Another Stirling Crisis!

“Is a sense of beauty innate or conditioned by culture?” asked Charles Stirling, lightly disguised as T H Huxley, as he conducted a survey of his audience’s attitudes and beliefs. This disarming question was the promising start of the Centre for Radical Christianity’s Library Evening on “Creation” held at St Mark’s, Broomhill, on Tuesday, 8 June 2010. Few of the 35 or so people who attended expected a predictable re-run of the well-worn Science vs Religion debate and we were by no means disappointed. 

Charles’ case was that our thinking on Creation is muddled. Whatever we mean in our worship by “creation” or “The Creation” it is clearly not at all intrinsically beautiful, but “red in tooth and claw”. The process of evolution is nothing but a cruel struggle for survival. Our sentimental view is erroneous. So how does this savagery square with concepts of a Creator God whose creation is so beautiful? Surely it follows that references to “Creation” or “the Creation” implying beauty as a pointer towards God are wrong. 

Someone suggested an alternative: Is there a beauty in the logic and laws of the physical cosmos? Is this a better pointer? Instead of “beauty” Would “awe” be an innate response to contemplating creation?

In the preamble to his talk Charles invited his audience to interrupt and ask questions. Many enthusiastically accepted and challenged his assertions and opinions. This lively spirit lasted throughout the entire evening.

To respond to Charles’ arguments Ian Wallis the Vicar of St Mark’s, (not looking in the least like Bishop Wilberforce) focussed the discussion on spiritual experience and ideas of “God” and the divine attributes. Language cannot define or even express that which people experience The nearest for some may be encapsulated as “God is spirit” and “God is love”. Throughout the course of evolution there is an underlying progressive dynamism that is Life. Surely the evolutionary process demonstrates amazing creativity? We have no easy answers: we are still enquiring as we journey on.

Reluctantly the debate came to a close although everyone felt that there was much still to discuss. Several expressed their gratitude for the CRC providing a safe haven to allow them to say what they really thought. 

Thanks are due to Maureen Bownas and Peter Fisher for organising these Library Evenings. The next one is on Tuesday, 10 October 2010 at 6.00 p.m. at St Mark’s.

Note: It was almost exactly 150 years ago on 30 June 1860 that Thomas Huxley and Bishop Wilberforce debated Darwin’s ideas in Oxford.
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