On Saturday March 18, Keith Ward led a thought-provoking day’s meeting at St Mark’s, Broomhill entitled ‘Pascal’s fire: Scientific faith and religious understanding’. He is a retired professor of divinity at the University of Oxford, and has published a phenomenal array of books (including one with the same title as this meeting, coming out in June 2006), so he should know what he is talking about. He is an inspiring speaker.


The morning talk was on the subject of Galileo and Newton, and was basically a historical analysis of what they said and what they thought, with comments on why this is still relevant today. Galileo apparently did not say anything more revolutionary than Copernicus had said before, without getting any problems from the Church. The problem was that Galileo was on the wrong side of an argument between ecclesiastical conservatives and progressives – so this was not a clash between science and religion at all, it was a political dogfight. The interesting point for me was that the world Galileo revealed was one where humans are no longer the centre of the universe. Thus for example when the earth ends (as a consequence of the sun exploding, or the second coming, depending on your point of view), the early church knew that this would also imply the end of the universe. But Galileo showed that we are in fact a rather insignificant part of the universe, which will carry on blithely after the earth disappears. More significantly, the conventional view of a ‘human’ heaven, with a remarkably human looking God, surrounded by Jesus, Mary etc cannot be what it is like, if we make the reasonable assumption that there are many other intelligent worlds out there, all with their own alien Gods. Is Jesus but one of an enormous number of ‘sons of God’ from planets scattered across the universe?


We then heard about Newton, who apparently discovered gravity by wondering “If I was God, and I wanted to design some mathematically simple and beautiful laws that governed the universe, what would I do?” – and lo and behold, these simple and beautiful laws did turn out to describe the universe! Moreover, we were told that Newton believed gravity to be physically impossible, since it requires action at a distance: that is, it requires two objects to affect each other over long distances, when we know (eg from Newton’s laws of motion) that two objects can only affect each other if there is some ‘physical’ interaction between them. Newton explained this by believing that the way gravity works must be by God intervening and causing the objects to attract each other. Thus for Newton, God was an integral part of the physical world, so that the world would literally fall apart without Him. 


So far so good: an erudite and entertaining view of two great scientists, and I was with Keith Ward all the way so far. But this is where I started to part company, because it turns out that his view of the nature of God is very similar to Newton’s. For him, God is more or less a guiding intelligence – we (and the whole universe) are a physical manifestation of the mind of God. How this works out in practice emerged in the afternoon.


In the afternoon then we heard about Darwin and modern physics. Darwin is a topic I know something about, being by profession a biochemist. Much of what Keith Ward said caused me no problem: Darwin showed that the earth was much older than everyone thought; that the bible is certainly not a literal account of the creation; and that evolution is capable of coming up with stunning complexity by random events. But are these events truly random? Or could it be that God is somehow directing these events? Could it be that actually everything is set up so that humans are almost bound to emerge from the evolutionary soup, and that once we had emerged as intelligent beings, God gave us souls? This I think is Keith Ward’s thesis. To which my humble response is: no I don’t think it could be so. Not least because I can say with complete confidence as a biologist that humans are not different from other animals – we are unusual certainly, but we are certainly not the last word nor the highest stage in evolution. So I accept his historical analysis, but I diverge on its interpretation.


And finally we came to modern physics, which basically shows us that everything is much stranger than we thought, and that hardnosed physicists start getting all metaphysical when contemplating the mysteries of reality. There are several ways that physicists have proposed to explain the equations they have derived. Some of these involve infinite numbers of parallel universes, or explanations where it’s the equations that are real and everything else is just an approximation. For Keith Ward the solution is again that the world is continually sustained and held together by being part of the mind of God. This is an intellectually respectable position, but for me at least it combines a ‘God of the Gaps’ (ie, that God is still there in the bits of the world that science can’t adequately explain) with an unjustifiably teleological view (ie, that God is directing the universe towards some future goal). This of course makes my position distinctly pessimistic, at least as far as the power of God goes, but that’s my problem. 


In between the two talks, we had a breakout session, during which we were given questions to discuss. I have to admit that the group I was in spent most of its time discussing how hard it is to be an open-minded and questioning Christian when what many believers want is a clearly defined faith, that we can take essentially on trust without needing to think it through for ourselves; and even more, how hard it is to be a priest in such circumstances (but also how important it is to be intellectually honest – probably, we concluded, more important than trying to maintain church unity).


In summary: a worthwhile and thought-provoking day, showing at least that scientists don’t have all the answers, and demonstrating to me that there is as yet no end in sight to the road of faithful questioning.

Mike Williamson

