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“Bereshit barah Elohim”  -“In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth”

– Genesis 1:1

“Back in the olden days, people thought that the Earth was flat, and that the stars were only a few kilometres overhead. They believed in miracles because they were ignorant of natural laws. They all believed that the world was made in a literal seven days. These days we have science, which has removed the need for God, and made religion at best a fable for children, and at worst obfuscating and malicious.”

The Project

· To show that orthodox Christianity fits comfortably within modern science.

A Few Little Known Historical Truths

· People in general knew about natural laws: It was only because Joseph knew that women didn’t get pregnant without having sex that he considered divorcing her. Miracles are only possible where there is a clear idea of what is and isn’t ordinarily possible.

· The Greeks knew the world was round. They had a fairly accurate idea of the Earth’s diameter.

· They knew the universe was vast - “The Earth, in relation to the distance of the fixed stars, has no appreciable size, and must be treated as a mathematical point.” Ptolemy Almagest (1st Century AD, drawing on earlier sources, including Aristotle)  - the standard astronomical text of classical antiquity and the Middle Ages.

· Augustine (4th Century AD)

· Considered that Genesis should be viewed as an allegory or folk tale (De genesi ad litteram 4:26)

· Argued that God created time with space, and thus no time existed before creation (Confessions)

· Thomas Aquinas (13th Century AD) reconciled Christianity with the best available science of the time; that of Aristotle, recently rediscovered in the West (courtesy of the Arabs). He reconciled the creation story with the idea of the Steady State Universe.
What Is Science?

· “Scientific theories are objective, empirically testable, and predictive” – Wikipedia

· Science examines what exists, looking for regularities.

· Works by induction – since every time I have dropped a ball, it has hit the ground, therefore every future time I drop a ball it will also hit the ground.

Science: A very, very, very, very, very brief history

· Arguably, the first scientists were the Greeks. The theories of Aristotle, among others, were standard until the late Middle Ages.

· Newton’s Mechanistic Universe:

· Given the initial positions, mass, and velocity of every object in the universe and the laws of nature, it is possible in principle to predict every future event in the universe.

· Seems to rule out the possibility of Miracles, and leave God only, at best, some sort of lighting-the-fuse sort of role (Deism.)

· The Steady State Universe was commonly held to be correct until last century

· The universe has always existed, and always will

· Hume (18th Century Philosopher)

· Attitude to Miracles – “Breaking the laws of nature” – (mainly in order to make it seem irrational and immoral (GCN.) It would be irrational and unworthy of a perfect God to intervene in laws that he had himself designed, because that would show some imperfections in the original design (paraphrase of God Chance and Necessity pp52)

In Defence of Miracles

· Hume’s opinion is quite widely held today. It is, however, vulnerable to several criticisms:

· Given that science examines only the universal and regular, whereas miracles are by definition particular, localised, and unrepeatable (or else they wouldn’t be miracles), scientific methods cannot answer the question one way or the other.

· “Breaking the laws of nature” – assumes that we know exactly what all the rules of nature are. Of course, we don’t know that at all, and can’t ever know that. How could it be proved that there is no higher order law that states that God can intervene in the physical universe in order to realise his purposes for that universe?

· The underlying idea that God wouldn’t unnecessarily and frequently intervene in creation seems an important one. Without it, science wouldn’t be possible. However, this is not in conflict with the idea that God might at some point intervene – so long as the universe in general runs itself.

· However, it may still be the case that, in order for God to work out his purposes with respect to people, in order to allow a person-to-God encounter he might need to overrule the lower order laws in order to do that, without being either unreasonable or irrational.

· Quantum indeterminacy arguable says that there are events that aren’t “sufficiently” determined by preceding events. There is an openness to the universe, in contrast to the determinism of Newtonian physics, which also seems to leave the door open for miracles.

· Conclusion: A belief in the existence of God and the possibility of miracles is not irrational, and does not mean one has to abandon science and/or rationality.

In Defence of Human Significance

· “The universe is very big, and we are so small. Doesn’t this show that God couldn’t possibly be interested in us?”

· Reminder: Ptolemy and the size of the universe (vast)

· Just because A is bigger than B doesn’t mean that A is more important than B – a 4WD is not more important than a child. C.S. Lewis described the tendency to be overwhelmed with the sheer grandeur of the universe as due to humanity’s inherent myth making.  We are poets, and when size gets very large, it moves beyond mere extension, and becomes an ineffable quality.

· Humans are far and away the most complex and interesting things yet discovered in the universe. And if God is an intelligent being, why wouldn’t he be interested in them?

· The Anthropic Principle – which seems to be well attested– if any of the four basic forces of nature (electro-magnetism, weak and strong nuclear forces, and gravitation) were out by 1 part in 1060 the universe wouldn’t exist in a form close enough to create carbon based life-forms like us. 

· The Strong Anthropic Principle appears to be held by, among others Paul Davies (not a Christian) – that the anthropic principle constitutes evidence for a First Cause, because it is such a remote chance.

· In order to make complex life forms, a whole generation of stars needs to come and go, in order to make the elements that go into building people. This means that, even though the universe is very old, it is exactly as old as it needs to be to create us.

· This isn’t to argue that the universe is solely made in order to bring us – or things like us – into existence. God might well have created the universe for other purposes. But that doesn’t take away from the case that at least one good reason for creating the universe appears to be making us.

· Conclusion: There is no reason to feel meaningless and insignificant in the face of the universe’s grandeur. 

Impossibility of Disproof of God by Natural Sciences

· It seems to be felt by people that as science advances, God shrinks. So that, eventually, we will meet the point where God has nowhere left to hide. In fact, many people say, we appear to at that point now.

· However, this is to miss the point of what science can attempt to do. It can only ever ask: “how does the universe behave?” It cannot address the question of “why is there a universe at all? Why is there something rather than nothing?” Even if the universe can be shown to be caused by natural laws operating in isolation, that still doesn’t answer the question of “Why are there natural laws?” 

Summing Up

· It is sensible to attend to scientists when they talk about their area of expertise. Less so when they are pontificating about things about which they know nothing, and are chiefly concerned with bashing the most puerile and childish version of Christianity that they can get their hands on.

· Christianity and Science do not conflict. In fact, modern advances in science have made Christianity a much more philosophically and scientifically tenable option than they seemed a century ago.
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