knowing and co-operating with the creator. There is a link between a general cosmic purpose in creation, and particular historical events on this planet that are claimed to reveal God and save human beings from self-centredness. The link is that one part of the cosmic purpose is to create beings who can find happiness by knowing and loving God. If a being comes to know and love God, that must happen at a particular place and time, and it must happen in response to some self-disclosure of a God who makes the divine known. So there must be particular times in history when God is revealed, and at those times the purpose of the creator comes much nearer to fulfilment. Strange as it may seem, if there is a purpose in creation, it is very likely that one important part of it will lie in particular events on this planet which reveal God’s nature and purpose.

Naturally, this will only seem plausible if one thinks there is a purpose in creation. That needs to be investigated further. But if there is a vast intelligence behind the universe, it is reasonable to think that it has brought the universe into being for some purpose. It will then be natural to try to find some evidence of what that purpose is. And that is where the religions of the world, Christianity among them, try to point to particular key experiences which, if they are genuine, do give evidence of such a purpose.

The idea of God is not primarily dreamed up as a hypothesis to explain why the universe is the way it is. It is not part of a scientific attempt to explain the basic nature of the physical universe. Nevertheless, if God is the creator of this universe, it is only to be expected that discoveries the sciences make about the universe will give a deeper understanding of the nature of the universe’s creator. Further, it is to be expected that the concept of God will provide the best explanation of why the universe is the way it is, and a much better explanation than hypotheses that deny the existence of God. The modern scientific worldview and the Christian revelation can, and do, interact fruitfully to provide a coherent and illuminating picture of human existence in this extraordinary universe. I want to show that this is the case, and explain why some scientists deny the existence of God, partly by misunderstanding the way in which God explains the universe, and partly by misunderstanding the limits of scientific theorising.

The real reason people believe or disbelieve in God is not to do with science, but with highly personal factors that predispose people to be either sympathetic or antagonistic to the experiential and moral claims of religion. If one has had experiences in religious contexts which have been positive and life-enhancing, which have helped one to overcome hatred and greed and achieve a more integrated and committed life, one will be well disposed to the claims of religion. If one has suffered from censorious, petty-minded or intolerant religious believers, one will naturally be much less sympathetic. It may be that one has simply not had any experiences that seem to be of a transcendent or spiritual reality. Or perhaps personal tragedies have made one sceptical about there being any moral order in the universe at all. There are many different reasons for being religious or non-religious, but usually personal experience, not abstract speculation, is the decisive factor.

Speculation, the attempt to construct a coherent and plausible account of the nature of the universe, is still obviously relevant to the acceptability of religious belief. In our day, it is science that gives such a general speculative, but well-evidenced, account. It is sometimes argued that science is antagonistic to religious faith. I aim to show that this is simply not true, and that an informed scientific view of the universe is not only compatible with Christian belief, but actually lends quite strong support the claims of some forms of Christianity. Christian belief in the third millennium can and should be scientifically informed, globally aware, a source of distinctive insights into the human condition, and a great enrichment of human life and welfare. Whether or not it will be is up to Christians themselves.
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Christianity and the Scientific Worldview


TRADITIONAL RELIGIOUS AND MODERN SCIENTIFIC PICTURES OF THE UNIVERSE


The fundamental idea of God that is found in Jewish, Christian and Muslim traditions is that God is the one and only creator of everything other than God. God is ‘the Father’ of the universe, a traditional metaphorical expression for the one who brings the universe into existence and sustains its life. This idea of God might be accepted simply because it is revealed in the Bible and the Qur’an. But it is an idea that arises naturally as one reflects on the nature of the universe in which humans exist. In fact, modern scientific knowledge of the universe suggests the idea of a creator with almost compelling force, yet it can look as though the scientific idea of the universe is in conflict with the traditional religious idea.

This is because, when the ancient Scriptures were written, the universe was believed to be relatively small, both in space and in time. In the first chapters of Genesis, the earth was the centre of the universe, a disc floating on water, covered by the hemisphere of the sky, from which the stars, sun and moon were hung as ‘lamps’ to measure the seasons, days and nights. It had not existed for very long – it had been created in six days, about four thousand years before Christ. And it would probably come to an end quite soon, in a few generations at most, when the sky would fold up, the star-lamps would fall to earth, and the whole created universe would be destroyed.

The modern scientific view of the physical universe is very different. The earth is a small planet in a sun system at the edge of just one galaxy of stars out of many millions of galaxies. It is dwarfed into physical insignificance by a huge and expanding universe, which has no centre but is spread out like the surface of an expanding balloon. The planet earth has existed for billions of years, and it will continue to exist for perhaps another five billion, when it will become uninhabitable as the sun turns into a red giant star and incinerates all life on earth, before collapsing into a tiny white dwarf star. Human life evolved from simpler organic forms, and has existed for about two million years, about ten thousand of them carrying remnants of fairly advanced cultures. The planet earth may indeed cease to exist at any moment, through some cosmic catastrophe. But if it does, that will not be the end of the universe. It will be an event of hardly any significance to the universe as a whole, which will go on existing for billions of years, perhaps evolving many forms of life more advanced than the human, for all we know.

Thus the picture of the universe given by the ancient religious traditions is very different from the picture given by modern science. In the traditional picture, human existence seemed to be the most important thing in creation. Heaven was populated almost entirely with humans, and God’s purposes for humans were assumed to be coincident with God’s purposes for the whole creation. Modern science gives us a picture that looks very different. Human life seems very small in relation to the whole universe. We seem to have lost our central place in creation.


IS HUMAN LIFE INSIGNIFICANT?


To some people, it seems that the scientific view deprives human life of significance altogether. The best available view in physics is that the universe originated about ten to fifteen billion years ago, in a state of infinitely compressed gravity and energy. It exploded into an expanding balloon of space-time, and as it began to cool, the basic forces of electricity, magnetism, gravity and the strong and weak nuclear forces were created. Basic elementary particles formed and began to join up into simple atomic structures. The simplest atoms of hydrogen and helium formed swirling clouds of gas, which condensed into galaxies, stars and planets. Stars grew and collapsed, in their death throes creating more complex elements, such as carbon. At a later stage still, planetary systems were seeded with carbon atoms, and on the surface of at least this planet, earth, the extremely complex molecular structures of RNA and DNA gave rise to the self-replicating forms that we call ‘life’. This, in turn produced even more complex structures with consciousness and some capacity for action.

The fifteen-billion-year history of the expanding universe has been one which has produced amazingly complex structures on one tiny planet, and the process is still continuing. We do know, however, that the universe has a finite life span. If it goes on expanding, the law of entropy will ensure that all complexity and organised structure is eliminated. If the universe contracts again, under the force of gravity, it will end in a Big Crunch, in which all things will be destroyed. Either way, the complexity of human life, which was always a freak event in the history of the universe, will inevitably be destroyed. The universe will simply run down, and in it the whole story of humanity will have been a peripheral sideshow, the flicker of a dragonfly’s wing, present only for an instant in the long, blind, purposeless interplay of physical energies that is the real nature of this universe.

That is how it looks to some people. And yet we must be very careful to separate well-established scientific theories about the history of the universe from the significance we give to the process. It is quite true that in the scientific account, human life is a tiny flicker in the vast spatial distances and temporal aeons of this universe. We can look out on a clear night, see stars millions of light years away and feel reduced to insignificance by the vastness of nature. But we should bear in mind that size is not to be confused with importance. I might be a tiny speck in comparison with the starry sky. But if, on all the stars in that sky, there are nothing but lifeless, unconscious nuclear reactions and vast swathes of gas and dust, my little life may be more important than all of them put together.

Just suppose that there is a God who created the universe. No doubt the creator enjoys the beauty and variety of the physical universe, and the intergalactic clouds and the galaxies themselves are important to the creator because they express his power and wisdom: ‘the heavens declare the glory of God’ (Psalm 19: 1). But if it is the creator’s wish to produce conscious agents who can come to understand the universe and share in God’s appreciation of it, to know the creator of the universe, and enter into a relationship of loving co-operation with the creator, then the goal of the whole cosmic process will be the existence of such conscious agents. In that sense, however many billions of galaxies there are, they will all exist as parts of a process whose goal is the existence of human beings. To be exact, the goal will be the existence of rational conscious agents, of which there may be many in the universe. But we only know of one case so far, and it may be the only case. Either way, human beings are one of the forms of life that are the purpose of creation. It is quite consistent with modern scientific knowledge, after all, to think that human beings are more important than the stars and galaxies. Humans may well be the reason why stars and galaxies exist, and they are at any rate one of the reasons why they do.

It may seem a little arrogant to think that the whole of space and time, billions of years old and billions of light years in extent, exists just to produce human beings. In fact, recent research in physics shows that it is not a ludicrous thought. It has become increasingly clear in recent years that the basic constants and laws of physics need to be very fine-tuned to generate the sorts of complex order that exist in our universe. The four basic forces that make up our universe – electromagnetic, gravitational, and the weak and strong nuclear forces – establish a set of relationships between the fundamental physical particles (at present thought to be quarks) that enable them to build into the protons, neutrons and electrons that form atoms of the various elements. Those atoms in turn combine in various ways to form molecules, and they build the extremely complex physical structures that enable living organisms to develop. Such organisms develop central nervous systems, and eventually brains, which can mirror and react to their environments. By a further development of the cortex in some of these brains, truly self-conscious agents come into existence.

All this incremental structural complexity happens in accordance with the fundamental laws of physics, which were built into the universe at the moment of its origin, the so-called ‘Big Bang’. Some physicists have calculated that the time it would take for complex self-conscious agents to evolve from simple atomic structures, in accordance with the basic laws of physics, would be about fifteen billion years. During that time, the visible universe has been expanding at the speed of light, so that the size of the universe should now be fifteen billion light years across – which it is. In other words, the universe needs to be just about the vast age and size it is, if human beings are to evolve in accordance with the basic laws of physics. If the creator wanted human beings to evolve through the successive application to elementary physical particles of a basic set of elegant and simple physical principles, then a universe of just this size and character would be the one to choose.

It turns out that human beings are not peripheral to the universe after all, even if they are dwarfed in size by the physical cosmos. They could well be the reason why the whole cosmos was created. The moral of the story is that size is not everything. A mind that can understand this universe, and even begin to change it, is in many ways of more significance than a billion billion light years of unconscious interstellar dust. The generation of minds that can come to know and love their creator may in the end be what gives meaning and significance to the whole cosmic process.


THE ENDING OF LIFE AND THE MEANING OF LIFE


But what about the inevitable destruction of the universe? Does that deprive human life of significance? The thought that it does rests on another misconception. Just as it is mistaken to think that the vast size of the universe reduces humans to insignificance, so it is mistaken to think that the fact that all sentient life will come to an end deprives such life of significance. A life does not have to last for ever in order to have meaning and value. It has meaning for as long as it lasts, and the thought that it will end may even give it greater meaning. Think about listening to a Mozart symphony. For many people, that will be an experience of great significance. It will be an experience worth having, just for its own sake. Let us call that an experience of intrinsic value. It is intrinsic because we do not value it just as a means to something else, like having a drink in the interval, or getting home after the concert. It is a value, because it is something we would choose to do for its own sake; it is something worthy of choice by any rational and sentient being (whether or not they actually choose it is another matter; the point is, it is worth choosing).

What gives life significance are experiences of intrinsic value. There are millions of different sorts of experiences like that, from playing skittles to enjoying a good meal or walking in the mountains. Listening to a Mozart symphony is just one of them. Now Mozart symphonies all come to an end. Does that mean they are not significant? Not at all. It is safe to say that they would be less significant, or at least less enjoyable, if they went on for ever (people who do not like music may dread the very idea). When we know the symphony will not last for long, we savour its sounds with even greater intensity, attention and enjoyment. Here is something that we may never hear again. This is our only chance to get an experience of very great value. We must grasp it with both hands: carpe diem, seize the day!

So the knowledge that a Mozart symphony will end gives it more, not less, significance. Moreover, its significance does not lie in its ending, in its last chord. That last chord, on its own, has very little significance. Even the final phrase, however beautiful it may be, could hardly be regarded as the reason why the whole symphony exists. The symphony does not exist just to produce that last phrase or two. What matters is the whole symphony, the way the themes come back in varied forms, the way the different movements contrast and build on one another, the way the music forms a pattern and a whole which has a sort of overall completeness and integrated beauty of form.

So we should not look for the meaning of a symphony just in its final few bars. We hope that they will form a fitting resolution of the work, but without the whole preceding set of sounds, they would mean much less. The meaning of the symphony is apprehended only by apprehending the whole work, with each part in its proper place. That is why it is not really satisfactory only to hear the ‘purple passages’ from longer pieces of music, without appreciating the context into which they fit and which gives them a rather different experienced quality. You have to hear the whole thing; and if it is by a gifted composer like Mozart, that will introduce you to forms of beauty you would never otherwise have known.

In a similar way, the significance of human life does not lie in its closing moments, whether we are talking about the cosmic death of the human race or the deaths of its individual members. The significance lies in the process of the life itself, and the way in which its various elements fit into an overall pattern within it. When people complain that life is meaningless, they often mean either that they can discern no intrinsic values in it, or that they cannot see how the events that happen to them fit into any overall pattern at all. To see the meaning of a human life would be to see the distinctive values it realises, which would otherwise not exist at all, and to see how its various elements fit into a unique, complex and integrated pattern. It is not to discover that there is some last state it arrives at which is somehow the purpose of the whole life. In a word, the purpose is not the ending, but the process. A life has a purpose if it has a pattern and a set of realised values that are unique and distinctive to it.

So the universe may have a purpose, if it is a process in which distinctive intrinsic values are realised in a complex, unique and integrated pattern, even if the last temporal state of that universe is one of dark, lifeless emptiness, or the incandescent flare of the Big Crunch. It makes sense to see human beings, or perhaps rational beings in general, who do realise complex and unique intrinsic values, as the purpose for the existence of this universe, even if they all die out long before the universe comes to an end, as it inevitably will.


WHY COSMIC EVOLUTION?


This helps to answer the question of why God has created rational beings who evolve over billions of years, rather than just creating them fully fledged and instantaneously. Humans may be the goal, or part of the goal, of the physical process. Nevertheless, what is significant about this universe is the whole process, and not just the attainment of its goal. Human beings recapitulate in themselves the history of cosmic evolution. They carry in their physical structure, in their genes and molecules, the history of their past. They are parts of that long physical process that is becoming aware of its own nature, and is beginning to direct it responsibly. The goal is not just the culmination of the process, but the whole process itself, which is one of generating from within a material cosmos the ability of that cosmos to understand and take control of its own being. Human beings are parts of the cosmic process in which one can see this understanding and control begin to exist.

They are not mature, conscious agents without a history, who just begin to exist, with the whole material cosmos as an unnecessary backdrop to their activity. They are highly complex material structures, carrying within themselves the history of their development, integral parts of a wider material order. It is that order which they can understand and help to control, and human life should be seen as just one part of a wider process of creative development.

The process is one of creative emergence, as new forms of intelligibility and beauty successively come into existence out of earlier and simpler structures. One can see this whole process as if it were a work of creative imagination, continually building complex structures out of simpler elements, and always moving towards the capacity of the process to know and shape itself. If it is such a work, the whole process will have a beauty, intelligibility and imaginative flair that will be of great value to the creative intelligence that creates it and continues to move it towards that final goal which has been implicit in it from the first. Humans are not spiritual substances dropped into the material world as alien intruders. They are parts of a continuum of growing complexity in the material order, realising possibilities implicit in that order from the beginning.

For most of its existence, it may seem that all the beauty and intelligibility of the universe will be unappreciated, because there will be no one there to appreciate it. But if God is the imaginative creator, the cosmic artist, then of course God will know and appreciate the whole cosmic process. God will be the active power that urges the universe to realise new actualities out of the indefinite array of possibilities that are implicit in its origin. The whole process will be of value, because it is valued and appreciated by God. Not only that, it is in itself an expression of the imaginative and creative activity of God. Christians should never think that only human beings are valuable, or even that only the planet earth is valuable. The whole universe is valuable, to be appreciated and cared for as much as it is within our power, because it is shaped by a creator who cares for beauty and truthful understanding.

The process of creative emergence is one that generates from itself communities of beings who can know and shape its future. The physical universe is not just like a piece of clay in the hands of a potter. It is rather as if the potter could make clay figures that come to life, feel, think and act. They even begin to understand their own nature and shape it themselves. Such beings might come to appreciate their world and shape it in co-operation with their creator. So, in our universe, some animals might begin to share in the understanding and imaginative creativity of God. A Christian would say that they learn to co-operate with the divine creative Spirit in the task of making the material world a sacrament of the divine Spirit, a world in which wisdom, creativity and friendship can be celebrated and enjoyed. Such a sharing of understanding and creativity is not unlike the sort of understanding and shared activity between human beings that we call love. That is why Christians are able to say that the universe is created because of the love of God – the desire of God that there should be finite beings that can share in their appropriate way in the understanding and activity of God.

Physicists do not typically speak of such things as the love of God. They might even think that the cosmic intelligence seems to show a sort of cold indifference to human life. It often seems to them that talking about ‘love’ makes God much too anthropomorphic, much too small, to be the creator of this vast universe. But even speaking of a cosmic intelligence entails seeing the creator as conscious and wise. It is not really too large a step to see the creator as intending to create beings that can have their own wisdom and creative power, and can then move on to share the wisdom and power of God. Such a God can be spoken of as wanting creatures to know and love God, to have a relationship with God which might properly be described as a loving relationship.
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