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Welcome, and thank you for choosing to participate in the Religion and Science: Pathways to Truth course. We 

have learned a great deal in the process of creating these study materials, and it is our sincere wish that you 

benefit as much as we have from this fascinating study.   

 

Since the Enlightenment, with its emphasis upon the employment of reason and the scientific method for dis-

covering truth, there have been numerous interactions between science and religion, some positive and some 

negative. World views held by many practicing Christians have been both challenged and expanded by scientific 

discoveries leading to new understandings of our cosmos. 

 

Some of the most important challenges have arisen because of the development of technologies that have 

changed our daily lives and that sometimes have led to wrenching ethical decisions.  The more theoretical 

discoveries of science have also encouraged some to question long-held beliefs about the meaning and purpose 

of human existence. For example, belief that the universe began in a “Big Bang” and that life developed on earth 

over tens of millions of years supports the conclusion that evolutionary change is the primary mechanism by 

which the universe has been formed.  

 

It is right for persons of faith to wrestle with the significance of such findings. Pressing questions arise about 

God’s methods and intentions once it is determined that the earth is not the center of the universe, that hu-

mans have emerged as part of a chain of simple to more complex creatures,  and that humans have existed for 

only a minute fraction of the history of creation.  

 

Often it is believed that science and religion are necessarily and perpetually in conflict, defending contradictory 

perspectives on reality. This series of lectures by leading scientists, theologians and philosophers provides a 

positive alternative, giving us insight into how religion and science might coexist and even complement one 

another in the twenty-first century.  

 

We are indebted to the seventeen scholars who contributed to this project.  We would like to offer special 

thanks to Dr. Francis S. Collins, scientist, physician and outgoing Director of the Human Genome Project, who 

taught the first lesson and who provided introductions to segments taught by other leading scholars.  (Please 

also note the supplemental materials contained on the course’s Bonus DVD. These are a rich source of further 

insight and can be the basis for additional lessons, should your class wish to expand on the current nine-lesson 

format.) Finally, we wish to express our profound gratitude to the John Templeton Foundation, without whose 

generous support this course could not have been produced.  

 

The dialogue between science and religion has grown exponentially in the past few years. We sincerely hope 

that this small collection of talks will stimulate further exploration into the wider disciplines encompassed by the 

title “Religion and Science.”  

 

Grace and peace, 

Walter Shropshire, Jr. and Craig C. Hill  

Wesley Theological Seminary 

Washington, D.C.  
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PREPARATION  
 

Each lesson in this Participant’s Guide is divided into two parts. The first part contains a short 

“Preparation” section which is meant to be completed during the week prior to that class ses-

sion. It contains the following elements: 

 

 

A short Bible study related to the subject of the weekly lesson to be completed individually 

before class. 

 

 
An introduction to the speaker in the upcoming video.  

 

 
Background information, such as definitions of technical terms used in the video segment, is pro-

vided in some lessons.  

 

 
The outline of each video lesson makes it easier to follow and to review the flow of the speaker’s 

talk. This is especially useful in classes where each video lesson is watched in two separate seg-

ments over two weeks. 

 

 

 

WEEKLY CLASS SESSION 

 

It is our goal to offer resources that will be useful in a variety of settings, including providing for 

classes of differing lengths. Given the amount of material included in this guide, your facilitator 

will likely select only a portion of the printed discussion questions and activities for use. Each 

class session includes the following elements: 
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A prayer has been provided to open each class session.  

 

 

 

 

A brief activity designed to focus attention on an issue that is central to that class session.  
 

 
A video segment, each about half an hour in length, provides participants with a summary of 

the class session’s concepts and topics. Because the lessons contain quite a bit of content, 

each video segment includes a break about halfway through, at which point the class is en-

couraged to discuss what it has just seen. (The exception is the final lesson, which includes 

three somewhat shorter sections.) Of course, the entire video can be watched without a 

pause, should that be desired. Alternatively, classes with limited time might watch each 

video in two sittings, making two complete lessons. You might wish to jot notes in this Par-

ticipant’s Guide as you view the video.   

 

Points to Ponder are taken from the video lesson and reproduced in the Participant’s Guide 

to serve as a basis for discussion. In many cases, these are edited condensations or summa-

ries of longer quotations. These are followed by related discussion questions.  

 

 

 

 

Each class session offers an optional activity related to the study topic.  These activities vary 

and may involve individual work, small group discussion or entire class participation.   
 

 

To close the class, we suggest that participants share their “joys and concerns,” which can 

lead to a time of concluding prayer.  

 
 

 

SUPPLEMENTAL MATERIALS 
 

Supplemental information about the topics covered in this course can be found at the course 

website, www.WesleyMinistryNetwork.com/SR. This website will be developed in late sum-

mer 2008.  
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Read the following passages and answer the questions in the space provided. 

 

 

Fools say in their hearts, “There is no God.”…The LORD looks down from heaven on humankind to 

see if there are any who are wise, who seek after God. 

Psalm 14:1-2 

 

How does this passage define foolishness and wisdom? 

 

 

 

Why would someone deny the existence of God?  Why would someone deny the findings of 

science?  Is one denial more foolish than the other?     

 

 

 

Can one seek after God using science?  

 

 

 

The following passages are two well-known discussions of faith: 

 

Now faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen.  Indeed, by faith 

our ancestors received approval.  By faith we understand that the worlds were prepared by the 

word of God, so that what is seen was made from things that are not visible. 

Hebrews 11:1-3 

 

So faith by itself, if it has no works, is dead.  But someone will say, “You have faith and I have 

works.”  Show me your faith apart from your works, and I by my works will show you my faith.  

You believe that God is one; you do well.  Even the demons believe and shudder. 

James 2:17-19 

 

How do you define faith?  How does faith relate to knowledge?   
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Is science only about “facts” and religion about “beliefs”?   

 

 

 

What do these two passages have in common in their understanding of faith?   How do these 

passages differ in their understanding of faith?  Which do you find more persuasive?  

 

 

 

 

In the following passage, Jacob is leaving his home, having tricked his father Isaac into giving him the 

blessing intended for his elder brother Esau.  

 

Jacob came to a certain place and stayed there for the night, because the sun had set.  Taking one 

of the stones of the place, he put it under his head and lay down in that place.  And he dreamed 

that there was a ladder set up on the earth, the top of it reaching to heaven; and the angels of 

God were ascending and descending on it.  And the LORD stood beside him and said, “I am the 

LORD, the God of Abraham your father and the God of Isaac.… Know that I am with you and will 

keep you wherever you go, and will bring you back to this land; for I will not leave you until I have 

done what I have promised you.” Then Jacob woke from his sleep and said, “Surely the LORD is in 

this place – and I did not know it!”  And he was afraid, and said, “How awesome is this place!  This 

is none other than the house of God, and this is the gate of heaven.” 

Genesis 28:11-13, 15-17. 

 

What is the significance of the ladder in this passage? 

 

 

 

 

 

Where have you been that you, too, might have commented, “Surely the LORD is in this place—and I 

did not know it!”?   

 

 

 

 

 

 

Has your experience with the physical world made it easier or harder for you to believe in a spiritual 

world?  Why?  
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Dr. Francis S. Collins 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Francis Collins studied chemistry at the University of Virginia and 

received a Ph.D. in 1974 in physical chemistry at Yale, where he be-

came interested in genetics and began studying the DNA molecule.  He 

received an M.D. degree in 1977 at the University of North Carolina, 

working on problems of inherited diseases, such as cystic fibrosis and 

Huntington’s disease. His work as a physician caused him to question 

his long-held atheism, and explorations into faith eventually led him to 

Christ. He worked as a geneticist at the University of Michigan de-

veloping techniques for identifying disease genes and in 1993 

accepted an invitation to become Director of the National Human Ge-

nome Research Institute in Bethesda at the National Institutes of 

Health.*  He wrote The Language of God in 2006 and frequently gives 

public lectures describing his journey of faith and scientific discovery. 

 

*  Dr. Collins recently announced his plans to retire from the position he has held for fifteen years with the Human Genome Project. 

We received this news after some course materials had already been printed. Consequently, Dr. Collins is identified in some cases as 

the Program’s current director, a post he will continue to hold only through summer 2008. We apologize for any confusion this 

change might cause.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Big Bang The idea that the universe began in a burst of intense energy and has been expand-

ing ever since.  

Chromosome A threadlike package of genes and other DNA in the nucleus of a cell. Humans have 

23 pairs of chromosomes, half from their mothers and half from their fathers.  

Evolution The process in which mutation in genes leads to the appearance of new traits, 

which are then passed on to offspring. Evolution also occurs through the transfer of 

genes between differing populations. Advantageous genetic changes should in-

crease the likelihood of the survival of succeeding generations.  

Human Genome 

Project 

Begun in 1990, a U.S. government-sponsored project to identify all of the genes in 

human DNA and to determine the sequences of their three billion chemical base 

pairs. 

Theistic Evolution The idea that God (Greek: Theos) used the process of evolution to create all forms 

of life. This view contrasts with the theories of “Creationists,” who believe that God 

created all forms of life directly, i.e., apart from the mechanism of evolution.  It is 

also at odds with some versions of “Intelligent Design,” specifically those that do 

not allow nature creative freedom (see Lesson 5). 
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Video Lesson 1:  

Introduction 
 

 

1. Personal background 

A. Faith was not an important part of early life. 

B. College doubts led eventually to atheism. 

C. Becoming a physician forced him to re-examine the question of faith.  

D. Examination of C. S. Lewis’ Mere Christianity gradually led to belief. 

 

2. Professional life 

A. Director for fifteen years of the Human Genome Project 

B. Studies DNA, the instruction book for life 

 

3. The question of evolution 

A. Digital evidence demonstrates the relatedness of species.  

B. Example: comparison of human and chimpanzee chromosomes 

C. Examination of the apparent conflicts with Scripture 

D. Augustine’s very modern advice to believers 

E. His approach might be called “Theistic Evolution” or “Biologos.” 

 

4. Compatibility of science and faith 

A. Faith is not the opposite of reason. 

B. Why is there something instead of nothing? 

C. The universality of the moral law points to a Creator. 

D. Altruism (e.g., of Mother Teresa and Oscar Schindler), which seems counter to 

     the purposes of evolution, also points to God.  

 

5. Overcoming the unnecessary conflict between science and faith 

A. Mistaken claims about science by some outspoken atheists 

B. There remains a need for faith and spiritual introspection as well as scientific  

      inquiry. 

 

6. Conclusions 

A. Science discovers God’s grandeur. 

B. Science can be a form of worship. 

 
 

 



 

 XX   

 
  

 

Read the prayer together as a class. 

O God, help us to discover and appreciate the grandeur 

and mystery of your universe. Teach us to use our minds 

as instruments of faith, bringing together our knowledge 

of the world and our belief in You. Show us how our 

understanding might include the challenging truths of 

both science and faith. Amen.   

 

 

 
During this first class session:   

 

� Introduce yourself. 

 

� Discuss the following:  What question would 

you most like to have answered by this course?  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Quotations & summaries from the video are provided in the 

“Points to Ponder” sections below together with related 

discussion questions.  

 

 

 

                       YOUR NOTES: 
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SEGMENT ONE 

 
Competing Worldviews? 

 
Many claim that science and faith are incompatible, that you 
have to make a choice between a scientific worldview, which 
basically uses the tools of science to investigate nature and 
says that that’s all there is, and a spiritual worldview, which 
explores other types of questions like why we all are here, 
questions that science is not well suited to address. It is my 
perspective that those worldviews are not incompatible and 
that, in fact, a thoughtful person can incorporate both of those 
perspectives as they go through life. 
 

For Discussion: 

• To recognize the worldview each of us holds is 

important. How was your worldview formed? How is it 

different from the worldview of others whom you 

know?   

• Which aspects of your worldview are founded on faith 

and which on scientific knowledge? 

• Why are some scientists reluctant to talk about their 

spiritual faith? 

• What is your understanding of “why we are here”? 

• What tools are used for gaining knowledge in science 

and what tools are used to understand faith and 

spirituality? 

 
 

A Worldwide Family 
 
Your DNA and mine are 99.9% the same, which is to say we 
are all part of one big worldwide family. The study of the 
genome now puts us in a position to be able to make the kinds 
of medical breakthroughs for diabetes, heart disease, cancer, 
and many other conditions that people had only dreamed of 
healing until recently. So a real revolution in medicine is likely 
to happen in the next fifteen to twenty years. 
 

 
For Discussion: 

• Why is the decoding of the human genome such a 

significant scientific discovery?  

• Is it surprising that all humans have an almost identical 

genome? Why is that we appear to be so different? 

• Does the existence and universality of DNA tell you 

anything about the nature of creation?  Of God? 

• How should our knowledge of DNA affect our view of 
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other humans?  Of other species?  

• Does decoding the human genome represent a great 

advance for humanity or the opening of a  Pandora’s 

box? What are legitimate and illegitimate uses of such 

knowledge?  

 
 

The DNA Evidence for Evolution 
 
The evidence in favor of evolution is actually overwhelming 
from a scientific perspective. As someone who studies DNA as 
part of my everyday, professional life, DNA provides the kind of 
digital evidence for the relatedness of living things that had not 
been available until recently. When I look at our DNA sequence 
and I compare that with the DNA sequence of other 
organisms—whether it’s dogs or cats, or whether it’s the 
chimpanzee, our closest relative—this fits together in a precise 
form that calls out for a conclusion: namely, that these 
particular DNA letter schemes only make sense if you perceive 
them as being descended from a common ancestor. 
 

 
For Discussion: 

• Are you surprised to learn that Dr. Collins, an 

outspoken Christian, is also a believer in evolution? 

• How does DNA show that we are descended from a 

common ancestor? What does this evidence contribute 

to the debate over evolution?  

• On what grounds do a number of Christians reject the 

theory of evolution? What do they perceive to be at 

stake? Are they right? 

• Does the conclusion that life began once on Earth and 

that all life is subsequently related contribute to or 

challenge your faith in God?  

 
 

The Interpretation of Genesis 
 
 What are we to do with this perceived conflict between the 
book of Genesis and science? We should ask to what extent 
our particular interpretations are demanded by the text. Let me 
read from one of my favorite theologians, St. Augustine: 
 
“In matters that are so obscure and far beyond our vision, we 
find in Holy Scripture passages which can be interpreted in 
very different ways without prejudice to the faith we have 
received. In such cases we should not rush in headlong and so 
firmly take our stand on one side that if further progress in the 
search for truth justly undermines this position, we too fall with 
it.” 
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For Discussion: 

• Are the data from DNA compatible with the Biblical 

stories of Genesis 1-3? 

• What sort of account is contained in the first chapters 

of Genesis (e.g., history, science, poetry, mythology, 

folklore)?  

• What range of possibilities are available to those who 

seek to integrate their acceptance of evolution with 

their interpretation of Genesis? 

• What are some other issues about which one might 

helpfully apply Augustine’s advice?  

 

SEGMENT TWO 

 
 

Putting It Together 
 
So how does one put this together?  How do I, as a scientist 
and a believer, both see the grandeur of life’s diversity, both 
study the remarkable molecule of DNA with all of its digital 
elegance, and also worship God Almighty as the Creator? I 
have no difficulties, actually, in putting those together at all, and 
I think most working scientists who are believers have arrived 
at the same synthesis. It goes like this: if God Almighty–having 
a purpose for creating the universe and populating it with 
special creatures in His image with whom He could have 
fellowship, in whom He could imbue an immortal soul, a 
knowledge of right and wrong, and free will—chose to use the 
mechanism of evolution to carry out that creative process, who 
are we to say, “That’s not the way we would have done it!”? 
 

 
For Discussion: 

• Does “the grandeur of the diversity of life” say anything 

about the nature of God? 

• What purpose did God have for creating the universe? 

• Why would God “populate the world with special 

creatures made in His image”? Are human beings more 

special than other creatures? Are human beings the 

highest form of life? 

• How does science become a way to worship God? 

• What is the meaning of the term biologos? 

 
 

Faith and Reason 
 

So faith is not the opposite of reason. Faith is based on reason 
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plus revelation.  And the reason that brought me originally to 
faith comes out of observations about the universe.  For 
instance, the fact that there is something instead of nothing.  
Think about it. There is no particular reason there should be 
anything. Closely attached to that is the fact that the universe 
had a beginning. 13.7 billion years ago, in almost unimaginable 
flash of energy, the whole universe was born, and a number of 
things had to be set just right for the possibility of life to occur. 
 

 
For Discussion: 

• Why is there something rather than nothing? 

• Why do scientists accept that the universe began with a 

“Big Bang” event? Do you agree? 

• Imagine a time scale of creation since the Big Bang as 

24 hours in total length. Hominids would have been 

around for only a minute and Homo-sapiens for the last 

½ second. Does this tell us anything about the 

importance of human beings? About God’s creative 

processes?  About the future? 

• The physical constants of the universe seem to be fine 

tuned for life. Did God determine these constants so 

that intelligent life would come into existence?  Does 

this “fine tuning” offer evidence for God as an 

“Intelligent Designer”? Does it seem likely that other 

forms of intelligent life exist in the universe?  

 
 

A Universal Longing for Justice 
 
Where do we get this idea that things should be fair?  It seems 
to be there in all cultures down through history, this notion that 
there is such a thing as right and wrong, and that we are 
called to do the right thing. When we do the wrong thing, isn’t 
it interesting how we often come up with an excuse that ought 
to let us off the hook?  We never say, “Aw, it just doesn’t 
matter. I don’t care about what’s right.”  Instead we are called, 
in some way that’s very much a part of being human, to do the 
right thing. It seems we humans are especially sensitive to 
this. 
 

 
For Discussion: 

• Why do you believe human beings have a sense of 

moral law, knowing the difference between right and 

wrong? 

• Is having descendants and passing on our genes the 

most important human aspiration?  

• Can evolution explain this universal sense of fairness 
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and the presence of altruism?   

• Even if qualities like fairness and altruism were shown 

to have an evolutionary basis, would that mean that 

they are, in effect, illusions? Would we therefore be 

freed from the obligation to be fair or kind? 

• Could it have been God’s purpose to use the process of 

evolution itself to create morally sensitive and altruistic 

beings?   

• What part does human self-consciousness play in this 

equation?  Do humans in any way direct their own 

evolution?  Has something emerged in humanity that is 

greater than the sum of its evolutionary parts?  

 
 

Beyond the Battlefront 
 

“Will we turn our backs on science because it is perceived as a 
threat to God, abandoning all the promise of advancing our 
understanding of nature and applying that to the alleviation of 
suffering and the betterment of humankind?  Alternatively, will 
we turn our backs on faith, concluding that science has 
rendered the spiritual life no longer necessary, and that 
traditional religious symbols can now be replaced by 
engravings of the double helix on our altars? Both of these 
choices are profoundly dangerous. Both deny truth. Both will 
diminish the nobility of humankind.  Both will be devastating to 
our future. And both are unnecessary. The God of the Bible is 
also the God of the genome. He can be worshiped in the 
cathedral or in the laboratory. His creation is majestic, 
awesome, intricate, and beautiful—and it cannot be at war with 
itself. Only we imperfect humans can start such battles. And 
only we can end them.” 
 

Quoting from The Language of God 
 

 
For Discussion: 

• Why does the conflict between scientists and believers 

seem to be accelerating?  What is energizing this 

controversy?  

• What is lost if one abandons scientific inquiry? What is 

lost if one rejects religious faith?  

• Why is science so often seen (from both sides) as a 

threat to faith? Are there areas of science and religion 

which will always be in conflict? 

• Is all science equally true?  All religion?  How are 

religious beliefs and scientific hypotheses similar? 

Dissimilar?  

• Does scientific inquiry itself require faith?   
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• How might regarding the universe as God’s creation 

influence the way religious believers think about 

science?   

• What insight from the world of science has most 

contributed to your faith?  

 

 
 

In small groups, discuss the following: 

 

So far, we have spoken about faith, especially Christian 

faith, as though its content is universally understood and 

accepted. In fact, different people, even different Christians, 

can have very different ideas about God.  

 

What ways of understanding God are most likely to 

conflict with science?  What understanding of God is 

most compatible with science? 

 

Should our understanding of science direct or constrain 

our understanding of God?   

 

Should our understanding of God determine which 

scientific findings we accept?  

 

How ought our faith in God guide which forms of 

scientific inquiry we pursue or encourage others to 

pursue? 
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Read the following passages and answer the questions in the space provided. 

 
 
 
The following texts reflect on God’s role as Creator of all that is: 

 

The LORD by wisdom founded the earth; by understanding he established the heavens; by his 

knowledge the deeps broke open, and the clouds drop down the dew. 

Proverbs 3:19-20 

 

For thus says the LORD, who created the heavens (he is God!), who formed the earth and made it 

(he established it; he did not create it a chaos, he formed it to be inhabited!):  I am the LORD, and 

there is no other.  I did not speak in secret, in a land of darkness; I did not say to the offspring of 

Jacob, “Seek me in chaos.”  I the LORD speak the truth, I declare what is right. 

Isaiah 45:18-19 

 

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.  He was in 

the beginning with God.  All things came into being through him, and without him not one thing 

came into being.  What has come into being in him was life, and the life was the light of all people. 

John 1:1-4 

 

 

According to these verses, how does God create?   

 

 

 

 

What are the hallmarks of God’s creation? 

 

 

 

How do humans fit within the web of interrelationships depicted in these verses?   

 

 

 

According to these verses, why do (or should) humans study creation? 
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In this passage, Paul is asserting the significance of Christ’s resurrection to the church in Corinth: 

 

Now I would remind you, brothers and sisters, of the good news that I proclaimed to you, which 

you in turn received, in which also you stand … For I handed on to you as of first importance what 

I in turn had received:  that Christ died for our sins in accordance with the scriptures, and that he 

was buried, and that he was raised on the third day in accordance with the scriptures, and that he 

appeared to Cephas, then to the twelve.  Then he appeared to more than five hundred brothers 

and sisters at one time, most of whom are still alive, though some have died.  Then he appeared 

to James, then to all the apostles.  Last of all, as to one untimely born, he appeared also to me.… 

Now if Christ is proclaimed as raised from the dead, how can some of you say there is no 

resurrection of the dead?  … For if the dead are not raised, then Christ has not been raised.  If 

Christ has not been raised then your faith is futile and you are still in your sins.… But in fact Christ 

has been raised from the dead, the first fruits of those who have died. 

 

1 Corinthians 15:1, 3-8, 12, 16-17, 20 

 

 

On what basis does Paul argue that the resurrection happened?  What sort of testimony does he 

present? 

 

 

 

 

Why does Paul do this?   

 

 

 

 

What sort of evidence do you rely on in making the common, everyday decisions of life?  Do you rely 

on different sorts of evidence in making decisions on matters of belief or the spirit?  Why or why 

not? 
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David Wilkinson 

 

 
 

 

 

 

The Rev. Dr. David A. Wilkinson is Principal of St. John’s College, Dur-

ham, England, Fellow of the Royal Astronomical Society, and a member 

of the World Methodist Council. Dr. Wilkinson is the author of a num-

ber of popular books such as Alone in the Universe? The X-files, Aliens 

and God (1997) and God, Time and Stephen Hawking (2001). With Rob 

Frost he also wrote God and Science (1996) and Thinking Clearly About 

God (2000).  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Literal 

Interpretation of 

Scripture 

A biblical “literalist” seeks to embrace the plain meaning of a Bible passage. A 

literal interpretation of Genesis 1, for example, would require one to believe that 

the universe was created in six 24-hour days. In practice, nearly all biblical 

literalists allow for non-literal interpretations of some biblical texts, e.g., those 

that are determined to be metaphorical in character, such as the reference to 

God’s “wings” in Psalm 17:8. Consequently, the essential question is often 

whether a particular passage, such as the creation account in Genesis 1, is itself 

literal or metaphorical in nature.  

 

Natural Selection In any particular situation in nature (e.g., in a high-altitude desert or an ocean reef 

environment), certain life forms with advantageous traits will be more likely to 

survive than others. In a sense, nature thus “selects” these particular life forms to 

thrive and reproduce. Over time, populations of creatures that are less well adapt-

ed to that environment diminish in number or disappear entirely. This process is 

often popularly described as “the survival of the fittest.”  

 

For an introduction to how the idea of natural selection has been misapplied to 

the understanding of race and to the consideration of human society generally, 

watch Amy Laura Hall’s lecture Natural Selection and the Economy of Grace on the 

Bonus DVD.   
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Video Lesson 2:  

Friends or Foes? The Story of a Complex Relationship 

 

 

 1. Personal experiences of a Methodist minister, theologian—and astrophysicist  

 

 2. Christian assumptions that have influenced science 

  A. The universe is creation. 

  B. Human logic is limited; we must observe reality. 

  C. God is faithful and consistent, and so is creation. 

  D. We are created in God’s image and should be able to understand God’s creation. 

  E. Science is a gift from God. 

 

 3. Numerous examples of important early scientists who were Christians 

  A. Copernicus, Galileo, Kepler, Bacon, Boyle, Faraday, etc.  

  B. They admired the Creator in the creation.  

 

 4. Where does the “conflict model” come from?  

  A. In 19
th

 century Britain, science was controlled by the church. 

 B. T. H. Huxley and the “X Club” emphasized conflict in order to free science from the control of  

  religion. 

  C.  The conflict model has been popular ever since, but it does not do justice to the evidence.  

 

 5. The example of Galileo  

  A. The Aristotelian approach that had been accepted by the church was in conflict with Galileo’s 

    observations. It was not inherently part of Christian teaching.  

  B. Galileo himself did not think his discoveries were in conflict with his faith. 

  

 6. The example of Darwin 

  A. Before Darwin, Christian geologists had discovered that the earth is very old. 

  B. For many centuries, theologians had said that Genesis 1 was not meant to be read as  

   a “scientific” textbook. 

  C. Darwin’s Origin of Species did present two challenges for some Christians. 

   i. It undercut the idea that God had directly designed all creatures.  

   ii. It challenged notions of humanity’s uniqueness.  

  D. Nevertheless, many leading Christians saw no problem with evolution.  

 

 7. Mistakes of the conflict model 

  A. Science and religion do not describe reality in the same way (kiss example).  

  B. It greatly oversimplifies reality. In practice, religion and science both exhibit an interplay  

   between knowledge and faith.  

 

 8. Conclusions 

  A. Christianity is based upon “brute facts.” 

  B. Evidence of another person’s love should lead to trust and relationship.  

 



 

 XX   

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
Creator of the universe, we give You thanks that You 

have placed us in a world that is understandable. We 

acknowledge that all truth comes from you. We believe 

that you have given us as gifts both science and religion. 

Help us to increase our relationship with You in all our 

efforts to understand Your world. Amen.    

 

 
 
 
 
In groups of 2 or 3, discuss the following question: 

 

 

 

Describe a time in your  

life when religion and 

science intersected in 

some important way.  

 

 

 
 

 
 
 

 
SEGMENT ONE 

 
 

Christianity and the Birth of Science  
 
Christians believed that the universe was [a] creation. It had 
been freely created by a personal God. Once you believe that, 
a number of things follow. The first was that you couldn’t work 
out what the universe was like simply through human logic.  
Because it had been created freely by a Creator, you had to 
look at the universe and figure out what it was all about.  That’s 

                       YOUR NOTES: 
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the importance of observation, or the birth of empirical science: 
you need to look at the universe in order to do science. 
 

 
For Discussion: 

• Why did the ideas of beauty and geometry not 

lead to the development of science as we know 

it today?  

• What specific Judeo-Christian beliefs tended to 

support the development of science? 

• Does science have any room for a “personal” 

Creator?   

• Does observation also play a role in religion?  

• Is God always bound by the laws created at the 

beginning of the universe? 

 
 

Experimentation  
 
Some historians say that because the Judeo-Christian tradition 
has valued the material, the physical, scientists took experi-
mentation seriously.  No longer did you simply sit there in lofty 
hierarchy with a piece of paper and a pencil, working out the 
universe. Science was about getting your hands dirty; it was 
about experimentation.  Underpinning this was a sense that 
science was a gift from God, that our looking at the universe 
wasn’t looking into the secrets of the deity who was trying to 
hide them from us, but that God wanted us to use our minds.  
And so in the birth of what we now call science, Christianity was 
extremely influential. 
 

 
For Discussion: 

• How was experimentation supported by Christian 

beliefs?  

• How is science a gift from God?  

• How were the founding scientists motivated by their 

Christian faith?  

• Why do many people believe science is difficult to 

understand? Is religious faith easier to understand?  

• Why do Christians hold different views of science? Are 

some views more Christian than others?  

 
 

Freeing Science from the Church 
 
Huxley and others saw as their agenda freeing science that it 
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might have its own part in British society, not controlled by the 
church.  Part of the way they did that was to create the conflict 
model, a way of thinking about science and religion that put 
them in opposition to each other. This in Huxley’s mind would 
free science from the political control of the church. In that it 
was very successful.  A number of histories of science were 
written in the light of this conflict model.  A number talked about 
the warfare of science and religion. 
 

For Discussion: 

• Does it surprise you to learn that the church of 

England at one time oversaw scientific inquiry 

in that country? How did that situation arise?   

• What should the church’s relationship to 

science be today?    

• Why has the conflict model proved so appealing 

and enduring?  

• How do popular media (television, magazines, 

etc.) shape the public’s understanding of the 

relationship between religion and science?  

 
 

Galileo 
 

Galileo was motivated to look at the universe by his Christian 
faith. Observation was very important to him, and so he stop-
ped pointing telescopes at other people’s navies and pointed 
them toward the stars. There he saw things like moons around 
Jupiter, and he began to think that Copernican understanding of 
the universe, with the sun at the center of the solar system, was 
much to be preferred to the Aristotelian view. And it is true that 
the Roman Catholic Church suppressed and opposed Galileo; 
however, to see this as a conflict between science and the 
Bible is wrong. This was more a conflict about the Aristotelian 
philosophy, the way of doing science based on elegance and 
logic and perfect spheres, and not on observation. 
 

 
For Discussion: 

• Why was the discovery of moons around Jupiter 

important to Galileo? 

• Why would it have been difficult to break out of 

the Aristotelian view of the universe? Can you 

think of any contemporary parallels?  

• What do you think allowed the church 

eventually to change its position?  

• What do you think Galileo himself would have 

to say about the “conflict model”?   
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SEGMENT TWO 

 
 

Darwin 
 
Darwin’s theory of natural selection undercut the reliance on 
proving the God of the universe through the design argument.  
It also undercut the sense that human beings were unique 
because they were completely different from the rest of 
creation. Now this did cause some Christians problems, and 
some opposed Darwin. But many other Christians didn’t find 
problems in this. Some Christians, as they’ve done in times 
when scientific discoveries have come along, suspended 
judgment. They said, “We’ll think about this and leave it open.” 
 

 
For Discussion: 

• How did Darwin’s argument undermine the 

belief that God directly designed and created all 

living things? 

• Why would this undercut belief in the 

uniqueness of human beings? Are humans in 

any way unique? In what ways are humans 

distinctive amongst animals? 

• Are there ways in which belief in evolution 

encourages belief in God?  

• Why would God choose the process of 

evolution as a method of creation instead of 

simply creating all life from the start in its 

present form?  

• More recent responses to Darwin include   

“Creationism” and “Intelligent Design.” What do 

these approaches have in common? How are 

they different?  

 
 

Beyond Conflict 
 
I think we need to move beyond the conflict approach. History 
shows us that it doesn’t work. It’s very important to be clear 
about what mistakes the conflict model makes. The first is that 
it says that science and religion explore the universe and give 
answers in exactly the same way; therefore, if they differ, one 
must be right and one must be wrong. The trouble is that the 
universe is more complicated than that. 
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For Discussion: 

• Should the answers about the universe obtained by 

science and religion agree? What constitutes 

agreement?  

• Dr. Wilkinson gives an example of a “complementary 

description” of a particular event: a kiss. What are the 

limits of scientific description? When is it adequate and 

when is it inadequate?  

• Try to imagine going through a day living only within 

the strict bounds of science. What would change?  

 

 
Faith and Facts 

 
The second mistake made by those who endorse the conflict 
model is the assertion that science and religion explore the 
universe using completely different methods, saying, “Science 
is about fact, but Christianity is simply about belief”—as if, as 
Christians, we throw our brains away and just believe. At school 
I once heard a definition of faith which went, “Faith is believing 
those things you know aren’t true.”  A lot of people view Christ-
ianity in that kind of way. I have to say that that view of science 
and religion, again, is far too simplistic.  
 

 
For Discussion: 

• Why is it a mistake to believe that science and religion 

have completely different methods of exploring the 

universe? 

• How are trust and faith employed in doing science? 

• In what ways does Christian faith rely upon facts and 

evidence? 

 
 

The Evidence 
 
That was part of the reason that I was drawn to Christian faith 
as someone who had a scientific background. Not that God 
could be proved to me, but that I could sit down and look at the 
evidence, evaluate it, and make a judgment. I was well into that 
as a scientist. I knew that sometimes you had to assess 
evidence, that you had evidence for and evidence against, that 
you rarely had proof.  And the evidence of the life, death and 
resurrection of Jesus drew me in. However, Christian faith is 
also about experience, and scientists sometimes find it difficult 
to characterize experience. 
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For Discussion: 

• How can evidence be evaluated to know if an 

hypothesis is true or not? Is God an hypothesis? 

• How is Christian faith related to personal experience?  

• What kinds of evidence and experiences have affected 

your own faith?  Would you say that your faith is more 

grounded in personal experience or external evidence? 

What do you do when the two appear to be in conflict? 

 
 
 

 
 

 

A brainstorming exercise for the entire group: 

 

On a whiteboard or flipchart (etc.), create three columns 

with these headings: “Science,” “Religion,” and “Both.”  

Beneath each heading, list specific values that are 

important to that sphere of life. If a particular value (e.g., 

“Truthfulness”) seems to be of equal value to both religion 

and science, place it in the “Both” column.  

 

What patterns do you see in the lists you created?  On 

which points did the group disagree? Why these?  

 

Are the things valued by religion and science 

significantly different?  Are they in conflict?  

 

What sort of person would you be if you valued only the 

things listed under “Science” or under “Religion”?  

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



Preparation for Session 3 Truth in Science and Theology   

 
WESLEY MINISTRY NETWORK                                    - 29 -                                Religion and Science PARTICIPANT’S GUIDE  

 

 
 
 
 

Read the following passages and answer the questions in the space provided. 

 
 

 

The following verses contain some of the many references to “truth” in the Psalms: 

 

Make me to know your ways, O LORD; teach me your paths.  Lead me in your truth, and teach me, 

for you are the God of my salvation; for you I wait all day long. 

Psalm 25:4-5 

 

O send out your light and your truth; let them lead me; let them bring me to your holy hill and to 

your dwelling.  Then I will go to the altar of God, to God my exceeding joy; and I will praise you 

with the harp, O God, my God. 

Psalm 43:3-4 

 

Teach me your way, O LORD, that I may walk in your truth; give me an undivided heart to revere 

your name. 

Psalm 86:11 

 

What is “truth” according to these passages?   

 

 

 

What are some of the hallmarks of truth in these verses? To what is it compared? 

 

 

 

Is this truth testable? If so, how?  

 

 

 

 

Write your own one or two sentence prayer for truth: 
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These are a few of the many mentions of “truth” found in the Gospel of John: 

 

And the Word became flesh and lived among us, and we have seen his glory, the glory as of a 

father’s only son, full of grace and truth.  From his fullness we have all received grace upon grace.  

The law indeed was given through Moses; grace and truth came through Jesus Christ. 

John 1:14, 16-17 

 

[Jesus said] “Do not let your hearts be troubled.  Believe in God, believe also in me.  In my Father’s 

house there are many dwelling places.  If it were not so, would I have told you that I go to prepare 

a place for you? And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come again and will take you to my-

self, so that where I am, there you may be also. And you know the way to the place where I am 

going.”  Thomas said to him, “Lord we do not know where you are going.  How can we know the 

way?  Jesus said to him, “I am the way, and the truth, and the life.  No one comes to the Father 

except through me.” 

John 14:1-6 

What is “truth” according to these passages?   

 

 

 

How do John’s insights on truth connect with the insights of the Psalms?   

 

 

 

Then they took Jesus from Caiaphas to Pilate’s headquarters.  … Pilate asked [Jesus], “So you are a 

king?” Jesus answered, “You say that I am a king.  For this I was born, and for this I came into the 

world, to testify to the truth.  Everyone who belongs to the truth listens to my voice.”  Pilate ask-

ed him, “What is truth?” 

John 18:28, 37-38 

What is the truth to which Jesus testified? 

 

 

 

Why do some reject this testimony?   

 

 

 

Who are those who “belong to the truth”?   

 

 

 

What do you make of Pilate’s question?   

 

 

 

Have you ever missed seeing a truth that is standing right in front of you?  
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Philip Clayton 

 

 

 

Philip Clayton holds a Ph.D. in both philosophy and religious studies 

from Yale University.  He has taught at Haverford College, Williams 

College, and the California State University, and currently holds the 

Ingraham Chair at the Claremont School of Theology. He is a past 

winner of the Templeton Book Prize for the best monograph in the 

field of science and religion and won the first annual Templeton Re-

search Prize. His current field of research is in the area of emergence.  

He has published numerous articles in the philosophy of science, eth-

ics, and the world’s religious traditions. He is also the author of God 

and Contemporary Science (1997), The Problem of God in Modern 

Thought (2000), Mind and Emergence (2004) and The Re-Emergence of 

Emergence – The Emergentist Hypothesis from Science to Religion 

(2006).  

 
 
  

 

 
 

Parsimony Simplicity. As a general rule, the simplest theory that accounts for the most data is 

the one most likely to be true.  

 

Replicability The ability to repeat an experiment and so to confirm its result. Replicability is es-

sential to the practice of science.  

 

Theology Literally, the study of God (Greek: theos). More broadly, it is the attempt to make 

reasoned arguments about the substance, nature and meaning of religious belief, 

usually (but not always) from within the context of that religion.  

 

Trinitarian  Having three (tri) parts. For example, “Trinitarian Theology” sees God as Father, 

Son and Holy Spirit.  
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Video Lesson 3: 

Truth in Science and Theology 
 

 

  1.   The question of truth illustrates the similarities and differences between science and theology.  

2. Similarities 

A. Both theology and science are interested in saying things that are true, that is, in  

      describing things as they actually are.  

i. Scientists want to formulate theories and make predictions that are true. 

ii. Theologians also want to make statements about the way things actually are (God’s  

   existence, etc.). 

B. The theme of truth occurs at numerous places in the Bible, e.g., the Gospel of John. 

C. The question of truth is linked subtly to the question of knowledge. 

3. Differences 

A. There are differences in function, purpose, and reasons. 

B. Key indicators of truth in science: 

i. Measurability 

ii. Replicability (repeatable experimental results)  

iii. Controlled experimental evidence 

iv. Empirical fruitfulness 

v. Explanatory power 

vi. Tie disparate regions of experience together 

vii. Parsimony (simplicity) 

viii. Beauty 

C. Key indicators of truth in Christianity: 

i. The truth of God comes first. 

ii. The Wesleyan Quadrilateral:  Scripture, Tradition, Reason and Experience 

iii. A Trinitarian test of truth:  God the Father is the source of all truth; Christlikeness is the  

  revelation and standard of truth; the Spirit is the presence of truth, manifest in the  

         fruits of the Spirit (Galatians 5:22). 

 

4. Summary  of results so far:  

 Science Theology 

 Knowledge is justified true belief. Knowledge is justified true belief. 

 Truth known through replicable  Truth known through relationship with God, 

    experiments     Scripture and tradition 

 Objective pursuit of truth Objective and subjective pursuit of truth 

 Concerned with created reality Concerned with the Creator of all reality 

 Initiative on the side of scientists Initiative coming from God 

 Uses laws and replicable experiments Looks to unique events and persons 

 Knowledge is not certain and some Knowledge is not certain and some  

    interpretation is required     interpretation is required 

 Ethical dimension is not a major focus Ethical dimension is central  

 Commitment is tentative Requires commitment of whole self 

 Limited to human comprehension   Not limited to human comprehension 

 Pursues true propositions/theories   Pursues true understanding and right relationship 
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5. Thesis:  truth is different in the two realms but not completely different. 

A.  Truth in theology involves “personal disclosure value” (Holmes). It has to change life in some 

way—above all, by providing meaning to human existence. 

B.  Truth in theology is also inseparable from our response to it. Our ability to grasp theological  

  truth is a function of our wills as well as our intellects.  

C.  Little in science requires us to do something, although some scientific discoveries (e.g.,  

       biodiversity and global warming) call out for a response.  

 

6.  The transition from truth in science to truth in theology 

A. Observations of facts  

Example 1:  The cat is on the mat. 

Example 2:  The litmus paper shows a ph factor of approximately 3.9, etc. 

B. Combination of data and calculation 

Example 3:  The brain in adults consumes some 20-25% of the energy used by the body. 

C. Theoretical truths 

Example 4:  The Law of Gravitation 

Example 5:  More complex organisms have evolved from simpler organisms through a  

              process of natural selection. 

D. Philosophical interpretations 

Example 6:  Quantum phenomena are essentially indeterminate. 

Example 7:  The universe is a closed system (The Principle of the Uniformity of Nature). 

Example 8:  All human thought can be explained in terms of microphysical causes.  

E. Basic theological truths 

Example 9:  It is true that God exists.  

F. Doctrinal truths 

Example 10:  God is omnipotent 

                              i.    Disputed points or doctrine: are these literal or metaphorical claims? 

-  Jesus was immaculately conceived. 

-  A woman should always wear a head-covering in church.  

G. Existential truths 

Example 11:  God is the answer to every human’s quest for meaning. 

H. Symbolic truths 

Example 12:  The streets of Heaven are paved with gold. 

 

7. Conclusion 

A. We see that scientific claims can shade over into philosophical and even theological claims.  

B. We should be careful to keep different kinds of truth claims separate. Science is not  

theology and theology is not science. 

C. The response to evidence is different in theology and in science. In theology, it involves 

entering into a relationship. That relationship is based on evidence but also requires us 

to step beyond the natural limitations of such evidence.  

D. Getting to grips with this question helps us to understand and appreciate the value 

and limitations of both theology and science—and to see how they are allies in the  

search for truth.  

 
 

 



 

 XX   

 
 
 

 

C 
 
 
 
Creator God, who has established order and the laws 

that  govern the cosmos, from the largest galaxy to the 

smallest atom, bless us in our pursuit of truth by which 

to understand our world and live our lives.  Enlighten 

our minds, teaching us how to discern the true from the 

false and guiding us in responding honestly and faith-

fully to your love.  Amen. 

 

 
 
 

In pairs, do the following for five minutes: 

 

               
 

Describe briefly a scientific or a religious claim that you 

believe is partially true.  What part do you accept and 

what part do you reject?  Why?  
 
 

 
SEGMENT ONE 

 
 

Things Are So and So   
 
A truth statement is a statement that says things are so and so, 
and in fact things are so and so. You tell me, for example, the 

 
                       YOUR NOTES: 
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cat is on the mat and we go out and look and there’s the cat 
sitting on the mat. When we say this we mean things actually 
are the way that we describe them to be. What’s interesting is 
that both science and theology are committed to this notion of 
truth. Both are concerned to formulate their theories so that 
they accurately express the way the world actually is.  
 

 
For Discussion: 

• How is truth dependent upon facts? Is truth something 

more than “mere facts”?  

• In your experience, is it possible for something to be 

true but not factual? If so, can you think of any 

examples? Is this possible in science?  In religion (e.g., 

are any stories in the Bible true but not factual)?  

• Are there any theological truths that can be verified as 

simply as checking to see if the cat is on the mat?  In 

what other ways are theological truths verified?  

• On what sorts of issues do scientists themselves 

disagree?  Why these?   

 
Indicators of Truth  

 
Some of the other features of truth in science include things like 
empirical fruitfulness, explanatory power, and the ability to tie 
very disparate regions of experience together into one over-
arching theoretical framework. Parsimony is a key indicator of 
truth in science.  A good theory is a simple and straightforward 
theory.  And finally, beauty is a key indicator of truth in science.  
[See the Outline for a full listing of these points.] 
 

  
For Discussion: 

• Why is the simplicity of a scientific theory an 

indicator of its truthfulness? 

• What is meant by the beauty of a mathematical 

or scientific theory? Why would beauty be an 

indicator of scientific truth?  Why do we 

experience beauty? Is this experience also 

religious? 

• Dr. Clayton mentions the Wesleyan 

Quadrilateral, a fourfold test of religious truth: 

Scripture, Tradition, Reason and Experience.  

How do you balance (or what do you 

emphasize among) these overlapping 

concerns?  
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 Knowledge in Science and Theology  

 
In science, knowledge is justified true belief… 
 
[For these questions, please refer to the complete list (Item 4, 
page 31) in two parallel columns in the Outline above.]   
 

 
For Discussion: 

• Looking at the chart on p. 31 (“Science… Theology”), 

how is knowledge different in science and theology?  

• Why is the role of ethics different in science and 

theology? 

• Is there a role for mystery in science as there is in 

religion? What is the meaning and function of mystery? 

• What are the ultimate goals of science and religion? Do 

they converge at any point?  

 
 “Personal Disclosure Value” 

 
Arthur Holmes, the Christian philosopher, has said that truth in 
theology always involves “personal disclosure value,” the way 
in which the truth makes existence meaningful to you or to me. 
It has to grab the heart; it has to change the life in some way if 
it is a theological truth. A religion that does not fulfill this 
function cannot be a successful religion. 
 
Religion has to fight off that fear of meaninglessness, that 
Nietzschean sense of nihilism that nothing has any significance 
at all. Truth in religion is only true when it fulfills that function for 
us. Truth in theology is also inseparable from one's response to 
the truth. Remember the text from John, "You shall know the 
truth, and the truth shall set you free" (John 8:32).  
 

 

For Discussion: 

• What is meant by “personal disclosure value”? 

• How does scientific or religious truth set us free?   

• How do science and religion differ in their call to 

action? 

• Is it possible to know something is true and yet 

respond as if it is not? Why would someone do that?   

• How does belief in God make life meaningful? How 

would you find meaning if you did not believe in God?  
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SEGMENT TWO 

 
From Science to Theology 

 
There are some important lessons that we can derive from the 
examples we’ve looked at so far. It can be very hard to tell 
whether a particular truth claim really represents a truth. We 
need to understand that the nature of truth claims changes in 
important ways as you move across the various domains of the 
study of the natural world. And these changes are relevant to 
what truth claims themselves are. 
 

 
For Discussion: 

• Look at Point 6 (“The transition from truth in science 

to truth in theology”) in the outline on page 32.  Do 

you see the gradual shift from scientific to 

philosophical to theological truth claims?  Where 

should the boundaries be fixed between each of 

these types of claims?   

• How would you recognize a non-scientific claim that 

is made in the name of science or a scientific claim 

that is made in the name of religion?  

• Are scientific claims or religious claims truer?  Is one 

more important than the other?  

 
 

Faith and Evidence 
 

Disagreement in religion doesn’t always lead to a different level 
of belief. Religion is not always about proportioning our level of 
belief to the evidence.  A scientist who believed in her theory 
more strongly than the evidence allowed would be making a 
mistake.  But there’s something basic in faith to believe more 
strongly than the evidence allows.  You know that Hebrews 11 
defines faith as “the assurance of things hoped for, the 
conviction of things unseen.”  That assurance is not based on 
direct evidence which fully justifies the following belief.  Faith is 
risky; it means stepping out beyond the evidence. It strikes me 
that that’s an extremely important difference that we want to 
hold in mind when we consider truth in these two fields. 
 

 
For Discussion: 

• How are assurance and conviction of the truth of 

theories important for both science and religion? 

• How is belief in God that leads to a relationship like 

belief in another person that leads to a relationship?  
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How is it different?   

• What sort of relationship is based on proof and what 

sort is based on trust?  Can you give examples of each?   

 
Allies in the Search 

 
We’ve seen that there are great similarities and also some 
massive differences in how the word truth is used in science 
and theology.  Both make some reference to how the world is 
and yet the nature of knowledge, the nature of the criteria, the 
nature of their application are very different in the two cases.  It 
is not enough to say that both science and theology accept a 
kind of correspondence to how things are. 
 
One has a sense of the way in which science and theology are 
allies. They are efforts of the human being to understand the 
entire world of our experience. And yet we recognize that 
understanding the world of science, this empirical world that 
surrounds us, and understanding the nature of our Creator, that 
ultimate reality from which we stem and toward which we are 
destined to move, involves different beliefs, different ways of 
knowing, and different responses on our parts.  
 

 
For Discussion: 

• Why are the differences in the meaning of “truth” in 

science and religion important? 

• Is faith the same thing as certainty? How much 

uncertainty can you live with in faith?  

• Can truths from any source be incompatible if all truth 

is from God? 

• What parts of our experience are best understood by 

science? What parts of our experience cannot 

adequately be understood or described in scientific 

terms?  

• What adjectives would you use to characterize science?  

Religion?   

• What elements would you include if you were 

describing a profound religious experience to a friend?  

Would your description be any different if your friend 

happened to be a scientist?  
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True or False?  

 

Your facilitator will read a list of statements from the 

world of science and from the world of Christian 

theology. Which do you think are true and which are 

false?  Even when you do not have specific knowledge of 

the subject, use your best judgment to make an educated 

guess.  

 

Why did you answer the way you did?  What criteria 

did you apply?  

 

How were the criteria in answering the scientific 

questions similar to the criteria you used in answering 

the questions about religion?  How were they 

different?   

 

Did you feel more at ease being quizzed (and possibly 

guessing) about scientific or religious truths?  Was 

one easier than the other?  Why?  

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
  



 

 XX   

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

Read the following passages and answer the questions in the space provided. 

 
 
 
 

O LORD, our Sovereign, how majestic is your name in all the earth!  You have set your glory above 

the heavens.  … When I look at your heavens, the work of your fingers, the moon and the stars 

that you have established; what are human beings that you are mindful of them, mortals that you 

care for them?  Yet you have made them a little lower than God, and crowned them with glory 

and honor.  You have given them dominion over the works of your hands; you have put all things 

under their feet, all sheep and oxen, and also the beasts of the field, the birds of the air, and the 

fish of the sea, whatever passes along the paths of the seas.  O LORD, our Sovereign, how majestic 

is your name in all the earth! 

Psalm 8:1, 3-9 

 

According to this psalmist, whose creation is it? 

 

 

 

What conclusions does the psalmist come to about creation, the Creator, and humans as creatures? 

 

 

 

 

[Jesus] began to teach them many things in parables, and in his teaching he said to them:  “Listen!  

A sower went out to sow.  And as he sowed, some seed fell on the path, and the birds came and 

ate it up.  Other seed fell on rocky ground, where it did not have much soil, and it sprang up 

quickly since it had no depth of soil.  And when the sun rose, it was scorched; and since it had no 

root, it withered away.  Other seed fell among thorns, and the thorns grew up and choked it, and 

it yielded no grain.  Other seed fell into good soil and brought forth grain, growing up and 

increasing and yielding thirty and sixty and a hundredfold.”  And he said, “Let anyone with ears to 

hear listen!” 

Mark 4:2-9 

 

This is one of many examples Jesus took from nature to tell people about God and God’s kingdom.  

Why did Jesus teach about God in this way?   
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Paul is explaining resurrection to the church at Corinth: 

 

But someone will ask, “How are the dead raised?  With what kind of body do they come?  Fool!  

What you sow does not come to life unless it dies.  And as for what you sow, you do not sow the 

body that is to be, but a bare seed, perhaps of wheat or of some other grain.  But God gives it a 

body as he has chosen, and to each kind of seed its own body.  Not all flesh is alike, but there is 

one flesh for human beings, another for animals, another for birds, and another for fish. There are 

both heavenly bodies and earthly bodies, but the glory of the heavenly is one thing, and that of 

the earthly is another.  There is one glory of the sun, and another glory of the moon, and another 

glory of the stars; indeed star differs from star in glory. 

1 Corinthians 15:35-41 

 

Does Paul’s explanation make sense to you? Can you think of any modern analogies? 

 

 

Why might Paul use examples such as sowing seeds or studying the heavens to explain resurrection? 

 

 

 

Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth; for the first heaven and the first earth had passed 

away, and the sea was no more.  And I saw the holy city, the new Jerusalem, coming down out of 

heaven from God, prepared as a bride adorned for her husband.  And I heard a loud voice from 

the throne say, “See, the home of God is among mortals. He will dwell with them; they will be his 

peoples, and God himself will be with them; he will wipe every tear from their eyes.  Death will be 

no more; mourning and crying and pain will be no more, for the first things have passed away. 

“And the one who was seated on the throne said, “See, I am making all things new.”  Also he said, 

“Write this, for these words are trustworthy and true.” 

Revelation 21:1-5 

 

What does John’s vision of the new creation to come suggest about the creation we live in now? 

 

 

 

How is the new creation like the old?  How is it different? 

 

 

 

 

How have your own experiences of death, mourning, crying and pain shaped you?  Have they 

deepened or dulled your humanity?  Your faith?  
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Keith Ward 

 

 

 

Keith Ward is a British cleric, philosopher, theologian and scholar. He is 

an ordained priest since 1972 in the Church of England and has strong 

interests in comparative theology and the interplay between science 

and faith. Prior to retirement, he served as Professor of Divinity at 

Oxford University.  He is the author of more than twenty books includ-

ing Pascal's Fire: Scientific Faith and Religious Understanding (2006), Is 

Religion Dangerous? (2006), Re-thinking Christianity (2007) and The 

Big Questions in Science and Religion (2008). 

 

 
 
 
 
 

  
 

Aquinas (ca. 1225-1274) St. Thomas Aquinas was one of the greatest Catholic theologians ever 

to have lived. He is relevant to this study as the leading classical proponent of argu-

ments for the existence of God based upon nature.   

 

Aristotle (384-322 B.C.)  Greek philosopher who wrote on an extraordinarily wide range of 

subjects including science, metaphysics, poetry, logic and ethics. His work in the 

physiccal sciences greatly influenced Western thinking into the time of the 

Renaissance but was eventually replaced by modern science, especially modern 

physics.   

 

Quantum 

Physics 

The study of mechanical systems that are close to or below the atom in size, such as 

atoms themselves, electrons, protons, and other subatomic particles. 

 

Natural 

Theology 

The attempt to offer reasoned arguments for the existence of God based upon the 

created order (nature).  
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Video Lesson 4:   

God and Nature 

 

 

1. Philosophers and atheism 

A. Earlier arguments for God, such as those proposed by Aquinas, seemed outdated and 

eclipsed by modern science. 

B. “Natural Theology” is a way of thinking about the world leading to arguments for the 

existence of God.  

C. Ultimately, however, God must be encountered personally. 

 

2. Historical examples 

A. Aquinas’s arguments were founded upon the work of Aristotle. 

B. Isaac Newton did not see the laws of nature as impersonal.  

C. Is there anything in modern science that might lead one to believe in God?  

 

3. Evolution as a pointer to God 

A. Evolutionary thought began with Christians. 

B. Darwin himself thought that evolution led toward perfection.  

C. The universe seems to be set up to move from simplicy to complexity,  

                      from unconsciousness to consciousness, etc. In other words, it seems to have a  

       purpose, which might well mean that there is a person-like being behind it. 

 

4. Quantum physics as a pointer to God 

A.   “Materialism” is no longer an option since matter is not what it appears.  

B.   Consciousness is a more fundamental reality than earlier scientists had thought. 

C.   The idea that the universe might exist “in the mind of God” makes sense today.  

 

5.  Evolution, chance and the problem of natural selection 

A. Nature can appear wasteful, cruel and random.  

B. Evolution does not look random at the level of physics. 

C. We live in a universe of immense beauty, but it does not always do what humans want. 

We need to view it from a broader, less human-centered perspective.  

D. Life comes from death, for which Christ is the prime example.  

E. Someone might have existed in a different sort of universe, but it would not be you.  

 

6. Conclusion 

A. We worship the Creator of nature, not nature itself.  
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Forgive us, O Lord, when we become disordered and lose 

our place in the natural world. Help us to live in harmony 

with creation and to see nature in all its fullness as both 

a gift and a responsibility. Strengthen us when life in 

nature becomes hard, and enable us to see the larger 

picture, beyond ourselves to the cosmos, beyond death 

to eternal life, and beyond creation to our Creator. 

Amen.  

 
 

 
 

In groups of 2 or 3, discuss the following: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Is nature an evidence for or an obstacle to belief in God?  

Cite specific examples from your own experience.  

 

 

 

                       Your Notes: 
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SEGMENT ONE 

 
 

Natural Theology  
And the Limits of Argumentation  

 
Philosophy actually does lead toward God. I want to say a few 
words about what’s called “Natural Theology.”  It’s a way of 
thinking about the world which leads to reasoned arguments for 
the existence of God. It’s called “Natural Theology” because it 
is not revealed.  It doesn’t come from the Bible, nor does it 
come from the church.   
 
[We should acknowledge that] People do not believe in God 
because of arguments.  It’s very noticeable that Jesus never 
used a philosophical argument, and you would be hard put to 
find a philosophical argument in the Bible, either. People 
believe in God for the same reason that they believe in other 
people; that is, they encounter them personally. And that sense 
of encounter with God is what the Christian faith is based upon. 
 

 
For Discussion: 

• What is meant by “Natural Theology”?  What is its value 

given what is also said about the real reason that many 

people believe in God?  

• Why did many philosophers become atheists? Would you 

agree with the philosophical position that we should not 

believe in God unless empirical proof forces us to do 

otherwise?  

• Why might a “personal encounter” with God prove more 

persuasive than a rational argument concerning the 

existence of God?  What would such an encounter look 

like? 

• How might the “best scientific data” lead to an argument 

for the existence of God? 

 
  

Purpose 
 
One of Aristotle’s “causes,” one of his explanations for why the 
universe is the way it is, was that there is purpose in the 
universe. Aquinas argued from this that there must be a God 
who could have [created] the purpose for the universe. When 
the 16th century came along in Europe and science began, the 
first thing they did was drop the notion of purpose. That’s one of 
the marks, the distinctive marks of modern science, that it 
doesn’t talk about purposes at all.  You just talk about general 
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laws, and you say that if one thing happens, then another thing 
will happen because that’s a general law that obtains through-
out the universe, but you don’t say there’s any purpose in it. 
 

 
For Discussion: 

• Why are Aristotle’s arguments generally discarded 

today? 

• How do the general laws of science exclude a sense of 

“purpose” in the universe?  

• Does this mean that the universe does not have a 

purpose? Can you be a scientist and still believe that 

there is a reason for creation? How can the scientific 

method and religious faith both be affirmed by the 

same person?  

• What would you say is the purpose of the universe?  

How do you know?  

• How do you fit into that purpose?  

• How would your life change if you believed that the 

universe had no purpose? Why might such a position 

be attractive to some people?  

 
  

Evolution 
 
Some Christians think that evolution somehow makes belief in 
God difficult. Actually, the opposite is true….It’s hard not to see 
development in evolution because, on the cosmic scale, you 
start off with a Big Bang: nothing conscious, no values, no 
complexity, no organization. And now, about fourteen thousand 
million years later, we’ve got consciousness, we’ve got pur-
pose—people having purposes, people thinking, people loving, 
people relating to each other, people being morally free. Well, if 
that’s not an improvement, it’s hard to know what is.  
 

 
For Discussion: 

• Do you find the theory of evolution to be a problem? 

Why or why not? Why do a number of Christians argue 

against it so forcefully? 

• Does evolution include the idea of improvement? Can 

evolution be aligned with the idea of purpose in the 

universe? 

• Where do you think the universe is going?  Is the 

creation of human beings the goal of creation, or is 

some much larger purpose in view?  
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• Will Homo-sapiens evolve into some other, more 

advanced species?  What would it mean if humanity as 

we know it were to become extinct?  

 

SEGMENT TWO 

 
 

Quantum Physics and Materialism 
 

There are still philosophers and physicists who try to say that 
consciousness is somehow a product of matter, or it’s some-
how material, but I think that they really know that it’s impos-
sible to carry that argument through. It’s obvious to most people 
that consciousness is the most fundamental reality. We would 
not know anything unless we were conscious of it. 
 

 
For Discussion: 

• What is meant by consciousness? Are human beings 

the only creatures with consciousness? 

• Does it make sense to you to think of the universe as 

existing “in the mind of God”? What might this way of 

thinking explain?  

• Why is traditional materialism no longer a viable 

option? How might the fact that matter is transferable 

into energy (and vice versa) influence the way you think 

about the world? 

 
 

Natural Selection as a Problem 
 
I’ve talked about evolution as a pointer to God in the sense that 
you can see it as a purposive process toward increasing con-
sciousness, awareness of moral responsibility and awareness 
of beauty. But evolution for a lot of people, or even just the 
nature of the physical world as it is, is a problem.  It’s a problem 
because of the story of evolution as it’s been told is that millions 
of species have become extinct, and are still becoming extinct. 
 

 
For Discussion: 

• How can the seemingly cruel and wasteful aspects of 

nature be reconciled with God’s love? 

• Most genetic mutations are considered harmful. Could 

such a means have been designed by God? Why or why 

not?  

• What difference does it make to view creation from a 

less “human-centered” perspective?  
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• Can God love us and still allow us to suffer the harmful 

effects of nature? 

 
Chance and Necessity 

 
When a biologist says that nature is random, that mutations are 
random, a physicist will say, “Actually, if you look deeper, you’ll 
find that they’re not random at all.”  Mutations happen because 
of chemical changes, because of the influence of cosmic rays 
on human cells, and those changes are, of course, due to 
physical forces which are very precise. Although nature may 
look random to a biologist, to a physicist, nature looks like a set 
of beautiful, elegant laws. 
 

 
For Discussion: 

• Are the events which cause mutations random or are 

they purposeful since these events obey the natural 

laws which God established? 

• Does God work through random events? 

• How is mathematics considered “beautiful”? 

• Could the fine-tuning of the physical constants which 

allow for life have occurred by chance?  

• Are we blessed or are we just very, very lucky to live in 

a universe that produces self-conscious, relational 

creatures?   

 
Death—and Life 

 
It’s a universe, though, which isn’t always going to do what 
human beings want it to. It is going to produce harmful effects 
sometimes.  And that gets you into a different issue, of how you 
are going to deal with that harm. On  that question, Christians 
do have to say, I think, that God, having created this universe 
for us to be born in and grow in, will ensure that our lives can 
be filled and brought to a happiness which puts everything in 
this life in the shade, by eternal life with God. 
 
The resurrection of Jesus for us is the most glorious thing that 
has happened in the whole of the history of the planet Earth.  
But it only happened because Jesus died. And, in fact, it only 
happened because Jesus gave his life willingly. And that’s per-
haps a model of the way the whole of the universe is an inter-
connected blend of suffering and death and new life. They go 
together.  And, following that model of Christ, we might say, 
“Well, death is the way to life.”  And the death of some of my 
desires, some of my wants, that’s necessary for me to grow into 
the being God wants me to be. 
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For Discussion: 

• How is it that creation cannot occur without 

destruction? 

• Why do harmful events exist in the universe? 

• Are God’s actions always good? (And what do you 

mean by “good”?)  

• How can a supremely perfect Creator create a very 

ambiguous universe? 

• What is “resurrection”? Is it the same thing as eternal 

life?  

• Does anything in Dr. Ward’s presentation make it easier 

for you to believe in the possibility of a life beyond 

death?  

• Why are we to worship God instead of nature or 

“Mother Earth”? 

 

 
 

The God I Don’t Believe In 

 

It is not unusual for people who are “disappointed with God” 

to turn away from or at least to become indifferent to their 

faith. Perhaps a loved one died of a tragic illness despite their 

fervent prayers; perhaps some important venture undertaken 

in Christ’s name proved unsuccessful.  At such times, it can be 

helpful for us to ask whether it is truly God or if it is our 

understanding of God that has proved deficient.   

 

Who is the God in whom you don’t believe?  Take out a sheet 

of paper and, on your own, compose a list, such as the 

following:  

 

The God I Don’t Believe In 

Gives me everything I want 

Forces others to treat me well  

Shields me from all sickness  

Brings natural disasters upon bad people 

Etc.  
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When you are finished, share items from your list with the 

whole group.   

 

Are there points of convergence?  Of significant disagreement? 

 

Now, as a group, compose an alternative list, “The God I 

Believe In.” 

 

 What can you together affirm?  

 

 

 

 
 
  



 

 XX   

  
  
 

Read the following passages and answer the questions in the space provided. 

 
 
 

The following verses celebrate the role of wisdom in creation: 

 

Does not wisdom call, and does not understanding raise her voice?  “The LORD created me at the 

beginning of his work, the first of his acts of long ago.  Ages ago I was set up, at the first, before 

the beginning of the earth.  When there were no depths I was brought forth, when there were no 

springs abounding with water.  Before the mountains had been shaped, before the hills, I was 

brought forth – when he had not yet made earth and fields, or the world’s first bits of soil.  When 

he established the heavens, I was there, when he drew a circle on the face of the deep, when he 

made firm the skies above, when he assigned to the sea its limit, so that the waters might not 

transgress his command, when he marked out the foundations of the earth, then I was beside 

him, like a master worker; and I was daily his delight, rejoicing before him always, rejoicing in his 

inhabited world and delighting in the human race.” 

Proverbs 8:1, 22-31 

 

What strikes you most when reading this passage?  What words stand out as particularly 

unexpected or particularly beautiful?   

 

 

 

 

 

When have you been most creative?  What has been your own experience as a creator?  How is this 

experience reflective of God’s creativity? 

 

 

 

 

Both of the following passages come from Paul’s letters: 

 

I consider that the sufferings of this present time are not worth comparing with the glory about to 

be revealed to us.  For the creation waits with eager longing for the revealing of the children of 

God; for the creation was subjected to futility, not of its own will but by the will of the one who 

subjected it, in hope that the creation itself will be set free from its bondage to decay and will 

obtain the freedom of the glory of the children of God.  We know that the whole creation has 
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been groaning in labor pains until now; and not only the creation, but we ourselves, who have the 

first fruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly while we wait for adoption, the redemption of our bodies.  

For in hope we were saved. Now hope that is seen is not hope. For who hopes for what is seen?  

But if we hope for what we do not see, we wait for it with patience. 

Romans 8:18-25 

 

What is finished about creation?  What is still incomplete? 

 

 

 

How is the experience of giving birth a useful analogy for creation’s present situation?  

 

 

 

For we know only in part, and we prophesy only in part; but when the complete comes, the partial 

will come to an end.  When I was a child, I spoke like a child, I thought like a child, I reasoned like a 

child; when I became an adult, I put an end to childish ways.  For now we see in a mirror, dimly, 

but then we will see face to face.  Now I know only in part; then I will know fully, even as I have 

been fully known. 

1 Corinthians 13:9-12 

 

Paul anticipates “full” knowledge. When will this come? 

 

 

 

 

 

How does it feel to be a child, with partial knowledge?  Frustrating?  Freeing?   

 

 

 

 

How hard is it – as an adult – to admit and live with our incompleteness and limits? 

 

 

 

 

To what extent does the feeling of already having “been fully known” console us for our own lack of 

knowledge? 
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Darrel R. Falk 

 

 

 

 

Darrel R. Falk is professor of biology at Point Loma Nazarene Uni-

versity in Point Loma, California. He graduated from Simon Frazer 

University and received a Ph.D. from the University of Alberta in 

1973. He is a research molecular geneticist studying gene organ-

ization, mechanisms of gene repair and gene cloning technology. He 

is a Christian and describes himself as a theistic evolutionist. He is the 

author of a book on the creation-evolution controversy titled Coming 

to Peace with Science: Bridging the Worlds Between Faith and Biology  

(2004). 

 

 
 
 
  
 

 
 

Australopithecus An extinct genus of hominids that lived in Africa one to four million years ago. 

 

Geppetto The fictional woodcarver and creator of the puppet Pinocchio who first appeared in 

Carlo Collodi’s The Adventures of Pinocchio in 1883.  

 

Imminence As used in this lesson, God’s active presence in the world.  Central to Dr. Falk’s argu-

ment is the assertion that both human beings and nature are given freedom but that 

this freedom does not mean that God is not present and active in the world.  

 

Providence The care of God over creation. Providence also refers to God’s universal power. When 

capitalized (“It was the will of Providence.”), it can refer either to God directly or to an 

impersonal deity or divine force.  

 

Saul The first king of Israel, although he was more a military ruler than a typical Near 

Eastern monarch. He ruled for only two years and then was replaced by David, a more 

popular and, in some respects, a more traditional king.  
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Video Lesson 5: 

 Creation and Evolution 
 

 

1. A personal struggle to understand God as Creator 

A. God is not like Geppetto, fashioning Pinocchio out of wood. 

B. Nor is God just like an architect or like someone assembling pre-formed bicycles. 

C. A counter example:  the Point Loma Nazarene campus, shaped by wild nature but used   

       by God 

i. In this example we see a balance between nature’s freedom and God’s imminence 

(God’s active presence in the world).  God uses natural processes to achieve His 

purposes.  

 

2. History of life on earth 

A. Over 3.5 billion years, there has always been an interplay between the freedom God wills 

for nature and God’s imminence as new life unfolds.  

B. The human body and the DNA molecule give evidence of this process.  

 

3. The lactose operon and the problem of simple design theories  

A. There are many “design systems” in nature. 

B. Intelligent design advocates point to these as signs of God’s direct design/creation. 

C. But many of these, like the lactose operon, are destructive or are found in destructive 

organisms.  

i. We can neither blame this on Satan nor imagine that God directly created such 

organisms.  

 

4. An alternative view:  God works within nature’s freedom as God works within human 

freedom.  

A. The example of Israel, which had free choice but which was led by God.  

B. Nature also enjoys freedom, which is why there are, for example, 600,000 species of 

beetles.  

 

5. What is the role of God in creation?  

A. The history of Israel is a model. God did not just create it and let it run.  

B. As a parent, God both nurtured and willed freedom for nature. 

 

6. Freedom and imminence 

A.  It’s a Wonderful Life:  George Bailey had a surprisingly large effect on his town.  Without 

him, the situation would have been very different.  

B. Likewise, God’s actions are mostly subtle but produce profound effects.  

C. Stephen Jay Gould:  evolution could have gone in many different directions.  

D. To the contrary:  God has led creation as God has led Israel. Were we to “rewind 

        the divine tape player,” something very similar would emerge through evolution.  



 

 XX   

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

God of history and the Creator of life, show us in the 

stories revealed by religion and by science how your 

providence sustains us. Give us insights into your glory as 

we discover in Your works both unimaginable complexity 

and elegant simplicity. You have used the interplay of 

freedom and imminence to cause all of the glorious 

diversity of life to form. Teach us to understand your 

purposes as the one who ultimately controls the 

outcome of existence. We praise you and worship you as 

the Maker of all that is. May all of existence give you 

honor and glory.  Amen.  

 

 
 

In groups of 2 or 3, discuss the following question: 

 

We have probably all seen graphical representations of 

evolution such as this:   

 

    
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

What do such pictures imply?  

 

How might someone who does not believe in evolution 

rearrange or redraw this picture?   

 
 

                       YOUR NOTES: 
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SEGMENT ONE 

 
 

The Limits of Human Understanding 
 

Our thinking about God is always limited by our humanness.  In 
thinking about God as Creator, the biggest challenge for me, 
repeatedly, was to let God break loose of the bonds that I un-
knowingly wrapped around Him. I think far too often my model 
as to how God created was like Geppetto, the woodcarver, who 
fashioned a marionette out of a block of wood.  
 

 
For Discussion: 

• Why are anthropomorphic arguments (analogies to 

human experience) about the nature of God useful?  

Why are they problematic?  

• How is a mechanical view of creation analogous to the 

story of Geppetto and Pinocchio? 

• Is God in any way limited?  Were there any limitations 

upon God as creation occurred?  

 
 
  The Freedom of Nature 
 
We are at this location because of God’s guidance over a one-
hundred-year time span, but God always worked through indivi-
duals, individuals who were free to respond or not to respond to 
God’s guidance and God’s wisdom.  So here the university sits 
on a sandstone bluff, one carved by wind and rain and the action 
of the ocean waves. The site was created by the force of nature, 
wild nature, but at the same time we believe the university sits 
here by grace, by guidance, and by providence. 
 
I believe that the arrival of humans on this earth took place 
because of the activity of God and that it did so in a manner that 
parallels the things that I’ve been talking about. The activity of 
the God of the Bible and the activity of the God of human 
experience is the result of a long interplay: an interplay between 
freedom and providence, between random and imminence, be-
tween chance and necessity. God’s purposes in creation are 
working within the matrix of a magnificent freedom. 
 

 
For Discussion: 

• What evidence is there that God does not control 

creation like a marionette on strings? 
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• What is a miracle?  Did one occur at Point Loma when 

the campus was formed? 

• What is providence? Imminence?  

• In what sense does God provide creation with freedom?  

Why does God do so?  

• How might this issue inform our understanding of 

“natural” evils such as tsunamis and tornados? What 

about diseases such as cancer or diabetes?   

 
 

What Does It Mean to Think of God 
as the Designer of the Universe?  

 

Michael Behe, a well-known proponent of intelligent design, has 
coined the phrase “irreducible complexity” to describe these 
design systems. His metaphor for design systems is a mouse-
trap. He points out that all the parts of the mousetrap function 
together, intricately, as a unit. Take one part away and the 
mousetrap is useless. Take the spring away, for example, and it 
can’t be a mouse trap anymore.  

But here’s the stickler. Thousands of these systems were 
designed for one purpose: killing their host. They exist, for 
example, in the HIV virus. 

What do designs have to tell us about the Creator?  Actually, 
they tell us something that has been fundamental to a large seg-
ment of Christian theology for a long time: God, in love, has 
willed freedom for creation. God is not the puppeteer, pulling the 
strings of our every move. So God has not been the puppeteer 
pulling the strings and controlling the movement of creation 
totally as well. 
 

 
For Discussion: 

• How does the exquisite design of the lactose operon 

indicate “irreducible complexity” and lead to the idea of 

an “intelligent designer”? 

• What are the scientific and theological problems with 

viewing God as the designer of all organisms? 

• Some of these designed systems cause pain and 

suffering. Is this an example of a Satanic force at work 

against God? Did God design the HIV virus? 

• Did God design a fruitful system of creation without 

directly designing every “fruit” or consequence of that 

system? If so, why might God have created in this way?  

• Human beings use their freedom both for positive and 

negative purposes, both to give life and to take it away. 
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Why would God create creatures who would possess 

freedom to destroy? Might your answer inform your 

view of nature more broadly?   

 
SEGMENT TWO 

 
 

Israel as the Children of God 
 

God did not construct a people and then force them to follow 
Him. He called out to them. He nudged them.  
 

 
For Discussion: 

• Do parents control their children?  Alternatively, are 

there limits upon a child’s freedom? What is the ideal 

relationship between parent and child?  

• List some of the specific ways that the Bible tells us that 

God led Israel. Which are “nudges” and which are 

“shows of power”?  When was the latter necessary?  

• Can you give an example of God working in your life, 

perhaps by a gentle nudge that nevertheless yielded a 

large outcome?   

• What is the point of this analogy for Dr. Falk’s argument 

with respect to evolution? 

 
 

God’s Role in Creation 
 
God out of love wills that creation experiences freedom, just as 
God out of love wills that human beings experience freedom.  
So, evolution occurs. But God does guide and nudge and the 
God of creation may even exert demonstrative shows of power 
from time to time when God chooses to do so. 
 

 
For Discussion: 

• What is the role of God in creation? For example, did  

God just start creation and then sit back to watch it 

develop? How do you know?  

• Is it possible that God “nudges and guides creation”?  

How would this happen?  Could it be observed now?   

• To what place or end is God guiding creation?  How far 

along on that journey is the cosmos?  

• Assuming for the moment that life still exists ten million 

years from now on Earth, what will it be like?  
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Chance or Necessity? 
 
Gould says that life takes on a whole series of cascades of 
events because of real chance. Change things a little bit and in-
stead of life going on to Australopithecus (a human precursor 
that leads on eventually to Homo-sapiens), life goes in a whole 
different direction, and you don’t ever have human beings on 
Earth. You have a whole different set of organisms instead. 
 
But in Prof. Falk’s view:  
 
God worked through human history to accomplish God’s 
purposes.  Play the tape of life’s history, starting millions of years 
ago again, and you’d still get creation going in whatever direction 
God wanted it to go. 
 

 
For Discussion: 

• Chaos theory states that the fluttering of a butterfly’s 

wings in the Amazon rain forest can cause a hurricane in 

Florida. Is this a way God can work in the world, by 

causing small changes which are hard to detect? 

• Did God know the future at the time of creation? Did 

God create a very specific sort of universe knowing that 

it would fulfill a very specific purpose?  

• Did God have one outcome planned (e.g., the arrival of 

humanity), or did God simply work within whatever 

outcome nature generated?  

• Would Jesus be necessary in a replay of human history? 

Why or why not?   

• In what sense could you say that God has a plan for your 

life?  In what sense would that statement not be true?  

• If we make a wrong choice, are we foiling God’s 

purposes for us? What does it mean to say that God 

works for the good in all things (Romans 8:28)?  
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Science Fiction as Critique and Vision 

 

Many popular sci-fi film and television programs are set in 

the distant future or in an alternative reality (“a galaxy far, 

far way”).  Create a brief list of such movies and TV series 

and then discuss the following questions:  

 

How are the human (or post-human or even alien) 

characters different from us?  In particular, how are 

they superior?   

 

What does this say about the author’s view of 

humanity? Do you agree? 

 

Could evolution produce such beings?  Will it?   

 

To what extent are present-day human failings and 

weaknesses part of our “evolutionary baggage” (to 

quote Dr. Ward in Lesson 4)?  

 

Can humanity make itself into something better? How 

would it do so?  

 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 



 

 XX   

 

 
Connecting with Scripture: 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Read the following passages and answer the questions in the space provided. 

 

 

 

Then God said, “Let us make humankind in our image, according to our likeness; and let them 

have dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the birds of the air, and over the cattle, and over 

all the wild animals of the earth, and over every creeping thing that creeps upon the earth.”  So 

God created humankind in his image, in the image of God he created them; male and female he 

created them. 

Genesis 1:26-27 

 

What is an image? List some common/familiar examples of images. 

 

 

 

 

How is an image related to the original?  How is it the same or different? 

 

 

 

 

What does it mean to be made “in the image of God”? 

 

 

 

 

The second account of creation, found in Genesis 2:  

 

In the day that the LORD God made the earth and heavens, when no plant of the field was yet in 

the earth and no herb of the field had yet sprung up – for the LORD God had not caused it to rain 

upon the earth, and there was no one to till the ground; but a stream would rise from the earth, 

and water the whole face of the ground – then the LORD God formed man from the dust of the 

ground, and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; and man became a living being.  And the 

LORD God planted a garden in Eden, in the east; and there he put the man whom he had formed.  

Out of the ground the LORD God made to grow every tree that is pleasant to the sight and good 

for food, the tree of life also in the midst of the garden, and the tree of the knowledge of good 

and evil.  … The LORD God took the man and put him in the garden of Eden to till it and keep it.  
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And the LORD God commanded the man, “You may freely eat of every tree of the garden; but of 

the tree of the knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat, for in the day that you eat of it you 

shall die.”  Then the LORD God said, “It is not good that the man should be alone; I will make him 

a helper as his partner.”  So out of the ground the LORD God formed every animal of the field and 

every bird of the air, and brought them to the man to see what he would call them; and whatever 

the man called every living creature, that was its name.  The man gave names to all cattle, and to 

the birds of the air, and to every animal of the field; but for the man there was not found a helper 

as his partner.  So the LORD God caused a deep sleep to fall upon the man, and he slept; then he 

took one of his ribs and closed up its place with flesh.  And the rib that the LORD God had taken 

from the man he made into a woman and brought her to the man.  Then the man said, “This at 

last is bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh; this one shall be called Woman, for out of Man this 

one was taken.”  Therefore a man leaves his father and his mother and clings to his wife, and they 

become one flesh.  And the man and his wife were both naked, and were not ashamed. 

Genesis 2:4-9; 15-25 

 

 

Why is the significance of saying that humans are made of dust?   

 

 

 

Why does God put the dust-created man into the garden? 

 

 

 

Why does God create woman? 

 

 

 

What can this passage tell us about what it is to be human?  For example, what are the responsibili-

ties and limitations of humanity?  How are we created to be separate and how are we created to be 

in relationship? 

 

 

 

How might this passage be misread and misapplied?   

 

 

 

In what ways are humans distinctive?  Are they unique in any way?  
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Warren S. Brown 

 

 

 

 

Warren S. Brown is Director of the Lee Edward Travis Research 

Institute and Professor of Psychology, Department of Clinical 

Psychology at the Fuller Theological Seminary in Pasadena, California. 

He is a neuropsychologist studying the cognitive and psychosocial 

disabilities in a congenital brain malformation called agenesis of the 

corpus callosum. He has also studied callosal function in dyslexia, 

Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD), multiple sclerosis, 

and Alzheimer’s disease, neuropsychological changes in aging and 

dementia, brain processes in language comprehension, brain wave 

changes associated with kidney disease and its treatment, and 

attentional deficits in schizophrenia. His publications include Whatever 

Happened to the Soul? Scientific and Theological Portraits of Human 

Nature (editor with Nancey Murphy and contributor, 1998) and 

Understanding Wisdom: Sources, Science and Society (editor and 

contributor. 2000). 

 
 
 

 
 

Corpus Collosum A large, arch-shaped collection of nerve tissue that connects the two hemispheres of 

the brain in mammals. What role the corpus collosum plays in other brain 

functioning (e.g., in creating different “styles” of reasoning in men and women) is the 

subject of considerable interest and debate.  

 

MRI “Magnetic Resonance Imaging”:  a procedure in which radio waves and a magnet are 

used to create detailed pictures of areas inside of the body. MRI is preferred to other 

imaging methods, such as x-rays, for creating images of organs and soft body tissue. 

It is also useful for scanning the brain.   

 

Neuron A type of cell that uses a weak electrical current to transmit messages between the 

body and the brain. Neurons are also called “nerve cells.” 

 

Neuropsychology The study of the relationship between the brain and behavior. Neuropsychological 

therapists attempt to diagnose specific cognitive and behavioral defects related to 

brain function and to formulate remediative strategies.  
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Video Lesson 6:  

What Does it Mean to be Human? 

 

 
 

1. Description of Dr. Brown’s work in neuropsychology 

A. Study of brain abnormalities, e.g., agenesis (absence) of the corpus callosum  

B. The brain directly affects our behavior, emotions, and social functioning. 

 

2. The “traditional view” of human nature 

A. The traditional view is a body/soul dualism, an idea especially prominent in Greek 

philosophy.  In this view, we are nonmaterial souls inhabiting physical bodies. 

B. The “Knotty Problem” with this perspective:  it is hard to find any area of human 

thinking, feeling or acting not directly related to the functioning of the brain.  

 

3. Illustrative cases 

A. Phineas Gage’s brain was seriously damaged, greatly affecting his behavior but not 

his intellect.  

B. Functional magnetic resonance imaging shows, for example, how feelings of 

empathy are related to brain functioning.  

C. Religious experiences also can be shown to correlate with certain types of brain 

activity. Some states can be induced through seizures or transcranial magnetic 

stimulation. 

 

4. “Scientism,” the opposing viewpoint  

A. Everything can be reduced to the movement of atoms and explained entirely by the 

laws of physics. Therefore, freedom and morality are illusions.  

B. This is also called “eliminative materialism” because it eliminates all but material 

causes. 

C. This view is obviously problematic both in terms of religion and ethics.  

 

5. A middle way:  the “emergent alternative”  

A. This view does not require us to accept the existence of a nonmaterial soul.  

B. Our complex brains themselves become new causes in the world.   

C. Out of the brain’s extraordinary complexity, consciousness and freedom emerge.  

Humans are therefore something more than the sum of their parts.  

i. A rough analogy is an ant colony, which emerges only when a very large number 

of ants are present. Together they do what no ant alone would attempt.  

6. Conclusions 

A. We need to create a “physicalist theology of human nature” that takes account of 

the fact that we are souls, we do not have souls.  

B. This also should influence the way we view human distinctiveness/uniqueness. We 

are most distinctive in our deep relationality, especially with God.  

C. What does it mean to minister to, to redeem, to bring wholeness, to such creatures? 

 



 

 XX   

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
Almighty and all-knowing God. Hear our prayer as we 

dare to approach you within our limited capacities. We 

give thanks that you have made us conscious and curious 

beings, able to invent and to discover. Guide us as we 

struggle to understand our very selves, our thoughts, our 

behaviors and our emotions. Rescue us both from pride 

in our extraordinary capabilities and despair over our 

flesh-and-blood limitations. Help us to understand what 

it means to be creatures made in Your image, given 

stewardship of Your world, including our own souls. 

Thank You for the wonderful gifts of rationality and 

freedom, for our ability to appreciate beauty and our 

capacity to love.  Help us to become more fully human 

each day.  Amen.  

 

 
 

In groups of 2 or 3, discuss the following: 

 

 

 
 

 

Are chimpanzees persons? 

 
 

 

                                 Your Notes: 
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SEGMENT ONE 

 
 

What Am I?  
 
One of the biggest issues in understanding human nature within 
the context of theology and neuroscience is the question of how 
many essential parts I am composed of. Am I a body?  A body 
and a soul? A body and a mind? A body, a mind, and a soul? 
Or how about a body, a mind, a soul, and a spirit?  I know that I 
have a body, and I recognize my body, but what about the other 
parts?   Am I unitary being or am I controlled by some kind of 
committee? 
 

 
For Discussion: 

• Does one of these alternatives seem truer than the 

others?  Why? 

• What is a soul? Is it detachable from the body? 

• What is a human spirit? Does it differ from a soul? 

 
 

The Knotty Problem  
 
The knotty problem is this: it is increasingly difficult to find an 
area of human cognition, affective, social, moral, or religious 
functioning that has not already been shown to have correlates 
in identifiable patterns of brain functioning. It seems that our 
brain and our body do many, or perhaps all, of those things we 
presumed to be manifestations of our soul. 
 

 
For Discussion: 

• What did the accident of Phineas Gage demonstrate 

about the relationship of the brain to human behavior?   

• How does functional magnetic resonance imaging 

provide data about the brain?  

• Because some areas of the brain are more active than 

others, does this indicate that they are exerting control 

over such complex behaviors as altruism or empathy? 

• Does the fact that some aspect of human behavior or 

consciousness (e.g., a sense of empathy or guilt) arises 

in the brain mean that it is not real?  Does it mean that 

it was not created or willed by God?  
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Moral Decision Making  

 
Another important area of human functioning is making moral 
decisions, deciding what is right or wrong to do in a specific 
context. [We see in these graphics] the network of brain activity 
associated with making a difficult moral decision. Phineas Gage 
would have had most of these structures damaged by the 
accident he suffered.  
 

 
For Discussion: 

• What is a moral decision? 

• Are such decisions based on inherited factors or are 

they culturally determined? 

• Are the brain connections built before or after the 

environment provides experience? 

• How does memory affect moral decisions? 

 
 

The Brain and Religious Experience 
 

Neuroscience has also extended its reach into the topic of 
religious experiences. Intense religious experiences have been 
repeatedly described in the neurological literature as a 
symptom sometimes associated with temporal lobe seizures. A 
similar result can be induced in a person whose brain is being 
magnetically stimulated by a procedure called transcranial 
magnetic stimulation (TMS).  
 

 
For Discussion: 

• Could revelations from God be caused by seizures? 

• Does the fact that TMS can evoke feelings of God or the 

presence of angels indicate that such experiences are 

simply illusory? 

• How does meditation evoke a sense of God? 

• Do our brains cause us to create a “god,” or were our 

brains created so that we might know and respond to 

God?  Can you think of parallel examples of human 

capacities to perceive or experience?  
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SEGMENT TWO 

 
 

Scientism 
 
So regarding the problem of human nature, this form of scient-
ism would believe the following: humans are neurobiological 
beings whose mind—that is thinking, deciding, religious experi-
ences, etc.—can in theory be completely and exhaustively ex-
plained by neurochemistry and physics. This is called, formally, 
“eliminative materialism.” It eliminates, in principle, the idea that 
persons can be causes of their own behavior, and it reduces all 
causes to the physics of atoms and molecules. 
 

 
For Discussion: 

• Why are “eliminative materialism” and “scientism” 

incompatible with Christian theology? 

• Do the molecules that form humans determine their 

behavior?  Is free will an illusion?  

• Are all of our experiences merely neurological, and are 

we biological robots, or are we somehow something 

more?  If so, how? 

• On a practical level, what would day-to-day life be like 

if you believed in eliminative materialism?  How, for 

example, could you make a decision? What other types 

of behavior would become problematic?  

 
 

The Emergent Alternative 
 
The highest levels of human mental capacities emerge from our 
complex brains as new causes that cannot be reduced to 
physical laws. We are persons whose thinking and deciding is 
not an illusion. As whole persons, we are causes of our own 
behavior, and thus we are capable of being truly responsible, 
truly moral, and having truly relational experiences with one 
another and a meaningful religious life.  
 

 
For Discussion: 

• Do you agree that “we are causes of our own 

behavior”?  Are there limits to our responsibility for our 

behavior? 

• Emergence implies that something new and 

unexpected comes from components which individually 

do not have that new property. Are  consciousness and 
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a moral sense the results of the vast interconnected-

ness of neurons within our brains?  What else might be 

attributable to this cause? 

• Does emergence provide something beyond normal 

natural laws? 

 
 

A “Physicalist” View 
 
With respect to theology, I think we somehow need to find a 
physicalist theology of human nature, that is, a holistic view of 
humankind as embodied, physical creatures of God’s creation.  
At the same time, I think we need to find a neuroscience that 
accepts the emergence of new causes in the form of human 
mental capacities, allowing for not only human intelligence but 
also truly moral behavior and meaningful religious lives.  
 

 
For Discussion: 

• What does Dr. Brown mean by a “physicalist theology 

of human nature”?  Why is it necessary?  

• What is gained and what is lost by this way of thinking?  

 
 

Human Uniqueness? 
 
A major part of what it means to be made in the image of God 
relates to the possession of a deep social mind, and this image, 
this deep relationality, is both a distinctive characteristic and a 
calling on the lives of humans—a vocation, if you will.  
 
But are we unique in any way?  Well, I would say humans are 
unique, not simply distinctive, because we have been called by 
God to participate in a unique form of relationship with Him. 
 

For Discussion: 

• What is meant by the idea of human distinctiveness?  

How is this different from uniqueness? 

• Does the capacity for language and relationships 

demonstrate that humans, although connected to 

the animal world, are nevertheless distinctive? 

• How is human uniqueness a question which can be 

answered only by theology? 

• How should we think about the redemption of 

embodied, physical persons? 

• How might a clearer understanding of human nature 

enable the church to better define its ministry? 
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Humans within the Animal Kingdom 

 

Divide into small groups and discuss the following: 

 

In some modern cultures, people tend to regard themselves as 

almost wholly distinct and separate beings from other animals.   

 

What constitutes Christian behavior toward our fellow 

creatures?   

 

For example, should all Christians be vegetarians?  Should 

they be allowed to have pets? Should they be allowed to 

hunt? Should they lobby for laws to protect endangered 

species?  

 

Is there anything in Christian theology that informs such 

questions?  

 

Create a list of at least three points on which members in your 

group can agree and then discuss these with the class as a 

whole. 

 
 
 

 
 
 



 

 XX   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Read the following passages and answer the questions in the space provided. 

 

 

The Sadducees of Jesus’ time followed only the first five books of the Bible (“the Law”) and did not 

accept later books (“Prophets” and “Writings”) as authoritative: 

 

Some Sadducees, who say there is no resurrection, came to [Jesus] and asked him a question, 

saying, “Teacher, Moses wrote for us that if a man’s brother dies, leaving a wife but no child, the 

man shall marry the widow and raise up children for his brother.  There were seven brothers; the 

first married and, when he died, left no children; and the second married the widow and died, 

leaving no children; and the third likewise; none of the seven left children.  Last of all the woman 

herself died.  In the resurrection whose wife will she be?  For the seven had married her.”  Jesus 

said to them, “Is not this the reason you are wrong, that you know neither the scriptures nor the 

power of God?  For when they rise from the dead, they neither marry nor are given in marriage, 

but are like angels in heaven.  And as for the dead being raised, have you not read in the book of 

Moses, in the story about the bush, how God said to him, ‘I am the God of Abraham, the God of 

Isaac, and the God of Jacob’?  He is God not of the dead, but of the living; you are quite wrong.” 

Mark 12:18-27        

 

How is the phrase “the resurrection” being used in this passage?  (Is it individual, personal; 

collective, corporate; experienced now, something waited for?) 

 

 

 

 

Jesus cites both “the scriptures” and “the power of God”?  How are these the same? How are these 

different? 

 

 

 

 

Jesus quotes a phrase from Exodus (a book the Sadducees would have accepted as authoritative):  “I 

am the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob.” How does this quotation support 

Jesus’ assertion that “He is God not of the dead, but of the living”? 
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In responding to the Sadducees, Jesus was citing Exodus, God’s call to Moses to bring the Israelites 

out of Egypt: 

 

Moses was keeping the flock of his father-in-law Jethro, the priest of Midian; he led his flock 

beyond the wilderness, and came to Horeb, the mountain of God.  There the angel of the LORD 

appeared to him in a flame of fire out of a bush; he looked, and the bush was not consumed.  

Then Moses said, “I must turn aside and look at this great sight, and see why the bush is not 

burned up.”  When the LORD saw that he had turned aside to see, God called to him out of the 

bush, “Moses, Moses!”  And he said, “Here I am.”  Then he said, “Come no closer!  Remove the 

sandals from your feet, for the place on which you are standing is holy ground.”  He said further, “I 

am the God of your father, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob.”  And 

Moses hid his face, for he was afraid to look at God.  Then the LORD said, “… The cry of the 

Israelites has now come to me; I have also seen how the Egyptians oppress them.  So come, I will 

send you to Pharaoh to bring my people, the Israelites, out of Egypt.” … But Moses said to God, “If 

I come to the Israelites and say to them, ‘The God of your ancestors has sent me to you,’ and they 

ask me, ‘What is his name?’ what shall I say to the them?”  God said to Moses, “I AM WHO I AM.”  

He said further, “Thus you shall say to the Israelites, ‘I AM has sent me to you.’”  God also said to 

Moses, “Thus you shall say to the Israelites, ‘The LORD, the God of your ancestors, the God of 

Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob, has sent me to you’:  This is my name forever, 

and this is my title for all generations.” 

Exodus 3:1-6, 9-10, 13-15 

 

In this passage, Moses asks God’s name.  Why does the name of God matter? 

 

 

 

 

What does God’s answer to Moses mean? 

 

 

 

 

The Hebrew letters translated “the LORD” are a form of the verb “to be” (making God’s answer to 

Moses a sort of pun) and could be translated “I am” or “I will be” or “I will cause to be.”  Is this range 

of possibility exciting or disquieting?  Why?   

 

 

 

 

Re-read the Romans 8 passage from Lesson 5:  How might Paul’s vision of creation’s groaning 

connect with God’s own name? 
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John Polkinghorne 

 

 

 

 

John C. Polkinghorne is both a theoretical physicist and a theologian. 

Following his Ph.D. in 1955, he became a professor of mathematical 

physics at Cambridge and published numerous papers and books on 

particle physics. In 1979 he trained for the Anglican priesthood. He 

was ordained Deacon in 1981 and in 1986 was appointed Fellow, 

Dean and Chaplain at Trinity Hall, Cambridge. In 1989, he was ap-

pointed President of the Queens’ College, Cambridge, eventually 

retiring in 1996. For his work in science and religion he was awarded 

the Templeton Prize in 2002 and became the founding President of 

the International Society for Science and Religion. He has published 

numerous books including the trilogy One World: Science and Cre-

ation, and Science and Providence. He is one of the foremost living 

writers and thinkers in the world on science and religion. 

 

 
 

 

 
 

Resurrection The belief that some or all dead persons will one day be given new and more glorious 

bodies. Resurrection of the body should be distinguished from immortality of the soul, 

the belief that the soul lives perpetually, with or without a body. In pure form, the 

concept of resurrection assumes that humans are a psychosomatic whole; eternal life is 

a gift of God, not a given (Romans 6:23: “The wages of sin is death, but the free gift of 

God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord.”).  

 

Resuscitation  The giving of life back to a corpse, as in the story of Lazarus in the Gospel of John.  

Resuscitation differs from resurrection in that (1) the person retains a normal “flesh and 

blood” body, and (2) he or she eventually dies.  

Scientism A philosophical perspective that asserts that the scientific method is the only means by 

which one may ascertain truth. A rigid scientism wholly dismisses the possibility of  

metaphysical or religious knowledge. In this view, only what is empirically testable is 

knowable. [This issue is also addressed in the “Conversation” on the Bonus DVD.] 
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Video Lesson 7:  

The God of Hope and the End of the World  
 
 
 

1.  Every story science tells ends ultimately in futility or in death.  

         A.  It is true for humans, but it is also true for the universe.  

         B.  The Second Law of Thermodynamics: left to themselves, things tend toward disorder.  

     i.  For example, glasses break but do not reconstruct themselves. 

C.  But theology tells a different (vertical) story of God’s faithfulness.  

           i. This is the point of Jesus’ argument with the Sadducees.  

 

2.  Any hope for a destiny beyond death must meet two criteria 

A. Continuity 

       i. It has to be Abraham, Isaac and Jacob who live again in the Kingdom of God.  

 ii. What is the “carrier of continuity”?  

a.  A traditional answer would be the soul, but this assumes a body/soul dualism,  

     which is problematic scientifically and goes against much of the biblical tradition.  

b.  What is the “real me”?  The almost infinitely complex “information-bearing 

      pattern” that includes our memories, character, etc.  

c.  God can remember and re-embody that pattern. [A very rough analogy would be  

       loading software onto a new computer]. 

B. Discontinuity                           

          i.  But we won’t be re-embodied in the material of this world. 

               a.  God will make new the old material of the universe.  

               b.  Jesus’ resurrection is the paradigm. 

               c.  God’s creative purposes are two-step.  This type of creation must exist at some  

                    apparent distance from its Creator if freedom is to be maintained.  

 

 3. Characteristics of the life to come 

         A. It will include the exploration of the infinite riches of the Divine nature (the view of  

              Gregory of Nyssa, a theologian of the early Church).  

         B. Will everyone be there?  

          i.   We should reject the view popularized by Dante’s Inferno (Hell as a place of torture). 

          ii.  The perspective of C. S. Lewis’ The Great Divorce is more persuasive.  

 

4.  This imaginative exercise is speculative and tentative. Nevertheless, we can say that: 

A. God’s mercy and love continue.  

B.  Already, the two realities or “universes” overlap and occasionally intersect, as in  

           the appearances of the resurrected Christ.  

C. The universe is a cosmos, not a chaos. It makes sense.  

D. “The last word lies not with death but with God.” 
 

 



 

 XX   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Gracious and loving God, accept this, our prayer of praise 

and petition. We worship you and love you as you have 

taught us to love through Jesus, Your Son. Assist us in 

our attempts to understand the deep mysteries of 

creation. We have been clever enough to speculate that 

our cosmos is like a living being which will eventually 

suffer death and dissolution. Increase in us the hope 

that, if you truly love us, you will provide a new creation 

which will not be bound by the physical laws of this 

world. Affirm our faith that as we believe in the risen 

Christ, resurrection in a world filled with fruitfulness and 

purpose is not only possible but  expected. Guide us now 

in our discussion as we exercise our imaginative powers. 

Help us to enter by faith into a world that makes sense, a 

cosmos and not a chaos. Amen.     

 
 

 
 

In groups of 2 or 3, discuss the following questions: 

 

What do you believe happens after death?  

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

                       YOUR NOTES: 
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SEGMENT ONE 

 
 

Two Different Stories 
 
Science only tells one story. It tells a horizontal story of the un-
folding of present processes according to the way things happen 
today.  Theology has a different story to tell.  It tells a vertical 
story of God’s relationship to creation and essentially of God’s 
faithfulness. 
 

 
For Discussion: 

• How does the story of science lead to a “world 

condemned to futility and death”? 

• How does a scientific story of creation differ from a 

religious one? 

• What is a belief in the faithfulness of God based upon? 

• Why do Christians believe that God offers the hope of a 

destiny beyond death?  Is it necessary to hold such a 

belief to be a Christian?  

 
  

Continuity and Discontinuity  
 
When we think about the meaningfulness and try to make 
sense of a destiny beyond death, we have to satisfy both the 
condition of continuity and the condition of discontinuity. 
 

 
For Discussion: 

• Why does Dr. Polkinghorne consider both of these 

criteria to be necessary and equally important?  

• How is continuity possible between life in this world 

and life in the world to come? 

• Do we think of ourselves as mixtures of a spiritual soul 

encased in a body or as a psychosomatic unity? 

 
The Soul 

 
What I’m trying to talk about is the soul as the “real me.”  And 
it’s actually almost as difficult to reckon out what is the real me 
in this life as it might be beyond this life. We live in a state of 
atomic flux. You and I have very few atoms in our bodies that 
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were there even two or three years ago.  
 
I think the soul is the almost infinitely complex “information-
bearing pattern” in which that matter at any particular time is 
organized. That pattern includes my memories, my character, 
and things of that nature. I think that’s the human soul.  
 

 
For Discussion: 

• If we enter into eternal life at or sometime after death, 

what age will we be? Will it be our age at death? Or will 

our consciousness continue to develop and evolve? 

• In the resurrection, will we exist in a timeless state? 

• What is the value in Dr. Polkinghorne’s proposal about 

the soul?  What is he trying to avoid?  What do you 

think of his perspective?  

• What is the difference between immortality of the soul 

and resurrection?  Which is the Christian hope?  

• How is this view different from re-incarnation? 

• What is the Christian basis for a belief that we will 

continue to exist in the memory of God? 

• How does the apostle Paul wrestle with the problem of 

continuity versus discontinuity? 

• Upon what does Dr. Polkinghorne base his belief that 

there will be a new kind of existence in which the 

Second Law of Thermodynamics does not apply?  

• Is this model a scientific conclusion or a statement of 

religious faith?  Are the two at odds?  

 
 

Finite Creatures in a Finite World 
 
Now I think we can understand that, that if we are finite 
creatures, if we are truly to enjoy and use the God-given gift of 
freedom to be ourselves—also, incidentally, as creatures to 
make ourselves (that’s the theological way of thinking about an 
evolving world, which brings into being the great fruitfulness 
with which the creation has been endowed)--if we’re going to be 
free to do that, we must not be overwhelmed by the presence of 
Divine reality.  We have to live at some distance from our 
Creator. 
 

 
For Discussion: 

• Why does the world exist at some distance from its 

Creator?   
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• What does Dr. Polkinghorne mean by saying that “God 

is veiled from our sight”? 

• How are God’s creative purposes seen to be 

intentionally two-step?  Why would God choose to 

work in this way?  

• Why is redemption a hope for the whole of creation 

and not just for humankind?   

 
SEGMENT TWO 

 

 
No Time for Cloud Sitting 

 
I think the life of the world to come is the unending exploration 
of the infinite riches of the divine nature as they are 
progressively unfolded to us. And that means that it will never 
be boring. There will always be something new, something 
further and deeper and more wonderful to experience and to 
learn. Heaven isn’t sitting on a cloud, endlessly singing, 
“Alleluia.”   
 

 
For Discussion: 

• How have you imagined eternal life?  What other 

views are familiar to you?  

• How do we understand that life in a timeless world will 

not be boring?   

• What does it mean to explore “the unending infinite 

riches of the divine nature”?  What do you imagine 

that would be like?  

• How long do you suppose it would take to explore our 

universe? Is God greater than this universe?  

 
 

God Works Through Process 
 
God is not a God in a hurry. God is patient and subtle; God 
works through process. And if that’s true through God’s act of 
creation, I think it will also be true of God’s act of salvation.  
Salvation will be an unfolding process in that sort of way, and 
that will be part of the excitement and value of it. 
 

 
For Discussion: 

• What is the Christian concept that love works through 

process?  
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• If God is everywhere present both in time and space, 

what does it mean that God is patient and subtle? 

• Why is self-conscious life important to God? 

• What is a Christian view of Heaven and Hell?  Are 

multiple views possible? 

• What does it mean that we choose to be in Heaven or 

Hell? 

 
 

An Imaginative Exercise 
 
We’ve been engaged in a sort of imaginative exercise, trying to 
think about whether we can make sense of a destiny beyond 
death.  And obviously there is something speculative and 
tentative about what we have to say. In one sense, the best 
answer to our questions about what lies beyond death is to say, 
“Wait and see.” 
 

 
For Discussion: 

• Is it important to explore the possibilities of what lies 

beyond death?  Why?  

• What difference do such beliefs make to the way you 

live your life now?  

• Can you think of someone who died with a profound 

sense of hope? What was that experience like for you?  

 
 

Cosmos or Chaos? 
 
Do we live in a world that is truly a cosmos or just a world that 
exhibits signs of fruitfulness and purpose today?  And does it all 
end in collapse and failure?  If it was the latter, we would not be 
living in a cosmos; we would be living in a chaos. And I believe 
that we live in a world that does make sense. And that is what 
the issue is. I think it makes sense because we live in a world 
that is a creation, and the God who is the Creator of that world 
is a God of faithfulness whose purposes will not be frustrated 
by death. The last word lies not with death but with God.  
 

 
For Discussion: 

• What is the Christian basis for a belief that all does not 

end in collapse and failure?   

• For a Christian, does the world make sense? What does 

it mean to make that claim?  

• What do our lives mean if the universe is a cosmos? If it 
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is a chaos?  

• Is faith simply wishful thinking? Do we have solid 

reasons to believe that we live in a sensible cosmos and 

God will be faithful to us even beyond death?  

• Have you ever thought about the universe itself having 

a death and resurrection?  Why is that idea relatively 

rarely mentioned in the Church’s proclamation, despite 

its biblical foundations?  

 
 

 
 
Distribute copies of the funeral liturgy/service used by 

your church. After taking time to review the text, discuss 

the following questions: 

 

What terms and concepts stand out?  

 

What does the service say about the future?  Is it clear 

and consistent?  

 

What hymns or songs are sung?  Is their message 

compatible with the other elements of the service, 

especially the liturgy? 

 

How does the liturgy compare with the point of view 

advanced by Dr. Polkinghorne?  

 

What functions does the service perform? How well 

does it perform them?   

 

Is there anything about the service that you would 

change were you preparing your own funeral?   

 
[from Lesson 7, “Resurrection,” Serious Answers to Hard Questions]  

 
 

 
 
 
 

 



 

 XX   

  
 

 
 

 
Read the following passages and answer the questions in the space provided. 

 

 

The following are some of the basic affirmations of the Hebrew Bible: 

 

Hear, O Israel:  The LORD is our God, the LORD alone.  You shall love the LORD your God with all 

your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your might. 

Deuteronomy 6:5  

 

You shall not take vengeance or bear a grudge against any of your people, but you shall love your 

neighbor as yourself:  I am the LORD. 

Leviticus 19:18 

 

He has told you, O mortal, what is good; and what does the LORD require of you but to do 

justice, and to love kindness, and to walk humbly with your God. 

Micah 6:8 

 

 

What does it mean to love God?  Practically speaking, how does one do so? 

 

 

 

 

Leviticus seems to ground the command to love our neighbor in God’s identity. What are the 

connections between loving our neighbors and loving God, between our actions and God’s 

identity? 

 

 

 

 

Restate the rules listed in Micah for your life today – how would you define doing justice, loving 

kindness, and walking humbling in concrete, everyday terms?  



Preparation for Session 8 Genetic Science and the Frontiers of Ethics 

 

 
         WESLEY MINISTRY NETWORK                                       - 82 -                           Religion and Science PARTICIPANT’S GUIDE   

 

 Just then a lawyer stood up to test Jesus.  “Teacher,” he said, “what must I do to inherit eternal 

life?”  He said to him, “What is written in the law?  What do you read there?” He answered, “You 

shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your 

strength, and with all your mind; and your neighbor as yourself.”  And he said to him, “You have 

given the right answer; do this, and you will live.”  But wanting to justify himself, he asked Jesus, 

“And who is my neighbor?”  Jesus replied, “A man was going down from Jerusalem to Jericho, 

and fell into the hands of robbers, who stripped him, beat him, and went away, leaving him half 

dead.  Now by chance a priest was going down that road; and when he saw him, he passed by on 

the other side.  So likewise a Levite, when he came to the place and saw him, passed by on the 

other side.  But a Samaritan while traveling came near him; and when he saw him, he was moved 

with pity.  He went to him and bandaged his wounds, having poured oil and wine on them.  Then 

he put him on his own animal, brought him to an inn, and took care of him.  The next day he took 

out two denarii, gave them to the innkeeper, and said, ‘Take care of him; and when I come back, 

I will repay you whatever more you spend.’  Which of these three, do you think, was a neighbor 

to the man who fell into the hands of the robbers?” He said, “The one who showed him mercy.”  

Jesus said to him, “Go and do likewise.” 

Luke 10:25-37 

 

 

What is the lawyer really asking Jesus? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What question is Jesus answering?  How is the parable a response to the question? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In the story of the Good Samaritan, Jesus takes the ancient affirmations of Israel and brings them 

into intersection with the life of his day.   How might this parable guide us in our own discernment 

of ethics in the context of modern science technology? 
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Ted Peters 

 

 

 

 

Ted Peters is a professor of Systematic Theology at Pacific Lutheran 

Theological Seminary and the Graduate Theological Union (GTU) in 

Berkeley, California. He is author of GOD—The World’s Future (2000), 

Science, Theology, and Ethics (2003), and, with Martinez Hewlett, Can 

You Believe in God and Evolution? (2006). He is editor-in-chief of Dia-

log, A Journal of Theology. He also serves as co-editor of Theology and 

Science, published by the Center for Theology and the Natural Sciences 

in Berkeley. 

 
 
 

 
 

Chimerism The creation of a chimera, a creature with tissue from two or more species. The idea 

was popularized by H. G. Wells in The Island of Doctor Moreau. In recent years, re-

search scientists have created chimeras such as a “geep,” a cross between a goat and 

a sheep. 

 

Commodification To turn something into a product that can be bought and sold. In this case, Dr. Peters 

refers to the potential “commodification” of children, a situation in which parents 

design and, in a sense, purchase the child of their choice. The same issue is addressed 

in Amy Laura Hall’s lecture on the Bonus DVD.  

 

Gene Splicing Altering DNA by breaking a DNA molecule and inserting new genes.  

 

Petri Dish A shallow glass or plastic covered cylindrical container used to grow cell cultures.  

 

Stem Cells 

 

Cells capable of dividing and developing into a wide range of other cell types. 

Embryonic stem cells, taken from the blastocyst (the intermediate entity be-

tween the fertilized egg and the embryo; in humans, it is made up of 70-100 

cells), holds great medical promise, but their use is highly controversial. 
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Video Lesson 8: 

Genetic Science and the Frontiers of Ethics  
 
 
 

1. The bridge metaphor:  encouraging traffic between the fields of science and ethics. 

 

2. Two ways of doing ethics 

A. Stop-sign ethics:  the job of the ethicist is to say, “No.” 

B. Proleptic ethics:  envisions a better future and asks how to get there.  

i. Non-maleficence:  first, do no harm. 

ii. Creative beneficence:  like the Good Samaritan, look for ways to improve health 

and well-being. 

 

3. Six areas on the frontiers of genetic research that raise ethical issues  

A. Genetic discrimination:  judging people by the contents of their genome 

i. Should we make the person’s genome private?  

ii. We need “clever lawyers” to protect people’s rights despite knowledge of 

genetic dispositions to certain diseases, etc.  

B. Genetic engineering:  making the perfect child  

i. The problem of commodifying children.  

C. Therapy and enhancement:  helping to cure or simply appealing to vanity?  

i. Will only the wealthy be able to afford genetic improvement? 

D. Human embryonic stem cell research:  generating great potential, great controversy 

i. How stem cells work 

ii. The potential for regenerative medicine 

iii. When does human life begin?  

iv. The associated issue of cloning 

a. How does it work? 

b. What might cloning mean for medicine? 

E. Chimerism:  mixing human and animal genes 

i. The “yuck factor”  

ii. We must not produce viable offspring.  

F. Nanotechnology and post-humanism:  mixing humans and machines 

i. Using tiny machines to perform medical procedures 

ii. What if we could move human consciousness onto a computer? 

 

4. Conclusion 

A. We are being forced to make hard choices and to think carefully about what is 

important about human nature. 

B. What would a better future look like? How do we get there from here?  

 
 



 

 XX   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
O God of life, we praise You for the way in which you 

have formed us from the dust of the earth.  We thank 

you that in the fullness of time we have evolved to be 

conscious of your creative love.  Help us to understand 

the molecular language by which we have been formed. 

Teach us to use this knowledge to alleviate suffering.  

Give us wisdom to use our knowledge to cure and to 

benefit, but also alert us to the many ways that we might 

be tempted to misuse such information. Give us 

discerning minds and courageous hearts as we enter this 

new frontier.  Amen. 

 

 

 
 

In groups of 2 or 3, discuss the following question: 

 

 

        
 

 

Are there any forms of genetic research that you think 

should be limited or even stopped entirely?  Why? 

 

                       YOUR NOTES: 
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SEGMENT ONE 

 
 

Technology Creates Hard Choices  
 
The advances in science, and especially technology, are con-
fronting us with some hard choices and we have to think 
ethically about what’s going on between science and religion. 
 

 
For Discussion: 

• What ethical issues has new technology raised for you 

personally?   

• On what basis do you make such ethical choices? 

• How can a society make decisions about these issues 

when people are so deeply divided in their views?  

 
 

Two Ways of Doing Ethics 
 

There are two ways of doing ethics as far as I have observed.  
The first is what I call “stop sign ethics.”  That is to conceive of 
the task of the ethicist to say, “No.” We look for those areas of 
scientific progress or technological development that we don’t 
like, put up a stop sign and we say, “No, don’t go there.”  We 
look into the Bible for [yes-or-no] rules.   
 
There’s a second kind of ethics. I nickname it “proleptic ethics.”  
(A prolepsis is the introduction you put in an essay that sum-
marizes everything that’s going to come in the future.)  Proleptic 
ethics begins with envisioning a better future than the present 
or the past. Once we have this vision of a better future, it then 
asks the question, “How can we move from here to there? How 
can we actualize that better future for the human race?” 
 

 
For Discussion: 

• Are “stop sign” ethics wrong? Are there behaviors that 

we should always stop?  Why is the job of ethics larger 

than simply saying, “No”?  

• Where do we find in the Bible rules which tell us where 

to put a stop to scientific or technological 

development? 

• Can you think of an example of the use of “proleptic 

ethics”?  
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• What “better future” would you envision?  

 
 

Genetic Discrimination  
 
The number one ethical issue is genetic discrimination. It goes 
like this. What if you find in the human genome alleles (those 
are forms of a gene that predispose you to a disease)?  For ex-
ample, Francis Collins in 1992 discovered the allele for Cystic 
Fibrosis. Suppose we do a pre-natal diagnosis, and we find that 
a baby about to be born has this allele for Cystic Fibrosis or one 
for maybe three to five thousand diseases for which there is a 
genetic predisposition. Should you abort?   
 

 
For Discussion: 

• How would you answer Dr. Peters’s question?  

• How would life be better if we are able to present to a 

physician a readout of our genome? 

• Would you want to know if you were genetically 

predisposed to some disease?  How much information 

is too much?  

• How can we prevent genomic information from being 

misused? 

• What rules would you apply to the use of genetic 

information?  What behaviors would clearly be wrong?   

 
 

Genetic Engineering 
 

The second issue is genetic engineering, that is, selecting 
genes for future children. Perhaps you want to select out that 
gene for Cystic Fibrosis, for example, and a number of other 
ones. The day may come, it’s not here yet, in which we want to 
splice in some genes we happen to like. The child born will be 
as close to perfect, genetically perfect, as we possibly can 
imagine. 
 

 
For Discussion: 

• What is the perfect child? 

• Is it wrong to “select out” genes that might lead to 

devastating diseases?   

• Is it wrong to select a child’s sex?   

• What if you could choose to provide your future 

children with enhanced intelligence or artistic ability?   
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• What are the dangers of commodification (turning 

children into products)? 

 

SEGMENT TWO 

 
  

Therapy or Enhancement? 
 
A third item on our list of hard choices arising out of the ad-
vance of genetic research is the distinction between therapy 
and enhancement. We just talked about how we could splice 
genes for a future child. We might “select out” genes that pre-
dispose to disease.  But what if we want to select in or splice in 
genes for increased intelligence, musical talent, or the ability to 
think theologically?  
 

 
For Discussion: 

• What is the distinction between therapy and 

enhancement? 

• How will the problems of economic justice be solved? 

• What is the role of the church in solving such public 

policy issues? 

 
Stem Cell Research 

and Regenerative Medicine 
 

Number four on my list is human embryonic stem cell research.  
There are a variety of different kinds of stem cell research to be 
sure, but the most dramatic, the most important, the one with 
the greatest potential for the revolutionizing of medical care in 
the world is human embryonic stem cell research, which is 
better called “regenerative medicine.” 
 
Regenerative medicine has promise for overcoming diabetes, 
various maladies in the brain such as Alzheimer’s or 
Parkinson’s Disease. In pre-clinical trials of animal models, it 
has been shown to heal severed nerves. So the potential for a 
revolution in medicine through human embryonic stem cell 
research is enormous. 
 

 
For Discussion: 

• Why is it that some people want to shut down stem cell 

research? 

• Why is it important what the source of stem cells is?  

• What is the Christian belief about when the soul is first 

embodied? 
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• What is a Christian perspective on cloning?  

• Why does the possibility of cloning humans fascinate so 

many people? What are the risks?  

• Is there knowledge that humans should not possess? 

 
 

Chimerism 
 
My fifth area is chimerism. A chimera is a creature with tissue 
from two different individuals.  One of the discussions we’ll see 
in the near future in both the United States and the United 
Kingdom is whether or not we should be mixing human DNA in 
oocytes or eggs of mice or primates. 
 

 
For Discussion: 

• Mules are chimeras. Why do we feel uncomfortable 

(the “yuck factor”) about the mixing of the genetic 

material from different species? 

• Peters sees no particular ethical or moral difficulties 

with chimeras, at least if no babies are produced. Do 

you agree?  On what basis can we make such 

judgments?  

• What is the worst-case scenario with this kind of 

research? What is the best-case scenario?  

• Would you want your children to have extraordinary 

eyesight if it meant incorporating the genes of a hawk 

or an eagle?   

 
 

Nanotechnology 
 

By nanotechnology we mean looking at the physics that under-
lies life down at the nano level--that’s something the size of ten 
hydrogen atoms. And here at the University of California they’re 
developing an electronic microscope that can see down to 25 to 
30 nano units. At that point, there’s no difference between life 
and non-life; it’s all physical. So nanotechnology would aug-
ment the human body, putting little machines that will run 
through your blood system, for example, to clean the cho-
lesterol or provide brain enhancement, increase our memory 
capacity or our ability to think. 
 

 
For Discussion: 

• What is the difference between life and non-life?  How 

is this difference determined? 
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• How would you feel about using nanotechnology in 

your own body? Under what conditions might it be 

acceptable or unacceptable?  

• If the soul is considered to be information, would 

preserving this information in a computer be eternal 

life?  

• Are there other issues related to genetic science that 

you would like to discuss?   

 

 
 
You Decide  

 

Genetic research is expensive and therefore often requires 

significant outside funding.  

 

Split into small groups.  Each group is given two assignments: 

 

1) Imagine that you are a research team. Write a 

plausible one-paragraph research proposal that 

touches on one or more of the issues discussed in 

today’s lesson. For the sake of argument, all proposals 

are for one million dollars.  

 

2) When everyone is finished, exchange your proposal 

with that of another group.  Now imagine that you are 

the grant selection committee from the funding body.  

Would you approve this proposal?  Why or why not?  

 

Now reconvene as a whole group and discuss the following:  

 

Which criteria seemed most important in making your 

decision?  

 Was it easier to write the proposal or to judge someone 

else’s proposal?   

How should such committees be constituted (e.g., should 

they contain clergy?  professional ethicists?  lay people?)? 
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Read the following passages and answer the questions in the space provided. 

 

 

This passage comes toward the end of the book of Job. The righteous man, Job, has been afflicted by 

many trials. His “comforters” suggest Job’s suffering must have been caused by his own unrighteous-

ness. Job protests his own innocence and demands a hearing from God, who, after this passage, 

acknowledges Job’s innocence and restores his fortunes: 

 

Then the LORD answered Job out of the whirlwind:  “Where were you when I laid the foundation 

of the earth?  Tell me, if you have understanding.  Who determined its measurements – surely you 

know!  Or who stretched the line upon it?  On what were its bases sunk, or who laid its corner-

stone when the morning stars sang together and all the heavenly beings shouted for joy?  Or who 

shut in the sea with doors when it burst out from the womb? – when I made the clouds its 

garment, and thick darkness its swaddling band, and prescribed bounds for it, and set bars and 

doors and said, ‘Thus far shall you come, and no farther, and here shall your proud waves be 

stopped’?  Have you commanded the morning since your days began, and caused the dawn to 

know its place, so that it might take hold of the skirts of the earth, and the wicked be shaken out 

of it? … Have you entered into the springs of the sea, or walked in the recesses of the deep?  Have 

the gates of death been revealed to you, or have you seen the gates of deep darkness?  Have you 

comprehended the expanse of the earth?  Declare if you know all this.” 

Job 38:1, 4-13, 16-17 

 

What words in this passage strike you as particularly unexpected or beautiful? 

 

 

 

What was the original state of creation? 

 

 

 

Whose creation is it? 

 

 

 

Why does this matter? 
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How does your understanding of God’s relationship to creation affect your experience of your own 

relationship to creation? 

 

 

Praise the LORD, all his angels; praise him all his host!  Praise him, sun and moon; praise him, all 

you shining stars!  Praise him, you highest heavens, and you waters above the heavens!  Let them 

praise the name of the LORD, for he commanded and they were created, he established them 

forever and ever; he fixed their bounds, which cannot be passed. Praise the LORD from the earth, 

you sea monsters and all deeps, fire and hail, snow and frost, stormy wind fulfilling his command! 

Mountains and all hills, fruit trees and all cedars!  Wild animals and all cattle, creeping things and 

flying birds!  Kings of the earth and all peoples, princes and all rulers of the earth!  Young men and 

women alike, old and young together!  Let them praise the name of the LORD, for his name alone 

is exalted; his glory is above earth and heaven. 

Psalm 148:2-13 

 

What is the purpose of creation, according to the psalmist? 

 

 

 

Who is to fulfill that purpose? 

 

 

 

By awesome deeds you answer us with deliverance, O God of our salvation; you are the hope of 

all the ends of the earth and of the farthest seas. … Those who live at earth’s farthest bounds are 

awed by your signs; you make the gateways of the morning and the evening shout for joy.  You 

visit the earth and water it, you greatly enrich it; the river of God is full of water; you provide the 

people with grain, for so you have prepared it. … The pastures of the wilderness overflow, the hills 

gird themselves with joy, the meadows clothe themselves with flocks, the valleys deck themselves 

with grain, they shout and sing together for joy. 

Psalm 65:5, 8, 9, 12-13 

 

This psalm was most likely written for a harvest festival of some kind, most likely after a period of 

prolonged drought. How did the psalm writer experience God’s provision of food and water through 

the earth?   

 

 

What is the effect as the psalmist shifts from describing God’s acts in and through creation to 

creation’s own acts of joy (pastures overflowing, etc.)? 

 

 

 

How do these psalms reflect a vision of the interconnectedness of creation? 
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Dr. Denise Dombkowski Hopkins is Professor of Hebrew Bible at 
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Bible (2008). 
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Beth Norcross worked on the staff of the U.S. Senate National Parks 

and Forests subcommittee and served as Vice-President for Conser-

vation for American Rivers. She teaches courses in eco-theology at 

Wesley Seminary and spearheaded its Creation Care program. She is 
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step-by-step guide to everyday math. 
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elder in the United Methodist Church. He is an active participant in 

international Jewish/Christian dialogue.   
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Teaching at Wesley Seminary, where she also directs the Equipping 

Lay Ministry program. She is a Deacon in the Virginia Conference of 

the United Methodist Church. She is the co-author (with Jacqulyn 

Thorpe) of The Web of Women’s Leadership: Recasting Congrega-

tional Ministry, and author of Backtalk! Women Changing the Church.  
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Video Lesson 9: 

Concluding Bible Study on Creation Care  
 
 
 

1. Introduction:  how should Christians respond to ecological problems?  Let’s look to the 

Scriptures for understanding. 

 

2. The creation accounts of Genesis 

A. God’s will for all of creation is shalom (peace, wholeness, harmony). 

B. The Bible affirms the goodness of creation, an idea that was no more self-evident in the 

ancient world than it is today. 

C. A second insight is that all of creation is interrelated. No part of it is self-sufficient.  

D. Genesis offers a particular view of the human in creation.  

i. Humans have special responsibility, not special privilege.  

ii. The command to exercise “dominion” over creation is often abused.  

 

3. Creation in the Psalms  

A. The psalmists make frequent use of nature metaphors, grounding their view of God in 

their understanding of the natural world.  

i. One example is Psalm 91:4: “God will cover you with his feathers, and under his 

wings you will find refuge.”  

B. Discussion of Psalm 8, which contains interesting shifts in perspective 

C. Discussion of Psalm 104, which shows that God is concerned with the whole created 

order 

D. Discussion of “Enthronement Psalms” (e.g., 96 & 98), in which nature itself praises God  

E. Summary of key points 

4. Creation in the New Testament  

A. The New Testament is just as concerned with creation as the Hebrew Bible, but the angle 

of vision has changed significantly.  

B. In John 1, Christ is the Word of God through whom all things are created. A very similar 

statement is made in Colossians 1:15. 

C. The New Testament sees Christ as the Healer of creation.  

i. In the wilderness temptation, Jesus lives in harmony with the wild beasts. It is an 

interesting contrast to the story of Adam in Genesis.   

ii. The bread and wine in the Upper Room require no shedding of animal blood. 

D. Finally, the New Testament sees in Christ hope for the final victory of life over death for 

all of creation.  

 

5. Conclusion 

A. How do we represent God’s purposes, God’s shalom, in our lives and, especially, in our 

churches?  

B. As the nature metaphor of Psalm 91 shows, we are not in this alone. We can look to God 

for inspiration and guidance. 

 



 

 XX   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Creator God, open our hearts and our minds to the won-

ders of your universe. Help us to remember that all good 

gifts come from you, including food and drink, creatures 

of the water, the earth, and the air, forests and oceans, 

mountains and valleys, as well as other human beings.  

Thank you for allowing us to live in such a beautiful, 

fascinating, and deeply interconnected world. Forgive us 

for the ways that we have damaged it, and inspire us to 

lead lives that honor you, our Creator, in the midst of 

your creation.  Amen.  

 

 

 
 
In groups of 2 or 3, discuss the following: 

 

Recall a time in which you experienced God in the 

natural world.  How old were you? What was the 

occasion? How did you know that God was present?  

Have you had this experience of God in nature more 

recently?   

 

 

       
 

                       YOUR NOTES: 
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Please note that unlike previous lessons, Lesson 9 is 

divided into three (somewhat shorter) sections. Also, 

each section includes Bible passages to be read 

together before watching that segment.  

 

SEGMENT ONE 

 
Before watching the first video segment, read 

aloud the following passages:  

 
Genesis 1 

Genesis 2:4-9, 15-20 

 
 

It Is Good  
 
The world was most often in ancient times conceived of as a 
hostile place, inhabited by divine powers that did not regard 
human welfare. But Genesis 1 affirms that God’s creation in the 
biblical tradition is good, and, in a recurring formula throughout 
chapter 1 of Genesis, announces repeatedly that God “saw that 
it was good.”  
 

 
For Discussion: 

• What does it mean for creation to be “good?”  

• What insights can one draw about God’s relationship to  

creation from God’s declaration of its goodness?  

• How differently would humans act toward creation if 

they truly shared God’s view of its goodness?  
 

 
Shalom 

 
Shalom stresses not only the wholeness of creation but the re-
lational character of creation. No part of creation is self-suf-
ficient. Our wholeness is related to that of all creation. When 
any part of creation is denied the wholeness God intended, 
then we are all diminished. 
 

 
For Discussion: 

• How is the interdependence of species evident in the 

natural world? 
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• How are human beings dependent on other creatures? 

• In what ways are human beings affecting the whole of 

creation?  The wholeness of creation?  

• Do you agree with the statement that “When any part 

of creation is denied the wholeness God intended, then 

we are all diminished”? 

 
 

Dominion  
 
In Genesis 1 this dominion [of humans over creation] comes 
immediately related to creation in the image of God. And 
images are intended to reflect their subject. Thus, our human 
dominion is not a granting of inherent human power but a 
sharing of divine care for creation. Our dominion should always 
reflect the care of God for creation. 
 

 
For Discussion: 

• What does it mean to be created in the image of God? 

Does this give humans special privilege vis-à-vis the rest 

of creation? 

• Is there a hierarchy of value within creation? 

• Was the earth created for human use? If so, are there 

limits to that use? 

• In what ways do we humans exercise dominion that are 

inconsistent with God’s purposes for creation? 

 

 

SEGMENT TWO 

 

Before watching the second video segment,  

read aloud the following passages: 

 

Psalm 18:2, Psalm 36:8-9, Psalm 42:1,  

Psalm 91:4-6, Psalm 8, Psalm 104, Psalm 98:7-9 

 
 

 
Images of Nature 

 
Nature metaphors and images abound in the Psalms because 
of the Psalmist’s intimate relationship with the natural world. 
They knew the Creator through the creation. 
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For Discussion: 

• What was the Psalmists’ experience with the natural 

world? What kind of terrain and weather served as a 

backdrop to the Psalms? 

• Why did the Psalmists so often turn to nature imagery 

to talk about God and their relationship with God? 

• Discuss several nature metaphors for God or God’s 

actions found in the Psalms. How do these nature 

images help us to understand God today? 

• Can you think of any other suitable nature metaphors? 

 
  

Provision 
 

We tend to think that all of this bounty that God has created is 
only for us, for human beings, but if you continue in Psalm 104, 
it makes it very clear that God is concerned with continual 
provision for all of the created order.  It’s very interesting that 
the psalmists, who most likely lived in a time of some scarcity, 
were able to see in the midst of that scarcity that God provides 
for all of creation, that the deer, and the asses, and the goats 
have the same needs and wants that we do and look to God to 
provide those, and have trust that God does indeed provide. 
 

 
For Discussion: 

• Do you agree that God’s provision extends to all of 

creation? 

• What is the nature of God’s provision for us? Does it 

extend beyond the basics of food, water and shelter? 

• What would it mean really to trust in God’s provision 

for us?  

• Are there ways in which we humans assist in God’s 

provision for all of creation? Ways in which we hinder 

it? 

 

 
Let Sinners Be Consumed 

 
Verse 35 of Psalm 104 shows us very clearly that there are 
consequences for not understanding that beautiful interconnect-
edness and the responsibility we have to live out a God-
intended relationship with creation. Verse 35 says, “Let sinners 
be consumed from the earth, and let the wicked be no more.” 
And I have had church classes and students say to me, “What 
are those verses? What are those words doing in this psalm? 
They are jarring. They don’t belong here! This is so beautiful. 
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What is this harshness doing here?” I think that verse belongs 
there to remind us that creation is God’s gift, and it is not ours 
to abuse, that God is watching over that gift that has been given 
and charging us again as trustees and stewards to oversee it 
properly. 
 

 
For Discussion: 

• What does it mean that “God is watching over” the gift 

of creation?  

• What consequences can we expect if we disrupt a right 

relationship with the earth? 

• Do you agree that we are starting to see some of the 

natural consequences of disrupting the harmony and 

wholeness of creation?   

• With respect to creation, are we “sinners”? If so, what 

is our judgment?  Our repentance? 
  
 

SEGMENT THREE 

 

Before watching the second video segment,  

read aloud the following passages: 

 

John 1:1-5, Colossians 1:15-17,  

Mark 1:12, Romans 8:18-23,  

Psalm 91:14-16 

 

 
 

Christ, Creation’s Lynchpin 
 
What this means is that for Christians, the beauty, the order, 
the vitality of creation—all of these gifts are full of the mystery 
and wonder of Christ Himself. God’s Word is the hidden 
mystery at the heart of all things, and so Christ is the lynchpin, 
the life in whom all things hang together, from the spinning 
galaxies in the sky to the subterranean darkness of the earth, to 
the lilies of field and the birds of the sky. 
 

 
For Discussion: 

• What does it mean that creation is “full of the mystery 

and wonder of Christ himself”?  Is that a new idea to 

you? Do you agree with it?  

 

• How did the New Testament authors understand 

Christ’s role in creation?  
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• Why did they think in this way?   

• What was there about Jesus that inspired such extra-

ordinary statements and beliefs? 

 
 

Christ, the Healer of Creation 
 

Another way that the New Testament writers connect Christ to 

creation is by seeing in the incarnate Christ God’s work as the 

Healer and Physician of creation. Human beings have 

disturbed the intended harmony of creation by their lack of 

trust in God, their selfishness and envy toward one another, 

and by their violent domination of the natural world. As the 

Gospel story unfolds, Christ brings the healing of creation that 

starts in the wilderness out into the wider world. 
 

 
For Discussion: 

• What are the spiritual dimensions of the environmental 

crisis? 

• What would it mean for Christ to heal creation? What is 

our role in that healing?  

• Given the extent of the environmental damage our 

planet is facing, is it too late for Christ to heal the 

creation in human time? Must we wait for the end 

time? 

 
 

The Triumph of Life Over Death 
 
According to Paul in Romans 8, the triumph of life over death is 
something that all creation longs for, not just human beings. All 
living things suffer under the shadow of death and long for the 
victory of life over death. In Christ, through the power of God’s 
unquenchable love, this victory has already begun to take 
place.   Christ is good news. He embodies God’s love, the 
deepest secret of creation, the power of recreation, and hope 
for creation yet to come. 
 

 
For Discussion: 

• What does it mean for all of creation “to long for the 

triumph of life over death”? 

• Do you agree that Christ brings salvation to all aspects 

of creation?  What would it look like to be agents of this 

salvation?  Should the church see this as part of its 

mission? 
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• How would we live differently today if we were to 

believe that God, through Christ, wills to bring all of 

creation into wholeness and harmony?  What in our 

own lives needs to be brought into wholeness and 

harmony? Is that something that you can pray for and 

actively seek? 

 
 

 
 
It’s Me, It’s Me, It’s Me, O Lord  

 
It is easy to blame large corporate entities or the government 

for environmental destruction, and yet we all play a part.  

 

What  specific ways can you think of that you could make 

discrete changes in your own lifestyle that would help to 

heal God’s creation?   

 

What changes could your church make?  

 

What obstacle, both internal and external, must the 

church overcome if it is to take this message seriously?  
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The Bonus DVD contains materials that supplement the lesson videos. 

If desired, these videos can be used as the basis for additional lessons. 

 
A Conversation between Francis S. Collins and Nobel Laureate William Phillips (66:03) 

Note that the conversation can be viewed as a whole or watched in nine segments. 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
There is no substitute for good conversation. In this extended 

segment, Francis S. Collins, our course host, interacts with Wil-

liam Phillips, another leading scientist who has thought a lot 

about the relationship between religion and science. It was a 

fascinating, informative and enjoyable evening, and we are 

pleased to be able to share it with you here.  

 

William Phillips is Leader of the Laser Cooling and Trapping 

Group at the National Institute of Standards and Technology and 

is a Distinguished Professor of Physics at the University of 

Maryland. He holds a Ph.D. in physics from the Massachusetts 

Institute of Technology.  In 1997, he won the Nobel Prize in 

Physics for his discoveries in the field of laser cooling.  (See 

Lesson 1 for a biography of Francis S. Collins.)  

 

 
 

The Dawkins Delusion?  -  Alister McGrath (30:37) 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

Richard Dawkins’s The God Delusion is representative of a series 

of books published in recent years by atheist scientists who 

argue that religion is irrational, unnecessary, and even danger-

ous. Dawkins’ influential book is passionately argued and merits 

a careful response, such as that provided in the book The 

Dawkins Delusion? Atheist Fundamentalism and the Denial of the 

Divine by Alister McGrath and Joanna Collicutt McGrath, which is 

summarized in this lecture.  

 

Alister McGrath is Professor of Historical Theology at Oxford Uni-

versity and senior research fellow at Harris Manchester College. 

He holds doctorates from Oxford University in both molecular 

biophysics and theology. He is the author of numerous books 

and is a leading figure in British theology.  
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Reflections on a Life of Faith and Science  -  Nobel Laureate Charles Townes (19:03) 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
Charles Townes is a font of knowledge and wisdom, both scientif-

ic and religious, and we were delighted that he agreed to meet 

with us when we went to Berkeley to film Ted Peters (Lesson 8).    

 

Charles Townes is best known as one of the chief inventors of the 

laser, for which he received the 1964 Nobel Prize in Physics. He 

holds a Ph.D. from the California Institute of Technology, having 

written his thesis on isotope separation and nuclear spins.  He 

holds a number of patents and has taught at, among other 

institutions, Columbia University, the Massachusetts Institute of 

Technology, and the University of California. He has been a Gug-

genheim Fellow and a Fulbright Lecturer, and is the recipient of 

the Templeton Prize as well as a long list of other honors.  

 
 
 
 

Natural Selection and the Economy of Grace  -  Amy Laura Hall (20:54) 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 

Lessons 2 and 8 touched on questions that relate to children and 

families, such as genetic engineering. These are important issues 

that deserve more attention than they are sometimes given by 

the church. One of the key people working in this area from a 

theological perspective is Amy Laura Hall.  

 

Professor Hall teaches ethics at Duke University Divinity School. 

She holds a Ph.D. from Yale University and is the author of Kier-

kegaard and the Treachery of Love and Conceiving Parenthood: 

The Protestant Spirit of Biotechnological Reproduction.  At Duke 

University, Hall serves on the Steering Committee of the Genome 

Ethics, Law, and Policy Center and as a faculty member for the 

FOCUS program of the Institute on Genome Sciences and Policy. 
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