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Abstract: Science is certainly important to the contemporary world, not least
because it is indispensable to economics, health care, transportation, and
communications. But it matters also for Christians because it is often taken as a
natural philosophy with a definite ontology (account of what there is) and
epistemology (account of knowing and knowledge). This natural philosophy is not
only highly successful and influential, but also challenging to Christian faith and life.
This article traces out the basic features of science as a type of natural philosophy,
and suggests how it matters for faithful Christian witness.

Introduction

Science is a very important feature of life in many nations. The United States
offers a good example. Children are taught about science in their schools, and many
learn to be scientific in the university. Science is essential to modern technology, and
in this way science is essential to industry, health care, communications, and travel.
For this reason, science also is essential to economics and politics; and nearly
everyone, whether he knows it or not, counts upon science to make lives longer,
more productive, and more comfortable.® Moreover, in societies where science and
technology are economically and politically vital, science does much to shape the
way people think about themselves and the universe.
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For this reason alone, science also should be a very important factor for
contemporary Christian life, witness, and theology. But science is also often
regarded as a competitor to the Christian faith. So-called “new atheists” like Richard
Dawkins, Daniel Dennett, and Sam Harris set modern science against all religious
beliefs and values, including Christian ones.” But they stand out only for the
virulence of their polemic against religion. What they share with many more
moderate people is the view that science tells us how the world really is. For them,
the word *science” stands for a reliable way to learn the truth about the world.
Consequently, religious claims that contradict these facts are, as far as we know,
false. And so a sense of competition and conflict between science and most religions,
and definitely the Christian religion, cannot be avoided.

Christians sense this as much as anyone. Tim Keller, pastor of widely-known
Redeemer Presbyterian Church in New York, talks about the supposed competition
in his book, The Reason for God.

Over the years at Redeemer 1’ve talked to many people trained in science
and biology who were very wary of orthodox Christian belief. One young
medical student said to me, “The Bible denies evolution, which most
educated people accept. It bothers me terribly that so many Christians,
because of their belief in the Bible, can take such an unscientific mind-set.”
His concern is quite understandable.®

Keller’s findings are consistent with those that David Kinnaman reported in his
book, You Lost Me. “Millions of young Christians perceive Christianity to be in
opposition to modern science.” In other words, they find the Christian faith to be
“antiscience,” and it forces even them into an all-important dilemma. Kinnaman
quotes a scientist who put it clearly:

Every week, I am contacted by young Christians who tell me their faith
cannot survive their interest in science. They feel the church has forced
them into an either-or decision—either they can stay true to the Christian
faith or become an intellectually honest scientist.”

This kind of situation adds urgency for Christians to deal with science and its
implications for life, witness, and theology today.

Science as Natural Philosophy

To pursue this undertaking, the first task is to be clear about the meaning of the
word “science,” because it has several common uses, including these:

- Science as a set of topics and findings, such as “physics,” “chemistry,” and
“astronomy.” This is how science is commonly taught in school. Science in
this sense conjures up equations like “F=ma,” the periodic table,
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microscopes and slides, and experiments like Galileo is supposed to have
performed at the Leaning Tower of Pisa.®

Science as a particular systematic method for understanding and getting
around in the world. According to a local St. Louis television program on
the Anheuser-Busch Research Pilot Brewery, “Beer can be many things. It
can simply be a beverage, a hobby, a social icebreaker, or all the above. But
first and foremost, the art of brewing beer is a science.”” Science as this
method assumes that everything is made of more fundamental stuff—
ingredients—and that everything works according to some definite rules.
Science proceeds by a method of trial and error, trying to ascertain not only
what does work, but also what does not. It could be difficult to figure out
the basic ingredients or the underlying rules or the appropriate experimental
tests, for example, if you were trying to figure out the recipe for a certain
brand of cola or of fried chicken. A process of “reverse engineering” would
have to go into it. But these are practical difficulties, not fundamental
problems or questions. Newton and Einstein arrived at their theories of
gravitation through much more involved efforts, but their approach to
understanding the world was no different than what diligent brewers,
bakers, and cooks do in their search to develop a new beverage or dish.

Science as the definitive systematic method for understanding and getting
around in the world. This is science as “natural philosophy,” which is what
modern science was often called before the nineteenth century. The
assumptions and procedures of the method are the same as outlined in the
second use above, but “science” in this view specifically seeks a
comprehensive account of the world—the entire universe—and not just of a
beverage or dish.

It is this third type, namely, science as
natural philosophy, that I am highlighting.? It
certainly includes findings and theories, but it
is far more. Science as natural philosophy is
what Tim Keller and David Kinnaman were
concerned about and, as | contend, what
Christian missiology (among other aspects of
theological reflection) should be concerned
about too.

Why? Because science as natural
philosophy challenges Christianity
fundamentally. The Christian faith, life, and
witness presuppose a particular story of
everything: a story of the one true God and

Science as natural
philosophy is . . . what
Christian missiology
(among other aspects
of theological reflection)
should be concerned
about. . . . Why?
Because science
as natural philosophy
challenges Christianity
fundamentally.
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Father of Jesus Christ and His creation. Science as natural philosophy offers a
different story of everything. Therefore, it is fundamentally incompatible with the
Christian faith; and if Christians can see their way forward about their message and
mission when science as natural philosophy is an important factor, then they will be
in an excellent position also to deal fairly with science in other senses.

This natural philosophy aspect can be traced all the way back to the Presocratic
philosophers.” For example, in her book, Plato at the Googleplex, Rebecca Newberger
Goldstein explained how the first lonian philosophers—men like Thales and Anaximander—
“would themselves have made excellent scientists.”*® This is because of their assumptions and
their views about what we really know.

First, they made two assumptions about the universe: (1) that everything is made
of more fundamental stuff—ingredients; and (2) that everything works according to
some definite rules. Goldstein called the first assumption “materialism.” This is the
conviction “that there is some fundamental kind of stuff that’s uniform throughout
all the myriad phantasmagoria that we perceive.”** Thales, for example, thought
water was the fundamental stuff. Today, by contrast, it is essential to believe that
everything consists of fundamental particles: atoms and their constituents.
“Essential,” moreover, is not a rhetorical flourish. Physicist Richard Feynman made
this point at the outset of his lectures on physics, the most well-known of the
twentieth century:

If, in some cataclysm, all of scientific knowledge were to be destroyed, and
only one sentence passed on to the next generation of creatures, what
statement would contain the most information in the fewest words? |
believe it is the atomic hypothesis (or the atomic fact, or whatever you wish
to call it) that all things are made of atoms—little particles that move
around in perpetual motion, attracting each other when they are a little
distance apart, but repelling upon being squeezed into one another. In that
one sentence, you will see, there is an enormous amount of information
about the world, if just a little imagination and thinking are applied.*?

Feynman went on for several pages applying “just a little imagination and
thinking” to convey some of the information in this one sentence, and then he
concluded:

Everything is made of atoms. That is the key hypothesis. The most
important thing in all of biology, for example, is that everything that
animals do, atoms do. In other words, there is nothing that living things do
that cannot be understood from the point of view that they are made of
atoms acting according to the laws of physics. This was not known from the
beginning: it took some experimenting and theorizing to suggest this
hypothesis, but now it is accepted, and it is the most useful theory for
producing new ideas in the field of biology.*?
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Feynman’s mention of “the laws of physics” takes us to the second assumption:
that everything works according to some definite rules. According to Feynman,
understanding the rules that govern the world constitutes understanding the world:

We can imagine that this complicated array of moving things which
constitutes “the world” is something like a great chess game being played
by the gods, and we are observers of the game. We do not know what the
rules of the game are; all we are allowed to do is to watch the playing. Of
course, if we watch long enough, we may eventually catch on to a few rules.
The rules of the game are what we mean by fundamental physics. Even if
we knew every rule, however, we might not be able to understand why a
particular move is made in the game, merely because it is too complicated
and our minds are limited. If you play chess you must know that it is easy to
learn all the rules, and yet it is often very hard to select the best move or to
understand why a player moves as he does. So it is in nature, only much
more so; but we may be able at least to find all the rules. Actually, we do
not have all the rules now. (Every once in a while something like castling [a
chess move] is going on that we still do not understand.) Aside from not
knowing all of the rules, what we really can explain in terms of those rules
is very limited, because almost all situations are so enormously complicated
that we cannot follow the plays of the game using the rules, much less tell
what is going to happen next. We must, therefore, limit ourselves to the
more basic question of the rules of the game. If we know the rules, we
consider that we “understand” the world.**

Goldstein called this belief “naturalism,” the belief “that a small number of
fundamental laws underlie all the ceaseless changes.”*® This insight may be the most
important contribution ever to modern science. As Goldstein explains,

Of all the conceptions that made science possible, none is more essential
than what the physicist and historian of science Gerald Holton called “the
lonian Enchantment”: the intuition that nature is governed by a small
number of laws which account for all the vast complexity that we observe in
the physical universe. This enchantment, if enchantment it be, ensorcels all
of science. . . .

Science simply cannot subject the lonian nomological intuition to doubt and
still remain science. Should an observation clash with what scientists have
heretofore believed was a law of nature, the scientific response is never to
consider the possibility that we’d gotten the lonian intuition wrong; rather,
the scientific response is that we got that particular natural law, or cluster of
laws, wrong. . . . It is a fundamental condition of doing science that nothing
that we could possibly observe would count as a violation of the lonian
Enchantment, at least that part of the lonian Enchantment that posits the
nomological character of physical reality. Nothing would count as evidence
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that our physical reality is ungoverned by physical laws. Rather the
scientific response would be that we hadn’t formulated the laws correctly.*®

Before we turn to the other features of modern science, it is worth noting the
precise form that materialism and naturalism have taken, because it has had such a
profound influence. It is a mathematical form. This is unsurprising, given that the
first major exponents of modern science—Copernicus, Kepler, and Galileo—were
firmly convinced that nature itself was mathematical, and that Newton’s remarkable
breakthrough spelled out the “mathematical principles of natural philosophy.”*’

To see its effect, consider children learning mathematics, starting with “1+1=2."
They learn to see the world as consisting of simple, inert objects. They learn this by
learning that adding and subtracting and multiplying and dividing work as well for
counting pennies and dollars as for counting sheep and pieces of pizza. It does not
matter what one is trying to count; it’s all the same for mathematics. Everything is
reduced to simple, inert objects for the sake of counting. It’s the same with geometry,
and once you have mastered these skills, a great deal of practical mathematics simply
consists of shortcuts and approximations. (What, after all, is algebra but generalized
elementary arithmetic?)

The materialism and the naturalism of modern science are both mathematical.
The fundamental stuff consists of simple, inert objects in fields of force; and the
fundamental rules locate everything in mathematical form either with equations or by
numerical approximations and probabilities. This is what Copernicus and Kepler did
in their astronomy, and what Galileo and Descartes extended with their mechanics
and mathematics, and to which Newton advanced to unparalleled heights by
formulating a theory of motion that gave exact definitions to and equations for mass,
space, and time. (And to accomplish this, he also invented calculus.)

Later work, including the theory of relativity and quantum mechanics, along
with contemporary biological sciences, represent incredible advances, but they all
hold to the same assumptions. They all view the world in just this materialist and
naturalist way.

Moreover, because of the successes of science, it has fundamentally affected
economics, not only in mechanization and computational controls, but also in
finance, management, and planning, as well as in health care, agriculture,
communications, and travel. And because science matters fundamentally to all these
things, we teach our children to see the world as consisting of simple, inert objects,
starting with “1+1=2.”

What this view of the world implies is that matters of value and quality are
subjective. “Color” does not exist in nature, but rather reflects how each being
responds to certain wavelengths of light. “Heat” and “sound” do not exist in nature
but rather reflect how each being responds to faster and slower vibrations. “Beauty”
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and “goodness” do not exist in nature but rather reflect how each person responds to
his surroundings and reflects on his prospects. And so on and so forth.

To be sure, this view of the world emerged for other significant reasons. It arose
at the same time as the civil and ecclesial authorities in the West schemed and fought
their way into obsolescence. Today it sounds
premodern to believe something simply
because the Church said that it is to be  Metaphysical movements

believed, or to believe that rulers reign by have come and gone,
divine right. That is because those beliefs are while modern politics
premodern. Their abandonment in the are ever-shifting
seventeenth century marked a massive shift in and mutating,
Western civilization. Among other things, it but the key features

prompted remarkable efforts in metaphysical
and political philosophy. But the most
successful philosophical movement has been
the universal acceptance of scientific natural
philosophy. Metaphysical movements have come and gone, while modern politics
are ever-shifting and mutating, but the key features of modern science have stayed
the same.

of modern science have
stayed the same.

From the standpoint of Christian missiology, the most important result of these
developments has been a pronounced dualism. On one side, there is the physical,
tangible world, composed of particles in fields of force that act according to invariant
laws, a world without values and qualities. It is the world of objective facts.

On the other side, there is world of mind and soul, in which are found feeling
and value and qualities. It is the world of subjective experience. In philosophy,
dualism is evident in the mind-body distinction and in the fact-value distinction. In
politics, dualism is demonstrated in a separation of church and state. In society,
dualism is exhibited in the distinction between a managerial sphere of competition
and a contrasting therapeutic sphere in which one finds affirmation and care.

This dualism marginalizes religion as a matter of course, without any
substantive argument, reducing it to the private, inner, and spiritual. So science as
natural philosophy, taken consistently, is directly at odds with the Christian message
about God, His creation, and His coming kingdom.

Two other basic features of modern science also bear importantly on missiology.
One is the approach to learning about the world, which also can be traced back to the
Presocratics.™® It has been common to say that science proceeds from observation to
hypothesis to experimental testing. While this progression is sometimes the case, it is
not always the case, as can be seen as far back as the lonians. In an anticipation of
modern geology’s theory of plate tectonics, Thales hypothesized that the earth was
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supported by water, while Anaximander, against all experience, suggested that the
earth was freely suspended in space.

More significantly, all such theories were subject to critical discussion. This
process was completely at odds to most schools of thought, where the function of a
school is to uphold the community’s teachings and protect them from criticism, not
expose them to questions and counterexamples. But it was precisely this feature—
what philosopher Karl Popper calls its “secret”—that allowed science’s method to
develop: the method of conjectures and refutations. This approach serves well any
search for truth.

The Presocratics’ assumptions about the universe and their attitude toward truth
claims are certainly essential to contemporary “natural philosophy,” that is, modern
science. But there is more to modern science. As Feynman put it, “The principle of
science, the definition, almost, is the following: The test of all knowledge is
experiment. Experiment is the sole judge of scientific ‘truth.””'® What the
Presocratics lacked but the modern tradition provided was a well-developed
experimental method in which all proposals would have a form that would allow
them to be openly criticized and assessed. Galileo did not merely assert that bodies
fall at a rate independent of their weight; his proposal could be and was tested (a test
that most of us associate with the leaning Tower of Pisa). Einstein’s general theory
of relativity was not widely accepted (nor Einstein widely known) until it could be
tested, and that was five years after it was published.

The experimental method allows science to be “self-correcting.” As Goldstein
explains:

Possessing the self-correcting means to test and dispose, they prod the
physical world so that the physical world gets a chance to answer back for
itself in the form of experimental evidence. If science oftentimes has
charged off in some altogether wrong direction, believing, say that first is to
be explained by the existence of fire-stuff, phlogiston, or that life is to be
explained by the existence of a life-stuff, the élan vital [life-force], then
empirical testing will, sooner or later, disabuse science of such fictions.?

This critical and self-correcting approach to truth claims not only serves
scientific ventures well, but it also implies a criticism of those who will not allow
critical arguments and empirical testing to question and falsify their beliefs and
message. Of course, “those” include Christians, for whom the “sole judge” of truth is
Jesus Christ, as known by the testimony of the Church.

The Witness and Message of the Church in a Scientific Age

Perhaps the number who have adopted the understanding of science as natural
philosophy [which for convenience | will refer simply to as “Science” from this
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point] is fairly small; the influence of this view is certainly large. Moreover, the view
itself is quite challenging to Christians, and we, like Tim Keller and David
Kinnaman, should expect that our disposition toward it will matter to many. So
Science raises several different questions for missiology.

One question concerns Christian identity: What should it mean to be a
Christian? This question matters a lot in places like the United States, where, for
example, politics are more determinative than beliefs or message. Christians tend to
be identified with political positions on issues like abortion and homosexuality.
Science also tends to be identified with specific contrary positions, leading many to
think that the differences between Science and the Christian faith are decisive and to
identify Christians themselves as “anti-science.” Someone might object that much of
this conflict is supposed rather than real. But the perception is the point.

The question of identity also matters because Science, along with modern civil
politics, has tended to make religion a private and spiritual matter. In this climate, the
Christian message is assumed to be a matter of personal preference and value. To a
considerable extent, Christians have conformed to these expectations, stressing
individual morality, personal affirmation, and an afterlife for the soul in heaven, and
playing down the return of Christ, the resurrection of the dead, and the new creation.

And so, what should it mean to be a
Christian? The situation calls for a “back to . .
the basics, no messing around” answer: Science poses questions
Christians are followers of Jesus Christ, the ab_OUt the nature of the
Son of God and Lord of all. Science poses universe and the proper
cosmic questions to Christians, not more means to ascertain the
specialized ones about salvation or authority truth about it. For those
in the Church or even morality. These  convinced about Science’s
questions are important, but they are mathematical account of
secondary. the universe, salvation is
Science poses questions about the nature ~ something dreamed up by
of the universe and the proper means to those who are not able to
ascertain the truth about it. For those handle the truth.
convinced about Science’s mathematical
account of the universe, salvation is
something dreamed up by those who are not able to handle the truth. The Church
consists of believers in falsehoods, and morality is entirely a matter of negotiation.
Christians risk irrelevance by stressing Jesus as Savior, the Bible as the inerrant
Word of God, and moral absolutes, because they are not paying attention to the
larger more significant issue.

Today’s situation is similar that of the early Church, where there were many
gods and cults and various philosophies and sages. The Christians were definitely in
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the minority. They had a message that was at odds with both the Jews and Gentiles.
What was it? That Jesus of Nazareth was the Son of the Creator of the universe, sent
to bring about a cosmic revolution and establish the reign of this God over all things.
What gave them confidence to believe this, even to the point of death? The fact that
Jesus was willing to die for what He believed, and, even more, that He rose from the
dead.

Their confident belief meant that the truth about all things and all people, and
their disposition—their justification—are ultimately found in and through Jesus
Christ, not by the Torah or other gods in the days of the first Christians, and not by
Science in our day.

A second question follows immediately, and it concerns the Christian message.
What should it be? The answer also follows immediately. It is not a message
primarily about the right way to attain salvation, or about the Bible being the Word
of God, or about the existence and importance of moral absolutes.

Neither is it a message calibrated to maintain Christian influence in society or to
keep church attendance up and new members coming in. It is as Jesus Himself
proclaimed: “The time has come. The reign of God is at hand. Repent and believe the
good news” (Mk 1:15). The apostles took up exactly this message, whether to the
Jews, as Peter did on Pentecost (Acts 2), or to the Gentiles, as Paul did on Mars Hill
(Acts 17).

Paul assumed almost complete ignorance among his hearers. He began by
explaining the Christian concept of God (not His identity). God for Christians is not
another object in the universe, who might live in a temple or be identified with a
figure. He is the Creator of the universe and the director of all that dwells in it. This
means that all human beings are His creatures and therefore subject to His judgment,
which, Paul says, is soon to be visited upon them. The proof of this is the
resurrection of the one appointed to judge. At this point, the conversation breaks
down, but it is clear that Paul is announcing, “The time has come. The reign of God
is at hand.” And it is also clear that his next move would have been: “Repent and
believe the good news.”

Now, these answers about what a Christian is and what message Christians
should stand by do not mean that they are the only things to say about Christian
identity and the Christian message. One can and should say many things. These
answers are not meant to exclude them. Rather, they are intended to point out the
fundamental positions on these vital topics, which means that, however we portray
ourselves and whatever we say, they ought to be consistent with these views, not
confusing, irrelevant, or contrary to them.

Doing this is straightforward, but it may also be difficult. It is straightforward
because it is not hard to see what is consistent and what is inconsistent. It may be
difficult because it may show many Christians that what they are doing now is
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confusing, irrelevant, or just plain wrong, and because bringing ourselves into proper
alignment is a task of formation, not simply information.

After all, we want to do something, not
just know many things. For example, the L
mission of the Church in a scientific age—one 1 ne mission of the Church

in which the idea of God is up for grabs— N a scientific age—one in
requires us to identify not only ourselves but which the idea of God is
also our God. Doing this is straightforward, up for grabs—requires
because it goes with confessing Jesus as the us to identify

Son of God and as Lord: our God is the God not only ourselves

and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ. But but also our God.

despite the Scriptures and the worship of the

Church, not many Christians possess this

information, and still fewer operate with it. The same holds for sin, justification,
sanctification, grace, forgiveness, and the Word of God. So there is a lot of work to
be done both in preparing for evangelism and in mission thinking.

A third question is: How should Christians view the relationship between
Science and the Christian faith? One option is total repudiation of Science: have
nothing to do with Science, and denounce it entirely as false, misleading, and
harmful. This approach is not just wrong but impractical. Science has too much to do
with everyday life to easily disown it.

Another option is total capitulation to Science: assume the place that Science
allows to religion as a private, personal, subjective affair. This is practical—and
practiced—but it is just wrong, because the Christian message and faith are not
merely private, personal, and subjective.

A third option sees Science and the Christian faith as complementary. This
approach follows the example of the first modern scientists: Copernicus, Kepler,
Boyle, Newton, and others who firmly believed that the new science was consistent
with the Christian faith (as they understood it).?* This approach, moreover, mirrors
the example of the early and medieval Church’s use of Greek philosophy. This
option regards Science as useful in its sphere, dealing with “all things visible,” as the
Nicene Creed puts it, and believes that the Christian faith, including its biblical
interpretation, can include it in some way.

The caveat “in some way” is both important and tricky. It is important because
Science should fit the Christian faith, not vice versa. The proper direction of fit must
be maintained. But it is also important because Science itself should not escape
critical examination.

A good example of such examination comes from philosopher Thomas Nagel in
his book Mind and Cosmos. The subtitle tells you what it is about: “Why the
Materialist Neo-Darwinian Conception of Nature Is Almost Certainly False.”?
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Nagel takes issue with the assumption of modern science that mind and
consciousness are very late and wholly accidental features of the universe. He
contends, “Mind is not just an afterthought or an accident or an add-on, but a basic
aspect of nature.””® He argues, from the naturalism of science, the assumption that
the world is itself rational and that we are capable of knowing this. These facts mean
that “mind” ought to belong to the basic convictions of science.

The intelligibility of the world is no accident. Mind, in this view, is doubly
related to the natural order. Nature is such as to give rise to conscious
beings with minds; and it is such as to be comprehensible to such beings.
Ultimately, therefore, such beings should be comprehensible to themselves.
And these are fundamental features of the universe, not byproducts of
contingent developments whose true explanation is given in terms that do
not make reference to mind.*

Now, as Nagel himself is quick to point out, this does not lend itself necessarily to
any theistic conception of the universe. But he is using the assumption of
naturalism—uwith the unquestioned fact that all of us know ourselves to be conscious
and rational—to call into question the mathematical conception of the universe: that
everything is composed of simple, inert stuff, as Science today assumes.

The other side of the “in some way” is that there are several challenging topics
for Christians and Science: the age of the universe; the origins of life; common
ancestry of species; human uniqueness; consciousness; free will; rationality; and the
nature of the soul. Current Science proposes something like this: that the universe as
we know it is over thirteen billion years old, originating from a single point; that life
developed out of the material of the universe in an unguided way; that human beings
and their mental lives are products of this development. Human beings share a
common ancestry with other life, and they are unique only in the way that every
other form of life is unique. The mind and the soul are all explained as biological
phenomena, like digestion. Consciousness, free will, and rationality are illusory.

At some point, nearly all Christians are troubled with this account. The trouble,
however, starts at different points in the story and for different reasons for different
people. For example, some, like so-called “young earth creationists,” are troubled
over the age of the universe, but others accept “theistic evolution.”

This much is clear: most Christians view the complementarity between Science
and their beliefs and story as critical. And it should be. But important challenges and
work remain.

I will mention only one point related to the usual challenges that Christians find.
They should not be surprised or concerned that the universe does not give clear
testimony to their God. Because of original sin, they may be troubled by the
ambiguity, but sin is no excuse. The biblical witness of Genesis, the Psalms, and Job
show that the universe was created by the Word of the Lord, even though Science
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may find something very different. But there is no necessary conflict between the
belief that God created ex nihilo—out of nothing—and finding by observations and
theorizing something very different. The operative word here is “different.” The
Scriptures and science do different things and therefore, of course, may well give
different answers. There is a good theological reason that Christians should not be
troubled by this, that they should assume immediately neither that science is wrong
nor that Genesis should be interpreted figuratively. Creation ultimately answers to
God the Creator, not to us.

Science, as we have noted, makes certain assumptions and sees what it finds. It
tries to do the best it can with the world, and that is why it has been so successful and
useful. But the world is one thing; God is quite another. To say God created out of
nothing includes confessing His utter freedom. “Whatever pleases the Lord he does,
in heaven and on earth, in the seas and all deeps,” says the Psalm (135:6 ESV).
Christians should acknowledge this by recognizing that the universe looks as it
satisfies Him, not as it might satisfy us and our scientific ventures and theological
puzzles. Unlike human creators, God can make a 12-year-old whiskey, a 12-year-old
tiger, and a 13.77 billion-year-old universe, whenever it pleases Him, including 15
minutes ago. And if He does so, it will be a 12-year-old whiskey, a 12-year-old tiger,
a 13.77 billion-year-old universe, even if He did do it 15 minutes ago. The important
issue for Christians is not the age or the how, but the fact God did it to give it all
meaning and purpose (Heb 11:1-2). Only the eyes of faith can see that.

A fourth question is about our disposition: How should we engage others in a
scientific age? The answer is easy and sufficient: We should be honest, open,
inviting, fair, confident. This, however, turns out to be more easily said than done,
which is why the question is important.

Like everyone else, Christians often find it difficult to accept that there are
others who see and understand the world differently, much less deal with them fairly.
As a result, Christians, like everyone else, tend to treat others as if they were stupid
or bad. This attitude explains why many shy away from discussing religion, politics,
money, sex, race, and their favorite books, music, and TV shows.

But Christian mission requires us to do better. Doing better means recognizing
that others will see and understand the world differently, or they will be impressed
by other ways of seeing and understanding the world. Whether those “other ways” be
Science or Buddhism or paganism, we should “always being prepared to make a
defense to anyone who asks you for a reason for the hope that is in you; yet do it
with gentleness and respect” (1 Pt 3:15 ESV).

As for concrete advice in doing this, psychologist Jonathan Haidt points us in a
useful direction in his book The Righteous Mind.?* According to Haidt, for each of us
“Appearance is usually far more important than reality.” When asked “for a reason,”
we automatically justify ourselves; “we lie, cheat, and justify so well that we
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honestly believe we are honest”; and “we can believe almost anything that supports
our team.”?® He lines up a persuasive array of examples and studies to make his
point.

But Haidt also calls attention to the work of psychologists Jennifer Lerner and
Philip Tetlock on decision-making and accountability.”” As generally believed,
people think more carefully when they know they will have to justify themselves.
But how do they think more carefully? It depends. Lerner and Tetlock identified two
kinds of careful reasoning.

On the one hand, there is “confirmatory thought,” which “involves a one-sided
attempt to rationalize a particular point of view.” It “takes place in the service of
self-justification.” In other words, we do it to make ourselves look good.

On the other hand, there is “exploratory thought,” which “involves even-handed
consideration of alternative points of view.” It “takes place in the service of
optimizing a judgment/decision.”?® In other words, we engage in exploratory thought
to seek out and make clear the truth. These two modes of reasoning are easy to
understand and recognize. The key question for our purpose (and many others!) is
this: When are we disposed to engage in exploratory thought? It turns out that it
depends on how you view your audience. As Haidt summarizes it,

Accountability increases exploratory thought only when three conditions
apply: (1) decision makers learn before forming any opinion that they will
be accountable to an audience; (2) the audience’s views are unknown, and
(3) they believe the audience is well informed and interested in accuracy.”

The lesson for Christian witness is straightforward, and not only for a scientific
age. We should always understand ourselves ahead of time to be accountable to
others when dealing with them. We should assume that we really don’t know how
they view and understand things. We should expect them to be well informed and
interested in the truth.
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