God and the Scientists?

Ever since my days as a science student at university I have been faced with the question of how my science and my faith can coexist. Experiences such as being asked to teach Biology from a Creationist perspective in a Christian school, teaching in an atheistic university and parenting teenagers, have all increased the need to find clarity of understanding. They have lead me to much reading and soul-searching, with the awareness that many of us, especially teenagers in science classrooms and Universities, struggle to find peace over where to take a stand. The debate in the media has recently become hotter with the prominence of Richard Dawkins, and when references to Dawkins’ writings were made recently at St Paul’s I felt prompted to write this article.

Richard Dawkins is a clever scientist and an arch-atheist. That’s a dangerous combination. With each book he publishes, his attack on religious belief becomes more aggressive and cutting. He demolishes any concept of faith, miracles and divine existence with a mental agility and scientific knowledge that leave most of us mere mortals gasping for breath, let alone able to dismantle his argument. One might be forgiven for thinking that science and faith are in violent opposition to one another, that a Christian cannot be a scientist, and that all scientists are atheists. 

In fact nothing could be further from the truth. Check out the website of ‘Christians in Science’ and you will find many serious mainstream scientists who are also deeply committed Christians. One of these is Denis Alexander, a distinguished molecular biologist at Cambridge University and founder of the Faraday Institute for Science and Belief. In his younger days Denis spent time sharing Christ around the world from his base on an OM ship. A few weeks ago I had the privilege of meeting him when he came to Brussels to give a talk on “Ethical issues in science today”. Denis calls himself an evolutionary biologist, but his vibrant faith and deep commitment to Christ have evidently not waned since his OM days.  

As a teacher I have always had an interest helping promising young scientists to resolve the faith-science debate, but the issue came to a head for me recently when her religion teacher told my daughter that she couldn’t be a Christian and ‘believe in’ evolution. As neither she nor the teacher had a proper understanding of evolution, she came out of the discussion vexed and hurt. (By a divine (?) coincidence (?) Denis’ lecture was the same week…) Dawkins gives us the same choice as the teacher. Faced with this a young person will feel threatened, and in the confusion of ideas will miss the joy of discovering God in the scientific wonders of His creation.

For me, understanding how God’s wonders work makes Him bigger, not smaller. The more I learn about the universe, the more I stand in awe, privileged at being able to look into the things God has made. Francis Collins came to Christ in his student days as he watched terminally ill patients find strength through their faith in God. Now Director of the Human Genome Project, he writes “For me, the experience of sequencing the human genome…. was both a stunning scientific achievement and an occasion of worship”1. Or as Eric Delve expressed at Detling last summer; if God wanted to spend four billion years preparing the earth for us, ….wow! It is a thought that inspires worship!    

There are a plethora of alternative views, each of which has varying amounts of evidence that needs to be considered: young earth creationism, old-earth creationism, deism, theistic evolution, intelligent design…, and it is not my purpose in this article to discuss these (though I am happy to do so on a different occasion!) But I do want to point out that there is more than one way of looking at these issues which does not compromise our fundamental belief in God, the Creator and Sustainer, and Jesus Christ, His Son and our Saviour, and that the majority of believing scientists do not find any of the mainstream scientific theories to be in conflict with their Christian faith.

Dawkins obviously disagrees. Starting from the assumption that the God-concept is not necessary to explain the biological processes of life, Dawkins claims it is therefore nothing but a figment of our imagination, (which is false logic – just because something is not necessary doesn’t mean it doesn’t exist!). Worse, he now claims the God-concept is a dangerous ‘virus of the mind’ or ‘meme’ as he calls it, which is a major hindrance to the progress of humanity, and a cause of much evil in the world.  

The trouble is, if we are going to approach the question as scientists then we need to test the hypothesis ‘God is real’ or ‘There is no God’ using logical reasoning and scientific methods, and you just can’t do it.  Dawkins has missed the point of a spiritual being in a spiritual dimension not subject to natural laws. A God who made the universe is by definition outside it, and thus beyond being subjected to scientific scrutiny. 

A brilliant response to Dawkins’ latest book, “The God Delusion” was given by Alister McGrath, an Oxford theologian and molecular biophysicist. You can watch his lecture on line (see web link below) or read his book “Dawkins’ God“. Even the late Stephen Jay Gould, America’s foremost evolutionary biologist and himself an atheist wrote: “I say it.. for the umpteenth millionth time: Science simply cannot by its legitimate methods adjudicate the issue of God’s possible superintendence of nature. We neither affirm nor deny it; we simply can’t comment on it as scientists.”2 Now there’s an honest atheist!

However, with all the press Dawkins gets, many people think science does oppose faith. So how do we defend our beliefs? It is not wise to try to discredit Dawkins or your Biology teacher through argument unless you are very well qualified. Scientific theories are not something you ’believe in’ – it’s a matter of examining the evidence. If we try to answer Dawkins using science to prove God, we fall into his own trap. Point to evidence for a creation event, a young earth or miracles, and you will be confronted with a vastly overwhelming volume of evidence to the contrary. Try defending God through science’s inconsistencies, errors or the things scientists don’t know, and you might have a nasty surprise when an explanation is discovered. Similarly you won’t convince a non-believing scientist of the need for a Designer. If you do believe in one you can see Him everywhere in the science. If you don’t believe you will see plenty of evidence apparently in support of your non-belief. All of which brings me back to the point I made earlier: you cannot scientifically prove or disprove the Divine.

Not surprisingly we feel most threatened by the concept of evolution. The apparent contradiction with the words in Genesis 1-2 is troubling, though not irresolvable, and when atheists use this for their own ends it can be very threatening. For a century Christians have argued that there is no hard evidence for the theory. Today that is simply not the case, and with advances in genetics in the last 5-10 years evidence is being accumulated at a rate and in a way that would have astounded Darwin. In fact evolution is not the first or only scientific theory to threaten Christians. How about being constrained to orbit a very average star on the edge of a spiral arm of a rather ordinary one-in-a-billion galaxy? And less than a century ago the concept of DNA and a chemical explanation for our continued existence, threatened the prevailing theological belief that Divine Breath alone keeps our cells functioning. Personally I don’t find my faith threatened by any of these. For me, biological evolution (I use the term strictly in the scientific sense, as distinct from any philosophical or political use) as a possible mechanism for God’s creative work does not push God out of the picture - it invokes praise.

Perhaps the critical question is: Is evolution atheistic? Not according to Collins, Alexander or McGrath.  Remember that Darwin lived in a post-Enlightenment era, when many were looking for reasons to discredit a church, which as an institution had deliberately blinded them from truth, and Darwinism apparently gave them such a reason. If your Biology teacher tells you there is no God, that is the issue on which to confront him, because he has no business to be using science in that way. Even Stephen Jay Gould, observing so many believing scientists around him had this to say: ‘Either half my colleagues are enormously stupid, or else the science of Darwinism is fully compatible with conventional religious beliefs – and equally compatible with atheism’3.  

It grieves me deeply to hear a student being given a choice between God and mainstream science. I respect the different views held by Christians, and I’m quite sure I don’t have a perfect picture of God and His workings. But it behoves me not to impress my opinion dogmatically on another. It is our young people who are at risk as this conflict rages in churches, the media and science classrooms. They can’t avoid evolution: Collins writes “…the relatedness of all species through the mechanism of evolution is such a profound foundation for the understanding of all biology that it is difficult to imagine how one would study life without it.”4 Revd Dr Ernest Lucas, Vice-Principal of Bristol Baptist College says: ”I’ve seen too many students who’ve had their faith wrecked when they’ve gone to university because they’ve come from a very narrow background…then when they find that the scientific evidence they’re faced with means they cannot toe that line, they flip over into rebellion against their background and that often means against God and Christianity.5”  

I would humbly submit to you that as parents, teachers and leaders we can support young people in their studies and endeavours, whilst encouraging them to experience God for themselves; that we can without fear leave them free to explore science and find God, without strings attached, and trust Him to defend Himself to them in the science classroom in whatever way He chooses. Maybe they will go on to find some of the answers to question we struggle with. And with the likes of Dawkins on the warpath we need more young, qualified, believing scientists who can give an answer for their faith.

Denise Baines
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